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Night One, Part One: Birth of the Undine 

Early on the night that the water-faerie was born there was a brief but heavy rain. It fell, cold and clear, from clouds that drifted slowly out of the East, grazing the tree tops as they went. 
Each and every leaf and limb of the forest was bathed by this deluge, and below, in places where the canopy thinned or opened, the rainwater collected in the cups of night-blooming flowers, in the upturned bowls of iridescent mushrooms, and, indeed, in any concavity which would hold it. 

In the heart of one small clearing, there sat an ancient lichen-encrusted stone. In its upper surface there was just such a depression. 

It was here that the water-faerie was born. 

It happened after the storm had finally spent itself, when a tangible peace had descended in its wake, and all the world seemed blanketed in timeless darkness. 

For a while the sky remained featureless and forbidding as the tempest's trailing edge approached, but finally, somewhere far above, a crack opened in that dismal, gray facade, and through it there came a hint of silver light. 

Even as this crack widened another appeared, and another, so that soon that light became stronger and brighter, its long ghostly tendrils exploring the roof of the forest, creeping down through the branches, and filtering dimly to the earth. Where it settled a thousand pearl-hued embers were reflected back, like stars, or diamonds, or the eyes of hidden creatures. 

The little puddle where the magik happened, which had been as smooth and black as polished obsidian only a moment before, caught the glow, too. Its surface shimmered and danced and then faded as the light was obscured once more by another group of clouds. 

But soon the last of those clouds passed, the sky opened up, and the light rained down in all of its glory from the face of the Fullest of Moons. 

This was the moon of myths and legends; the moon which called forth the wolves in their passion; the moon who's magik is purest and most powerful. This was the moon of poetry and prophecy, of love and of fear. 

In the presence of that vast, lustrous orb only the brightest stars could be seen, and even they seemed insubstantial and impossibly distant. In the rain-puddle they could not be seen at all, for the moon and its metallic halo was all that it could contain. 

On the forest floor all was still, and, for a while, there was nothing to disturb the peace. No bird called out, no cricket sang. As though carved from stone, all the world seemed rigid with expectation, dashed into complacency, perhaps, by the lashings of the storm, or by awe of that which now looked down upon it. 

Above the tree tops, however, a cold breeze still blew, chasing the fleeing storm's flank and wandering through the upper limbs playfully. As it gamboled among them, here and there it dislodged a little leaf who's grip had been weakened by the torrent. In this way, a second, gentler rain was stirred and fell silently in tumbling arcs from the highest points in the forest to the lowest. 
Of those leaves, most merely aided in adding another layer to the centuries of such matter on the forest floor- each one becoming another page in a history that no eye would ever read. 
But among them, those errant dancers which spiraled gracefully through the night, one, as if guided by fate, plotted a haphazard course that sent it plummeting towards the little rain-puddle where the water-faerie was born. 

Down, down it came, weaving and turning, closer and closer, and below it the flawless reflection of the Fullest of Moons awaited, oblivious, seemingly impervious. 

But when the leaf made one last twirling plunge and landed right in the midst of that placid image, the whole of the rain-puddle’s surface was shattered by concentric ripples that raced away from the point of impact, and the moon's face distorted and then flew apart. 

Fragments of it rode the crest of each wave as they came and went, colliding and intermixing chaotically, each scintillating shard imbued with the essence of the whole, each flung away like embers from a strange, cold fire. 

Immediately, the leaf began to sink and quickly came to rest against the stone at the bottom of the shallow puddle. Just as quickly, the agitation on the surface began to settle, and the bits and pieces of the moon's grave face came wobbling back together, jostling one another for their proper places. 

In a moment it was all over, and but for one small thing, it might have seemed as if nothing had ever happened. 

That one small thing was merely this: 

On one side of the rain-puddle, near the edge where it was shallowest, there lingered a tiny point of pure, silver light, as if a sliver of the moon's reflection had escaped and somehow managed to remain free and whole. 

At first this luminous anomaly merely drifted listlessly across the surface of the puddle, staying near the edge where it originated, and though it was a curious thing, it was no great wonder and did not seem truly magical. 

But, gradually, by almost imperceptible increments, it became larger, and brighter, and soon it seemed to move with a bit more purpose, twisting and turning in lazy circles, spinning and finally darting about with fits of liveliness that somehow bespoke uncertainty. 

Its fitful, unplotted course eventually sent it towards the center of the pool where it came close to the brighter light of the moon, but even as it skirted the edges of that effulgence it was easily differentiated. 

As it grew in size and in brilliancy, it also began to rise slightly above the rest of the water like a tiny reversed dimple until, suddenly, with an almost inaudible pop, the little point of light broke free of the rain-puddle altogether, and hovered, a perfect, glowing silver sphere suspended an inch above its surface. 

Once free, the mysterious glowing object changed again. Now it became milkier, softer, though losing none of its intensity. As this happened, at its heart there slowly became evident the contours of a tiny body with still tinier wings of a clear, iridescent material- wings which were busily aflutter. 

Its outlines were dim, but they quickly resolved as the silhouette stretched and lengthened, filling out its proportions. Still, at first few details could be seen, for the tiny thing was wrapped tightly against itself, its head near its knees, its minute hands clasping its legs. 

Even so, its graceful curves belied it a thing exquisitely fashioned, an eidolon of the Moon's most powerful inspiration: Her Majesty incarnate. 

And as the figure quickly matured, at last unfurling like a blossoming flower, the true magnitude of its beauty was a breathtaking spectacle, to be sure. 

It was blessed with the face of a wild angel; the perfect, beautiful face of that which is both innocent and untamed, and framing this magnificent visage were long, straight tresses of hair so black that they rivaled the darkest and most starless of nights. 

In contrast, its eyes were each a deep sea-blue flame, almost glowing with their intensity, and its skin, like exquisitely carven ivory, was as pale, smooth, and unblemished as freshly fallen snow. Its long, lithe appendages and gossamer wings, though seemingly delicate, were both strong and agile. 

And all about it, there continued to burn the soft, cold glow which was its aura, its life-essence, and its inheritance from its Mother, the moon. 

Thus it was that the storm, the forest, and the moon came together and the Undine was born.

Night One, Part II: The Wind-Faeries 

Faeries are mysterious and magikal beings, and they come into the world by mysterious and magikal means, often at once possessed of both instinct and intelligence. 

They are also often born alone, and so it is that they are properly endowed for survival. 

The little water-faerie that was born on the night of the storm was no exception. Instantly and keenly aware, she looked at the world around her, and, at first, she was very afraid. 

It was all so big and so dark. On all sides the shadowy trees loomed, their massive bulks gnarled and grotesque, the spaces between them black and mysterious. 

In fact, the only thing that did not frighten her was the light that came from below her, in the water, where she could see the faint glow of her own misty reflection. This she regarded with wonder. 

She was beautiful, a pure and perfect thing radiant with her own magic, lovely as a sunset or a rainbow. But she did not know this, for water-faeries are not vain creatures. Instead, what the little water-faerie saw was delicate and defenseless and alone. 

As she pondered her own image, she noticed the brighter light of the moon’s reflection nearby and moved over the water until she hovered just above the edge of it. 

Her eyes full of its radiance, she immediately recognized that this was her Mother, and she cried out to it. Her gentle voice, speaking now for the very first time, was full of relief and gladness and love. But, of course, the moon's reflection did not answer her. Instead, it remained placid and unchanged. 

“Mother?” the little water-faerie said again, her tone uncertain now. But again only silence greeted her tentative plea. 

And then that silence was broken by the sound of laughter from somewhere far overhead, and looking up for the first time, the little water-faerie saw the Fullest of Moons through the break in the canopy overhead, and was confused and frightened. 

She looked back to the reflection, and then again to the Moon where it hung in the sky. 

