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Prince Isaac straightened his jacket, which hung awkwardly over the medical board on his hindwing.  Ran a finger under the upper edge of his stiff, starched, painfully white cravat.  Soon it would be warm enough to venture out from their home in the stately old maple tree, armed and ready to defend themselves against all varieties of arthropods—wasps, spiders, termites, and so on.  

There were a thousand things he should be doing to prepare for the dangerously early spring that was coming.  And instead he was here, standing awkwardly to one side while his best friend, Sir Stuart, dressed for the wedding.  He was in good company—including that of his own father, Wood Fairy King Walter.  

It had been a difficult decision for Stuart and his bride, Princess Gallica, choosing to marry during the winter while travel was impossible.  Stuart's family lived far away and would be unable to attend; but beginning almost the moment the weather was negotiable, both Stuart and his bride would be too busy to do more than wave in passing.  They all would. 

Isaac swallowed a painful lump in his throat while mixed emotions swirled through him.  His initial reaction to their engagement was complete shock.  When had his two best friends fallen in love?  Happiness for them was soon tainted with envy, which only intensified with each passing moment that he spent in the company of the reserved and yet oh-so-kissable Lady Cassidy.  

"Isaac."  King Walter's hand settled lightly on his son's shoulder.  Like Isaac and Stuart, Walter wore a snow white, double-breasted suit of the finest barkcloth.  "Why so serious? This is supposed to be a celebration."

"Yes, of course." Forcing a smile, Isaac resisted the urge to tug at his cravat again.  "I just have a lot on my mind and precious little time to do it in."

Spring would bring a wonderful new age to Fairydom with the re-uniting of the five tribes.  It would also open travel, making it all too easy for Cassidy to slip away from him.  Though he knew they could use a powerful advocate in the seven regions of the Water Fairies while their councils discussed the future, he wanted her to stay with him.  But for all the times he'd professed his love for her, she had yet to reciprocate. Their kisses were another matter, yet how he longed to hear her say the words. 

"I understand."  King Walter smiled sympathetically, then turned Isaac to face the room full of cheerful fellows.  "Just remember.  This time.  These few hours.  They come but once.  You should be fully present."  Smiling fondly, perhaps at memories of his own wedding day, King Walter patted Isaac’s shoulder and flitted over to where Stuart stood. 

Some of the tension eased from Isaac's shoulders as he watched his father help Stuart straighten his sash, a task any valet could have done.  

Determined to act on his father’s advice, Isaac picked up the box containing Stuart’s Wrangler decorations.  “Let’s see.”  Holding one up, Isaac cleared his throat.  “It’s probably too much to have you and Gallica wearing identical medals, so that leaves...”  He pretended to rifle through the box.

Stuart punched him in the arm before he could get any further and the others erupted in laughter.

Isaac made a show of rubbing his arm while allowing someone to nab the box from him, then joined in the good-natured ribbing as Stuart finished dressing.  He must’ve overdone it a bit, because...

“Oh, sure, very funny.”  Stuart interrupted Isaac’s greatly overstated retelling of their first post on skunk duty with a glare.  “Isn’t there someplace you should be?  Something you need to do?”

“Who, me?”  Isaac tapped his chin and looked about as though he had no idea what Stuart was talking about.  “Hmm.  Can’t think of a thing.”  Giving the others a sidelong wink, he shrugged.  “However, if I’m no longer welcome here, perhaps my sister will take pity on me.”

“Now there’s a thought.”  Walter set his glass of kiwi nectar aside.  “And I suppose I could go check on the wedding preparations.”  He frowned severely.  “I’d like to talk with the fellow who’s performing this ceremony.”

“Mm, good idea.”  Isaac nodded.  “Make sure his license is in order, that sort of thing.”

Stuart made an incoherent noise, but somehow refrained from reminding them that Isaac was escorting Gallica to the ceremony—which King Walter had agreed to perform.  Clamping his mouth shut, he bowed politely and turned his back on them. 

Chuckling, Isaac held the door for his father, then followed him into the hallway.  

“I recommend against teasing your sister.”  Walter offered the advice with a twinkle in his eye as they walked down the corridor.  “Brides have more important things to be gracious about than bad jokes.”  

