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The morning sun hung low above the river, its pale gold light spilling across the rippling water and the fields already stripped of grain. Otto guided the donkey along the dirt road that wound beside the riverbank, the animal’s hooves sinking softly into the mud. Two heavy sacks of wheat, tied carefully across its back, swayed in rhythm with each slow step.

His father had sent him to the mill, as he did every year after the harvest, to have the wheat ground into flour. It was a familiar journey, one that Otto could have walked with his eyes closed—the bends in the path, the leaning willow that brushed the water’s edge, the weathered wooden bridge creaking underfoot.

The mill stood halfway between their village and the next, its great wheel turning endlessly in the current, churning up foam like a living thing. The place always smelled of grain and river mist, of wood smoke and warm bread.

Otto knew the miller and his daughter well. They had shared many quiet mornings like this, greeting him with smiles and the scent of freshly baked loaves. The miller’s wife had passed away some years ago, leaving the man and his daughter to tend the mill alone. Yet the house beside it never felt empty—there was laughter still, and music sometimes, drifting from an open window when the girl sang as she worked.

As Otto neared the turn in the road where the first glimpse of the mill came into view, he felt the faint stir of anticipation—a warmth that had little to do with the sun.

As Otto rounded a gentle bend in the road, a sound drifted toward him—soft at first, so faint that he thought it might have been the wind moving through the reeds. But as he drew nearer, the melody grew clearer, a woman’s voice weaving through the murmur of the river. It was a tender, lilting song, full of longing and sunlight, the kind of voice that made the heart pause to listen.

He stopped in his tracks. The donkey flicked its ears, sensing his stillness. The tune carried over the water, haunting and sweet, like something not meant for mortal ears. Otto felt himself drawn toward it, compelled as if by an unseen hand.

Stepping off the path, he parted the low branches of a hazel bush and peered through. There, upon a smooth gray rock that rose from the current, sat a woman. The river coiled gently around her perch, silver ribbons of water lapping at her bare feet. In her hands, she held a comb of pale wood, which she drew slowly through her long hair—hair so fair it caught the sunlight and turned it to molten gold.

She sang as she combed, her gaze fixed upon the flowing water, her voice rising and falling like the river itself. Otto stood entranced, scarcely daring to breathe, afraid that the smallest sound might break the spell of that golden morning and the vision before him.

But as Otto lingered among the bushes, unable to turn away from the vision before him, the donkey grew restless. Burdened with the heavy sacks of wheat, the creature shifted impatiently, tugging at its rope. Then it let out a loud, indignant bray that shattered the spell of silence around them.

The woman on the rock turned her head sharply. Her song broke off mid-note, and for a moment the only sound was the murmur of the river. Then her eyes found Otto through the leaves.

She smiled—a slow, knowing smile that made his heart stumble in his chest—and lifted her hand in invitation. “Come closer,” she called, her voice clear as water over stones.

Otto hesitated. He knew he should return to the path, keep walking toward the mill as his father had told him. Yet something stronger than reason tugged at him, something ancient and deep within his blood. Almost against his will, he stepped through the thicket and into the sunlight.

The woman watched him approach, her golden hair spilling over her shoulders like a river of light. Now, seeing him fully, her eyes sparkled with delight. She laughed softly, a sound that rippled through the air and seemed to stir the water itself.

“Ah,” she said, her tone half wonder, half amusement, “so it is a handsome young man who spies upon me this morning.”

Otto felt heat rise in his face. He opened his mouth to speak, but the words tangled somewhere between awe and confusion.

She tilted her head, studying him with a gaze both playful and piercing. “Come nearer, boy,” she murmured. “Tell me who you are, and where the river is carrying you today.”

He stepped closer, drawn by her voice, by the shimmer of her hair, by something he could neither name nor resist. When he reached the edge of the rock, she extended her hand—slender, cool, and glistening with drops of river water—and caught his fingers in hers.

“You are fair,” she said softly, tracing the back of his hand with one wet fingertip. “Too fair to be wandering alone.”

No woman had ever spoken to Otto like this before. Her praise and the nearness of her beauty swept through him like a fever. His thoughts scattered; his heart pounded so fiercely he feared she might hear it.

He tried to answer, but the words dissolved on his tongue. In that moment, he was lost—caught in the shimmering web of her gaze, helpless beneath the spell of the river’s siren.

The siren’s voice flowed like a haunting melody as she leaned closer to Otto, her eyes shimmering with playful mischief. "Do you have a girlfriend?" she asked, her tone dripping with sultry curiosity. Otto’s cheeks flushed a deep crimson, and he quickly shook his head, unable to meet her gaze.

With a slow, deliberate movement, she loosened the top buttons of her dress, revealing the soft curve of her breasts, glowing like ripe fruit in the moonlight. "Come," she whispered, gently taking his hand and guiding it to her warm, plump flesh. "Feel me. Do you like what you touch?"

Otto’s fingers trembled as they met the silky softness of her skin, the sensation both intoxicating and foreign. Encouraged by her inviting smile, he grew bolder, his touch exploring the gentle swell beneath the fabric. "Go on," she coaxed, her voice a velvet invitation. "Don’t be shy."

Emboldened, Otto’s hands roamed with increasing confidence, tracing the contours that promised untold pleasures. Suddenly, the siren pressed his head softly against her chest, holding him close as if to anchor him to the moment. "Do you like me?" she murmured, her breath warm against his ear. "You could come to my palace, where time bends and endless delights await. Will you come?"

But amid the whirlwind of temptation and desire, Otto’s mind cleared for a moment, recalling the purpose that had brought him here. With a gentle but firm resolve, he slipped free from her embrace. "I must continue," he said softly, his heart heavy yet determined.

The siren’s voice followed him, a siren’s promise lingering in the air. "Come again," she called, her tone both longing and certain. "I will be here, waiting."

*  *  *
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By the time Otto reached the mill, the sun stood high above the river, glinting off the slow-turning wheel. The steady creak of wood
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