The laughter came once more, but ceased after a moment and was followed by a soft voice, its tones almost musical, its cadence singsong. 

“Little Water-faerie, that's not your mother there in the water. That's only a reflection of the Moon. It cant answer you.” 

“Who are you? And where are you?” The little water-faerie asked as she searched for the source of the voice. 

“Up here, in the trees,” came the reply. 

“I cannot see you..” Said the water-faerie. 

“Come closer, then.” 

The little water-faerie hesitated for a moment, afraid to leave the puddle where she had been born, but afraid to stay as well. And she was a curious creature, as water-faeries often are. 

So she fluttered her tiny wings more rapidly, and with graceful ease she began to rise through the air, up, up towards the lowest branches of the trees and farther and farther from the reflection of the moon in the puddle below. 

Looking down at that reflection, the little water-faerie became confused for a moment, for it seemed that the earth had disappeared and that the sky was both beneath and above her. 

Even as she faltered, she heard the mysterious haunter of the trees say, “Follow my voice,” and then, from wherever it was that it perched, the hidden being began to sing a wordless but beautiful melody, a song like the wind over snowy fields, or the hollow echo of a draft lost in some midnight cavern beneath the earth. 

Reassured, the little water-faerie concentrated on that sound and looked away from the rain-puddle as she continued to rise. 

Finally, she cleared the first limbs of the forest and entered the tangled world of shadows that was the lower canopy. Still she could not see the singer of that beautiful song, though he sounded very near. 

“Why cant I see you?” she called. 

Almost at once there appeared before her, only a few feet away, the ghostly image of a little boy sitting on a leaf at the end of a twig. 

Ceasing his song, he laughed and said, “But you can.” 

From somewhere behind the water-faerie there came the sound of others laughing too, but when she turned, she saw nothing but more limbs, more leaves, more shadows. 

“Who are you, and why are you laughing at me?” she said indignantly to the darkness, and then turned to look at the faint blue visage of the boy on the leaf, expecting the answer from him. 

He was shorter than the water-faerie, but he was stouter of build, his face chubby, almost cherubic, and his wings, unlike hers, were composed of feathers of many colors. Neither was he as pallid as the water-faerie, for though his glow was a similar ghostly blue, it was evident that his complexion was livelier, warmer. This was not a creature native to the night. 

“My but you are full of questions, aren't you, little Undine?” Again came the laughter. 

“We are the wind-faeries- the Sylphs. We are following the storm tonight, and have paused in its wake to rest. We arrived only moments ago- just in time to see you as you were born.....” 

His voice trailed off, but there was a gleam in his eyes that the water-faerie distrusted, and she blushed despite her best efforts to maintain her composure. 

She frowned, but the boy on the leaf smiled innocently and said no more. 

“Well,” said the water-faerie, “Don't you think you should be going? Wont you be late for your storm?” 

As if a bit suprised, perhaps by the tone of her voice, the boy on the leaf was silent for a moment before he responded. “Im sorry if I've upset you, my little white lily. I didn't mean to seem unfriendly. But you are probably right, we should be going soon.” 

She tried to hide it, but this saddened the little Undine, for rude as he seemed, the wind-faerie was the first person she had met in all the world, and when he and his invisible kin left, she would be all alone again. 

However, resolved to appear courageous and independent, she smiled a wan smile and said, “Well, I must be off too.” 

The boy on the leaf raised an eyebrow at this. 

“And where will YOU be going, my sweet?” 

Impulsively the water-faerie looked up through the treetops, towards the moon, and, with her eyes full of its somber light, she said, “Up there, to be with my Mother.” 

Expecting a renewed chorus of laughter, the water-faerie was suprised when, instead, the darkness slowly came alive with a host of other dim shapes as the wind-faeries made themselves visible. 

There were dozens of them, all around her, on leaves, on twigs, or hovering weightlessly in the air. Some of them were tall and skinny, others short and stout like the boy-faerie. Some were as handsome and mysterious as the night itself and others plain or wistful or merely odd, but all of them looked boyish to the water-faerie- even the ones that were clearly not. 

As they appeared, there was a stirring of the treetops and the water-faerie felt a chill breeze over her delicate wings. 

The boy on the leaf was still smiling, but it was a sad smile now, altered in some ambiguous way that the water-faerie did not quite understand. And as she looked into his eyes, she heard another voice from her left, softer and more musical than the boy's, a woman's voice, filled with a certain authority. 

“Silly young one,” it chastised gently, “you cannot reach the moon. No one can reach the moon. She is much too far away.” 

“Hmph,” came the reply from the water-faerie, but the voice continued. 

“Listen to me- for this is the way of things, and who else will tell you? Tomorrow the sun will rise, little water-faerie, and His light will pour down through the canopy in long golden streams of warmth, the likes of which you cannot even imagine, for you are a child of the night and of the shadows, and the moon is your mother, who's light is pale and gray by comparison. 
Beneath the warmth of that light, the light of Father Sun, your little rain-puddle will dry up and disappear, and you with it. For you are an Undine, and the water is as essential to your life as the wind is to ours. You cannot live without it.” 

“What a terrible thing to say!” exclaimed the little water-faerie, gasping. “It isn't true!” 

“But it is. I know, for I have seen it myself, time and again, little one. It is the way of things.” 

The voice paused for a moment and then, from out of the darkness to her left, the little water-faerie saw motion and turned to watch as the bearer of the voice and of its grim tidings came drifting into view. 

This was truly a regal creature, a thin porcelain beauty who's brightly colored wings barely moved as they propelled her effortlessly through the air. Her face was as timeless with its ethereal youth as all the others, but somehow the water-faerie knew that this was a very ancient being indeed, for she exhuded a peculiar power which was the poetry of passing time, a charge which flowed outwards from her and demanded respect. 

“Hear me now, little water-faerie. This is what you must do if you would live for longer than a day, or two, or three. Leave your rain-puddle tonight and seek your own kind, in a new place where the water will not dry up. You must find a river, or a stream- a place where the water flows endlessly from horizon to horizon, without beginning or end; a place where you will be sustained and need never fear the sun. If you go quickly, you may find such a place, for in our passing we have seen them in the county-side around this forest and they must flow through it here and there. If I could offer you more guidance than this, I would do so. But the storm has carried us over the forest, and the canopy has obscured our view, hiding such things from us. Therefore, your search may be difficult and will take time, of which you have precious little to spare." 

Aghast, the little Undine could not even respond and simply looked upon the stately form of the elder wind-faerie in a stupor of uncertainty. 

With obvious sympathy, the elder drifted to where the Undine fluttered, took both of her tiny hands in her own and smiled down at her. 

“Go, be swift and be brave. But be careful as well.” 

And then the elder looked about her, into the silent masses of the wind-faeries, and with an almost imperceptible nod of her head, she indicated to them that the time had come to move on and to follow the storm which had brought them to the forest. 

Eerily the ghostly Sylphs began to disappear again, one by one, until only the boy on the leaf and the elder remained, and then the elder too slowly vanished, her grip upon the water-faerie's hands loosening until there was no contact at all.

A single tear fell across the water-faerie's face.... her first. 

Floating from his perch upon the leaf, the boy-faerie flitted his way over to her, and for a moment the two simply looked upon one another in silence. Then the boy-faerie leaned closer and kissed away the tear from the water-faerie's face as he too disappeared. 

His voice was the last sound that she heard before the wind stirred in the trees once more and they were gone. 

“Dont be afraid,” it said. 

****** 

Alone again, the little Undine flitted back down through the lower branches and returned to the pool where the moon's reflection floated placidly, oblivious to her absence, oblivious to her return. 
Perching upon the edge of the gray stone where the puddle had gathered, she rested her head in her hands and cried. 

She was terribly afraid now, for she had only just been born into a world that was a mystery to her, a world full of things she did not know and could not understand. 