“I have no desire to die an early and painful death.”  Isaac raised his hands in an exaggerated gesture of surrender and they both laughed.  

He nodded at his father when they parted ways at diverging tunnels, but suddenly each footstep seemed to resonate through his body, traveling up his legs to his healthy spine.  It raised bumps on his arms to think of how quickly he had recovered from paralysis once he began taking Doc—Lady Cassidy’s treatments.  

Thanks to her expert care, combined with Wood Fairy medicinal potions, he would be flying again soon.  Just in time for spring.  And...

With an effort, Isaac kept his thoughts from being carried away like a dust mote in a stiff breeze.  He would spend enough of the days ahead overseeing the massive immigrations and resettling that were coming.  Today belonged to Gallica.  

Taking the hallway to his right, Isaac stopped and gaped at the transformation.  Imitation tree leaves, fashioned from cloths and metals and woods and a dozen other materials, lined the walls and ceiling in a recreation of the bower the couple would’ve walked through in any other season.  Luminescent button fungi, carefully cultivated by the Plant Fairy gardeners, were cunningly concealed in every white apple blossom, making them glow. 

Isaac softly touched the dogwood and plum blooms as he passed them, and nearly stopped to smell the exquisitely carved cherry blossoms.  Chuckling at himself, he strode along until he reached the door of his sister’s chambers.  

An all-female Wrangler ceremonial guard, resplendent in their full-dress uniforms, waited for their princess just outside her doors.  Typical Gallica, that.  She could’ve had a parade of bridesmaids and blossom girls pass in review before the entire town of Weetu, making a royal spectacle of her wedding.  Instead she chose to recognize twelve women as her sisters-at-arms. 

“All in order, sir,” advised the ranking officer, offering a salute as he drew nearer.

As the current commanding officer of the Wranglers, he returned her salute crisply.  Narrowly inspected the first row of women and what he could see of the second.  Every uniform had been pressed to knife-like creases.  Every medal and button and boot shone from polishing.  

“Exactly as I would expect,” he approved.  Then, as their prince, he offered twelve amazing women the courtesy of a deep bow.  “Our princess could have chosen no finer peers to accompany her this day.”

Straightening, he smiled and turned to face the door to his sister’s rooms.  The arm he raised to knock felt like it was made of lead, and he was quite glad to find that the sitting room was empty.  He hadn’t hesitated to agree to act as his sister’s escort, but the thought of walking the wedding path with his younger sister on his arm made him feel thousands of years old.  

Perhaps it was the memories that crowded this room?  In his mind’s eye he could see Gallica’s slippered feet poised on the arm of the couch before she launched herself for a joyful bout of bouncing on the cushions.  Or the patch in the far wall—which, though artfully done, couldn’t quite conceal from him the hole he and Gallica made when they decided to play Wranglers and Spiders one particularly rainy day.

He ran a hand longingly over the back of the couch.  Oh, for a nap!  

“Tired?”  Lady Cassidy peeked at him out of the overflowing dressing rooms.  Easing through the gap in the door, she shut it behind her and leaned against it, needing a break from the noise and the stress...and the noise.  The only child of a studious man, she’d never experienced anything quite like the sheer giddiness of so many women preparing to participate in a wedding. 

Startled, Isaac nearly jumped out of his boots as he whipped around to face her.  “Cass.”  The woman before him was a vision of loveliness in a pink spider silk gown that gathered at the waist and her mother’s pearl choker shimmering at her neck.  Her curls, brown, bounced loosely about her face. 

Her dress wasn’t quite as pink as her natural hair color, yet it served to remind him that although she had learned to blend into his world, she was in truth a guest from the previously hidden Water Fairy Tribe.

“You are so beautiful.”  He spoke without meaning to, yet he meant every word.  Again.

She blushed, pleased with his obvious approval, but hurried to reprove him.  “Please don’t.”  This wasn’t one of the many informal suppers they’d shared during her recovery from her wound.  Primly she reminded him, “Your Highness, we’re entering a very delicate phase in our negotiations.”  She’d agreed to work with him on the grafting committee without considering that her growing feelings for him might compromise her ability to negotiate in the best interests of her own tribe, the Water Fairies.  Thank goodness her father and tri-Baron Duncan Edgins were handling the trade contracts! 

