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      This novel has been written by a human creative and was edited by humans. Generative AI tools have had no part in the creation of this book, its characters, or the world.

      
        
        This is a work of fiction. It is the combined product of the collective subconscious as transmitted by the Grimm Brothers in The Nixie of the Mill-pond and the imagination of the author. Any similarities to the real world are either a product of the human experience—we are humans with shared human emotions, experiences, and responses—or entirely coincidental. Now, leave this boring real-world stuff and enter a new realm where magic, dragons, and miracles, thankfully, do exist.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE - RETELLINGS
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      Thank you for picking up this book, I really hope you enjoy it. When I first started writing retellings, I was driven to bring back into public consciousness my favourite German fairytale that is practically unknown in the English-speaking world and is even being forgotten in Germany. I have since made retelling lesser-known fairytales one of the focuses of my writing, but it isn’t the only one. Ideas have come to me from many places and that means I write in several different subgenres of fantasy, but the one thing that tethers all my stories together is my passion for our human ability to transform hardship into success.

      For this reason, many of my books deal with the difficulties life tends to throw at us but my characters almost always come out the other side stronger and more resilient—and happy. Yes, I do write tragedies on occasion, but this read isn’t one of those. Nevertheless, as with all my writing, this book does explore difficult topics that specifically relate to fertility struggles, and miscarriage.

      I have always learned through reading and found that resilience is built through exposure. I have grieved, feared, and overcome dark days from the comfort of my living room, vicariously experiencing life through the eyes of my favourite characters. And doing so has made me stronger, and better able to face the hardships life has thrown at me because I have not been coddled and sheltered. I haven’t had my first encounter with true evil in the real world. I have seen it acted out in the lives of the characters I adore, and they have guided me through the tough times I have experienced myself. It is for that reason I wish to continue to share the experiences or ideas that have driven me to think long and hard about hardship in a way so that other people, just like you, might have the same benefit of resilience from my own books as I have had from the reading journeys I’ve enjoyed.

      Of course, if you have personally experienced hardships like the ones explored in these pages and are struggling with the scars life has left you with, please put your own wellbeing first. More than anything, my purpose in fostering psychological resilience is to support those who’ve never had an experience of this sort so they have the opportunity to feel and think, to grow their compassion for those who have experienced something like this particular form of hardship, and to hopefully also provide enough of a foundation to help avoid situations that could lead to this kind of hardship in real life, or to overcome it with resilient strength when faced with it. We are not alone in these experiences, but we can’t know that unless we experience it in some way. I hope to provide a “safe space” for readers to experience particular hardships so they can confront the difficulties of life with their eyes open.

      We grow when we stretch the comfort zone, but I don’t endorse shattering it. Do what is right for you on your own path.

      
        
        Further Content Considerations

        Although this novel is marketed as New Adult Fantasy, I have done my utmost to keep it accessible to the upper Young Adult bracket. The level of violence is low, and as much as possible, I avoid on-page violence, focusing more on the potential for it.  Where things come up in memories, I have tried to remain attuned to the needs of sensitive readers; however, I understand that some things are not for everyone. Please note, this novel includes themes related to miscarriage and abortion.

      

        

      
        As this novel follows my human main characters from their teens until their mid-twenties, I do not tiptoe around sex and sexuality. There is no on-page sex, but the characters—as consenting adults later on in the story—do engage in intercourse and that is not ignored even if it is not detailed explicitly.
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        A Note on Language

      

      

      I write British English, so I realise it can be strange for American readers, who are expecting a whole lot of ‘z’s, to read my words with ‘s’s or expecting ‘armor’ while I write ‘armour’. Take this as part of the fantasy flair of the experience. I hope you enjoy the stories despite the sometimes-unusual spelling or turns of phrase.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        A Final Consideration

      

      

      In the times we live in, I feel it necessary to state openly that I do not use generative AI in any way during the process of my writing. The ideas, formulations, worlds, characters, and stories I create are all the product of my own imagination combined with my personal experiences or those of friends and family that have pushed me to examine my thoughts and feelings. All the research, writing, and editing of this book were done by humans.

      In all honesty, the situation with generative AI we are living at the moment resurfaces memories of one of my favourite children’s books, Momo by Michael Ende (author of The Neverending Story). It may be an obscure tale, but even though it was published in 1973 and was already relevant at the time with its pointed allegory of modern life and “time-saving measures”, this story has become my “anthem” for the times we are living now. If you’re not familiar with it, do yourself a favour and read it. And no, it’s not a “children’s book”. Not really. I believe wholeheartedly that it’s actually a novel for adults disguised as a children’s book because Ende knew adults wouldn’t read it, so it was better to plant the seeds in the children so they’d be more aware as adults. That’s how I think it went, anyway.

      All seriousness aside, I absolutely love fairytales! So much, that I’ve even written a collection of my own invented ones and you can get two of those for FREE! Yes, you read that right. The Companion’s Tale, a story about how important it is to define a dream before we can set out to make it a reality in our lives is permafree on most retail sites. You can download your copy here. And The Sewing Princess, which examines how to test a dream to ensure that it is worthy of us and won’t undermine who we are or who we strive to be, is exclusive to my subscribers. You can access it by signing up to my newsletter.

      I’m going to zip it now and let you get to the good stuff. Happy reading!

      
        
        xoxoxo

        Astrid

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To

        Every woman who has ever lived

        To your strength and ability to withstand all the pain life throws at you and still support those around you. You are beautiful. You are powerful. And you are a blessing. May you enjoy the sunrises and sunsets that define your journey in this lifetime.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not lean on your own understanding. In all your ways, acknowledge Him, and He will make straight your paths.

      

      

      
        
        ⁓ Proverbs 3:5-6
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      I rose up through the darkness, reaching for the intriguing sound that beckoned from above. Light began filtering through, bringing colour with it and turning my blue-green world into a painting. Dabs of yellow, pink, and brown came into view as I neared the surface.

