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      Fiachna crouched deep in the meadow grass. The broken and bleached strands provided scant cover, only coming up to his chest. His sword sheath scraped on the limestone, which the grass grew up out of. He could feel Egan’s hot breath on his back.

      His mouth felt dry. Picking up a small broken piece of stone, he stuck it it his mouth. That helped. And not just because he was stone Fae.

      Liquid trickled down his cheek. He wiped it off with the back of his hand and saw blood. He’d been hit by flying debris coming from the Fomorians’ huge winds. The wound would heal, but leave a mark. He had never been among the best looking Fae. He hoped Clare wouldn’t mind the scar.

      His leather pants, boots, wool shirt and cloak were soaked through. His waist-length gray and brown hair was tied back. Driving rain streamed down his face. He ignored the discomfort. After spending millennia walking the boundaries of Faerie, this was nothing.

      They hid downwind of the Fomorians. Watching and waiting. Crouched outside the boundary of Faerie.

      The giants stank of rotted meat and their own filth. It had been at least a month since they’d been released from the vault and even the near constant rain hadn’t improved their smell.

      The Fomorians had gathered with their offspring on the north side of Faerie. Fiachna couldn’t actually see many of the winds, just their effect on the trees bordering the other side of the meadow. He felt freezing cold on his left, that must be Conand of the north wind. Humid heat on his right, might have been Hurricane. Surely, Domnu of the deep abyss of the ocean, wasn’t there. She rarely came on land. Fiachna couldn’t be sure who else was missing.

      He certainly didn’t underestimate them. They’d battled the Fae and dragons to a standstill. The Fomorians might be fewer, but Faerie still hadn’t found a way to match their power.

      He shifted his weight gradually, trying again to accurately count the moving enemy. So far the count was thirty-nine. He didn’t recognize all of them.

      Domnu, the Mother of them all, that great all-encompassing wave of ocean, scared him the most. He didn’t see her and hoped she’d grown weary and gone home. Back to the depths.

      Fiachna saw Cethlenn who resembled a flowing white vapor, like the fog she controlled. Corb of the sea, his watery body moving fluidly across the land. Conand of the north wind, taking the shape of a whirling gray and white mass. Elatha the great huntress, looking fierce with a necklace of bones. Dela, whose power he couldn’t discern, but whose strong potent force was palpable.

      Most of the Fomorians were always shifting. Continuously moving from a form that had two legs, two arms, a torso and a head, then back into their elemental body. Each one of those different from any other.

      The rest of the Fomorians were offspring. Àed, the volcano, gray with red smoking depths. Muir of the deep black sea, with a body that couldn’t seem to hold a shape. Ùisdean of the stone islands, with a gray angular body that even Fiachna of the stone people wouldn’t want to go up against. There were also Fomorians whose powers looked like sea monsters, lightening and blizzards. Another one, so deep a black it looked like a hole in the world, stood off to the side. Saying nothing and not interacting with the others. That one had an ominous presence which set Fiachna on edge. Plague was the only name that came to mind.

      Balor, the King of the Fomorians, sat on a boulder the size of a huge auroch. The giant was about twelve feet tall. Bellowing at all the others. His power was the ravage of drought. He had a third eye in the middle of his forehead which he’d covered with several pieces of cloth, one layered over the other, and tied in back. His baleful eye was a weapon that Fiachna hoped never to see again. He was one of the few Fomorians who Fiachna had never seen change form.

      Balor stood up, looking at something near the boundary of Faerie.

      Fiachna straightened up a bit, following the giant’s gaze.

      A cart was coming out of Faerie. Being pulled by a horse and accompanied by two Fae. Fiachna could feel the intense magic surrounding the cart.

      Balor walked across the meadow towards it, the others following.

      At their approach the illusionary Fae shrieked and ran back into Faerie. The horse, also not real, broke loose of its harness and headed back to Faerie as well. The magic was there for the Fomorian’s benefit. Fiachna hoped they couldn’t see through it.

      The cart sat there, loaded down with bottles of mead as if on its way to a human village. As if it was normal for Fae to trade with humans.

      “It’s a trick,” said Conand, as Balor picked up one of the bottles and uncorked it. The bottle looked like a child’s glass in an adult’s hand.

      “Taste it,” roared Balor, holding the bottle out.

      The offspring exchanged glances, as if they didn’t want to obey and were waiting for one of the others to go first. Finally Muir, of the deep black sea, took it and sipped it.

      “Take a big drink,” said Balor.

      Muir did. He handed the bottle back to Balor.

      “What is it?” asked Elatha.

      “It’s mead.”