“Yes, of course.”  He sighed, hating that what he’d hoped would bring them together had become yet another obstacle, but knew she was right.  He couldn’t give the job away, either.  He had to show her that he loved her despite everything that had happened between their tribes, and this was the best way he knew how to do that.  Nevertheless he resisted her logic, adding hopefully, “And when the negotiations are over?”

“What do you want me to say?”  She gestured as if to wave the question away.  It wasn’t the right one, anyway.  She already knew he wanted her for his wife.  The desire to accept his offer swept over her like a rogue wave, threatening to drown her good sense.  

Could she, though?  Could she promise to stay on the surface?  She’d been giving it a lot of thought lately.  There would be plenty for her to do if she did.  There were hundreds of doctors in the other tribes to be trained in Water Fairy medicine.  Not to mention the decades she might devote to researching surface herbs and treatments.  Or the possibility of children. 

“Isaac, we have to...”  The imploration died on her lips at the click of an opening door. 

Women began pouring out of the dressing rooms like ripe figs out of a storage bin.  Extremely pretty, well-dressed figs. 

Isaac hastily bowed to his mother, Queen Fiona.  His eyes sent both a plea and a mischievous warning to Cassidy, assuring her that his campaign wasn’t over.

“Isaac!”  Fiona assessed her son approvingly, even as she smoothed his wide lapels and surreptitiously checked his white suit for smudges.  “You look magnificent.”  In fact, he looked so much like his father that her heart squeezed unbearably.  It really wasn’t fair to have such grown-up children at her age.  

“Thank you, Mother.”  Capturing her hands, he kissed them both, then held her out for his examination.  “Will we ever have a more exquisite queen?” 

“That’s up to you, me lad,” quipped one of the bridesmaids, setting the room to laughing. 

Cassidy nearly choked when his eyes flashed to hers.  How could she have forgotten she was being courted by the Wood Fairy crown prince?! 

Gallica, observing their exchange, hastily inserted, “Leave it to a brother to overlook the bride on her own day.”  She twirled prettily, intent on distracting everyone from Isaac’s marriage prospects.  

Isaac flushed, ashamed of his selfishness, and weakly joined the laughter at his expense.  Facing Gallica directly, he bowed.

“Perhaps it is only a brother who can fully appreciate the metamorphosis of his wonderful, daring childhood playmate,” he took Gallica’s hand gently and tucked it into the crook of his elbow, “into a woman of strength, beauty, and grace.”  He looked her in the eyes as he spoke, trying to convey the full depths of his sincerity.  

Gallica stared at him, too surprised to have a word of response.  

“Now, Isaac.”  Fiona intervened just in time to prevent Gallica from giving him a bear hug that would’ve crushed her gown and mussed his suit.  “It isn’t nice to make the bride cry before the ceremony.” 

A handful of subdued chuckles followed her words, for the entire party had been struck solemn by Isaac’s heartfelt pronouncement. 

“Then we’d best be off.”  Isaac winked at Gallica.  “I know Stuart is more than ready to stand.”

Gallica blushed a brilliant pink and suddenly the room was once again brimming with giddy energy.  

The doors opened and the procession began making its way down the corridor.  The honor guard cleared the way of celebrating citizens, and were followed by two bridesmaids, then Gallica and Isaac.  Queen Fiona trailed behind, arm in arm with Cassidy.  

Properly speaking, they should’ve flown to the ceremony, but in deference to Cassidy’s stern warnings about reinjuring Isaac’s hindwing, they walked.

Summoning his best smile, Isaac escorted his sister through the increasingly dense throngs of fairies and into Weetu’s great hall, the largest chamber in all of Weetu.  Special platforms rigged for the occasion lined the walls in tiers, creating extra standing room for spectators at this, the highlight of winter’s activities. 

Gallica shivered as they crossed the threshold.  “Isaac,” she whispered, not quite stopping, “I wish Stuart’s parents were here.”

“His entire family loves you, you know that.”  He squeezed her fingers reassuringly.  They were in for a shock, though.  At winterfall, Stuart and Gallica were only friends.  What would his family say when they learned of the marriage?  King Walter himself might’ve insisted on a longer engagement if they hadn’t been friends for four or five hundred years prior to their sudden mutual romantic inclinations.  “They’ll be happy for you, I’m sure.”