      Breaking through, I felt the cool tingle of air on my skin, my warm cocoon of water beading off me, and I clearly heard the song that brought me here. My eyes focused on a woman, much taller than I—not surprising since my kind are of short stature. There was something square about her. She appeared to be as wide as she was tall, making her ungainly.

      She walked beside the pond, raising her voice in a melody at once both joyful and nostalgic. My heart ached and filled with warmth I had never felt before. It captivated me, and I swam closer, gentle as a ripple, not making a sound. She glowed with life. It shimmered golden around her, and I wanted to know her secret. It radiated off her, cocooning her in a glow so intense it took my breath away. Her physical awkwardness evaporated in the brilliance of that light.

      The woman followed a sandy path leading beyond my pond to a wooden building and the silent water wheel resting beside it. For a moment, I allowed the still mechanism of the mill to take hold of my awareness. Ever since the pond was constructed, the creaking of that wheel had been my constant companion. Why was it not moving? The woman turned towards me, and I finally understood why she appeared so oddly proportioned, like two frogs’ eggs hanging from either side of a leaf.

      Her hand rested on a perfect, round, protruding belly. A smile played upon her lips, lighting up her dark eyes as she looked upon the proof of the life growing within her. She sang for that child, unborn—as yet unknown—and I was drawn into the magic of human life.

      A great longing welled within me. I wished, more than anything, to experience something so miraculous. In spite of myself, I felt my own hand probing the flat, empty expanse of my abdomen. She was a vessel, filled with life, while I was nothing. Barren. Devoid of such essence. For all the magic that filled me, I lacked this one ability. I could not create life.

      Envy raised its serpentine head within my breast. I wanted, more than anything, to experience what that woman held between her cupped hands. Yearning took hold of me, and I almost cursed my nature, the very reason I could never have a child of my own. The fabric of her grey dress lifted up from the protrusion of her pregnancy, the hem hovering around her shins and the bodice and skirts emphasising her state. Everything about her drove my need to feel that joy.

      I wished I could cry. The human ability to shed emotion might lighten the weight of my burden. No such luck, though. I was empty.

      I noticed a figure by the doorway to the wooden mill building. His hunched shoulders and his hands wringing each other and brushing through his hair every so often spoke volumes, and my attention fell on the silent wheel. What happened to rob the sleepless engine of motion?

      A shadow flitted over me, and I saw the woman walking past, picking up speed as she went to join the man at the door. Being human, she did not see me. Only those in tune with their magic could see one of my kind when we wished to remain unseen. I could not hear what she said over the distance. Not that I cared. In that moment of my longing, all that mattered was the woman and her blessing—the gift of her nature.

      Watching her go, another wave of desperation hit me. I floated near the surface of my home—utterly and unbearably alone. I had spent so long not caring about my neighbours, but something shifted inside me that day. For the first time since I had come into being in that millpond, I wanted to know more. I wanted to understand these humans and their lives.

      When it was clear she would not return to her stroll, I dived. Green murkiness surrounded me, cloaking me in its familiar coolness, but for once, it did not offer any comfort. That human home where life grew in a shimmering glow of magic beyond my reach, that place built on the banks of my pond, consumed my attention even as it disappeared from sight above the waters of my home.

      By the time I reached my glistening abode, water solidified into a semblance of walls and arched doorways filled with my glittering collection of gifts from the humans above and illuminated by beams of refracted light, I had made my wish. I would have a child of my own—no matter the cost. I had to fill the void consuming me from within, and I had seen the spark of life in her eyes. I wanted that, too. My heart told me a child brings joy and laughter—just like I saw on the pregnant human’s face—and I yearned for the day I could share in the miracle of life.

      My wish came true, but not at all how I imagined it would—

      I am Naiya. Some call me a water sprite, others a nymph. The humans of Kvarn say I am a nix, an evil creature of water and magic. To my own people, I am madness personified, shunned for what I became. This is where my story began, on a bright day at the turning of the seasons, when I followed a voice, a song, when it spoke to me through the layers of existence.
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      My longing grew, and I found myself floating to the surface of my pond every day. I hid among the patch of water lilies bobbing close to the mill. That area spotted with its green rounds was the most convenient place to observe the humans.

      The man was often by the doorway or just outside the building, pacing and wringing his hands. I rarely heard what he said to himself, but his anxiety cloaked him and threatened to suffocate him. He was an interesting figure. His oval face, adorned with a trimmed beard, dark with streaks of silver, contrasted with the dishevelled state of his hair. I watched him draw his fingers through the strands time and time again. He wore tailored clothes, the dark blue washed out to a memory of its former glory, but I could still make out the fine weave of the wool composing his breeches and coat. I even saw some tattered strands fraying at the sleeves.

      My existence was tied to the millpond and the mill, and by extension, the miller who owned them. I was linked to the man because his creation was my home. He had put time and effort into building the pond and tended it in his way. That man who wrung his hands by the doorway was the miller, and I learned that the woman who fascinated me was his wife. All my attention focused on these two. I felt connected to them, wanted to know more about their lives and be a part of these neighbours whose home was so near to mine. They were intriguing because they were so different from everything I knew.

      The miller muttered to himself, and at times, when his pacing brought him near enough, I made out some of his words of worry. I could smell the fear coming off him. However, my limited knowledge of the circumstances surrounding his life made it difficult to derive the true source of his woes. From the tattered state of the thatched roof and a broken slat in the mill wheel, coupled with the state of his formerly elegant dress, I imagined some of the trouble had to do with money, but I could not gauge any more than that. I knew too little of humans at that time to be able to infer more.

