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      Tuuli felt the icy ground beneath her bare feet. Feet which bled from the long climb up the jagged rocks inside the tunnel. At least the cold made them numb enough she could no longer feel the pain.

      Up here on the surface, the wind blew frigid air over her naked bluish skin. It roared around her like a wild beast. One that wanted to kill her. She knew danger was far from gone. It prickled up her spine, warning her to keep moving.

      The cold helped bring her back to this cold body, waking her up. She squinted in the bright winter light. So intense after seasons spent in darkness, in the cave below.

      The gusting wind smelled clean and fresh. When was the last time she’d breathed fresh air? She could taste ice on the wind, feel the shards of it hit her face. She stood looking into the wind. Trying to savor the cold, sharpness of it. Trying to waken her power. But it was as if she called and no one answered.

      Her power felt gone, along with her wings.

      Looking around, she took in the vastness of her surroundings. Where was she? Rock, ice and sea surrounded her. She could see other piles of rocks in the distance. Across the water. None of them looked familiar. It was the dim daylight of winter. The sky above blue with clouds whipping past. No stars to be seen, nothing to recognize or help her find the way home.

      Tuuli tried not to look up at the limitless sky. It was gone from her now.

      Surrounding her was a vastness of gray stone and white ice and snow. The mountain was huge and made up the entire island as far as she could see.

      The wind blasted across her naked body. She felt small and powerless. Not even enough strength left to warm herself in the cold. They hadn’t given her food and water. Not even Fae could withstand that forever.

      She dipped a handful of crusty snow and stuffed it into her mouth. It provided some water, although even that tasted salty.

      She must get moving, but her heart ached from the loss. Wounds still wept on her back. The loss of her wings was the loss of herself.

      She didn’t have time to just stand here. They would miss her. She needed to be far away before then.

      Tuuli scrambled over the sharp rocks and ice to the edge of the precipice, trying to maintain her balance. The salt in the ice burned the cuts in her feet. She felt dizzy looking down. Her mind clouded.

      When in her thousand years of life had she ever felt dizzy?

      Far down below the rocky cliff lay a black beach. After that she’d have to swim. Off in the distance land stood above the sea.

      There. Home was in that direction. How far Tuuli didn’t know. She’d just have to keep on moving till she got there.

      She could make it that far.

      She had to. Tears streamed down her face. If only she could still fly, it would be much easier.

      If only.

      The wind gusted around these heights making her naked skin feel raw. Blowing her ragged, short dark hair. Hair that had once reached her ankles. But the chill felt refreshing. Kept her awake and moving. Sylphs could handle the cold.

      She climbed down a steep section of the cliff face, the jagged edges of sharp gray rock cutting the palms of her hands. Blood flowed to the surface. Tuuli ignored the pain, and the blood.

      Keep moving. Just keep putting distance between yourself and the Fomorians, she told herself.

      The light looked so bright after so long in the darkness. It was blinding. Even squinting, she had a hard time finding places to hang onto the cliff face.

      She slipped, her breathing became ragged with panic. She’d never been afraid of falling before. Ever. But that was before. When she had wings to catch herself.

      Tuuli forced herself to concentrate on each hand hold. On each spot she placed her foot. On each breath.

      She gained nothing by thinking about what had been lost.

      She must get away. And get help for the others.

      Hours later, she stood on the narrow beach, facing the cold dark unknown of the sea. Nothing to do about it, or to do about anything that might swim beneath the surface.

      If the Fomorians caught her again, they’d kill her. She might as well die trying to return to Faerie.

      But she couldn’t die. The others needed rescuing. There was no one else to help.

      There was only her.

      She must get back to Faerie and tell them.

      Tuuli waded into the sea, her belly aching from hunger. When the freezing water was waist high, she began to swim. Salt burned her back. She hoped at least it cleansed the wounds.
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      Adaire moved beneath the ancient ash tree just inside the boundary of Faerie, her loose pants and shirt, the color of green apples. She blended in with the evergreen plants of the forest. Her feet bare on the soft, moss carpet beneath the trees. Her knee-length, braided black hair held back in a leather tie.