Gallica nodded and allowed him to ease her along a bit more quickly, but her eyes stayed glued to Stuart’s beaming face, making Isaac wonder if she’d heard him at all. 

Cassidy smiled shyly at Queen Fiona and slipped away to join her father on the edges of the crowd, where she tried to take up as little room as possible.  Had she ever felt more like an outsider than she did at this moment?  A Water Fairy at a Wood Fairy wedding.  Unthinkable a mere decade ago.  Possible now only because she’d permitted her cousin, Kuntza, to persuade her to visit Weetu.  She didn’t regret her choice—much—though she wished she could’ve done some things differently.

Her father, Councilor Volt Clark, looked down at her in surprise when she pressed closer to his side.  He knew of Isaac’s intentions toward her and couldn’t help wondering how much that had to do with her present discomfort.  Unfortunately, each time he tried to bring the subject up, she refused to discuss it.  

He slipped an arm around her shoulders and tried to remember the last time they’d talked about something besides trade negotiations, the treaties, or other such business.  

At the center of the room, Gallica went from leaning on Isaac’s arm to fairly dragging him along as they climbed the stairs to where their father and Stuart waited.  

The honor guard split at the top of the stairs, encircling the group and standing ready to defend against an attack.  

Isaac knew without question that he pitied the spider or termite that challenged their blades.  In a recently discarded tradition, there would also have been a short duel between himself and Stuart to prove the groom’s courage.  Or, since Gallica was a princess, a feat might’ve been demanded of Stuart, such as taming a wild ant for the king’s colony. 

Somehow, in an exceedingly odd quirk of fate, those traditions were replaced by, of all things, a speech of acceptance by the bride’s family.  Yes, instead of simply trading a few blows and being done with it, Isaac was expected to explain to everyone in attendance why he thought Stuart was a good choice for Gallica’s husband. 

Handing Gallica off to Stuart, Isaac turned to face the assembly.  His own life was so wound up in Stuart’s that he’d struggled to separate himself from the stories he’d chosen to demonstrate the suitability of his soon-to-be brother-by-law.  Despite his best efforts at not overpraising him, Stuart was an unbecoming shade of red by the time he concluded. 

“I have watched him grow into his title of Sir Stuart of Ouray until I fear he has surpassed it.  It will be my privilege from henceforth to call him brother.”

The crowd cheered enthusiastically, then settled itself so King Walter could perform the ceremony. 

Isaac didn’t listen as well as he should’ve, but it wasn’t really his fault.  From his position by his mother, he could see Cassidy clearly, and couldn’t help wishing she would agree to marry him. 

The crowd erupted suddenly, snapping him back to the present in time to see the real wedding couple exchanging a kiss.  

Hundreds of children raced through the crowd to swarm the wedding party, singing as they escorted the newlyweds down a short corridor to a room filled with heavily laden tables.  Isaac, caught up in their midst, joined in the singing, wishing the bride and groom a lifetime of happiness and children to enrich their years.

Though he kept both eyes open, hunting for Cassidy, he didn’t see her anywhere in the crowd of well-wishers. 
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Cassidy locked the door to the queen’s private sitting room behind her and took a seat at a desk on the far wall.  With a little Water Fairy ingenuity, they’d constructed a crude signal station using the small sink hidden behind a wall panel.  Some heavily modified instruments, provided by the city’s highly skilled metalsmith, increased the range of Agnes’ traveling transmitter-receiver greatly.  Enough that they were now able to communicate with their tribe without taking over Weetu’s pump maintenance room, which was a huge relief to them all. 

Of course, they couldn’t leave it unattended.  As much as they wished to trust the Wood Fairy Royal Family, there were Water Fairy laws to consider.  

From the bag she’d settled at her feet, Cassidy withdrew three critical parts and reassembled the machine.  At home they would’ve had a team of operators ready to spell each other for a message this size, or perhaps even one of the new automated recorders that were under development.  Here, however, there were only the five of them and they were all dreadfully busy of late.  

Cassidy flexed her fingers, shuffled a stack of blank paper, and checked to make sure she had at least three quills cut and ready to go.  Then it was time to flip the switch, opening the connection. 