      “It has to be a trick. If it’s not poisoned, then it must be enchanted,” said Conand.

      They all stared at the bottles and then at Muir, who was still licking his lips lips and smiling.

      Nothing happened.

      Then the all black one, Plague, spotted Fiachna and Egan.

      Plague yelled, pointing with his arm, hand and finger, creating a dark line across the land.

      Fiachna created a spell of confusion, and twisting, threw himself over Egan. He shifted completely into his element, earth. Turning into a large rock. Hard, whitish gray with moss attached in places.

      He breathed heavily, shooting up a spell that might hide all the magic circling around them. Egan didn’t move, just lay there, shutting his fire down.

      Fiachna felt the ground shaking beneath him as the Fomorians came closer.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s just a bloody rock,” said Balor, kicking Fiachna in the ribs.

      He didn’t flinch, although pain shot through him.

      “I saw something, I tell you,” said Plague. “And it weren’t no rock.”

      “Well I don’t think the fucking Faeries can turn into boulders. Can they?” asked Corb.

      “Nah,” said one of the others, whose voice Fiachna didn’t recognize.

      “I wouldn’t be so sure,” said Dela. “They’re tricky bastards those Fae.”

      “It’s a rock,” said Balor. “I hate this place.”

      “Gives me the creeps,” said another.

      “Let’s leave,” said a deeper voice.

      “No!” roared Balor. “We leave when I say so. We get our revenge first.”

      “Then let’s go drink some mead,” said Plague.

      Cethlenn said, “It’s a trick. We can’t eat or drink anything connected with Faerie.”

      “Then what good is it for us to knock all their walls down and take over? When we conquer it and can’t eat or drink nuthin’ then it’s pointless,” said a whiny voice.

      “We conquer them, kill them all and destroy Faerie. Then we can leave,” said Balor, as if tired of all the arguing.

      Fiachna’s belly felt far too warm. Egan wasn’t holding his fire in well enough. If he didn’t cool off Fiachna would begin to melt. He felt the spell keeping the magic invisible begin to waver. He was tired. Fiachna refocused his concentration.

      “Let’s try another area,” said Dela. “Maybe their defenses aren’t so strong where they haven’t already been fighting.”

      The vibrations of their footsteps diminished into the distance.

      Fiachna created a glamour that would disguise them and let go of the rock spell. A wave of fatigue ran through him as he opened his eyes. He couldn’t see anyone, but the stink of Fomorians hung in the air. Was one of them hiding nearby?

      He sent to Egan, ‘I think there’s still one here. Stay still.’

      They didn’t move for a very long time. And even then, Fiachna kept the glamour of the large boulder lying in the middle of the meadow. As he and Egan melted back through the boundary of Faerie, Fiachna saw Plague standing at the other edge of the meadow, blending in with the dark tree trunks.

      His eyes were glued to the boulder. Still watching.

      Fomorians usually weren’t that patient. This one they would need to be careful of.

      Fiachna stood inside the transparent boundary, still invisible, keeping the glamour of the stone present.

      Plague finally moved after the sun lowered behind the trees. In the growing dusk, Fiachna watched him move across the meadow and touch the stone. The Fomorian realized it wasn’t real and stomped where the stone would have been.

      Then Plague walked across the meadow to the boundary. He hit it and bounced backwards, repelled by the magic, unable to pass. The Fomorian tried to move very slowly through it, but the boundary pushed back, not allowing him in. He hit it hard and the boundary became as a thick metal wall. Impassable.

      Fiachna used his magic to remain invisible and he could see through the boundary.

      The Plague seemed more intelligent than most of the other Fomorians. One of the offspring, half Fomorian, half Fae. He should be watched carefully.

      Finally, the Plague must have decided it was not worth his time. He turned and ran slowly off towards the east, following the others.

      Fiachna let go of his invisibility once the giant was out of sight. Someone should probably go get the cart of mead.

      But he turned and headed back to the palace. Let them decide what to do.

      He felt tired, unused to doing this kind of magic for such a long time.

      He was tired of war.

      Fiachna just wanted to return to Glastonbury.

      And Clare.
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      Egan stood in front of the Council of Luminaries, waiting for the Fae ahead of him to finish. The Council sat in their chairs in the throne room of the palace. It had changed since he’d stepped down as Luminary. Relieved of a great burden.

      What had once been stone pillars were now the living trunks of grand trees. The walls were formed of willows, also alive and woven so close together by the palace that even air couldn’t flow between them. On some of the walls colorful tapestries attached themselves to the willows.

      The throne room was nearly empty of Fae at this time of day, just the Council and a few others.