But the water-faerie's spirit was aflame with the passion for which her kind are known, and when her tears were finally spent, she lifted her face from her hands and looked defiantly out into the darkness, allowing, by measures, her gaze to be drawn back to the reflection of the moon. 

Her face was transfigured by her sorrow, but also by her resolve, and, if anything, it was even more beautiful than before. 

"I will not be afraid," said the water-faerie to herself, to the night, to the moon's reflection, and to the errant wind-faeries, where ever they may have gone. 

"And I will not leave my Mother, or my home, just because some old wind-faerie says I should. What do they know, who are always chasing storms and laughing at people? What of this day and its Sun? Why should not the rains come again and fill my pool even as they have done this night? And as long as my Mother is here to protect me, I have nothing to fear." 

With this, though her thoughts were in turmoil and her confidence was shaken, she threw herself into the rainwater, and splashed and danced and swam, her own cold iridescence illuminating the contours of the stone, and the jagged edges of the leaf where it rested on the bottom of the pool, mixing and adding to the fragile moon-reflection which shimmered in the wake of her comings and goings. 

And as she passed the night in a fugue of newborn innocence and temperamental denial, lost in her instinctual determination to cast aside her burdens and merely be, the stars overhead swam too, through the inky void of space, pursued by the dawn. 

Even the moon moved, with a reluctance of pace reserved for the ancient and revered, and finally, as the water-faerie began to grow weary from her exertions, that great orb which was her Mother at last passed beyond the fringe of the clearing and disappeared from view, taking with it it's reflection and its comforting light. 

So it was that true darkness at last fell, even if only for a short time, and the water-faerie paused, taking note of the changes which presaged the arrival of the day. 

Lifting free of the water, she hovered in the air just above its surface and looked first into the sky, and then down into the pool. 

The rain-puddle was studded with faint stars, but it seemed empty without that Presence which was her Mother. The little Undine's heart sank. 

She was abandoned. 

But as she lingered in her distress, knowing not, caring not what might befall her next, in the East, there came a new light. At first it was not unlike the light of the moon, but as it grew in intensity, it lost that familiar cold, metallic sheen, and gradually, casting its glow far across the horizon, it became white, and then dimly red. 

Transfixed as she was, the little water-faerie knew, as such beings know, that this was the coming of the day and that she must seek shelter. 

Though she had little will left, she fluttered her wings and sought a safe, cool, and wet place near the rain-puddle in which to sleep. 

And so it was that, curled up beneath the leaves of a small bush on the clearing's edge, the little water-faerie consigned herself to unconsciousness for the first time since she had been born.

Night Two... The Discovery 

As dawn arrived, the forest began to change, and the metamorphosis was subtle but profound. 
The borders of an entire world were receding, taking with them the mysterious detritus of all that is sacred to the night. A grand managerie of magikal beings joined a host of more mundane nocturnal animals as they retired to such strongholds as the darkness still commanded. 
And as one tide receded, the next came rushing in. 

Among the first creatures to greet the new day were the dew-sprites. Very tiny, these scintillant beings were full of joy and danced and played all through the morning. They revelled as the sun made His way over the tree-tops and the first of His strongest rays reached down through them to warm the earth. 

Then, oblivious in their rapture, the dew-sprites began to fade, one by one, winking out of existence along with the morning dew. 

Heralding thier awakening, there came too the racous calling of innumerable birds and the buzzing wings of swarming clouds of insects. 

The bushey-tailed squirrels, the fleet-footed rabbits, the swift and cautious deer, and with them all such creatures as rejoice in the light, came forth from out of hiding. 

On this morning, the world seemed particulary vibrant. Every color brighter, every sound sharper. The air was fresher, cleaner, and more laden with the pungency of life. Rejoicing in the storm's bounty and in the return of the sun's golden beams, the forest had come alive and was partaking of these gifts with great abandon. 

In a thousand small clearings like the one where the water-faerie was born, the light played upon the surface of each tiny rain-puddle and warmed it, while birds and other animals drank and bathed in them and the trees and plants took thier share as well. 

As a natural consequence, much of the rain-water which had collected on the forest floor had disappeared by the time the day at last drew to a close. 

**** 

When the little water-faerie awoke, she could not at first see the puddle, for her view of it was obscured by the leaves under which she hid. 

Because she was afraid that what she would see would serve to confirm all that the elder wind-faerie had told her, she hesitated for a moment before she came forth from that protective shade. 
But, alas, she had to know, and so, shaking off her slumber, she stretched, yawned, and, steeling herself against her doubts, she fluttered her wings and rose from the earth.

As the clearing came into sight, it seemed at first as if nothing at all had changed. Indeed, the great grey stone still brooded at its heart, and there was the moon, now slightly less than full, gleeming powerfully above the trees. 

There, too, was the rain-puddle, its surface aglow with the moon's reflection. From her vantage, a few feet away, she could see no difference in it, either. 

Coming closer, however, she found that the puddle was indeed diminished. The change was slight, but certain. Where the surface of the water had touched the stone on the night before, there was now only a dark gray ring of residual dampness. 

The little water-faerie's tenacious hopes quickly faded, and she knew at last that the wind-faeries had been right. If each passing day took such a toll upon the rain-puddle, it would not last for long. 

She would have to leave. She would have to do as the elder wind-faerie had advised and seek a place where the water ran freely and would not dry up. 

Distressed, the little Undine perched upon the great gray stone, her feet dabbling in the quick silver dance of rain-water. A storm of questions now brewed in her troubled heart. Would she have time? Where should she start looking? In which direction should she go? 

Concerned that she would not be able to see the place she sought from above the trees, she knew she would have to journey below the canopy- and what might lurk there in the inky darkness beyond the well-lit clearing? What other beings populated the forest around her? 

Everything seemed hopeless and lost to the little Undine as she gazed through her tears at the image of the moon in the rain-puddle. “Mother... Im scared” she said, but in her heart she heard only the last words of the boy-faerie echoing again and again, “Dont be afraid,” and the elder wind-faerie's admonition, “Go. Be swift and be brave, but be careful as well.” 

Yes, she thought, I must be brave, and I must be quick. I must find a safe place where there are others like myself. And I must go now, and go swiftly and bravely. 

And so, with the last of her tears spent, the little water-faerie rose and took to the air once more, hovering for a few minutes above the rain-puddle where she had been born. She allowed herself to take in the sight of it, absorbing its details. She felt sure that in this way she could take something of it with her in her heart. 

And then, gathering her courage about her like a cloak, she chose a direction at random and sped off into the mysterious darkness of the surrounding forest.

As the water-faerie left the clearing, she felt as if the world was closing around her- the trees crowding in to block out the moons light, the dreadful shadows gathering into one great, dense blackness puctuated occasionally by the faint glow of strange flowers and fungi. 

Save for the occasional call of a distant night bird, it was almost as if the water-faerie was the only living thing in all of the enchanted cosmos through which she travelled. 

The silence did nothing to allay her fears, and the little faerie became increasingly nervous as she moved farther and farther into the unending maze of trees. 

She realized that it could not be long before she would lose all sense of direction and any hope of finding her way back to the clearing and the rain puddle where she had been born, and this more than anything disheartened her, for with each passing moment, that distant haven seemed more and more the epitomy of safety, certainty, and beauty. 

But the lithe little water-faerie pressed on despite her misgivings, spurred by the greater concern that time was of the essence and by the desire to find the lasting security of a new home where others of her own kind might also be. 

As she flitted to and fro, straining to see her way through the night and listening intently for sounds that might forewarn her of lurking danger, she began to imagine what her new home would be like. 

In that ideal vision inspired by her longing and painted by her minds eye, she could see the gentle trickle of flowing water as it moved over the earth, tumbling here and there from steps of smooth white stone, silvered by the caressing light of the moon which shone freely from a wide band of unbroken sky. 