      The ground was bare of all but the evergreen ground covers. They were deep in winter, the ground frozen but no ice or snow visible. The deciduous trees and shrubs had long ago dropped their leaves, which formed a brown crust beneath her toes.

      Most insects were dormant, but a few birds watched her curiously. Small goldcrests were looking for any insect hiding beneath evergreen leaves. A raven was digging beneath the frozen leaves and watching her warily. Periodically, he stopped and cawed at her.

      It was too cold   to smell the damp earth scent which the forest held in warmer times. The bitter oiliness of pine needles was on the air.

      Many of the trees here had been burned last fall. Several would never recover. They were still receiving energy and nutrients from the healthy trees, spread through their connecting root systems. It would be a mercy to kill them. Let the other struggling trees keep their nutrients and recover more quickly. A winter storm might come through that would do just that. Or it might not and the dying trees would simply linger, weakening the others.

      The tree in front of her with its furrowed gray bark had grown into a knobby trunk whose lower branches had been broken by wind or snow and removed by forest creatures or other dryads. Sections of the bark were covered with a stiff greenish-brown moss.

      She touched the tree feeling its lifeblood, assessing how healthy it was. It lacked energy and vitality. It had witnessed the slaughter of its offspring. The Fomorians and dragons had battled here. Many of the other trees were badly burned. Some completely gone, others gravely damaged.

      Luckily the old ash tree had escaped injury. It would survive and thrive again.

      She sent healing energy to it, singing to the soul of the tree. An old song, one she’d learned as a child. Full of notes which resonated to the depths of the earth, releasing and bringing up vitality from the soil. Extra nutrients which the tree could absorb and use in this time of additional stress.

      She’d gather here with the other dryads at the next waxing moon and bring the trees some extra energy and nutrients.

      Her fingers caressed the deep gray grooves. The smell of damp earth surrounded her. She could feel the energy of the tree deep within, it was contemplating a slow awakening.

      It would be four months, Beltane, before the tree’s crinkly green buds would open. All the other types of trees leafed out first. Ash was always the last.

      In the middle of winter, spring felt a long ways away. Everyone and everything was weary from the war. And although Faerie had managed to close its borders again, and the Fomorians could no longer attack them, the monsters’ presence outside the boundaries was oppressive.

      Meredith and Aura’s plan to make peace by giving the Fomorians mead wasn’t working. The Fomorians thought the Fae were trying to poison them and threw the stoneware bottles onto the rocks, letting the honey wine pour into the earth. At least the soil appreciated the nutrients of the mead.

      But nothing had really changed between the Fae and Fomorians. They were still at an impasse.

      Adaire felt exhausted, as did most of Faerie.

      She moved over to a burnt hazelnut tree. It was young, about ten years, but would always bear the scars. It might never grow properly on the side that was burned, but it could be saved.

      Perhaps it would grow into a monument, a reminder to Faerie, of the tragedies that war brought. The loss of lives and the maiming of the survivors.

      It was a vigorous tree and needed little care from her. She removed a few of the now dead branches, patted it and moved along.

      The next tree was another hazelnut. This one completely dead. It had been a sapling. She cut it down with a slice of energy from her fingers, then chopped the branches into smaller pieces. Mounding them all into a neat pile for small creatures or insects to use as a home, until the wood decayed and became part of the forest floor.

      Doing this work saddened her. She didn’t like to choose who would live or die. But it was part of being a dryad. More so since the war. Neither the dragons or the Fomorians likely viewed the forest as the living, breathing being she was.

      The dragons were common visitors these days. She’d been told they used to live within Faerie. They probably wanted to return.

      But Adaire didn’t trust them. The fire elementals were problem enough in the woods, but dragons?

      Could they be trusted to control themselves and not burn the entire forest down?

      She sighed, wishing things were as they once had been. She didn’t like this changing world. Especially after spending so long in the human world.