      His wife, the pregnant beauty whose life-giving state sent shivers of wonder through my being and made the hollow within my chest contract with aches, was another enigma. Her heart-shaped face offered a study in contrasting emotions. Some unknown sadness weighted her being, although she simultaneously wanted to break free and soar. I caught her staring out into the distance, her presence dragged down by sodden thoughts, reeking of death. There was a pain within her eyes, but I could not understand it. My natural state as a magical water creature tended towards buoyancy, and I could not fathom the weights dulling her mind with pain.

      I struggled to understand these humans. How could they both be so preoccupied, allowing a dark blanket of despondency to smother the light they engendered? Why did they take the beauty of life so lightly? My body was racked with pains from the discrepancy. I often found myself contemplating the child. What would become of it with such parents?

      A few days after my first encounter with the miller’s pregnant wife, the woman stepped out of the mill, swinging a shawl about her shoulders, leaving her single, waist-long braid uncovered and shimmering iridescent in the sunlight. Pink tassels from the shawl swung around her belly, the pale colour highlighting her cinnamon skin. Another figure stepped out. This one wore a brown skirt and also appeared female, although I could not be certain as the being was square of shoulder and barrel-chested, and a pale, yellow scarf about their head covered any further signs of gender. My eye fell on swollen feet visible below the skirt. The pair walked up the wagon track beside the stream.

      The desire to follow the object of my obsession overwhelmed me, and being an incarnation of the element that gave birth to me, I could travel at will within the currents of water. In the twinkling of an eye, I dissolved my physical being into its fundamental element and rippled into the core of my essence. Reducing myself to a single drop of water was as natural as breathing is to humans. Focusing my intent, I floated into the stream and sped along beside the miller’s wife as she waddled on her way, the green fabric of her skirt rippling around her.

      With its laughing chatter, the brook carried me faster than she walked, but I knew where she was bound. The only place along this track was the village, that hodgepodge of earthen bricks, wood, and thatch mixed with the overpowering combined essence of animals and humans. Before the waters took me to the far end of the settlement where the tanner’s impurities spilt in, I suffused myself into the earth, using my magic to guide me to the clear spark of aqua at the heart of the village.

      Once in the well, I allowed my being to flow out again and took my form of choice. I looked at my pale hands and sensed my body rippling into its physical form in the gentle tug of the water around me. My dark hair billowed around my face, and out of the corner of my eye, I watched the strands floating about me. I preferred taking on the softer features of a humanoid form rather than the green-skinned, pointy-eared aesthetic favoured by some other naiads. Magical beings that we are, and lacking reproductive organs, we naiads are shape-shifters, able to take on almost any form at will but also doomed to the barrenness that now plagued my thoughts night and day. I turned my attention away from myself. I was not here to scrutinise my physical form or its shortcomings. I had to find out more about what was going on at that mill.

      Dark stone rose above me, cutting out a circle of blue streaked with white, and the walls of the well were damp and coated in algae, shimmering dark green. I strained my senses outwards and listened with intensity. Delight filled me when I heard a group of women’s voices drifting down from above. The washerwomen were gathered at the washing station beside the well, and the sounds of splashing and scrubbing accompanied their conversation, which revolved around the people passing by. Most of their discussion dealt with human inanities, but I knew I could count on the gossipers to fill me in on what I wanted to know. Nevertheless, their chatter clarified what strange creatures they are, worrying about what someone wore to their weekly religious ceremony or who was having an altercation with a neighbour, rather than discussing how they could keep the village clean and their miraculous children healthy.

      At long last, there was a shift, and one of the women raised her voice. “Hilda! It’s so good to see you.”

      I perked my ears. That was the name of the miller’s wife. I made out a muffled reply, but the person was too far away to hear properly from the depths of the well. After a moment, the women above me replied with a farewell, and I heard the scrubbing starting up again with renewed vigour.

      “Poor thing,” someone else chimed in, starting up the conversation again. “It must be hard on her, being so far along and married to the wrong miller. Mister Peter is such a catch. I wonder when he’ll pick a wife.”

      “Yes. Hilda must be so worried. I’ve heard the watermill is deserted these days, ever since Mister Peter built the windmill.”

      “Well, the watermill is far, especially when you have sacks of grain to carry,” another chimed in.

      “’Tis the misfortune of life.” The conversation was interrupted by some loud beating, and I could not make it all out.

      “’Tis a blessing,” the first washerwoman continued. “The windmill is a wonderful addition to Kvarn, and the time is at hand when Nate and Hilda must adapt to the changing ways of life. The new engines are said to be sturdier and more reliable—at least, that’s what Mister Peter says. I’m sure Hilda will get by. Nate’s always been hard-workin’, and she is nothin’ if she isn’t industrious.”

      Another woman chimed in. “I do feel sorry for her, though. You remember the to-do when they were betrothed? Everyone’s always said she’s too good for him, and now that’s been proven true. It’s a reminder to all of us to stay within our station and never marry above it. Nate should never have sought her out. He shouldn’t even have looked at her, but here they are. This and their previous hardships are their own fault for not keeping to the natural order of things.”

      General agreement followed, and their gossip shifted to the next passer-by. What ridiculous nonsense. Humans were filled with preposterous ideas about how the world worked. Humans are humans. Status has nothing to do with life’s hardships. Everyone carries burdens, irrespective of their heritage, background or even species, but the conversation did make me wonder about what other hardships my miller had been through.

      I lost interest in the women’s chatter, knowing I had enough information about the misfortunes of my miller at the hands of another man and his windmill. I did not need to stay any longer. Discorporating, I filtered back into the stream and fought my way against the current. I was grateful when I arrived in my still home at the pond. I was tired. Travelling as a water drop and using my magic so extensively drained me.

      I sank into my blue-green world, allowing the watery walls of my home to enclose me in their comforting embrace, and let oblivion take me. That night, the full moon’s gentle song woke me, and I drifted to the surface, recharging in the silver light. Magic caressed my damp skin and absorbed into my drained being. It tingled silver sparkles under my skin, reinvigorating every fibre of my body. I basked in the slaking of this thirst and rejoiced in the energy tingling through me.