And dancing, peacefully and joyfully over the stream of fresh, cold water, congregating on the stones over which it ran, or along its banks, among the flowers that grew there, were the little glowing forms of other water-faeries. 

There were many of them, the points of light that marked thier passage through the night visible for as far as the stream could be seen in either direction. 

Filled with the hope that such a place might exist, that such things might await her, the little water-faerie made her twisting, turning way through the forest, inevitably consigning herself to its clutches, unable to comprehend its vastness. 

For hours she flew without rest, but finally weariness began to tax her. When at last she knew that she could not go much further, she flitted up into the tangled branches of a massive pillar of a tree and alighted upon a tiny leafless twig. There she sat, her glow dimmed by her exhaustion, her mind too tired to race with worries or dreams. 

Somewhere deep within her, instinct cried out that soon the night would be over, the second night of her life, and that she should seek shelter, for she was a creature born by the light of the moon, and she would be unable to journey by day. 

She also knew, without question, that she must find water, even the smallest of puddles, in which to sleep away the sun-light hours, for without it, when next the moon arose, she would be no more. By nature dependant upon water for strength, she was already weakened, not alone by the rigors of her journeying, but also by isolation from the life-source. 

But before she sought shelter, she had to rest for a moment. 

She closed her eyes, and for the first time, welcomed the darkness and the silence. Her little heart beat slowed and her breathing settled. She was almost on the edge of sleep when there came a startling sound from the other side of the tree trunk- the sound of something moving, of limbs creeking, all very sudden and disturbing in the comparitive quiet of the forest. 

Shaken back into awareness, the little water-faerie barely managed to stifle a cry as she clasped the twig upon which she perched tightly and subconciously dimmed her natural luminesence. 

What could this be? Had she been seen? Was she in danger? 

The little water-faerie waited, holding her breath, but there came no more sounds, and after several minutes, she began to wonder if she had actually fallen asleep and had perhaps dreamed the whole thing.
But though she was shaking with fright, she was once again overcome by curiousity, as little water-faeries often are, and decided to make sure. 

Flitting through the air until she came to the trunk, she landed on a large limb where it intersected the main bulk of the tree, still on the side farthest from the source of the sounds. From there she carefully made her way to another limb which brought her part of the way around the trunk, and by doing this a few more times, she slowly came into full view of the other side. 

There, she saw, almost immediately, at the end of a large and sparsely covered branch, a huge, dark shape which clearly was not part of the tree. The little water-faerie gasped, but did so very quietly. 

She could not make out much about the strange thing on the limb, save that it was many many times larger than herself and that it was vaguely oval-shaped and almost as dark as the night, blending into the shadows but standing off from them just enough to be seen. And it was also very still. 

Was this the source of the noises? Surely it was. Was it alive? Indeed, it must be. But what WAS it? 

The little water-faerie shook visibly as she took to the air once more and slowly, slowly made her way towards the base of the limb upon which the great bulk of the mysterious thing sat. Now she could look down the length of the limb directly, but still could discern nothing more of the mystery at its other end. 

Frustrated, she folded her little wings and tip-toed down the branch, by tiny measures coming closer and closer to... it. 

As she came nearer, she was astonished by the size of the thing, which was greater than she had initially thought. And now she could make out a few more details- for she could see that the thing had two feet, the long toes of which were wrapped around the limb, grasping it tightly in what appeared to be great claws. And at the top of the thing, where its head must have been, there were two short but distinct horns. This was a strange and terrifying thing indeed. 

Soon, the little water-faerie was as close as she dared get, but spying another branch a bit higher up, from which she thought she could look down safely on the other side of the thing, she hopped into the air and set her wings in motion. 

But as she rose to the point where she was almost even with its horns, a terrible thing happened, for careful as she was, it seemed that the thing had none the less sensed the beating of her wings, and now it was moving, its head turning. Seeing this the little water-faerie froze in mid-flight, unable to gather her wits enough to flee to safety.

With a shock, she watched as the things head turned completely around, slowly rotating beyond the natural limit and then, when it had come to face her, its body still standing just as it had been when first she spied it, its eyes opened and the thing looked right at her. 

Its eyes were huge, each of them a vast pool of smoldering golden light as if there burned behind them some infernal flame. The little water-faeries reflection was suspended perfectly in the dark, circular center of thier glassy surfaces, and as she looked into them, she saw her own terror stricken face and nearly fainted. 

Just as she swooned, there came, from the small, razor edged beak which lay below and between the beast's eyes, a sound that broke the surreal silence of the moment and sent the little water-faerie careening into the forest, flying as fast as her wings could carry her and caring not in the least that she had no idea in which direction she was going. 

“HOOT!” came the cry of the beast once more from behind her, but the sound was already distant. 

When she was gone, the owl turned its head the rest of the way around, closed its eyes once more and went back to dreaming of small, warm mice. 

**** 

At some point in her perilous flight from the beast, the water-faerie regained her composure and slowed her pace. Her previous exhaustion, though pushed aside by her panic, now came back to her three-fold, and her heart fluttered in her chest as she desperately sought some place to take shelter. 

When at last she came into a clearing much smaller than the one in which she had been born, she could see that the sky was changing its hues subtley and knew that this meant that the dawn could not be far away, and the sun with it. On the far edge of the same clearing, with great relief, the little water-faerie discovered a clump of tall leafless plants, upon whos tops there grew large cup- shaped flowers. Many of them had closed, as they too sensed that the night was drawing to its conclusion, but inside one of the few that remained open, the water-faerie was delighted to discover that the rain had gathered into a little pool. 

Slipping into it, her faint luminesence made the whole of the flower resonant with a soft white light, as if it was itself glowing. 

Almost as soon as she had made herself comfortable in the cool rain water at the heart of the bud, she fell fast asleep and did not even notice as the petals of the flower began to close around her, wrapping her in its gentle embrace. 

Again the day came, the deep blue sky open and unblemished from horizon to horizon, the bright, hot sun filling the forest with both brilliant showers of golden warmth and shadows as dense and cloying as the innermost twist of a nautilus shell. 

Beneath this viel of fire and ice the passions of the living and the dieing were once more tendered- fate's lot cast no differently than the day before. And so it was as it always has been. 

In time the shadows inevitably began to lengthen, and the evening's curtain drew forth in vibrant crimson and flaming orange. And, as ever, the setting sun bid a silent adeu to all of His humble worshippers: the birds and the flowers and the small, hidden creatures who fear the night and that which stalks it. 

Finally, the stars came forth, so shyly at first that thier initial glimmers almost seemed apologetic. Soon, though, thier attendance swelled, and thier dim twinkling in the fledgling dusk became a sparkling parade which belied them as vain as ever. 

The moon, too, gradually rose, and though its face was as just as regal as on the previous nights, it was now clearly waining. Its complete occulsion was prophesied by a slender curve of darkness which distorted its more recent and fullest phase. Only a hint of what was to come... 

Thus, the power of the day was slowly recended, and with its retreat that life which populates the shores of the night came forth tentatively, like ghosts or dreams, stealing out into the metamorphised world silently and gracefully.... 

With the arrival of the night, the petals of that flower where the Undine slept opened and revealed thier hidden treasure. 

The little water-fearie opened her eyes, stretched forth her tiny arms and wings, and yawned. From her vantage in the cup of the flower she could see the tree-tops above her, and through them the brightest of the stars. They twinkled at her, and she smiled disarmingly back at them and at her mother, the Moon. 

Invigorated by her rest and by the pool which had been her cradle, she was once again prepared to search the forest for a place where there ran cool, clear water, where there danced joyously the ghost lights of her kind. 

And though it was not without trepidation that she once more left the safety and comfort of a rain-puddle and consigned herself to the immensity and mystery of the forest, she finally did so. 

