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Giatta was happy. She had lived her whole life as the second youngest princess in an air fairy colony called Nall. Nall was centrally located in a beautiful grove of tall, old trees at the southern base of the Ramid Mountains. The fairies of Nall helped each other in all things – food preparation, cleaning and maintenance, especially when it came to child rearing, and when there was a tragedy, they all mourned together. The fairies of Nall had numerous festivals and celebrations with music and dancing that lasted well into the night. They took pride in their work, loved their community, and cared for each other. It was, by all definitions, a utopia. 

Until it wasn’t.
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Giatta thanked the healer before turning to leave the hospital. The female was trying her best, but the water fairy was unfamiliar with healing air fairies. Giatta cast one last glance over the hospital beds, all but one of them occupied by members of her colony. On one of the beds lay a reddish-brown skinned male air fairy named Carn. He was Giatta’s cousin, her second-to-last remaining blood relative. He had suffered only a broken arm and blistered feet, much luckier than most from Nall. His wife, Noa, sat at the foot of Carn’s bed with her arms wrapped protectively around herself. Dark bruises were scattered across her light pink colored skin, like a rose that had been trampled under foot. Carn and Noa were one of only two couples to have survived the attack on Nall. 

Giatta’s troubled gaze lingered over a tiny bundle on another of the beds. Giatta’s niece, Tara, less than a year out of her shell, had a jagged tear in one of her four wings. Tara’s curly bob of hair was a pastel yellow that matched her delicate baby skin. Giatta had carried the infant in her arms the entire way from Nall. It pained Giatta to leave her side, but she needed to rest, too. 

The small group of survivors, just over two dozen air fairies, had traveled for the better part of a week on foot because most were too injured to fly. It was another two days after crossing the border between West Eltille and Eltille before they finally collapsed outside the water fairy village, Brans. Brans was located on a long sandy beach along the coast of the Southern Palf Sea. It wasn’t populated enough to be a city, far from it, but thankfully it was large enough for a hospital. 

Pek, the leader of Brans, was waiting outside the hospital for Giatta. He was tall for a water fairy, with broad shoulders and large webbed hands and feet. His skin was a dark indigo color, with small freckles from the top of his shaved head, down his muscled back to the tip of his thick, finned tail. He wore gray linen trousers held up by a leather belt, and no shoes or shirt. Unlike air fairies, who ranged in an entire rainbow of colors, water fairies had skin tones of varying shades from green to blue to purple. 

“What happened?” he asked her. Pek handed her a clay mug full of cool, fresh water. Giatta shook her head wearily as she accepted the drink, finishing it immediately. Her lips were dry and chapped after the rough journey from her former home.

“I was not there to see it,” she admitted. “When I came back from the mountains, the trees that had been our home for generations had been felled. Cut down to stumps, stripped of their branches and leaves, and dragged away by teams of horses.” She spit her next words. “And humans.” 

The male water fairy laid his webbed indigo hand on her bronze-colored shoulder and squeezed it gently. Giatta looked down at the empty mug in her hands and watched as Pek used his magic to refill the water with a twitch of his finger.

“You are all welcome to stay here, with us, for as long as you wish. You will be safe here.”

Safe. 

“Thank you, Pek,” Giatta replied. She wondered if she would ever truly feel safe again. Despite the deep sadness in her eyes, Giatta smiled appreciatively. “I have no doubt that you saved our lives today.” 

“If you need anything, please, let me know.” Pek patted her shoulder before striding back towards the center street of Brans. Giatta took a deep drink of the water in the mug and watched him go. 

What are we going to do now? she wondered, pressing her wings together to keep them from buzzing anxiously. Only a small fraction of the air fairies survived the attack on Nall, and Giatta prayed that no more of her colony, her family, would succumb to their injuries in the coming days. Giatta felt a stab of guilt in her chest. She had no injuries from the attack as she was miles away at the time, spending the day in the nursery of a nearby air fairy colony high up in the mountains. She had come home to the wreckage, a complete devastation. Their colony, and the entire grove of trees, was gone.