      This part of the forest was nearly soundless. A faint rustling of branches from the breeze. The birds and animals who had lived here had fled during the battle. The trees missed their bright colors and lively movement.

      It was getting late. The council had asked the dryads to meet with them tonight. She’d better begin heading back.

      Tomorrow, she’d return and see what she could do for the rest of the trees.

      She moved onto the road, the fastest route to the palace. Then began to run. Stretching out her long legs, it didn’t take any time at all before her breathing came in gasps. Adaire slowed her pace a bit.

      She was out of shape for running. Hadn’t done it in far too long. There had been too much to do during the war and she hadn’t taken the time to care for herself.

      As she passed through the forest, the trees changed from hazel and ash to yew. Then later to pine. The scents of each type of tree filled the air. Even trees without leaves had their own particular scent. As did each different type of shrub and some perennials.

      Most Fae couldn’t smell them. But dryads could. The strength of a plant’s scent was another marker of health.

      Still, she kept on running, her feet pounding soundlessly on the stone road.

      She startled a small herd of red deer, who then raced alongside her for a time. Later, a flock of goldcrests scattered as she passed.

      In one section of the forest, Adaire ran through a rain shower. The cold water felt good on her now hot skin. She tilted her head up and caught raindrops in her mouth. The fresh, clean water quenched her thirst and drenched her clothes.

      The sun was beginning to set when she left the forest. The palace, up on the hill, rose into view. The days were still short, dark and cold.

      But spring was coming.
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      Tuuli struggled through the heavy brush. Bare of leaves, the brambles tore at her ragged skin. Old, hard thorns, on dead and fallen branches, pierced her already battered feet. But it felt safer here than being out in the open.

      The land around her was grassy, rolling hills. In the folds between the hills stood trees and brambles and bushes. She had to follow the lowland here in order to stay hidden. She hadn’t recovered enough of her power to use that to hide herself. Or maybe her magic would never return now that her wings were gone.

      Only occasionally, did she run across a stream that smelled clean enough to drink from. She had nothing to carry water in so thirst followed her.

      She’d been walking for days now. It was the middle of winter here. Nearly all the trees and bushes were bare. The days and nights were cold. Mostly, it was rainy and the clouds blocked the stars, which might have told her where she was.

      She walked through human land. Could hear their cars and planes. Smell their woodsmoke or smoke from the cars. Fae did not belong among humans. She felt small, lost and afraid.

      And she could smell them. The Fomorians.

      Tuuli couldn’t tell if they were the ones she escaped from and they were tracking her, or if she’d just stupidly happened upon another group of them. They all smelled the same to her. A mixture of rotting flesh, fresh feces and vomit. As well as unwashed bodies.

      The smell made her gag. She covered her mouth, not wanting to be heard.

      Tuuli wasn’t using any magic, except a small shielding spell. Trying to remain invisible.

      The air felt cold and fresh, which actually felt exhilarating after so long time spent in the close, stuffy cage, deep in the earth.

      She was completely disoriented. She knew Faerie lay vaguely to the south. But Tuuli had no idea where she was, or how far from Faerie.

      Why couldn’t she remember this land she’d once flown over?

      It was as if the entire landscape had changed. How long had she been held prisoner?

      She moved beneath a grove of large trees. Green moss lay like velvet there beneath the oaks. Her feet appreciated the softness.

      Her back ached and felt hot. She knew that meant there was an infection, but there was nothing she could do about it at the moment. The crusty wounds had scarred over.

      Still, she dreamed about flying. Every single night.

      Tuuli tried not to think about the previous night’s dreams, instead concentrating on her surroundings. Hazelnut. Oak. Ash. Yew.

      She’d foraged in the hedgerows and found a few bilberries from the previous summer, now shriveled and dried. And some very tart rose hips. None of those had done much to satisfy her grumbling stomach.

      Mostly she just kept walking. Trying to get as far as possible from her prison.

      One step. Then another. Moving closer to Faerie.