Ready, she tapped out on the key at her end.  Surface, ready. 

Urpean, ready.  The vessel responded.  Transmitting. 

Cassidy wrote name after name until her fingers cramped, but she got them all.  About halfway through, she detected a change in the signal rhythm, telling her that a different operator had taken over.

Urpean, waiting.

Capping the inkwell, Cassidy wriggled her fingers and then tapped out her reply with her left hand. 

Surface, complete.  Thank you.

The vessel sent a final message to close and she sank back with a soft groan.

“I may never operate again,” she sighed as she massaged her weary hand.  

“That doesn’t sound good,” Isaac remarked from where he was leaning against the door.  He’d checked her quarters, the hospital, and even the room where she and her nurses liked to train before thinking to come here.  And arrived just in the nick of time, by the looks of it. 

“Isaac!”  She shot to her feet, turning to face him—and block his view of the machine.  Blasted Water Fairy law.  It was a little harder to conceal what she was doing in the comfortable slacks and blouse that she’d changed into before coming over than it would’ve been in the spider silk gown, but that was her only regret in having changed. 

“I didn’t come here to see that hunk of scrap metal,” he teased.  He dropped a slow wink, enjoying her answering blush, then obediently looked away while she did something to that precious machine of hers. 

“You shouldn’t be here at all,” she protested.  Even as she said it, she groaned at herself.  If anyone had a right to be here, it was the Wood Fairy Royal Family.  In the end, trying to keep one eye on him while removing pieces at the same time resulted in a minor disaster.  “Ouch!  Oh, bother.”  Hastily she wrapped the pieces and stuffed them into her bag.  “Alright.”

Instantly, he was at her side, her injured hand cupped in both of his.  “Cass, you’re bleeding.”

“It’s just a scratch.”  She could forget almost anything while looking up into his gorgeous brown eyes.  Even that horrid nickname.  The one she was slowly coming to like despite herself. 

“Here.”  Leading her over to a couch that was a hundred times more comfortable than the stiff-backed chair she’d been using, he seated her carefully.  “Let me get the aid kit.”

“I’m fine.”  She caught his fingers as he started to leave.  “I just need a little something for the pain.”

Smiling, he stooped to kiss her tempting lips.  “How’s that?”

“Better.”  She pretended to pout until he kissed her again.  “Mmm, much better.”

Chuckling, he retrieved the kit, then eased himself onto the couch beside her.  In a matter of moments he’d treated the scratch and pasted a small dressing on there for protection. 

“And how’s this?”  Tenderly, he began kneading the muscles in her sore hand.  

“Oooh.”  She sucked in a breath when he hit a sore spot, but nodded.  “Wonderful.  Don’t stop.”

“Must’ve been a long list this time.”  He leaned over and kissed her forehead.  

“Nearly two hundred survivors.”  She nestled closer.  “The Minaka must’ve been an uncommonly large windship.” 

“I guess so.”  His tribe built the best windships in Fairydom, but without looking it up, he’d never be able to remember a single craft by name.  

“Isaac?”  Straightening, she drew her hand away.  “We can start telling them now.”  Now that the time had come, she couldn’t help feeling a little terrified. 

“Yes.  I was able to set up a meeting for tomorrow, as you requested.”  He shifted uneasily.  “I wish I knew how they were all going to respond.”

“Expect the worst, darling.”  Her stomach flipped and she was suddenly glad she hadn’t stayed for the celebration after the wedding.  Better to be a little hungry than a lot nauseous.  

“I suppose you’re right.”  Picking up her other hand, he began working it over as well, careful to avoid the bandage.  “I think we’ve done all we can to prepare from our side.  Now it’s just a matter of letting folks know that...”  He cleared his throat but still couldn’t bring himself to say it. 

“That their relatives are alive and well?” she finished for him, eyes searching his face as she spoke.  She’d almost lost him when he first found out about this.  “That they’ve been detained by a forgotten fairy tribe?”  She wouldn’t hide from what her tribe had done.  She could even defend it.

“They’re coming home,” he reminded her softly.  “Let’s be glad of that.”

She managed a smile despite her natural misgivings.  “Are you still determined to be in the first scouting group?”  