      Light streamed in through huge windows of colored glass pieced together in intricate designs of plants and animals, making a rainbow of colors on the floor and faces.

      Egan poured a cup of hot black tea from a teapot sitting on a nearby table. He sipped it, replenishing some of his own lost liquid. He longed for a cup of coffee. He’d acquired a taste for it while living in the human world and owning a restaurant. The earth spirits in the kitchen just shook their heads and looked confused when he’d once mentioned they might want to acquire coffee beans and try making some.

      Between the fire at his back and his own heat, the wet leather clothes he wore had begun to steam. It actually felt quite pleasant.

      He looked forward to reporting in and then going to find a warm fire, like the one behind him, to sleep in.

      Conley caught his eye and nodded at Egan, understanding his hurry.

      The fire elder sat on a chair made of silver, gold and black metal forged to create the shape of dancing flames. Like all fire Fae he was hairless. His head, back, chest and arms scaled in red, orange and yellow. His eyes yellow with black pupils.

      The water elder, Meredith had a wooden chair carved with designs of sea creatures, and a woven blue and green blanket draped over over the edge it. The blanket was probably made of something that repelled liquids as water Fae normally oozed water. She sat looking outward with her clear, blue-green eyes. Her skin was sea green. Meredith’s long, long, hair looked as if someone had put a living creature on top of her head. It moved as if it had a will of its own.

      Alana, the stone elder, sat on a chair that looked like blocks of stacked limestone. Very simple, rugged and utilitarian. She looked like part of the chair with her chiseled features and gray skin, steely gray eyes and waist-length hair the same color.

      Ogden, an ancient dryad, had a beard that looked like dried moss and gnarled bark. He sat on a chair made of a solid looking, living tree, which formed one of the pillars of the palace, a double trunked oak. One trunk shot straight upwards, the other twisted and curved to form a seat, back and armrests. The leaves were just beginning to turn scarlet, a signal that fall was in full swing. A dark green cushion sat on the seat.

      Brian, another earth elder, had a wooden chair carved with a mountain scene covered with grasses and flowers. He stood next to his chair, tall with long, wispy hair. His face, soft and peaceful, open as a grassy meadow.

      Aura, the air elder, had a tall, fanciful chair made of branches tied together with blue, purple and silver fabric. A transparent silver veil was woven through the branches. It matched the color and gossamer-like quality of her wings perfectly. Her delicate features were outlined by her ankle-length silver hair.

      The palace had done an extraordinary job in creating these chairs, each one capturing the essence of its intended inhabitant. As it did with the entire palace. Reflecting what Faerie needed at the time. It felt balanced.

      He’d seen the palace under three other Luminaries. The first one had been a water Fae, the one who’d originally closed Faerie against human contact. Egan, and many other Fae, had disagreed with the action. And they’d left.

      The palace then had been domed with an opalescent sheen. It had left like walking underwater every time he entered it. Entirely uncomfortable for a fire Fae. He hadn’t been sorry to leave Faerie then.

      When he’d returned to warn Faerie of the invading Fomorians, Varion had been Luminary. An earth Fae born from a dryad mother and a water sprite father, he’d been a weak and ineffective leader. The palace had been a tangle of brush, stuffy and unkempt.

      And when Egan, himself, had been Luminary, the palace had been all metal and stone. Filled with fire everywhere. He’d alienated all the earth and water elementals. Except for the stone people. They could handle the heat. Egan had been relieved to have the Council step in and take over. He had just wanted to save Faerie. Not to rule.

      It had cost him too much.

      He thought sadly of Lassair, gone back to her village, with her daughter, to work her pepper magic there. She’d hated the palace and living inside. But mostly, she’d hated that he could never be with her. She was used to living in the woods, surrounded by family and friends, and healing them. Not worrying about the affairs of the larger world, like Fomorians and humans.

      And he’d just watched her go. Hurt, and overwhelmed with trying to hold Faerie together.

      Egan sipped the hot tea again. Reveling in the flavor of fermented, steeped camellia leaves. He breathed in its warmth.

      Now, the palace was a thing of beauty. All Fae were represented and welcome here. The Council had been a perfect idea. The elders were meant to rule. They had the knowledge and power that he did not. Together they formed a balance that no one Fae could equal.

      The Fae in front of him bowed and left the circle.

      Egan stepped forward and bowed at the elders.

      “Well Egan, what happened with the mead?” asked Meredith.

      “One of them drank some, to test it. Then, they were distracted. They spotted us. We hid, Fiachna turned into a stone. But they decided the mead was a trap. Cethlenn warned them never to eat or drink anything Fae left for them. That it might be enchanted.”