      Then the woodland ended. She had no choice but to cross the open meadow to the next group of trees.

      She stood staring, looking for anything that might cause her trouble. She saw only a flock of ravens perched in the burnt-looking trees across the grassy expanse.

      Tuuli closed her eyes. She’d lost count of the days since her escape. Her muscles ached from the walking, and her skin felt raw and uncared for. Her belly growled with hunger, and she was cold.

      Despite having escaped from that torturous prison, she was growing weaker.

      She couldn’t wait until dark to cross the meadow. And who knows what would be lurking there in the darkness?

      She pulled up all the energy her body held. Tuuli surrounded herself with as strong a veil of invisibility as she could create.

      Then she raced through the knee deep grass.

      Halfway across she spotted it, the fog swiftly approaching her. A Fomorian.

      She tried to find a burst of speed, but the fog was faster still.

      It wrapped around her, squeezing, strangling.

      She managed to get out a scream, knowing there was no one to hear. No one to help.

      Just as her mind went to black, she heard a thundering noise.

      And then consciousness was gone.
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      Adaire ran up the carved, white, stone stairs to the palace, taking two at a time. The building had shifted again, taking the form of a forest of tall, pine trees with a watertight canopy. They must have been a hundred feet tall, thick and bushy. Ravens, and crows, as well as many smaller birds flitted between the branches.

      It was slightly warmer here in the center of Faerie. Although, a narrow plume of light gray smoke rose up through the center of the trees. The fire would be in the throne room, warming those inside.

      Strung between the trees were brilliant tapestries woven with brightly colored threads. The glimmer of gold flashed in the waning sunlight. She’d never seen them here before. The tapestries were massive. Who had woven them and how long had it taken? She felt them calling to her, making her want to look at them more closely. Powerful magic.

      She felt sure if she were to examine all the scenes, the history of Faerie would be laid out among them.

      Wishing she had time to linger and look at the tapestries, Adaire reached the top of the stairs and bent over, breathing hard.

      Up here, on the top of the hill, she could see for miles all around. The wind brought the scent of the sea to her. And a chill along with it.

      She shivered, longing for spring and new growth. She was tired of the cold, but it was still winter, the season of death. She should have gone into a tree for the winter.

      Adaire turned and went inside the great carved wooden doors of the palace. Inside the structure hadn’t changed. The massive stone pillars and carved wooden walls looked the same.

      In the throne room, off to the left, sat the Council of Elders. The six Luminaries. Faerie’s ruling body. They each sat on their own throne which represented the element they were most at home in. Although, like the palace, those thrones had changed over time.

      Meredith, protector of the sea, had a throne made of a sea-green colored stone which was draped with kelp and shells. There were fish and other sea creatures elaborately carved onto it. The stone had channels carved into it which funneled the water that seeped from her skin (as happened to water elementals) down to the earth below.

      Aura’s throne was made of delicate branches and veils of silver, woven throughout the branches. One of two remaining sylphs in Faerie, she represented the air elementals.

      The throne of Alana was made of chiseled rock, to represent the stone people. The angular rock looked hard and uncomfortable to Adaire, but seemed to suit the earth elder.

      Brian’s throne was made of wood, twisted reeds, and grasses. It looked as wild and tangled as his hair. He was another earth elder.

      A living tree formed Ogden’s throne. The now bare-branched oak rose up, one massive trunk, to form part of the support for the palace. The other trunk curled around and formed the seat for him. He was Adaire’s mentor, another earth elder and a dryad.

      Conley’s throne was created from metals: silver, gold and black metal, forming the shape of flames for the fire elemental.

      The elders looked relaxed. Carrying on conversation while waiting for everyone to appear.

      Adaire nodded at them and took a seat in the circle. One of the palace Fae came over to her and offered a tray of beverages. Adaire took a mug of fresh clean water. She sipped it, feeling the cool water slide down her throat and into her empty belly. She hadn’t eaten in a day or two, so intent on healing the forest.