      As I drifted in the light of the moonbeam, I pondered the miller and his dilemma. If people were not coming to visit his mill, what would happen to my pond? Was my very existence threatened if the mill fell into ruin?
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      I was doing my rounds, checking on the state of the pond by the mill. In human terms, you might think of me as the lady of this estate, and like a noble, I must see to all parts of it functioning as they should. Water is a tricky substance. It is changeable, evaporating in the warm rays of the sun, slipping through the tiniest crevices, and over aeons, forging a path through rock. Water is life, and keeping my pond healthy and life-giving is my purpose.

      I had checked in on the family of fishes feasting on algae along the west bank and turned my attention to the tadpoles swimming by the water lilies near the mill when I heard a shout from the house.

      “Olaya! Fetch the midwife.”

      Within moments, the stout individual who had accompanied the miller’s wife over a week ago rushed out of the building, tucking her shawl about her head as she ran. My hearing strained, but silence enveloped me. Apart from the birds twittering their delight at the sun’s warmth and the breeze rustling against the leaves, nothing could be heard. Or was there a sound? I expanded my reach, tapping into my magic and searching out all sources of water. Through a pitcher in the house, I heard intermittent groans, followed by breathless words of encouragement given by the miller’s wife herself. She was alone, and I could not sense the miller nearby. I wondered where the baby creature’s father was at this important moment when it was about to affirm its life.

      “You can do this, Hilda. Done it three times already; this is just one more,” she puffed.

      Three? My mind swirled in a vortex. What had she done with them? Where were those other children to whom she had given life? I wondered whether all humans were so careless with their gift. It could not possibly be. There had to be something the matter with her and the miller. They were not fit for the gift of life bestowed upon them, and I was not going to let them mess up again. Oh no! I would have to do something.

      “Be patient, little one. Why did you have to come so early?” the woman lamented through heavy breaths.

      While I pondered my options and what could be done to keep this impending new arrival safe, the woman who had left earlier returned in the company of a powerful one. I sensed the magic tendrils flickering around her form, golden sunlight to my moonlight. She was old but stood tall, unlike so many humans advanced in age.

      They entered the house without paying attention to my presence in the pond. I stretched out my senses again and listened to the unfolding events within. The women told Hilda to breathe, and she groaned.

      I was so absorbed in the birthing that I did not notice a figure approaching from the forest until it stopped beside my pond, throwing its shadow where I was sheltered beneath the lily pads. The haggard visage of the miller came into view. He glanced at the house and then turned his gaze upon the water lapping against the low wall. To me, he looked like a man who walked on a moonless night with no promise of dawn and not even any stars to guide his way. The weight of his thoughts seemed enough to drag him to his death while he opened and closed his mouth, struggling to breathe against the suffocating onslaught of his worries.

      Turning my heightened senses on the miller, I allowed my grasp of what was happening in the house to slip. The situation before me was more pressing when I watched the man step up onto the low pond wall and stare, unseeing, into the rippling waters at his feet. He looked just about ready to end it all, and I wondered about that—perhaps I could offer this hopeless human some solace from his own shortcomings and protect the child in the process. My heart urged me forwards. It burned in my chest, sizzling water against my skin. The need to do something drove me onwards without thinking about any implications.

      As the man teetered on the brink, I darted further away from the pond’s edge and gathered water around and under me. I rose into the air, supported by a pillar of solidified liquid while pulling a rippling sheen around myself, fashioning attire humans were more used to. My water-gown dazzled in the sunlight, rippling over my humanoid form.

      The miller’s eyes distended into large orbs, and he took a step backwards. Floundering to regain his balance after coming off the wall so unexpectedly, I watched him grimace when his knee hit the rock. It was low on his side but deep on mine, where the ditch for the pond had been dug several feet deep. I tried to soften my demeanour, hoping I would not scare him off. His kind are so skittish around us. They fear us, begrudging us our powers and labelling my people unprincipled. For the sake of the child—and the miller’s life, for that matter—I hoped he would hear me out.

      Our eyes locked, and I watched him swallow when I spoke. “Why so sad, Miller?”

      He hesitated for the space of a heartbeat. I watched his mind grasping onto the truth of my nature and an understanding of my magic. The question I had asked opened a sluice, and his woes poured forth in an overwhelming stream. “I’m on the verge of destitution. I’ve put my family at risk, and I don’t know how I’m going to keep my wife and child fed. I’m becoming the laughing stock of Kvarn and that Peter—” he paused, swallowing back the bitter pill of resentment as he brushed a hand through his wind-swept hair. “Peter single-handedly ruined me with his confounded windmill. All the patrons moved their business there because they claim he’s nearer. Even the baker, who was supposed to be my friend, has deserted me. What happened to loyalty? I grew up in this place.” He gestured at the building behind him. “They’ve all known me my whole life. How could they abandon me like this and then turn on me, claiming I’ve failed my wife and child—when they are the ones who abandoned us?”

      His breath came out in short gasps, and he sucked air into his lungs before continuing, his hands fidgeting with a fraying buttonhole. “Hilda is so strong. She cares so much for everyone around her. I want to do right by her. I love her so much, and this was supposed to be when things started going right again. It should have been our opportunity for an easier life—for happiness.” He inhaled, sucking air between trembling lips. “Instead, I’m left with sleepless nights thinking on what is to come. We are facing hardships even more daunting than the pain and loss we’ve already experienced. It feels like the Great Dragon on High has abandoned us—and I don’t even know why.” Tears slid down his unshaven cheeks, and he dashed them away with the palm of his hand. “I just want to do right by Hilda. She deserves some respite.”

      The anguish in his voice was unmistakable. I thought about what he had said, and a series of thoughts aligned into a coherent plan of action. The spark hit me like a bolt of lightning through water—fast and true. My idea sizzled in a flash of possibility, and my whole being tingled with excitement. His solution—that desire to take his own life—appeared pitiful and pathetic, but I had to make sure that was what he really intended. “And you wished to end your life by throwing your lot in with me?”