Indeed, as she fluttered gracefully out from under the break in the canopy through which the friendly stars had gleamed, and into the darkness beyond, there came to her a vision of the owl who's eyes had burned with such a cold luminosity on the night before. What a terrible creature it had seemed, and who could say what other terrors she might discover on her journey? 

Nevertheless, the water-faerie told herself, “Don't be afraid,” and pressed on. 

This, the third night of the water-faeries life, seemed to her much longer than the first two. Twisting and turning through the maze of the forest, she had no real idea where she was going and could only hope that some miracle might bring her to her quarry. 

Perhaps her spirits might have lifted if there had been some tangible sign of progress, but every tree she passed seemed no different from the last, every clearing quite the same, and after a while even the few stars which she could see from time to time no longer gave the impression of friendliness. They offered her no guidance as they swept slowly across the sky on a journey of their own, and neither was it a consolation to the faerie that they too were racing the dawn. 

At last she simply began to ignore them, to ignore the trees and the clearings and the strange sounds in the night, giving regard alone to obstacles which appeared in her path. 

As the hours wore on, gradually she began to tire, and it was just as the little water-faerie was reaching the limit of her endurance, her gossamer wings beating with less regularity, that she passed over a small ridge near the base of an ancient tree and saw something which caught her so by surprise that, despite her vigilance, she collided with a mushroom that jutted from its trunk. 

And this is what she saw: 

There, on the other side of the rise, just beyond the tree, the air was full of light: light not unlike her own. 

Unable to believe her eyes, the little water-faerie righted herself and perched atop the mushroom which had stayed her course, watching as tiny clouds of scintillant life swarmed below her. 

Weaving and flitting haphazardly amidst a virtual city of toadstools they raced and ducked and dove from tier to tier in spiraling didos of ghostly green, like showers of heavenly sparks loosed from an errant lightning bolt. 

For a moment the water-faeries heart raced and she dared to hope, but quickly she noticed that the lights below were wont to flash with a strange and alluring rhythm, and, when one of them chanced to draw a little closer to where she sat, passing near enough for her to make out its shape, she knew for certain that these were not her own kind. 

She was disappointed, of course, but, as water-faeries often are, she was also very curious. 

Intent upon sating that curiosity, the faerie flitted away from her perch and drifted down towards the columns and pedestals of that fungoid managerie, down to where the strange lights chased one another with such abandon. 

As she drew nearer, she could hear their laughter, a crystalline sound which matched their antics, and despite her weariness, she could not help but smile. As if attuned to her changing mood, her own luminescence, which had paled over the course of the night, once more waxed brightly, and even as she came into their midst, the strange little glowing creatures began to take notice of her. 

A few of them left their wild and daring games, and, clearly unafraid of this newcomer in their domain, began to congregate in a circle around her. 

Continuing downward, the little water-faerie eased into the area with the greatest concentration of mushrooms where she had to maneuver deftly to avoid collisions with their stalks and bowls. As she did so she noticed that the the little beings were adjusting their courses to follow her with such uncanny precision that it seemed as if they could anticipate her every move. No matter how quickly she darted or in what direction, they matched her motions perfectly. 

So it was that, playfully, the water-faerie danced with them. Up and down, back and forth, above and beneath the mushroom porticos she and her growing entourage of light went. Her laughter finally joined theirs, and for a while the water-faerie forgot all about her worries and even about her curiosity. 

But her tiny body did not forget its weariness, and eventually her dancing began to tell upon her so that she was forced, at last, to sink exhausted into the bowl of a huge mushroom. Her companions remained clustered about her, though, floating and bobbing in the air near the toadstool where she sat, their musical laughter continual but noticeably subdued. 

After regarding them for a few moments in silence, the water-faerie finally found her voice and spoke. 

“What are you?” she asked. 

A little ripple of that chiming laughter spread through the cloud of bobbing, glowing creatures, but when it subsided, one of them came forth and hovered just a little above and before the place where the water-faerie sat. 

Its voice was soft and sweet when it answered her, a voice as luminous as its body, and it said: “Why, haven't you ever seen a firefly?”

“A firefly?” replied the water-faerie. “No, I haven't. I'm only three nights old, and I have seen very little besides the tall dark trees and the stars.” 

”Ah!” said the firefly. “That's quite all right. We don't know what you are either. But you're very pretty.” 

The little water-faerie laughed, and her laughter stirred the laughter of fireflies so that for a moment the clearing was once again filled with the sounds of their mirth. 

When it had died down a little, however, she spoke again. “I am a water-faerie. I was born in a puddle of rainwater and the Moon is my mother.” 

She paused for a moment and then continued. “I was told by wind-faeries that I must seek a place where the water is always running, for with each passing day the sun is drying up my rain-puddle more and more, and when there is nowhere left for me to hide anymore, I will cease to be. But I have flown for two nights now, looking for a place where the water runs and I cannot find one.” 

“Ah! You are looking for a river, or a stream, perhaps!” said the firefly. 

“A river? A stream? Do you know where I can find such a thing?” The little water-faerie could barely contain her excitement. If the fireflies could tell her where to find the running water, her search would soon be over! 

Sadly though, the fireflies did not know where to find a river or a stream. Though they had heard of such things, most of them had never ventured, in the whole of their lives, to leave the clearing of the mushrooms. They were a content lot, happy to spend their nights racing to and fro in careless frolicking, and all that they needed could be found there in the place where they had been born. 

So, no closer to her destination, and with the night drawing towards its inevitable conclusion, the water-faerie’s heart sank and she felt as if the last of her will had been sapped. Though she knew that she must find shelter before the arrival of the dawn, even this task seemed beyond her. 
But in this capacity the fireflies proved helpful, for nearby they knew of a great bush who's large leaves had filled with the rain as it dripped down from the canopy. Those nearest the earth were sheltered from the light of the sun, and would make a perfect place for the water-faerie to retire. 

Having showed her to this safe haven, some of the fireflies left for a while, returning at last with an accompaniment of crickets, and together they sang her a lullaby to the tune of the cricket's music, as the stars above began to fade and the sky grew lighter. 

Thus serenaded, the exhausted water-faerie fell into a deep sleep.

When the little water-faery opened her eyes on the following night, the first thing she saw was the light of the fireflies, for they had gathered all about the leaf in which she rested and were hovering silently, watching her as she slept. 

She laughed to see them so, their childish curiosity disarming even for one as innocent as she, and shrugging off her weariness as best she could (for on that night it assailed her with instant and renewed insistence) she flitted into their midst. 

For a short while she allowed herself to dance and sang with them the improvised and wordless songs of joy which they know so well, relishing their company even as they relished hers. 

And this was very brave of the little water-faery, for she knew in her heart that she would never see them again, and that, if she did not find the flowing water very soon, she would die. Indeed, she felt that the time was almost upon her. 

At last, mustering her resolve and the final reserves of her courage, she slipped away from the rhythm of the firefly dance, and as the little beings crowded about her knowingly, she made to bid them good-bye. 

The fireflies once again formed a circle about her as she told them that it was time for her to go forth in search of her new home, of her only hope for the future. She could see that though they were saddened that their new friend had so soon to depart and saddened too by the knowledge of the danger which she faced, they nevertheless understood and wished her well. 

To this end they spoke with reassuring words, their message not so very different from that of the boy-faerie who had said to her, in what seemed a distant age: 

"Don't be afraid." 

When she turned to fly away, the fireflies kept tight their circle about her, escorting her silently for a distance into the forest. And at last as they broke away and made to return to the clearing of the mushrooms, that aloof and uncaring darkness which was her native state pressed in upon her own feeble glow more poignantly than ever it had. 

However, the water-faery was steeled against it now, for she had passed that fearful stage of hopelessness which leads, ultimately, to the recognition of simple necessity. 

She would find the running water, or she would not. Knowing this, her wings beat with a purpose that her heart could scarcely feel, but beat they did. 

