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Once upon a time, there was a fisherman and his wife, and their three year old daughter, who lived in a beautiful valley, in Germany, in a small, pretty, old-fashioned cottage.  

There were lovely streams and waterfalls all around them in the valley, right near the cottage was a sparkling river, and there was a large, peaceful lake, just a short distance away, where the fisherman went to work every day in his boat. They had a quiet life, and despite the beauty of their surroundings, it was quite rare for them to get visitors, because separating their cottage from the city, where most other people lived, was a huge, dense, formidable forest.   

The family needed both the lake and the forest for their livelihood; they got fruit and herbs and wood from the forest, and fish and water from the lake, but the lake and the forest were also the homes of strange, supernatural creatures and spirits. 

The water-spirits, that lived in the lake, streams and river, were wild, mischievious and unpredictable, but they were still creatures of the light, and most people believed them to be relatively harmless. In contrast, the forest was a gloomy, haunted place, and the fisherman and his wife, and everyone who lived nearby, was afraid of the goblins and spirits that lived there. 

So, as much as possible, the fisherman and his wife, and others, tried to stay on the outskirts of the forest, whilst foraging and cutting wood, and they avoided travelling through it; instead, taking the long way around it, whenever they went to the city. 

But sometimes there was no time to waste, especially in the winter months when the days were shorter, and the fisherman still had to go to the market. He would brave the forest route, but he was always afraid. 

Although he had heard many stories about other people's bad experiences, he had never encountered any ghosts or goblins himself, but there were always strange noises, and voices, and shadowy figures. He conquered his fear, and perhaps also warded them off, by reciting bible verses, and singing hymns, as loudly as he could, and this had always seemed to work. 

For the most part, the fisherman and his wife had a comfortable life, and they both adored their little girl. But then one day, a terrible thing happened. When the fisherman was chopping wood, his wife ran to him, crying desperately. She said that their daughter had wandered away from her while she was near the lake, and she must have fallen in. His wife had tried hard to find her in the water, but she seemed to be lost. 

They ran to the lake and got in the water, and waded and swam, and scrambled around in desperation, looking for her, ducking under, calling out her name, and shouting to each other, until they were both exhausted and freezing, and weeping with heartbreak and despair, when the fisherman sadly came across the child's pale blue cap, lying in some grasses in the water, and at once, they realised that their beautiful daughter must have drowned.

The fisherman and his wife were grief-stricken for some time afterwards, they could not stop thinking about their child, they felt that their lives were ruined, they struggled to get on with their daily work, and although there were seldom any visitors to the cottage anyway, they avoided everyone they had known, and kept entirely to themselves. 

Then, not long afterwards, yet another mysterious thing happened. The fisherman's wife thought one day, that she heard her child, crying, in her old bedroom, and she went to look. There, in her small carved wooden bed, was the sweetest little girl, of about the same age. Except this child had blonde hair, whereas their daughter's hair had been dark. 

The little girl was wearing clothes that looked the same as the ones that ther daughter had been wearing too, when she drowned, and her hair and clothes were soaking wet. There was a trail of water, where she must have wandered in, from outside, through the back door, into the bedroom and climbed onto the bed. 

The child was very distresssed and crying, so they comforted her, and warmed her, and fed her. When they asked her where she had come from, she made no sense, but what they could understand, was that, she had lost her mother, and had fallen into the lake. 

They asked everyone they knew nything and if they could help, but after a while, since no one had any idea where she had come from or who her parents were, they decided to keep the lovely godsend, and raise her as their own child, and they lived an ordinary, family life together, from that day onwards. 

But then one day, many years later, when the girl was almost grown, a handsome knight, called Huldbrand, arrived at the cottage. He introduced himself, and he said that he had been riding through the forest, when his horse had taken fright and stumbled, and he had fallen off and injured his leg. 

The fisherman and his wife welcomed him in. They gave him a seat by the fire and a stool, which he put his foot up on, and the fisherman's wife prepared him some food and placed it on a tray before him. The knight was very grateful. 