      His glassy-eyed fish impression brought laughter bubbling forth. I could not help it; this creature was so ridiculous—simple-minded. What would I do with him in my pond? It was a good thing my plan formulated while he stood there gaping at me. Besides, as a naiad charged with keeping this pond in harmony, I knew cleaning up after suicides was extra work. They ripple the energies and taint everything they touch. Typical of humans, I suppose. That is what they do to most anything they come into contact with. It would be better to steer him to a different outcome, one that suited me, too.

      Thus, I said, shrugging with an air of nonchalance, “Although it is lonely down here in my home, you cannot offer the company I seek. What would you give me if I helped you overcome these troubles?” I glanced at him through my lashes.

      “Anything!” he blurted, desperation evident in every fibre of his body, his arms tracing an all-encompassing circle around him. His body quivered with tension, and he looked at me as if I was a lifeline saving him from becoming fish bait.

      Good. I felt a lightness fill me. I could do some good with this. I could help him and the newborn while also getting the one thing I wanted more than anything else. If there ever was a win-win situation, this was it. I had not pulled back my awareness fully from the house, and in that instant, I heard the woman’s cries increase their intensity. My whole being told me: that creature was about to burst forth into this world.

      Turning my attention back to the miller, I made my offer. “I will make a deal with you, Miller. Your troubles will be gone, and within a month, your business will resurge. Your fame as the best miller in the region will grow, and people will send their grain to you from far afield. In exchange, you will gift me the newborn creature whose cry you hear as you cross the threshold into your home.”

      I watched him mull over my proposition. His brows drew together as though a thread gathered them. He lifted his eyes, meeting my gaze, and I sensed his determination. It was more than palpable. “For the financial stability you promise, I’ll gladly give you the first newborn whose cry reaches me after setting foot in my house.”

      Elation washed through me, and I could not help but clap my hands as I pronounced the crucial words to seal our pact. “It is done.”

      Allowing the pillar to crumble, I flicked the final component his way, allowing the magic to reach his skin with the water splashing onto him. Until he upheld his end of the bargain, he would remain marked by the spell. My magic bound us to our agreement and would make sure it was fulfilled. I felt another link in that magical chain when my ears picked out the soft wail of a baby. A warm glow filled me as the seal of the bargain called to life this bond between the child and me. It was miraculous to be tied to this new life form. It bubbled with energy and filled me with a longing to hold the newborn in my arms. The ease with which the miller gave up his child also reaffirmed my certainty that I was doing the right thing. The baby would be better off in my care.

      The miller turned away, and I observed him for a moment. He looked happy, and that filled me with joy. It was nice to do a good turn, especially for the person who brought me into being. Without the millpond he had constructed, I would not exist, for I came into being by the powers of the water, to care for it in this place. It felt significant to help him.

      Tired, I drifted down into the depths. There would not be much moonlight tonight, and I had used up a lot of my magic. An oath such as the one I had taken was powerful and required strength. I needed even more power to uphold my end of the deal, so I allowed myself to drift to sleep and hoped there would be enough moonlight to recharge my energy over the coming nights, that I might adhere to our agreement and do my part.
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        * * *

      

      An insidious sensation crawled over me, waking me from my slumber. Thin bindings of energy threatened to fetter my magic. Panic engulfed me. If my magic were shackled to me, I would not be able to perform my duty to the pond and its inhabitants. Without my magic, the balance of the ecosystem could teeter on the brink and bring untold harm to the creatures living in this watery place. The problem was, if my pond spiralled out of control, it would spill over, affecting the forest and other habitats beyond. Everything was in such delicate harmony, and it had to remain that way. The consequences of imbalance could be devastating.

      When those soft bindings threatened to draw tighter, I reacted on instinct. Self-preservation was everything against the deceitful magic of a human prayer. Prayers, like wishes, are fickle tools—for their outcomes are never guaranteed—and they can have far greater repercussions than intended because they are—in most cases—selfish. I lashed out with every ounce of magical power I had left, buffeting the invocation and obliterating it. The waters around me seethed, and foam splashed at the surface high above me.

      The pond stilled, turning back into a liquid sheet. With great effort, I rose up, breaking the surface to see a yellow-robed priest stalking away. Why was the priest, worshipper of air dragons, trying to contain me? I was a naiad, a water sprite. He should not have had dominion over me, and yet, he had almost tangled me. I shuddered. Not knowing what was going on was another serious problem, and I did not have the energy to find out. If I was tired before, I was beyond exhausted at this point. The day hung heavy upon my shoulders, dragging me down. It was stronger than I was, leaving me little choice, and I allowed oblivion to pull me away from my confusion, tugging me into sleep’s restorative embrace.
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      It took me about a week to recover my inherent strength, although my magic was still limited. The waxing moon helped my plight, regenerating my powers, and I was blessed with some rain showers that replenished my pond with fresh water reserves. The new droplets brought vivacity to my liquid home and restored me.

      All recovery takes time, and while I convalesced, the passing weeks allowed me to plan my next move. There was something odd going on with the humans, for they did not bring me the newborn, and I wondered if they were waiting for me to prove my worth. It made me anxious to get enough strength to do what I had promised. A magical bargain is not a thing to be taken lightly. It is an agreement, and the parties are bound to uphold it or risk a storm of energies combining over time, with the very real risk of tipping out of control. A magical vortex was something to avoid. I knew that. Anyone born of magic knew it. So, I would uphold my end—no matter what—because otherwise, my very existence might be forfeit. As a being entirely composed of magic, I could not risk being absorbed into a twister of unfulfilled enchantment.