And as she went, onward without direction, blindly seeking that of which she had only dreamed, she contented herself with such memories of fleeting beauty as were hers to know. 

Thus rather than the shadows and the mysteries, rather than the endless and chaotic maze, the dreary monotony of earth, and tree, and sky, she saw the little puddle where she had been born and the reassuring glimmer of her mother's reflection on its surface.... the sweet and sympathetic face of the boy-faerie as he wiped away her first tear... the visions of that sanctuary which she sought and those she hoped would greet her when at last she arrived... the dancing of the fireflies amidst their peaceful little kingdom of mushrooms.. the laughter and song and the music of the crickets which had filled it. 

These were her defense, and as the night wore on she used to them to stay the tide of despair as best she was able. But it was always there, waxing grim and gray on the fringe of her awareness, growing with her weakness. 

The little water-faerie traveled far that night, driven despite her weariness to pass away the miles until she could fly no more, determined to wait until the very last possible minute before seeking shelter. 

She knew that the next time she lost consciousness, she might not regain it, or, if she did, in all likelihood she would be able to go no further. 

And so, the hours trudged by relentlessly. The moon passed Her zenith and began Her decent, and with Her the stars. 

Just as on the previous two nights, the little water-faerie's quest bore nothing of results save that same bleak terrain of endless trees and darkness. 

Then, as dawn came perilously near and the darkness which presages it grew densest, suddenly, the water-faery knew that she was being followed. She stopped in mid-flight and hovered, dimming her natural luminance. 

She listened. There was no sound. 

She spun slowly, straining to discern something, anything which might tell her was it was that stalked her. There was nothing to see. 

But the awareness was acute and undeniable. She could feel it in the core of her being. She was no longer alone. 

Too frightened by her silent and invisible pursuer to call out, the water-faerie very quickly resumed her flight, altering her course in the hopes that she might throw whatever it might be off of her trail. However, because she could not discern whether she was followed by something in the canopy, or on the floor of the forest, or perhaps even by something which flew, she was uncertain what course of action was wisest to take. 

Therefore, without regard to direction, she weaved to and fro about the trees, snaking a path into the forest. She also drew herself down into the region just between the earth and the lowest limbs of the canopy, hoping that in this fashion she could at least provide herself with a zone of safety from either direction. 

But as the sensation grew in intensity and her fear mounted in accordance, the water-faeries desperation made her careless and she lost her way, unknowingly describing a circle in her course and finally doubling back upon the way she had come. 

Flying as fast as her pain-wracked little wings could carry her, she very nearly ran into a low-hanging limb, and as she dived to avoid it her speed brought her careening towards the ground. Panicked now, she struggled to right herself, but it was too late, and though she managed to break her fall sufficiently to prevent injury, she nevertheless landed hard and was dazed by the impact. 

Shaking her head as her sense returned, she found herself laying on her back on the earth, vulnerable, but temporarily unable to right herself and fly away. She was simply too tired, too scared, and too dazzled by her crash. 

She propped herself up on her little elbows and looked into the darkness all around her, up towards the limb she had narrowly avoided. She could see little but the dim outlines of the trees and the vague and harrowing shapes that the nearby undergrowth took. She listened, but neither was there any sound. And yet still she knew that she was not alone, and now, she felt with a terrible certainty, that which followed her was very near indeed. 

As if to confirm this, the shadows directly before her and only a few feet away from where she lay seemed suddenly to come to life, almost as if they were coalescing with purpose into some more coherent shape. 

Attended by this motion, and perhaps precipitated by it there came an even more startling and frightening manifestation: two great, golden eyes which slowly turned directly into the little faeries meager glow, catching it and magnifying it within their molten depths. 

The little water-faerie was paralyzed, transfixed, certain of her doom. She had no idea what manner of monster it was that confronted her, and could make out little detail because of the darkness which surrounded and enveloped it, but it mattered little. This was, she felt sure, Death itself. 

But even as her little heart neared exhaustion, there came from that menacing mystery, a soft, gentle, velvety voice, which said, to her great surprise: 

"Don't be afraid of me. I mean you no harm." 

***


Stepping closer, that which had been nothing more than a pair of ghostly eyes slowly coalesced into a looming black shadow. Now the water-faerie could see something of its shape, but still could not identify the creature. 

The little water-faerie was too stunned to speak, and for a moment there was silence between them, but at last it was broken by that gentle voice again. 

"It was not my intention to startle you. I did not think you would know that I followed, nor suspect that you would be so frightened. Are you injured?" 

Still voiceless, the little water-faerie managed only to shake her head. She could see the distorted reflection of her own motion in the eyes of the beast. 

"I have seen your kind before, but seldom so deep in the forest. I could not imagine from whence you came, where you might be going, or how you could survive here so far from the flowing waters. I was only curious." 

The suggestion that this being had seen her kind before, that it might know where to find them, finally brought the little water-faerie back to her senses. Pleadingly she entreated the shadow. 

"You say you have seen my kind... I am seeking them, and it is very important that I find them... please, can you tell me where to look?" 

The shadow shifted, the great golden eyes blinked. 

"Ah, then you are lost. I thought as much. The rivers where I have seen others like you are far from here, and had you continued to travel in the direction you were going when first I saw you, you would never have found them. Indeed, you would find nothing but endless tracks of black forest that way." 

As the shadow spoke, the little water-faerie began to cry, her silent tears gradually becoming wracking sobs as she curled into a ball, holding her head in her hands. Moved by her sorrow the voice came again, 

"Please, little one. Pray forgive me. Truly, I meant you no harm, and I will help you if I can. Only tell me how." 

Struggling to regain her composure, the little water-faerie shook herself free from her sobbing by a force of will, and looking up into the amber fires that floated before her, she said, "I was born 3 nights ago in a puddle of rainwater, beneath the glow of the moon. That night the wind-faeries who chased the storm told me that I must flee that place and seek the safety of running water before the Sun could dry the puddle up, or I would cease to be. I did not believe them until I awoke on the second night and saw what the day had wrought- that my puddle was indeed diminished. So, I set off into the forest on that very night, to try and find the flowing waters that the wind-faeries spoke of, but I have found nothing, and with each passing day I grow weaker and weaker. My puddle is disappearing and even my Mother, the moon, is slowly fading away. My nights have been filled with both hope and despair, wonder and terror. I am so very tired that I do not think I can go any further. And now you tell me that the flowing water is far from here, in another direction. I do not think I will ever see it." 

"Hush now, and calm yourself," came that velvet voice. "What is your name, little water-faerie?" 

The little water-faery was astonished. "I have no name." she said. "I have nothing." 

"But you do. You have shown great courage, though it may be taxed. You have shown great strength too, though this also may be lacking now. And you have hope, little water-faerie, for you still live. Now, then, you shall have a name as well. I will call you Moon-Drop, for that is what you are- the very moon's silvered tear of joy, a perfect thing in which She must be very proud. And you, Moon-Drop, shall call me Aurora, the night-fire. I will be your guide, your courage, and your strength, and by the word which is my bond, little Moon-Drop, you shall see the river you have sought, and those who call it home. But now the day comes, and we must both rest. Can you fly?" 

Shakily, the little water-faerie who's name was Moon-Drop, rose to her feet and then, her tiny, gossamer wings answering reluctantly to her commands, she lifted into the air and hung there uncertainly. 

"I must find water, even a little, before the sun rises," she said. 

"And so we shall," came the reply. "Follow me." 

With this, the shadow turned around and lithely danced into the darkness, and for a moment, it was lost. However, having noted the direction in which it had gone, she flitted after it, and only a moment later she caught sight of its movement once more on the edge of a clearing only a few yards beyond. 

Approaching it, she saw the shadow as it passed beyond the penumbra beneath the trees and out into the slightly less tenebrous night which the open sky sheltered, and she caught her breath at what was revealed. 