The fisherman asked him what his journey through the forest was like. He told him, that the people who lived in the area were wary of the forest, and did not like to go in there, because it was full of demons and goblins and spirits. 

Huldbrand said it was true, there were strange creatures and spirits dwelling in the forest, and he was glad to confide, that had had a horrible experience himself. 

Even on entering, he said he had felt that he was being watched and followed, and there were strange noises, and voices whispering. Then he saw the terrifying ghostly apparition of a tall, old man, nodding and mocking him, and at one part of the forest, the earth had suddenly opened up in front of him, almost swallowing him and his horse. Looking down in the hole, he could see little goblins, underground, dancing and playing. They looked up at him and pulled faces and laughed at him.

Huldbrand said that indeed, his journey through the forest had been like a terrible nightmare, and that that was what had made him get out of there, as fast as he could, and thereby fall from his horse and hurt himself.

The fisherman asked Huldbrand why he had even been travelling through the forest at all, since most people knew it was haunted and avoided it, especially people from the city. 

Sir Huldbrand told him that he had fallen for a beautiful lady, who was the adopted child, of a wealthy and noble Duke, who lived in the city, called Bertalda, and that he was one of several men who were competing for her hand. He had met her at a tournament in the city, and could not take his eyes off her.

Huldbrand believed that he was the suitor that she liked the most, but beautiful as she was, the lady Bertalda was known for her high-handedness, so to test his worthiness, she had presented him with one of her gloves, and told him that he must take it through the haunted forest and bring it back again. Bertalda said that if Huldbrand should return again in good time, bravely and safely, and give her back her glove, she would consider granting him her hand in marriage. 

Just then, there was a sound of water, splashing against the window pane of the little room, and they heard a maiden laughing. The fisherman went to the door quickly and opened it, "Undine, stop doing that, and come inside; we have a guest!" he said. Huldbrand realised, that she had been playfully throwing water at the window, to tease her parents.

"This is our daughter, Undine," said the fisherman, as she entered the room, and despite the pain in his leg, the knight hobbled to his feet, and went over to greet her. She was a young woman, of about eighteen years old, wearing a simple, blue and white traditional dress, a scarf in her hair, an apron, and grey, lace-up boots.

"Oh. Who are you?" she said, boldly. 

"Undine, mind your manners with our guest," said her mother.

"I am a knight, and my name is Sir Huldbrand." said the knight, attempting to bow, "I am very pleased to meet you," and he was. Huldbrand thought Undine, with her delicate, elfin features, long, blonde, wavy hair and ice-blue eyes, was the most enchanting, natural beauty, that he had ever set eyes on. 

"Do you live in a castle?" she asked him, rather bravely, for a young lady of her position.

"I do indeed," Huldbrand replied, "It is castle Ringstetten, which lies on the banks of the river Danube."

"What are you doing here?" she said next.

"My goodness, Undine! Leave the poor gentleman alone, and go to your work!" her mother said, embarrassed. Undine went over to her spinning wheel in the corner and sat before it. 

She was silent for a moment as she began to work. Then she called out, "Are you married?"

"Undine, mind your manners! Speak to the gentleman more politely or not at all!" said her father, crossly.

But Huldbrand was smiling, he did not think she was rude at all, he was charmed, he thought she was perfectly lovely, and not least, because of how unusually candid she was.

"What! I am only being cordial," she protested, "I cannot do anything I like!" She got up and banged her fist on the kitchen table as she passed. "You scold me for everything!" and she petulantly ran out of the house, slamming the door behind her.

"Forgive my daughter's impertinent behavior sir knight, she has troubled us with her wilfulness and mischief, ever since she came to us, and we are not used to having many guests here either, especially noble ones."

"Ever since she came to you?" said Huldbrand, "You mean that she is not your natural child?"