      Meredith sank back into her chair.

      Brian said, “Well, it was worth a try. It tamed them once before.”

      Aura’s face drooped with disappointment.

      Alana asked, “Where is Fiachna?”

      “He went to dry off and sleep,” said Egan. “He’d been awake for days.”

      Alana nodded and sat back against the stone behind her.

      “We will just have to come up with another idea,” said Aura.

      “We have already tried a dozen different things,” said Conley. “Nothing has worked.”

      “Well, we cannot give up,” said Aura. “We cannot give up the defense of Faerie.”

      “You are right of course,” said Conley. “I simply have no more ideas.”

      “I’ll go back down to the library,” sighed Meredith.

      “No,” said Aura. “I’ll go. You go swim. I went flying this morning, with the other sylphs, and it was invigorating. We all need to get out of the palace and spend time in our elements.”

      Meredith said, “Good advice. I think I’ll go down to the lake.”

      Conley said to Egan, “You can go. I will call if you are needed.”

      Egan nodded. He drained the tea from his mug and set it down on a table near the door on his way out of the room.

      The windows in the entryway revealed it was still drizzling. His leather clothes and wool cloak had mostly dried. He left the cloak in the entryway where outdoor clothes were apparently being kept these days, judging by the neatly folded piles of sweaters and coats, and the row of boots.

      Then Egan went outside and down the stone stairs. Past the vault, now scoured clean but closed and empty. It had recently been a prison for the Fomorians. He’d been a part of that. Before that, the vault had housed the treasures of Faerie. Most of them ruined by the Fomorian’s filth, and burned as a result.

      His heart sank every time he walked by the vault.

      His life felt ruined.

      Faerie was embroiled in an unwinnable war. Countless lives had been lost. Fae, not Fomorian. His own life was a mess. He often considered whether to leave Faerie, make another human body and go hide in the human world again. He’d been content in Santa Fe. Mostly.

      But was content enough?

      He felt depressed. Who wouldn’t, under the circumstances?

      Egan continued down the wide stone steps beside the palace. Down in the plaza a huge oil fire blazed. Stoked with the bodies of fire Fae. He removed his boots and lay them sideways so they wouldn’t collect rainwater. Then removed his clothes and hung them on an iron rack, along with those of other fire Fae.

      He stood naked in the rain, the water making his black, red, yellow and orange scales shine brighter. They covered the top of his head and forehead, back, shoulders and the tops of his arms. Lately, he’d been growing scales on the tops of his feet too. Scale growth usually meant an increase in power, but he couldn’t feel it.

      He sighed and stepped into the purifying fire, joining the other fire spirits.

      The heat cleansed him, warming his body slightly. It would take hours before he was fully warm again.

      Egan moved through the flames, finding an empty spot and sat down, feeling the red heat move through him. He opened himself to the fire, letting it into every space in his body. Feeling ease and contentment flow through him.

      Making him wonder why he ever left the fire.
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      Spike sat just outside the first ring of the circle, straining to hear what the wise ones were saying tonight, as he did every night. The cave floor felt warm where he’d been sitting, but cold when he swished his tail over a new spot. The fire in this room of the caves had died down.

      The wise ones were talking about the war on the Fomorians. He’d been listening. He was too young and foolish to be part of the conversation, but interested all the same.

      It was long past his time to sleep. He felt wide awake. Even though his belly bulged from his weekly fishing trip. Like most dragons he normally ate once a week, then slept for several days.

      The room was crowded. It was one of the smaller rooms in the cave complex. The rock wall was covered with paintings done by dragons of generations long gone. Scenes of everyday life, as well as great events, like when Azure the Magnificent overcame the humans who invaded his land. The floor was inlaid with precious stones to form a complex design. These made the room gleam golden, blue, green and red in the firelight.

      The dragons formed part of that rainbow of colors. Spike admired the colors of their shiny scales. He was an ordinary, coal black with dull scales. Black dragons had only recently been forgiven for their ancestors’ sins. He still felt like an outcast and wished he’d been born different. Anything but black, and an ugly, dull black at that.

      Attania was the color of sapphires. Goshania, emeralds. Keirosum, rubies and sunset-red shiny scales. Silver glistened like the metal she was named for. Ethelgarde was a flashing rainbow of precious opals. Maximus, the color of pure gold.

      “I do not see how we can help them any more,” said Maximus, fluttering his massive wings. “Our efforts have been ineffective, and now we have hatchings to protect.”

      “But if Faerie falls, then so do we,” said Goshania, her emerald tail slapping the floor as an added exclamation.