For there, turning back to await her, was a vision of the wilderness itself. 

It was as if all of the secrets of the forest and all of the whispered poetry of the night had been made flesh, the graceful silhouette of which now poised perfectly and powerfully before her. 
Even in the darkness she could perceive something of the fire from which it had been molded, for the meager star light seemed drawn to it, glinting like tiny diamonds in the creature's dense and abundant fur. 

And those eyes, framed now by a long, slender snout and by the counterbalance of tall, angular ears seemed even more ghostly, even more mysterious and alarming. 

There was something primal, something ancient and even savage about it, and this was so tightly entwined with its magnificent beauty that the two were nearly one, having merged into something new and indescribable. 

Though Moon-Drop had now so slowed in her approach that she barely moved, the wild-thing before her, the wild thing which called itself Aurora, made no sound and betrayed no impatience. He knew what she was seeing. 

And though Moon-Drop was unnerved by it, she knew that this beautiful creature was her final hope, and that their time was short. 

But she had to know, and her voice, strained and tremulous, was barely audible as she asked, 

"What... are you?" 

"I, little Moon-Drop? I am only a fox." 

***


As the sky began to lighten on the fourth night of the water-faerie's life, she and her and new companion, the fox, set out to find a suitable place for the both of them to rest. 

It did not take long, for nestled in the dark, hidden vaults of the cyclopean forest, there were still many places where the rain had gathered and had yet been sheltered enough from the light of the sun to avoid its evaporative powers. 

When Moon-Drop was at last cradled in the comfort of a tiny depression in the earth, her aching body cooled and caressed by the murky water within it, the fox curled up before her, resting his head on his great, bushy tail, and looked down upon her with those huge golden eyes. 
Unconsciousness was creeping up on the tiny faerie, and though she fought to keep her own eyes open and fixed on his, she was powerless to do so. Even as they closed, she heard the fox, who had been silent throughout their search for shelter, speak again, his tone reassuring. 

“Sleep well, Moon-Drop, and dream of the company you shall soon keep, of the gentle whisper of flowing water, of the strength which will return to you when you have come to your new home.” 

Briefly but eloquently he told her of that which he had seen on many a night. He told her of the river, of how the light of the stars and the moon flowed like lightning over its ever changing face, of how it snaked away into the distance, seemingly without beginning and without end. He told her of seeing her own kind weaving and dancing among the reeds along its shores, of the music of their laughter, and of the strange songs they sang. 

As the little water-faerie passed wearily into the realm of dreams, she saw all of it in her imagination, as clearly as if she was there, and knew that her own vision, the vision which had sustained her in her flight through the darkness, had been very close to reality, after all. 

But it was the last words that the fox spoke as she drifted away which brought her the greatest comfort: 

“Let not your heart be troubled, for I will remain with you all through the day, and when the night falls again on the morrow, I will be here, ready to take you home.” 

And so it was, for when the sun rose, the fox remained where he lay, sleeping fitfully as such creatures do, his senses attuned and aware even as he slumbered, always alert for the signs of imminent danger. 

The day passed without disruption, save for the endless calling of the birds, and when the sun at last dared to seek out the secret place where the fox and the faerie kept their repose, the soft crimson and gold of the fox's fur reflected its feeble rays back towards the treetops like the facets of some strange gem, such that the inky puddle where his charge was sleeping never saw the faintest glimmer. 

As dusk approached the fox shook off the thin veil of his respite and spent the final hour of the evening observing the magik of that transition which makes of the day’s glory a greater glory still. 

His tall black ears noted the subtle alteration of the sounds of nature, as the raucous and chaotic movement of the daytime symphony retired and was replaced by a more subdued and mysterious aria. 

His eyes tracked across the floor of the forest, and up into the canopy, and though they seemed to race carelessly from place to place, settling on nothing, there was little that he did not see and see clearly. 

The rich, thick carpet of leaves; the mold and fungus that covered them, enticed to grow in profusion by the lingering dampness; the rough and scaly textures of peeling bark on the trunk of trees older than the fox himself could conceive, and even a tiny mouse which scurried without caution from its hole to a solitary clump of flowering weeds only yards from where the silent, motionless fox remained curled- none of these things eluded him. 

Though he was hungry, and could have made a meal of the mouse, he did not move, for when the water-faerie awoke, he wanted her to see him there just as he had promised she would. 

And when she did at last awaken, the fox was indeed the first thing she saw. 

She smiled appreciatively, and the fox smiled back at her, but he could see, immediately, that on this night the water-faerie was very weak, too weak alas to carry on her own. 

Her light was dim and sickly, her naturally pale skin even more pallid, and her beautiful, porcelain face, the face of a young, wild angel, was drawn and hollow, her weariness written on it with clumsy and offensive strokes. 

Her eyes were full of sadness, too. She could not fly, and she knew it. Unable to say so, she knew she needn't, for she could see in the eyes of the fox that he understood. 

But his eyes also said, “I have made a promise to you little Moon-Drop, and I shall keep it.” 

When she made to protest the futility of this, though, the fox refused to hear her, and only lowered his muzzle until his nose was very near to her. The little water-faerie reached out a minute, delicate hand and let her fingers settle on its tip, a wan, hopeless smile upon her lips. But seeing that she did not understand, the fox told her, gently, “Climb on, and I shall carry you. You need do nothing- only save your strength and hold tight, for I am fleet of foot, and I know the way. Before the moon sets again, we will reach our destination.” 

Because she knew that he would not be rebuked, and because there was nought to do but as he said, she climbed up onto his nose and turned to sit facing out into the darkness, her legs dangling in the open air. 

Satisfied, the fox spoke again, “Are you ready?” 

“Yes.” 

“Then we go.” 

With this, the fox bounded away.

He ran with the swiftness which only the forest-born can achieve, and only those whose spirits are truly fearless dare. As he charged forth, so sure was his step that it seemed that his feet never touched the earth at all, and though his way wound perilously through the undisciplined and often nearly impassable growth, he was neither stalled nor lost his way. 

It was as if the forest had opened up for him, all its obstacles swept aside, the path made clear in some way which only he could see. 

Hour after hour he ran, tirelessly and boldly, his efforts never waning, his strength never faltering. 

And at the end of his snout, sitting astride his muzzle, the little faerie that he had named Moon-Drop rode, sometimes frightened by his harrowing maneuvers, sometimes awed by the strange and fleeting visions of the night as they passed by anonymously in a flourish of speed- phantasms of a blurred reality she never had time to scrutinize. 

Ever weakening, Moon-Drop nevertheless held fast to the seed of hope which the fox had sowed in her heart the night before, believing in him, drawing strength from him, listening to his voice in her memory as it recounted to her the scene which he claimed awaited at the end of the trail down which he sped. 

Still, no matter how fast he travelled, the fox could not outrun time, and Moon-Drop’s time was drawing to its close. The fox knew this, and so did the faerie. 

Her light had dimmed so as he ran that she was little more than a wisp, the core of her being only barely illuminated by the coldest and most distant luster. 

Refusing to give up though, the fox told her again and again, “Hold tight, we are almost there,” and time and time again, the Faerie answered him with all the courage she could muster, saying, “Yes, I can feel it, we are almost there.” 

And then, in the hour just before dawn, just when Moon-Drop was sure that she must concede defeat despite her efforts and those of her champion, she did indeed feel something, a change in the air like an electric charge. 

Something, but what? 

It was a cool, invigorating crispness which enveloped her and filled her nostrils with a tang which at once seemed strange and familiar. With it there came a mild but pleasant tingle through her body, and in the wake of this sensation a subdued but undeniable increase in her strength. 
“Can you feel that? Can you smell it, little Moon-Drop? Now truly we draw near.” 