"No, she was a foundling, that came to us one day, soaking wet. She could not tell us anything about her former life, but she said that her name was Undine. Some people said that she was a changeling, left by the fairies, and that we should not have taken her in, but she is lovely, for all her high spirits, we love her none the less, and we have always believed that she was a gift from God, sent to console us, after our own daughter drowned."

Suddenly, there was a crash and rumble of thunder, and the heavens opened, to a heavy downpour of rain. 

"Perhaps you had better stay here for the night," said the fisherman. 

"Yes, perhaps so. Thank you." said the knight. "Do you think we should go out after her?"

"Surely the weather will get her out of her sulk and make her come back," replied the fisherman, and his wife and Huldbrand agreed.

So the fisherman and his wife and Sir Huldbrand warmed themselves by the fire and chatted pleasantly for some time, but each of them was secretly worried about Undine. The rain outside had been growing worse, clattering on the windows and roof. It was clear, now, that the high winds and heavy rain were turning into a storm, and it was getting dark. 

"What is that strange rushing sound outside?" said the knight.

The fisherman went to the window and looked out. Then he opened the door, to howling wind and lashing rain. "The river must have burst its banks!" he cried, alarmed. The other two got up to see. "I must go after Undine!" the fisherman said.

"I will come with you," said Huldbrand, putting on his coat and boots, and he hobbled out as fast as he could, after the fisherman. 

Outside everywhere was flooded. Battling against the weather, the fisherman and Huldbrand went off in different directions, wandering randomly near and far, calling out Undine's name. Eventually, Huldbrand found her, sheltered in the grass, under a great tree, on a part of ground that had become separated, by the stream, and water that had overflown from the river.

Undine asked Huldbrand to sit with her, but she was still very petulant and sulky and would not go back. But then her father found them, and after arguing with each other a little more, against the effects of the torrential rain and wind, he convinced her to go back with them.

Huldbrand stayed at the cottage for a while afterwards, because it had been cut off by the waters like an island, from everywhere else; the forest, the meadows and the city. During that short time, his leg mended with rest, and he and Undine became great friends, and began to fall in love.

Then one day, an unexpected visitor knocked at the door. Everyone was startled and stared at each other. The storm had gone, though it was raining heavily at that time, but the cottage had been isolated for some time, and everywhere was still completely flooded.

"Who is that?" called the fisherman.

"I am only an old priest in need," he called, "my name is Father Heilman… For the love of God, open your door and give me shelter!"

The fisherman unbolted the door to let him into the cottage. There stood a poor, frail old priest, in long robes. He was soaked right through and shaking with the cold. They gave him dry clothes and food and drink, and a place by the fire. The priest said that he had been on the lake in his boat, but had been stranded by the floods, and had had to swim to land. 

The fisherman told the priest that he was worried about their own situation too, and he said that unless the floods subsided, he feared that they would run out of food. He said that fishing in the lake had been very difficult, and even when he could get some fish, traveling to the city to sell them would be impossible. 

Huldbrand was listening, but he was falling in love with Undine, so he was thinking that he did not care, whether or not he could ever go home. He knew that he was supposed to be courting Bertalda, and going back to her through the forest, with her glove, but by now, all he could think about was Undine. 

Whilst the men were talking, Huldbrand saw the fisherman's wife, glance over at her daughter with an angry look. As was generally the case, Undine was unhappy, because her parents were scolding her about something or other that she had done wrong. 

Huldbrand thought to himself, that her parents did not really understand her, but because of his background, he could see that she was more like a princess or a noblewoman than an ordinary maiden. Perhaps she had been the natural daughter of a king and queen, he thought. Then he made up his mind, that he would take the opportunity, of the priest's visit, to make her his wife.

So he took Undine to one side and told her in whispers that he loved her, and asked her to marry him. She was overjoyed and tearful. 

Then he went to the priest and said, "Father, you see before you the woman I love. If her parents are willing, I would like to marry her, even today." 

"You hear the words of the noble knight, are you willing for him to marry her?" the priest asked, turning to her parents. Her parents were overjoyed, but not surprised, because of how well the two had been getting along. They were very happy to say yes, as he was a knight, a nobleman, with a castle, and they liked his character too. 