      “She is right,” said Ethelgarde, who spoke rarely. “We are part of Faerie again. If we do not help, it will be seen as an insult. We cannot afford to insult the Fae again.”

      “I personally, am benefitting greatly from learning their magic,” said Attania, her tail thumping on the floor.

      “What do you think Spike?” asked Silver, the eldest of them all. She scratched her chest with a front claw.

      Spike backed up in surprise. He felt caught out.

      “I am too young to have an opinion,” he said.

      “Nonsense,” said Marusa, the color of amethyst. “You are one of those closest to the Fae, carrying Dylan around so much.”

      “I do not know what will insult the Fae. But I feel a … duty to them. They have forgiven black dragons for the murders we began. They requested that everyone forgive us, allowed us to be named again. For that alone, I owe them. But beyond that, they have begun to teach us their magic. And allowed us to return to our caves in the protection of Faerie again. Within their magic I feel safer, less hungry and more powerful. I cannot speak for anyone else.”

      “Those are wise words, especially coming from one so young,” said Silver. “Thank you.”

      With that, the first row stepped aside and invited him in. Hesitantly, he stepped forward, closer to the fire. The spikes around his neck twitched with excitement. He shook his head as if to clear his ears, unwilling to betray his feelings.

      “I believe we should follow their lead,” said Keirosum. “Wait for the Fae to decide what to do next. Their libraries are vast, as is their magic. We have no experience with the Fomorians. We have exhausted our magic fighting them, as Maximus said, to little effect.”

      “We need to send a message to them. To let them know we are waiting to help, if only they will tell us how,” said Silver. “I believe we should concentrate on teaching the hatchlings and on deepening the caves here. The hatchlings learning is underway, but who shall we put in charge of digging?”

      Iru, the color of fiery topaz, said, “Carbon. He has a good sense of the structure of these mountains.”

      “I agree,” said Goshania.

      “Who will go speak to the Fae?” asked Silver.

      “I would be honored,” said Spike.

      The others all bobbed their heads in agreement.

      “Should I go tonight?”

      “No let them sleep,” said Silver. “Tomorrow is soon enough.”

      Spike bowed his head in acknowledgement.

      The conversation moved to a discussion of how to integrate Fae magic with that of dragons.

      Attania said, “The main problem is that the Fae divide up their magical abilities strangely. With dragon magic, most of us will be able to do everything the others can, given time and an accumulation of power. With Fae, there is some common magic, but much of it is divided up by elements. Air Fae have different magic than the stone people. The fire Fae are vastly different than water elementals. Meredith has suggested that each of us try to learn from the various elders and see what works for us. She has found little in their library about dragons and Fae magic.”

      “Is she telling you everything she knows?” asked Iru.

      “I believe she is,” said Attania. “At least on that subject. There are spells she hasn’t shared. Meredith has said that with her students she begins with the basics. Once those are mastered, then she will teach the next level.”

      “I truly don’t understand Fae,” said Maximus.

      Spike swished the tip of his tail in annoyance. Maximus always irritated him. With Maximus there was only his way of thinking. Everyone else was wrong.

      Behind him, Spike heard a squealing sound. And the thud of a heavy dragon.

      He turned to see a hatchling burst into the cavern followed by one of the minders. He didn’t recognize the minder, a large fuchsia colored dragon with ruffles around her neck. The hatchling was yellow and black scaled. It stopped quickly as all heads turned its way.

      Then it ran into Ethelgarde, easily the largest dragon in the cave. The hatchling tumbled end over end and righted itself. Ethelgarde bent his long neck so he was nose to nose with the hatchling. He sniffed it and the little one squealed again. Then moved backwards away from the large dragon.

      “Come here you,” said the minder, who was very attractive indeed. “You cannot be bothering the wise ones. They have important things to decide and you are a distraction.”

      She scuttled the little one out of the cave, but not before meeting Spike’s eyes, giving him a look that made the protrusions on his neck stand up just a little bit straighter with pride, at being included with the wise ones.

      Eventually, the talk wound down. Some of the wise ones stayed, sleeping by the fire. Iru fed the fire with a pile of wood that had been collected earlier in the day. The rest went off to seek other sleeping places.

      Spike curled up by the fire, unwilling to leave the circle until he had to in the morning. The hard stone floor wasn’t where he normally slept. Usually, he sought out a bed made from soft, meadow grasses in a nook of the largest cavern. Where most of those his age slept after playing flying games all evening.

      But tonight he would sleep here. With the wise ones. He was growing up. Finally.

      He dreamt of the fuchsia dragon. Just the two of them, necks entwined watching the magic of the returning sun.
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