      She listened to the elders discuss whether to keep trying to give the Fomorians mead.

      “They will just destroy it, as they have with all the other attempts,” said Conley.

      “So, we should just give up,” said Meredith, a sarcastic tinge to her voice.

      Off to the side, one of the yellow and orange scaled fire Fae stoked a fire which kept the chill off the large room. A metal funnel hanging down from the ceiling sucked the smoke up and out of the room. Mostly. There were four fire pits in the throne room. This was the only one currently lit.

      The wind off the sea had cooled her, and the fire felt comforting.

      Ogden, the dryad, nodded to Adaire. She returned his greeting, holding her middle three fingers up, their sacred symbol of the forest. He repeated her gesture.

      Another palace Fae brought a silver platter of freshly baked bread around to everyone. Adaire took a slice, the bread was filled with hazelnuts and dried berries. She nibbled on it, appreciating the sweet heartiness. About the time she finished the bread, the other dryads had trickled in and taken seats.

      Meredith stood to speak.

      She was a Water elder. One of the few left.

      Water Fae often had squishy looking bodies which belied their massive strength. Their hair often looked like a living creature, like sea anemone’s arms. Meredith was no exception. Her skin was a sea green color and her waist length hair wild and unruly. She wore a long-sleeved, royal blue blouse and skirt made of oilcloth. In the summer water spirits normally went naked, as did many of the other Fae, but in the winter many Fae wore clothing for the extra warmth.

      “Good evening. Thank you for coming. We welcome all of you here. I’ll begin. Since Faerie has been closed everything has been moving along smoothly. The lake has frozen again, so most of the water elementals are very quiet and beneath the water. This is typically the season where we retreat and rest. Only Dylan, a few others, and I, are above water at this time. Dylan’s been busy painting and trying to decide whether to leave Faerie with Solange or stay here with her. That’s all I have to say right now. Aura, you’re next.

      Meredith sat down and Aura stood.

      The Air elder was slight and looked like the wind could blow her away. She had transparent wings and ankle-length, silver hair, woven through with blue ribbons and braids. She wore a diaphanous blue, purple and pink robe, more for color than for modestly or warmth.

      She smiled and looked at every single Fae. Air spirits, sylphs especially, were known for their graciousness.

      “I have been having disturbing dreams of late. Dreams of the missing sylphs. Of torture and death. But also of running and swimming. I believe at least one of the sylphs has escaped. We can only hope they make it back here and tell us where the others are hidden. Until the Fomorians are taken care of, we cannot go out searching for them. It would be foolish to risk the lives of more Fae without knowing more than we do.”

      She bowed and turned to Ogden, gesturing for him to speak.

      Ogden was an oak dryad, an Earth elder.

      He stood, tall and slender. His skin was gnarled as an old oak, his beard wispy like dried moss.

      “Our forests have been badly damaged in this war. We’ve lost some of the ancients. But the forests will recover with time. Unlike other elementals, we’ve lost few dryads. There are enough of us to do the work. Do you have anything to add Adaire?”

      She stood and said, “The Northern forest is very damaged. But the trees left will recover, if they’re given care. They feel safer now that the boundaries are back up. But the dragons…”

      “Yes,” said Ogden. “I’d like to address that. The dragons make the trees uneasy. Everything is so easily burned.”

      Meredith said, “I will speak to the dragons. It will take time for Faerie to get used to dragons being present again and it will also take time for dragons to get used to taking care of other living things. But they understand it is part of our bargain in letting them return.”

      Adaire shivered and sat down. Would she ever get used to dragons in Faerie? Probably not. She’d grown up with the horror stories.

      Ogden sat down and waved at Alana.

      Alana stood. She was a stooped Earth elder, one of the stone Fae. Her skin was gray and hard looking, the bones in her face were chiseled angles. Alana’s steely gray eyes told you that she missed nothing. She wore no clothes, and no ornamentation in her waist-length, gray hair. Her body as angular as her face.