Father Heilman provided a pair of wedding rings, which he always carried, and for which they paid him handsomely, and the fisherman's wife set out an altar table with two candles. The father lit the candles, and called for Undine and Huldbrand to kneel before him. He began to recite the holy words of the marriage service, and there in the candlelight, in the little stone cottage in the meadows, the foundling Undine, became the wife of Huldbrand, the knight of castle Ringstetten. 

When they were married, Father Heilman sat them down, and counselled them about the holy bonds of marriage, about how it would change them, and what was required of them now. During his talk, he mentioned the soul. He said that their souls were now joined. 

Undine asked him, "Holy father, can you explain to us, what a soul is, in your understanding?" 

He answered, "How can I explain what this strange thing is, that we call a human soul? No one really knows for sure. But I can only tell you that it is a great gift, given to us by God, so that we may learn to know and love him. Our bodies will grow old, and we will lay them aside when we die, but our souls are everlasting, and they will go on, even when we are gone, and will dwell with God forever." 

Undine became very thoughtful. She walked away and gazed out of the window. The priest walked away to his chores, and Undine went over to Huldbrand and knelt before him. She took his hands in hers, and looked at him earnestly, "I do not think I have a soul, my darling. What will happen now, if I do not?" she said.

Huldbrand was surprised, and he smiled fleetingly, amused. he had learned that it was not unusual for her to suddenly say strange, mystifying things like this; it was one of the things that he found most endearing. But then, his expression turned to worry, "Unless you have a soul, your love for me will change and grow cold," he said, sadly, "For no one can truly love another, without that precious gift." Then looking into her eyes, a fear crept into his heart, that perhaps he had been deceived, and the maiden he had just married, was not at all whom he had thought, but perhaps, a dark fairy, or a strange, mocking spirit from another world.

Then, in Undine's love-lit blue eyes, he saw the flash of a strange and magical spark, as a deep change of mind and heart came over her. For she had fallen in love, and through her husband's vow of love and betrothal, she had won herself a mortal soul. She was an orphan, and although he did not know it, she was also not of this world, now she was truly loved and accepted, nevertheless, just as she was.

After her marriage to Huldbrand, Undine became more gentle, calm and happy. She got along better with her parents, and neither they, nor Huldbrand could understand why she had changed so much for the better. Still Undine knew, that she had secrets to tell about herself, that her husband must know.

The waters outside had almost subsided, and the river was peaceful. It was now possible and safe for them to leave the cottage. Huldbrand and Undine took a walk outside along the river, and she said, "You will be able to leave me now."

"Of course, I would not leave you. You are my wife now. When I leave here, I will be taking you with me," said Huldbrand.

"I understand that you will not leave me," she said, "But please carry me over the stream, to the little island, where you found me in the storm. For there is something important that I must tell you. It is a great secret about myself, and sadly, it just may be that, when I have told you, you will leave me at once, and ride away without me forever."

So silently, Huldbrand took her up in his arms, and carried her over the stream, to the little island, and they sat down beneath the tree where he had found her on the nght of the terrible storm. 

"Sit where I can look into your eyes." she said, "then I will be able to tell what you are thinking as I speak," and he did, and she began.

"In this world, many other beings exist, that mortals hardly know of, or ever see. Everywhere, all around you, there are spirits of the air, and the earth and water and fire. In fires, there are salamander spirits, that know no other home, dancing fearlessly and constantly, in the sparkling flames, and deep in the ground, there are rough gnomes, and fierce spirits, full of mischief and malice, in the lofty woods, there are fair and joyful fairies, and other kind creatures. But the most well known and loved of all, are the water spirits, that make their home deep, down in the seas and oceans, and rivers and lakes. These mermaids and water nymphs and water spirits, take many forms, and have many names. Some people have called them undines too. Look into my eyes my love. I am your wife now, but I tell you true. That is where I come from, and who I really am, I am an underwater spirit, an undine."