      This time of restoration also gave me an opportunity to ponder the differences between humans and creatures born of magic. While humans mostly exhibit binary attributes, male or female, we elemental spirits have none of that. Since we cannot reproduce as humans do, there is no need for such divisions. Our existence is fluid, and I realised this was why we elementals always refer to each other in a gender-neutral fashion. The human distinction between “he” and “she” was irrelevant for us. “They” served us better.

      A constant breeze ruffled the pond while I recuperated, providing me what I needed—an idea. My plan evolved as the days passed, and I saw a way of fulfilling my end of the bargain without further depleting my magical reserves. That was a welcome thought. Still, I bided my time until after the full moon.

      The waning orb provides a lull in the magical cycle, a time to regroup and prepare for the activities we creatures of magic perform when the celestial globe waxes. There are magical energies in all forces of nature, and the moon offers the strongest source to elementals like myself. The sun and the energies of the earth are what most humans draw on, although their prayers and other incantations allow for greater flexibility than elemental magic does. Humans can use the powers of the ley lines to bolster their conjuring and create enchantments beyond anything we elementals are capable of.

      So, I waited until the perfect moment. It was an overcast and windy day a little after the full moon when I floated to the surface and put my plan into action. I gazed into the sky, watching the patterns of air as they swirled around, dashing hither and thither. Sensing my counterpart zipping about in the breeze, I calculated the motions and prepared my trap.

      When a gust passed over, sending waves scudding towards the northern end of the pond, I willed a wave to leap out at the right moment and engulf the agent behind the wind. In the twinkling of an eye, the air stilled.

      Pointy ears stuck out of a pale blue face, and inside the bubble of water hovering on the pond’s surface, the sylph I had captured strained to no effect. They were a lithe being and feisty, and thin arms and legs beat against the bubble in an attempt to break through the liquid barrier. They even bit at the water, but it was impossible to escape my trap.

      “Hello, Sylfia,” I bubbled.

      I received a hiss in reply. Undeterred, I swam closer and watched them cross their arms, glaring daggers at me.

      “Your pretty wind made me wonder how strong you really are. These breezes are quite lovely, I admit, but I would like to see what you are capable of.” The sylph raised an eyebrow, the only sign they were even listening. I grinned and continued. “The humans keep saying you spirits of air are more powerful than water sprites, but I just cannot accept that. It was the simplest thing to capture you, and there you are, trapped like a fly in the water. You do not even have the power to break my little water bubble.”

      I grinned, receiving a scowl in return. I could not help the smirk spreading wider over my face. “Since you failed this little test of mine, I bet you cannot do anything all that impressive, but I am willing to see you try.” I winked, knowing it would rile them even more, and added a dismissive flick of my hand for good measure.

      Sylfia howled, beating on the flexible surface of the bubble. “You devious, festering cesspit! Let me out of here!”

      “Oh, I will. I would just love for you to demonstrate your true power and prove to me the humans are right in their idolisation of your kind.”

      “I will show you! Pond scum! I will tear this forest to pieces.”

      “No, I do not think that will do. The trees around here are not very big or solid. That really would not be a good demonstration of your talents.” I smiled. It was enjoyable to goad them so easily. “I think a true challenge of your skill is that shiny new windmill they built over in the village. It has to be something the humans care about because otherwise, the proof of your abilities is meaningless. You want to show me, and them, that you are worthy of being worshipped in the way they do. To demonstrate brute strength, I think destroying the windmill will do perfectly, but there is more to power than strength. What of precision? Hmmm, now let me see—the windmill is at the edge of the village. That is not great for proving accuracy.” I paused for effect, pretending to think, although I had done enough of that all week. Destroying only the windmill would be too blatant. There must be damage in the village to make the event seem more natural, and besides, the miller mentioned he had been betrayed by life-long friends, such as the baker.

      “Yes, I have it!” I added, clapping my hands in feigned glee. “You would need to hit a single target of many to prove your precision. How about the bakery? That one is slap bang in the middle of the human village. It would prove your skills brilliantly if you could damage the bakery without harming any of the other buildings around it. You know, I do not believe you will be able to do it. They say the windmill is the sturdiest construction in the whole region.”

      “Of course I can damage that confounded structure. I will put it out of commission, you annoying fish lover.”

      I had to bite back my excitement and pretended to glower in response to the stupid insult. “It is a deal then,” I said. “I shall set you free, and you will prove your worth by destroying the windmill and picking out the bakery as a single target among many.”

      “Let me out of here!”

      “Deal?”

      “Yes, yes. You have your confounded bargain. Now, let me out!”

      “It is done,” I intoned, glad I did not need to add the water seal on this deal as it was struck between two magical creatures, which made the binding automatic. With a flick of my wrist, the bubble disintegrated, and droplets rained down beneath Sylfia. Faster than sight could follow, the sylph exploded into action. I could feel the air gathering before they blasted in the direction of Kvarn.

      I never saw Sylfia again, nor any of their kin, and my pond stayed windless for all eternity. Many years later, when the whole incident was at an end, I did hear tell of the sylph’s achievement. People spoke of the Great Wind and how it destroyed the windmill, that instrument of civilised man’s engineering, which should have stood for generations. Word also reached me of the destruction wreaked on the bakery. It was left roofless while the other homes in Kvarn were only ruffled.

      The episode of the Great Wind was enough to propel the watermill back into business, and the miller’s good sense served the rest. Of course, I only heard how well my plan worked long afterwards. In the meanwhile, I was left to wonder whether any part of my bargain would come into being. I could hope Sylfia’s powers would be enough to propel the magic of the bargain and bring about what I could not do myself at the time after depleting my magical reserves the way I had. Worry also gnawed at my gut. What if the miller did not come through with his end of the deal? Would I still be pulled into the magical imbalance, or had my actions saved me from that fate? I should have thought it all through better before making the agreement. Much was at stake, and I had little to no control over any of it now. So much for wishing and striking bargains on impulse. I should have known better.
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      It was a new moon, my time to breathe. Since, at this time, we elementals cannot create new things with magic, it is a moment of repose. I lounged in my home, floating in the phosphorescent glow from its solidified walls. The pinpricks of light bathed me in a world of blues, sparkling an array of colours off crystals and other exotic stones arranged on plinths of water. Some of the pillars glowed from within. I loved perusing the gifts I had received from the creatures above.