      “We stone Fae have had heavy losses during this war. The Fomorians have devastated our numbers. It will be many millennia before our element is healthy again. I understand this war was not entered into lightly, but I don’t believe I will ever again agree to such an act. The devastation has been overwhelming for all of us. We mourn deeply.”

      She sat and gestured to Brian, a tall Earth elder.

      “I have nothing to add,” he said, running a hand through his long, grassy hair. He also wore no clothes or ornamentation.

      Conley stood. He was a Fire elder. Like most older fire Fae, his skin was scaled over the top of the head, back, chest and arms in yellow, orange and red. He wore a metal skirt of armor, which had become popular among the fire Fae during this war. It reminded Adaire of human, Roman armor.

      He said, “We fire Fae have also been devastated during this war. In hindsight, it was a mistake. We thought we could have an effect on the Fomorians. Clearly, we were wrong. We will probably recover more quickly than you other elementals. It is the way of fire. I believe we must continue to search for a way to defeat them. I have a difficult time believing the Fomorians will ever live peaceably with us. I may be wrong, but I don’t think we can ever let our guard down with them.”

      Conley sat down and at the moment the palace shook as if an earthquake was happening.

      “Dragon,” said Meredith.

      Everyone rushed for the palace entrance. Eager for any news.

      Adaire stayed towards the back of the crowd.

      Outside, the air had grown even cooler and dusk filled the sky. The palace lit the torches out in front and flames roared in the fire pit on the landing.

      Beside it, stood a huge black dragon.

      He bowed, and said, “My apologies for the unannounced interruption. I found this Fae being attacked by a Fomorian. The Fog. I rescued her, but I do not know if I was quick enough.”

      At his front feet lay an unconscious Fae.

      Aura screamed and fainted at the sight of the Fae.

      Ogden caught her, before she hit the ground. He lifted her and carried her back inside.

      Brian lifted the unconscious Fae and took her inside.

      Adaire watched Meredith move closer to the dragon.

      “Thank you, what you did was right. We will try to revive her.”

      “I must return to the battle,” said the black dragon.

      Meredith nodded and moved away from the dragon, towards the walls of the palace.

      The dragon shot straight up into the air and the blast of wind that followed knocked Adaire to the ground.

      Meredith helped her up and said, “They always do that. It’s best to stand in the shelter of the palace.”

      Adaire followed her into the palace, rubbing the sore spot on her hip, where she’d fallen hard.

      The Fae had been laid out on a table and the healers called. Aura was standing beside her, weeping.

      Adaire stared at them, trying to make sense of it all. It was as if Aura knew the unconscious Fae. No one else seemed to. Which would make the Fae an air spirit. A sylph.

      But she had no wings.

      An earth healer came and stood on one end of the table. Meredith took a place on the other end. Aura was on one side and Conley on the other side.

      They began an ancient chant in the old language. Everyone in the room formed a circle around the healers. They extended their hands to the side, fingertips touching. Adaire could feel the flow of energy grow stronger and then everyone, pushed it forward for the healers to access.

      The energy began to glow and passed through the healers, forming a spinning circle over the injured Fae.

      Adaire watched as the elders tempered the energy to make it balanced. More water and air were added, the earth and fire energy damped down a bit. When the balance was struck, the energy was poured into the unconscious Fae, who absorbed it. She began to glow again.

      All Fae had a glow about them, an aura, which was unlike that of humans or any other creature. They lost that glow when near death or dead. The Council had confirmed that it was a Fae’s glow which enabled the Fomorians to find them.

      The elders kept pouring energy into the injured Fae, until she opened her eyes. Then they dropped their arms as did everyone else. Still the energy hummed around the room for some time, making everyone appear brighter and more vital.

      Adaire felt enlivened, being at a healing healed everyone.

      The air spirit sat up and looked around. It was then that Adaire saw what the problem was.

      On the sylph’s back were two red wounds where her wings had been.

      She turned away, it was painful to even look at, let alone think about what had been done to the sylph.
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