The ice outside the city’s greenhouse was getting thinner every day and it would soon be time for the Wranglers to get to work.  Especially those assigned to scout out the new village sites.  King Walter had agreed to accept twelve thousand of the galdu toka, as the descendants of the surface fairies called themselves, and there simply wasn’t enough room for all of them in the current Wood Fairy villages.  

Not that they were sure all of them would have Wood Fairy ways.  Aptitude tests were being given in every city in the seven regions, but there was still the chance that some would choose the Wood Fairy Tribe even though their talents lay elsewhere.  To stay with family, or simply because they could. 

“Yes.  I think I should be.”  He looked down at their joined hands.  Even after six months away from the sun, his skin was so much browner than hers that the difference was striking.  “I’d like you to come with us.”

“Me?”  Startled, she stared at him.  “But...why?  I don’t know anything about the surface.  Or what makes a good village site.  Or...anything.  I can’t imagine how I’d be of any use.”

“No, I suppose not,” he admitted.  “I suppose I just want you with me.”  Oh, how he wanted to kiss her right then.  “You’ve never seen a sunset over a snowbank.  Tasted wild nuthatch cooked over a campfire.  Listened to a Wrangler chorus.”  He almost snickered at that last.  When the chorus was particularly bad, things could get rowdy quickly. 

“That sounds amazing.”  Needing some space to think in, she got to her feet with a smile and made her way over to the desk, where she began collecting the rest of her things.  “As you know, I’ve also never seen a spider.  Or an aphid.”

“It’s too early for aphids.”  Rising, he followed her.

“I’ve never even been truly cold.”  She slid the list of names into a special folder.  Picked up the bag of parts.  “Unless I was running a temperature sensitive experiment.”  How long ago that was.  

“All the more reason for you to come.”  He tried to slip an arm around her waist, but allowed her to push him away instead.  What else could he say?  “New experiences for you.”

“What about the meetings?”  Hand on the door knob, she stopped to give him a troubled look.  “I realize the grafting committee is responsible for finding homes for your returning tribesfairies.  Up to a point.  But I also have duties as both a surgeon and a Water Fairy to consider.”

“I understand.”  He sighed and rubbed the back of his neck, which still itched from the cravat he’d been wearing earlier.  How could he persuade her to change her mind?  Tell her the bald truth?  That her presence on one of the scouting crews would help convince his tribe to approve their marriage?  The marriage she still hadn’t agreed to?

No, not tonight.  He’d save that as long as he could, because if she said no to that, there was no hope for them at all. 

“Isaac?”  

Her puzzled tone roused him from his thoughts and he forced a smile.  

“Come on.”  Striding over, he opened the door for her.  “I’ll walk you to your quarters.”

Neither of them slept well that night, despite their best efforts.  Arriving early, and a little bleary-eyed, at the meeting room, they nodded to each other but kept their distance.  

One by one the rest of the chairs filled until everyone had arrived.  As the last fairy wandered in, a servant closed the door, temporarily sealing them off from the rest of Weetu.

Isaac got to his feet, his features carefully arranged in a smile.  “Ladies and gentlefairies,” he greeted them.  “Thank you for joining us this morning.”

“Awful early for formalities, ain’t it?” called a Wrangler from the back.  

“Middle o’ the night fer me,” snickered another.  Weetu never truly slept during the winter.

“All of you had family on the windship Minaka.”  Isaac sensed the second his words registered with his audience, for several of them sat up straighter.  Others scowled.  

“That was thousands of years ago,” growled one man through a particularly thick beard.

“And we have just learned that there were survivors.”  Shocked gasps and muttered exclamations filled the air, and he briefly let them go unchecked.  Then, as more of the crowd began directing questions to him, Isaac held up one of the lists Cassidy and her tribesfairies had so meticulously compiled.  “Here are the names of your surviving family members.  I’d like to read them.”

He read the names aloud, the recitation attended by occasional soft weeping and cries of joy as names were recognized.  That was when he realized they’d neglected to bring any sort of tissues.  

“Your Highness.”  A tall, lanky Plant Fairy got to his feet.  “This is grand news and we’re all grateful for it.”  He wiped damp eyes on his sleeve cuff.  “But I think we’d all like to know where they’ve been.” 