Despite his previous and heroic exertions the fox now ran even faster, and as he raced forward like a meteor, the crispness of the air became a distinct moistness, and then a tangible wetness. With this there came too the faint sound of running water, that whisper of which the fox had spoken, and though the little faerie had never heard it before, she knew what it was and her heart leapt in her chest, her fading glow beginning to return with vigor. 

She strained to see through the still thick wall of forest between her and the river, but she could see nothing yet. Only the ever increasing sound of the flowing water told her that they were closing on their goal. 

“Do you hear it?” 

“Yes and yes and yes!” cried the little water-faerie, overwhelmed by her joy.
“Soon!” came the breathless reply, “Soon you will see it!” 

Only moments later, the fox burst forth from the depths of the forest into open air, and ran headlong up a steep and sandy incline. The stars overhead pitched into view, and the waning moon, which was now closer to the treeline became visible again as well. 

The little water-faerie laughed with delight to see it all and to feel the freedom of the firmament towering unbounded over her. She breathed deeply and threw out her arms, heedless of the danger of losing her balance, and her glow, by measures returning for some time now, burst forth renewed. 

The fox laughed too, skipping up the embankment almost effortlessly, knowing what awaited on its other side. Just before he reached the top, he leapt into the air with a flourish and landed at the crest, coming, finally, to a halt there. 

Looking out from that vantage the water-faerie saw that below them the world was changed, metamorphosed. Even in her imagination she had not conceived of what now lay before her. 

The forest was split in two and down the middle of the rift ran the sky, which was now a dark band of star-spangled brilliance between the two ridges of the tree-line, a river itself. 

And below, within the valley formed by the gentle downward arc of the land, the water-faerie saw something which took her breath away and made her head swim. 

For there, nestled at the heart of the rift in the forest, was a great river, its waters flowing smoothly and impressively ever onward in both directions, its source and its destination hidden by distance. 
Its banks were separated by an impressive span as well and were lined with tall, healthy reeds and patches of soft, smooth white sand. 

And the river did indeed sing, its mariad gurgles, trickles, and lappings mingling with the low but awing sound of its greater continual flow. 

Stretched across its surface the water-faerie could see the moon's reflection, and, just as the fox had said, it seemed to dance on the crest of every wave, its image broken and scattered on the cool surface of the moving waters, but somehow more whole than she had ever seen it. 

Moved as she was by all of this, the water-faerie was most transfixed by the signs of life which were everywhere evident in the air above and around the river and its banks: everywhere she looked she could see them, the tremulous dancing motes of tender light which were her own kind. 

They were there in great profusion, wobbling through the night like errant comets, clearly visible as they flitted from reed to reed, from stone to stone, twirling in delirious orbits around one another as they went. 

Over the sound of the river itself, she could just hear them laughing and singing. 

Their voices were the most beautiful thing the water-faerie had ever heard. 

“Is it not just as I said it would be?” asked the fox, his voice lowered and pitched with respect for her wonder. 

The little water-faerie sighed happily, struggling to find some way to express herself, but alas, all she could say was “Yes... yes it is.” 

For a while they were both silent, looking upon the scene below as if it were a dream. 

Though it was nothing new for the fox, who had haunted such places on uncountable occasions, it was, tonight, more beautiful than he ever remembered it being, for tonight he saw it with new eyes. 

For Moon-Drop it was almost unbelievable, and though she stared with hungry eyes and a heart so full that it threatened to burst at any moment, taking in its every detail, there was a detached part of her which simply could not comprehend the reality of it. 

So enchanted, so spellbound was she, that it never occurred to her that she could go down into it, down there amongst her own kind, down there with the cool, clear water. 

Realizing this, the fox spoke, saying, 

"Little Moon-Drop, the day will soon be upon us. You must go now, go down to the waters and bathe yourself in them; go and make yourself known and establish yourself here so that the sun, when He rises with the new day, will have no more power to harm you. You are home now. Rise, go forth, and claim your place among your kind. Your life awaits you now. Tonight you are reborn." 

The little water-faerie turned as she listened to him, and setting her wings in motion she lifted herself from his muzzle so that she floated in the air just before his face. 

Her glow was very bright now, the healing dampness of the air, and the proximity of so great a body of water having quickly and completely rejuvenated her tiny form. 

That pale blue phosphorescence now lit the foxes eyes again as it had when first she had seen him, and as she looked into those great golden orbs as she had in those first moments, she once again saw her reflection. But this time, she smiled at it, and it smiled back at her. 

"Thank you, Aurora, my sweet and gentle friend. You have more than saved my life this night. You have stolen my heart. And its yours now, for the taking. How can I ever repay you for what you have done?" 

The fox sat back on his haunches, and his large bushy tail flitted restlessly as it curled about him. 
There in the heart of twilight, with the faerie hovering before him, he was the very icon of magic, the avatar for every mystery of the dark and brooding earth which was his Mother. 

He tilted his head, his regal face lit by the glow of the faerie which he regarded with great tenderness, and when he spoke, his words were so soft that she had to strain to hear them over the sound of the river behind her. 

"You owe me nothing, my sweet little Moon-Drop. To see you safe here, to see you surrounded by other water-faeries, no longer alone, no longer lost, weak, vulnerable, and afraid- these are enough for me. My heart, too, is full. But you must go now. Time is short." 

Moon-Drop could see that he was right, for the sky behind him was very gradually changing, an almost imperceptible hint of dawn which was further substantiated by her own instincts. 

And so the little water-faerie, her heart too full of emotion for more words, lowered herself until she was close enough to the fox to kiss him on his nose, and then, smiling, beaming, radiating happiness, gratitude and excitement, she turned away and flew with great swiftness over the brim of the little hill on which they had sat, and down into the valley where her future awaited her. 

The fox watched from his perch as she reached the bank of the river, and saw how the nearest of the native faeries quickly came and gathered about her, and with his keen ears he could hear the sounds of their cheerful greetings, of their laughter. 

He watched as his little Moon-Drop dove into the river, disappearing beneath its surface only to break forth once more, glowing more brightly and more beautifully than ever before, and satisfied that she was indeed safe and happy he stood, turned, and padded into the forest once more, blending into its covetous shadows and becoming one with them again. 

When Moon-Drop, surrounded by the friendly, warming company of those for whom she had searched so long, bathed in the cold, swift current of the Haven to which she was at last delivered, and brimming with a sense of completeness and security which she had not previously known for even an instant in the whole of her life, finally gathered her wits about her and looked up towards the ridge where she had left the fox, she saw at once that he was not there. 

Even though she scanned the whole of the bank and all that lay between it and the edge of the forest, she did not see him, nor any hint of him. He was gone. 

But the water-faerie was not saddened by this. In her heart she knew that she would never forget him and all he had said to her, all he had taught her in their brief time together. She would never forget what he had done for her. And when the water-faeries who came to greet her as she arrived asked her what her name was, she told them, with pride, "My name is Moon-Drop, and I have come from far, far away, through many dangers to be here with you." 

In the nights to come, the stories of her adventures would be the center of attention among the rivers tiny spectral denizens, and when Moon-Drop at last told her new family of the fox who had brought her to them, such was the wonder with which she imbued his form, his grace, his compassion, as she spoke of him that he seemed an angel rather than a fox. 

No one disbelieved her though, for the night and the forest are host to many wonders, angels not the least among them, and the forms those wonders take are many and varied as well. 

When the dawn at last arrived and the Sun rose once more over the river, over the forest, and over the stone where the water-faerie was born, in which there had once been a rain-puddle but was now little more than a residual gray stain of cool dampness, Moon-Drop took shelter among the reeds along with the innumerable other water-faeries, and dreamed the day away in peace. 

And in those dreams and many others, the fox returned to the little water-faerie, and together they ran through the forest and along the river bank, laughing playfully and happily, their spirits never far from one another, their magic intimately intermingled beneath the light of an eternal moon. 

The End