Giatta flew slowly along the main road through Brans to one of the two inns where she had been given a room to stay in. The buildings were mostly squat, only one story tall, with straight, geometric lines. The same color as the adjacent white, sandy beach, the buildings looked to be made from hardened clay formed around stones. She was grateful, of course, but the inn’s room felt empty and lifeless to Giatta, who had no possessions to make the room feel like home... like her favorite green silk pillow, the tiny framed painting of the royal family, or the wooden doll she had gotten for her birthday when she was a child. She had nothing left but the clothing on her body. 

Giatta sank to the floor in a corner of the room and let the tears flow freely from her troubled brown eyes. She wished her mother and eldest sister were here to hold her. Growing up, whenever Giatta was upset her mother would sing softly to her while her older sister braided her hair. Giatta grieved silently, all alone in a strange room in a strange town.

A few hours later, a large meal of baked fish and scalloped potatoes was provided for the air fairy refugees in the main dining hall of the inn. All who could make it ate so much that their stomachs were distended after so many days with nearly nothing. Fish had never been Giatta’s favorite food, as she preferred a diet of mostly vegetables and fruits, but the hot flaky fillets warmed her to her bones. 

She didn’t speak to anyone as she ate. She looked around for silverware, but found only a cup on the table with wooden sticks, sharpened at one end, that looked like extra long toothpicks. Giatta quickly glanced over at the table beside her. The three water fairies seated there each held similar pointed utensils, and used them to pick up foods from the large shared plate between them. Using the skewer felt foreign to her fingers as she hurriedly shoved the steaming potatoes into her mouth.

There was nothing but hospitality from the local fairies here in Brans; no resentment at sharing their food and beds with no currency or goods to trade in return. They seemed genuinely happy to help, knowing the air fairies were truly in need. But what the air fairies needed was a new home, and with no bushes or foliage taller than a plant fairy for miles around Brans... It just wouldn’t do to stay here. 

They would have to leave, eventually. Giatta finished the last bite of potato on her plate, licking the creamy sauce from the skewer. She rubbed her eyes hard with the back of her hand. Nothing needed to be decided until the rest of her colony were healed up enough to travel. Certainly nothing needed to be planned tonight past a good night’s sleep in a safe, warm bed.

Safe.

Giatta woke up early, her muscles stiff from sleeping on the large bed. Her body, like that of other air fairies, was accustomed to sleeping curled up and hanging suspended in a hand-woven hammock bed. The bed of the water fairy inn was soft and warm, but too flat and outstretched for her liking. 

She took the time to gently wipe her bronze skin and shimmering wings with a damp cloth, cleaning away the dust from traveling so far on foot. She still wore her only dress, the same knee-length one she had been traveling and sleeping in for the past week. It had snags and small tears, and the soft pink color had turned to mottled gray.

After a few minutes of nervous procrastination, Giatta risked looking into the mirror near the door of her room. Her dark, curly hair was in unbrushed clumps. She was clean enough, but there were purple circles beneath her wide brown eyes. She looked like she had been through hell, and for good reason. Nearly all of her family and friends were dead. She had seen their bodies up close, but had been unable to bury any of them because the remaining living air fairies from Nall needed her help. 

She sat on the bed and used her fingers to untangle what she could of her curls. Her steps were quiet as she left her room, padding down the well-worn stairs to the already bustling great hall. She saw a few already familiar faces among the water fairies, one of them being Pek. He was seated on a stool at a small square table. He enthusiastically waved her over.

“Good morning, Giatta.”

“Good morning, Leader Pek,” she greeted him, making an attempt at respectful formality.

“You can just call me Pek,” he chuckled. “Would you care to join me for breakfast?”

She felt her pointed ears blush as she thanked him with an embarrassed smile. A large platter of bite-sized foods sat on the table between them. Pek handed her one of the wooden skewers.

“Are there no forks or spoons?”

“We cut everything into bite sized pieces, so extra utensils aren't needed.”

“How do you eat soup or watery foods?”

“We drink it from cups,” Pek replied with a grin as he used his own
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