      Humans bring me their tokens and make wishes. Sometimes it is within my power to grant them their hearts’ desires, but not always. I floated over to a reddish rock shaped like a heart. I remembered that one worked. He wished for his beloved to see him and accept his proposal. Although, I am not certain how much of that success was my doing. Perhaps all I gave him was the courage to be seen, and the rest was destiny.

      I find humans quite odd, you know. They spend so much time agonising over their collective precepts on love: who can and cannot be an object of love, what is acceptable to do when in love, how to behave, how to think, what to believe—

      Their list of expectations is endless. Love is so much more complex than their restrictions allow for, so they come to me, feeding my power when they make their requests. It is the nature of our elemental connection to the magic in the land and water; it is how things are. I can imagine naiads who have existed for millennia would be very powerful because of it.

      Most of the wishes made at the banks of the pond are small enough that the magic remains unobtrusive. With the miller—well, we came to a mutual agreement, which is more powerful than a one-sided wish. Although, with all things magical, there must be an exchange. A wish without a gift is impotent, and a magical bargain must involve a proper transaction.

      Brushing my hand over the little heart, I turned my thoughts to my own wish. I wondered if I was the first naiad to make a personal wish. I had never heard of another doing such a thing. My hand trailed over my flat stomach, and I craved the sounds of that mewling infant in the human world. I imagined the comfort I could gain from holding its tiny body, playing with its face and listening to its gurgles of contentment.

      Something tugged at me, drawing me out of my musings. The connection I had forged with the miller and his child settled into my awareness. It was a spider’s thread, immensely fine but strong. I could trust in that connection and knew the time would come when I held that child in my arms.

      The thread jerked a second time, drawing all of my focus onto it. What was going on? Then I sensed something wholly terrifying. A dark wall of power built and expanded around me, separating me from the creatures in the mill, on the other end of my connection. The night’s cold engulfed me, and I propelled myself to the pond’s surface. The closer I got, the more I felt the resonance of a drumbeat vibrating through my being. Breaking the water’s surface, I was met with an utterly horrifying spectacle.

      Through some dim shadow, I saw a group of close to twenty creatures jerking about at the edge of my pond. They were big, their bodies covered in some strange substance. It was not hair and not feathers either. The blue hues of whatever coated them were interspersed with flashes of silver, and it all flapped about their bodies as they moved. Their faces sent a shiver down my spine. Dark, empty holes stared at me, hollow and lifeless. Mouths cut leering expressions into moon-like visages. Blue hair flailed about the pale faces, which were frozen in ghastly grins.

      Terror petrified me while I watched these creatures stamping their feet in rhythm to the beating drums. Bells clanged, and cymbals clashed, contributing to the pulsating discord. Rough voices chanted words I could not make out. It was in some language I did not know, which made the situation even more eerie. There should not be any tongues I cannot decipher.

      At the centre of the group ringing my pond stood a human male clothed in iris yellow. His flowing beard was as dark as the night, and his eyes glittered, staring at me with deep intent. I shuddered under the coldness of his gaze as recognition seeped through to me—the priest. His arms were raised in supplication, and he chanted different words from the blue creatures surrounding him, although I could not understand those either.

      After staring at this performance for a while, allowing the shock of it to wash over me, I began to notice something else. Electric tingles whispered over my body. It was a sensation unlike any I had ever experienced before, and it made me want to dive down into the depths of my home and hide. I also became aware of the growing shadow rising under the yellow-robed man’s hands and spreading up and around like a smoky wall. It curved above me, forming a dome, and I wondered what it could mean.

      The prickling intensified, and my mind started connecting everything. The man, standing there, supplicating some higher power while the horrifying creatures with leering grins danced to the drums; the growing dome of shadows walling me in and threatening to engulf my pond; the new-moon night where I had no power to create magic—it all combined into a single wave of understanding.

      I gasped as if dunked under a breaker. I was being bound to my pond. They were cutting me off from the outside world. These fiends, whoever they were, wished me into stasis. How could this be? I was the granter of wishes. I protected the waters and kept them clean. I tended the fish, frogs and other animals residing in my home. Why did these chanting monsters want to seal me away, and what could I do to stop them?

      Energy sizzled over me, sparking discomfort on my skin, when another chilling thought raced through my mind. It was a new-moon night. Only humans could create magic at that time—through their prayers and their powers over nodes in the ley lines. While I was bound to the natural magic influenced by the phases of the moon, they had power over all sources and could manipulate them at will. As the moon waxed to full over the coming weeks, the wall would strengthen until it became too powerful to overcome, even with my full-moon vitality. They were using the laws of nature against me. What malicious intent lay behind this desire to see me confined to my home?

      I trembled as panic threatened to overcome my senses. An idea sizzled a lightning strike into my being; I could take action. There was one desperate thing I could think of doing. Without wasting time, I drew on the existing magic holding my home together. The walls disintegrated into their liquid form. Plinths ceased to exist in the blinking of an eye. Everything I had spent my time constructing and moulding to please my senses disappeared as if it never existed, but it gave me the surge of energy I needed to defend myself. There was no point trying to escape this barrier because it would keep me from my important tasks. My obligation was to take care of this pond but bound to it, I could do nothing else. I am a free entity, and the thought of being tied to my home for years, or even decades, was frightful.

      Nevertheless, I could not transform myself into a drop and abandon my pond. My sense of duty was too strong. It forced me to stay and do what I could to keep the encroaching magic at bay.