“We’ll answer as many of your questions as we can,” Isaac assured them.  “However, I must ask you to refrain from discussing what we’re about to share with you until the king makes an official announcement in a week’s time.”  This time he cut off the answering mutters sharply.  “If you cannot abide by that one, simple rule, you need to leave.  Now.”

Startled glances were exchanged throughout the room, but no one moved to leave.  

“You all know Doctor Cassidy Clark.”  Isaac gestured to her as she stepped up beside him.  Then, as hard as it was, he let her take over. 

“Good morning.”  She refused to lick her dry lips in an effort to hide her nerves.  “As Prince Isaac said, we’re here to answer your questions.  I ask for your patience while I provide some necessary background information.”  

Though there were a few grumbles, most of the faces looking back at her seemed resigned to the delay.  

“Anciently, the four surface tribes were locked in a battle so fierce that it threatened our very destruction.  Instead, a treaty was signed, bringing peace to Fairydom.”  She paused to breathe and calm her voice, which had begun to shake.  This was all vaguely reminiscent of the times she’d presented to her regional scientific council.  Except, she’d never been afraid they might physically harm her.  “But that is only part of the story.  The treaty was not signed by four tribes.  It was signed by five.”  

A flurry of responses were hurled at her like a storm of razor ring weapons and she physically stepped back as if to avoid them.  

“Five?” called a voice. 

“What do you mean?” shouted someone else.

“Impossible!” scoffed a third.

“It’s not only possible, it’s true.”  Isaac’s voice rang out over the clamor.  “Please, retake your seats, everyone.  We will not shout over you.”  Folding his arms across his chest, he waited until they complied.  “Doctor?” 

“The fifth tribe,” she continued as calmly as she could, “is the Water Fairy Tribe.  We maintain the waters, keeping them clean and directing the streams, rivers, and so forth.”

“We?”  A single voice called from the back of the room.

“Yes.”  Cassidy pulled a dry cloth from her pocket and wiped the brown dusting powder out of her pink eyebrows.  “I am Lady Cassidy Clark, of the Botere tribe in the Mugan region.”

“Why are you here?”

“Mugan region?  Where is that?”

“How come we’ve never heard of your tribe?”  

Again the voices cried out for answers, filling the room. 

Isaac caught her gently by the elbow and drew her away from the front row.  Shook his head when she tried to speak.  He longed to put his arm around her to still her trembling, but didn’t dare.  Even his own tribesfairies would be suspicious of his loyalties if they thought he was putting protecting Cassidy ahead of their interests.  

As the hubbub slowly died down, Isaac and Cassidy took turns explaining the role the mysterious Water Fairy Tribe had played in the disappearance of their relatives.  

“I know it’s difficult to imagine your peaceful world awash with violence.  Before the treaty, however, my tribe truly feared that the ongoing war would result in our complete annihilation.  Our only safety seemed to lie in fading from the memories of the four surface tribes.”  Cassidy indicated the list of names Isaac still held.  “And in order to remain forgotten, the decision was made to detain any who might betray us to the other tribes.”

“Young woman.”  An older Sky Fairy woman rose and fixed Cassidy with a steady gaze.  “The war has been over for nearly ten generations.  And yet you continued to take and hold our family members prisoner.”

“That is correct.”  With an effort, Cassidy didn’t shrink from the glares aimed at her.  “It is only recently that we began to consider that the surface might truly have found peace.  We had our first official contact with the surface tribes mere months ago and were lied to by the pirates.” 

“Bane’s own daughter tried to persuade the Water Fairies that we were still locked in conflict.”  Isaac hastily spoke before the others overcame their shock and emotions erupted.  The very injuries Cassidy was treating him and various other Wranglers for were primarily sustained in the last pirate conflict; many here had lost loved ones there, as well.  “The pirate treachery helped to convince the Water Fairies to seek the truth.”  He saw with relief that his words were being well-received.  “At this very moment, Prince Cambrian of the Sky Fairy Tribe and Historian Wagner of the Silver Fairy Tribe are guests of the Water Fairies.  It is with their help that our family members are being restored to us.”

They did their best to answer the rest of the questions, though it was hard when they didn’t have all of the answers yet.  The names of those committed to returning to the surface were still being gathered; while some few had
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