      Putting every ounce of my being and the power that had sustained my home into the water, I rammed the growing wall of shadows at the area opposite the group of ritualists. This was the furthest away from them, and therefore, the weakest point in their construction. The rushing wave smashed into the swirling smoke and halted its advance. I did not have any power over the section curving in the air above me, but I held the sides at bay, stopping the dome from closing as early as it otherwise would have.

      The night progressed, and I held onto my barrier, preventing the sides of the priest’s magic wall from closing. Then just before dawn, with mist swirling around me, I felt the shadows in the air finally touch down on the ground at the other side of the pond. I had failed. They succeeded in ensconcing me in the repellent shroud they had created, but I had achieved one thing. I managed to make their wall as thin as possible. It only just closed in time, which meant it would grow stronger but not so strong that I could not destroy it—or so I hoped.

      Through the dim blindness of the fog, I heard the shuffling retreat of the human priest and his demonic horde. I was about to sink to the depths, depleted and powerless, when I heard something else that brought chills to my being. A woman’s voice rose disembodied over the rolling cloud of mist, beseeching the powers of the dragons to protect an infant. Something splashed into the waters of my pond, but I could not see what it was before it was lifted out of the water again.

      The thread connecting me to the humans in the miller’s home thinned almost to nothing. The barest tenuous link remained, keeping me bound to the miller and his son. I cried out in anguish at the thought of it snapping, but the bond held fast, and I sank into oblivion.

      When I woke, I inspected the damage. My aquatic palace was no more. The pond was a prison. I still could not fathom why the priest had contained me in this way, but, somehow, through it all, my binding with the miller held fast. The deal was true, and I had upheld my end of the bargain. By capturing Sylfia and tricking them into destroying the windmill, I was due my payment. I did not realise the true depths of the humans’ betrayal, but that ignorance did not last long.

      Later in the day, I heard the miller’s wife. Her voice drifted to me, so familiar from listening to her singing and my time eavesdropping through my connection to water. I rose to the surface, hoping she might have brought me the child in keeping with the agreement. Instead, when I broke the surface, her words left me stunned.

      “—is mine, and I shan’t give him up. You can play all the tricks you want; I will fight you at every turn. He is my son. Mine. You cannot have him. I will keep him safe, far from you. You’ve been bound, and your power stripped, but I won’t let that lull me into tranquillity. I know your kind, and I won’t give up. My son will grow up with me. I will see him safely to adulthood, and you will not have him, Nix!”

      The woman practically screamed this last, slicing her arm through the air and sending a ripple of power towards me. There was so much vehemence in her voice that I shrank away. At the time, I was confused and did not pay much attention to her show of power. That oversight would cost me and so many others dearly, but after the experiences of the night, this final blow from the humans above was enough to make me question my existence. What had I done to deserve this? I had only tried to help them. I had done what I thought was best.

      I dived into the deep, seeking the dark solace of the mute waters. I stayed there, sensing the tingling around me while the shadowy dome thickened above my pond, making escape impossible. My powers returned with the natural flux of the lunar cycle, and I threw my energies at that whorled surface of smoke. Nothing happened. The dome remained. I turned my attention to the dwindled thread connecting me to the miller, the one who had reneged on his end of the bargain. I tried to strengthen it, to send my power through that link, but that did not seem to work either. Anger sparked. Determination smouldered. I tried everything I could think of but to no avail. I remained trapped and unable to influence the agreement that had been made. I was utterly powerless in the world beyond my prison. Rebuilding my home was child’s play, but it brought me no joy. Despondent, forlorn, and helpless, I gave up, wishing for some respite from my misfortunes. But, as with all such things, a reprieve was the last thing I would get. Instead, my troubles multiplied.
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      About the time I lost all hope of my bargain with the miller coming into being and surrendered any expectation of ever seeing my endeavours to restore his business repaid, a bubble floated into the entrance of my remodelled home. It shimmered in rainbow hues, sparkling spears of filtered sunlight into the depths of my house.

      I reached out to touch the globule, and it popped. A voice boomed into existence, frightening me, and I darted into an adjoining room. It thundered, sending the waters of my home scudding in every direction.

      “You are hereby summoned to attend upon Their Eminence, Dragon Khuzaimah of Great Lake Tasik.”

      Peeking through the arch into that room, I noticed an eddy where the bubble had been. Water swirled, and I heard a disconcerting gurgle, which amplified as a whirlpool developed inside my home. The powerful current tugged at me, and before I knew what was happening, I was pulled into the maelstrom.

      The water spout dragged me through waterways, spanning distances I could barely grasp. When it spat me out at my final destination, I sensed I was in a large body of water on a flat plain. My home in the foothills of the mountains lay very distant. I could only sense my little pond because of the bond I had with it, but that was enough to send a ripple of relief through me.

      I had never been summoned before the Dragon Lord, an honour I did not expect, and I glanced at this new location; Lake Tasik. Water plants surrounded me with a veritable forest of ferns interspersed with chainsword and anacharis. The greenery waved languidly in the dark waters. I looked up but could not make out any signs of sunlight through the dense liquid surrounding me. Puzzled, I cast about a second time. Why would I be dumped out here when the dragon wished to have an audience?

      Catching sight of a glistening silver scar cutting through the dense foliage at the lake bottom, I floated towards it and looked right first, into the darkness, where after a few yards, it vanished from sight.

      Absorbed as I was in my immediate surroundings, I had not seen anything beyond the plants and the glistening path, but the very moment I looked the other way, what caught my gaze left me speechless with wonder. In the distance, I made out a building. It glimmered in the darkness, tall columns rising up and up like the spears of aquatic leaves reaching for the sunlight they knew danced upon the lake’s surface. Ripples of magical energy surged off the building, tingling pinpricks over my skin.

      Drifting towards the dragon’s palace—it could not be anything else—I looked in awe upon the translucent walls towering high into the waters above me. They shimmered with turquoise phosphorescence, and as I drew closer, I saw fine statues gracing the façade. The image of a looping, curling sea serpent arched over the
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