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Holding his hands under the light of a lightning globe—fist-sized glass baubles that were lit from within—Rolf checked his nails for the fifth time since being shown to the small sitting room.  He’d taken pains to clean the ink off his fingers before arriving, but he always seemed to miss a spot.  Finding nothing, he clasped his hands behind his back.

The light from the globe was so bright and cheery that he had a hard time remembering the days were bleak and cold outside of the Water Fairy lava tubes where he was spending the winter.  In rare places where volcanic magma had cooled and hardened in the seams and cracks of the tubes, colorful fish and plant life danced to the silent, invisible music of the West Sea.

Food and fuel never dwindled here.  Neither mosquitoes nor spiders threatened in the depths of the lava tubes where the Water Fairies lived, making it practically perfect.  

The one, major drawback in Rolf’s mind was that he couldn’t fly.  Though the Water Fairy tubes crisscrossed the floor beneath the entire West Sea, the tubes and tunnels were simply too narrow to allow the population to fly. 

Just thinking about flying made him restless.  Turning so that he was facing the longer side of the small, rounded chamber, Rolf tried stretching his wings and stifled a sigh of disappointment when their tips brushed up against the walls.  His curiosity satisfied, he withdrew his wings through the carefully tailored slits in his suit coat and folded them against his back.  

His silver eyes laughed at his reflection in the highly polished mirror on the wall before him.  He was here on assignment from his aunt Rebecca, the Silver Fairy Queen, so he might as well make the best of it.

To take his mind off everything else, he turned his attention to the room where he waited.  Something about it bothered him, but what? 

Three thinly padded chairs with painfully straight, fishbone backs stood against one wall.  And if a guest tried sitting on the plusher divans, they would knock their heads against the frames of some very unfortunately placed paintings.  Even the octagonally-shaped table was at an awkward height, too short to graze the top with his fingertips, yet too tall for easy reach should one choose to sit on the near divan.

Yes, that was it.  He couldn’t help the wry twist of his lips—this room had been appointed specifically for the discomfort of its guests.  Intentionally, of course. 

He couldn’t say the room wasn’t pretty, though.  The eggshell blue paint on the rock walls and ceiling of the chamber brightened things considerably, making it look almost sky-like.  Much more pleasant than the stark white of his tiny room at the institute in the library-city of Rutegia.  

He made a mental note to suggest painting to his aunt, Queen Rebecca.  All surface fairies spent the deadly cold winter months in the safety of enclosed spaces and he knew from personal experience just how demoralizing the dark rooms and rock tunnels of the Silver and Plant Fairies could become.

Wood Fairies solved the problem of ‘drab’ by wearing bright colors during the winter, often in garish combinations that would cross a wild coorelum’s eyes.  A little paint on the wooden walls of their tree homes might appeal to them, as well.  

Sky Fairies spent the majority of their lives in, on, or around their distant mountain home and he was beginning to wonder how they stood it.  

This time he did sigh.  The Sky Fairies.  

Ostensibly, he was at Regalis, the Sky Fairy capital, visiting King Jasper and Queen Marta on official historian business.  In reality, he and Prince Cambrian were on royal diplomatic assignment to the Water Fairy Tribe.  Thanks to the crazy pirate who tried to steal from a lightning chamber, where lightning was made and stored, they’d proven their peaceful intent quickly enough—though they’d all nearly died in the process. 

But the harnessing and manipulation of lightning was only the second-most closely guarded secret of the Water Fairy Tribe.  The first was the fact of their existence.  He wouldn’t even be able to tell his mother the truth of where he’d spent the winter.

Just outside the door to the room where Rolf stood pondering, Damaris Botere paused in the hallway.  If her guest looked up, he’d almost certainly see her.  The corners of her lips turned down slightly as she considered him.  He wasn’t much taller than she was, though she could see he still had some growing to do.  The cuffs on his tailored suit jacket and yes, even on his trousers, were already riding just a smidge high.  No head covering except for his thick, neatly combed silver hair.  His shoes had oversized buckles, the only remotely ostentatious piece of his ensemble.

She flicked a gaze at the leather bag that rested on one of her fishbone chairs.  At the historian’s emblem emblazoned front and center on its cover flap.  She’d never doubted her grandson, Kuntza, when he told her Rolf was a Silver Fairy Historian.  Not really.  She just had a hard time grasping the apparent fact that a sixty-nine year old boy was responsible for transcribing living history.  Well over five thousand years old herself, she found herself trying to remember what it was like to be so young.  Just starting out on life’s journey.  

Perhaps it was her soft sigh that caught his attention.  Whatever it was, she suddenly found herself staring into two incredibly clear silver eyes.  Receiving a friendly, artless smile.  She nodded back and entered the room in a stately manner, quite as though she hadn’t stopped to study him.

“Good day to you.”  Rolf bowed slightly to the dignified woman fairy observing him from the hallway.  Her charcoal gray dress offset her soft pink hair while the belt around her waist accented her trim figure.  Smallish black slippers carried her soundlessly across the room, unlike her calf-length skirt, which swished slightly as she moved.  Wise hazel-green eyes assessed him unabashedly from a lovely oval face.

“Good day to you.”  She greeted him in the common tongue of the surface, then paused.  “Historian.”  

Rolf felt his smile shrink a little.  What would it be like, he wondered, to be greeted without preconceptions?  He loved his job, just not the way it made others treat him.  

“Please,” he invited cordially, “call me Rolf.”  He itched to relieve his nerves with a violent twitch of his wings, but kept himself from breaking the ensuing silence, from filling it with the chatter he was accustomed to.  

“Then you must call me Mari.”

He bit his tongue on a reflexive protest.  Despite the deceptive freshness of her skin, he knew she was Kuntza’s grandmother.  Which probably meant she was old enough to be his great-grandmother.  Not someone he would ordinarily address so familiarly.  

He could hardly refuse a direct invitation, though.

“I would be honored, Mary.”  He mimicked her pronunciation.  Wondering at the amusement that suddenly danced in her eyes, he added, “I bring you Kuntza’s heartfelt regrets.  As you know, he is helping review certain safety measures in Cachora and isn’t able to leave just now.”  Nobody wanted a repeat of what happened in the chamber where lightning was made and stored in the city of Cachora. 

Raising a knowing eyebrow, Mari replied, “Oh yes, I heard all about Amber Bullierd’s attempt to hold Cachora hostage.”  The boy’s only response was a slight dropping of his jaw.  “In her bid to take over our seven regions for the surface pirates, she disrupted the lightning flow to an entire city, plunging it into darkness,” she reminded him gently.  “However much the councils would’ve preferred to keep that a secret, it was a hopeless task from the beginning.”

“Yes.”  Astounded at her command of the common tongue—and at how well-informed she was—Rolf simply nodded.  “I was there when it happened.”  And she was right.  Though Cachora’s councilors kept most of the details to themselves, though they tried to make a hero out of Princess Constance Bijou of the Sky Fairy Tribe, most of what had happened in the lightning chamber spread across the city before the repairs were completed.  

“You’re wondering why they haven’t released the full story,” Mari deduced from the faint crinkles in the young man’s brow.  Glancing around the uncomfortable room, the only room that unwelcome guests were ever permitted to see, she allowed herself a small smile.  

“Come.  I have refreshments waiting for you in my lounge.”  The surface fairy habit of conducting business over food had appalled her when she first learned of it, but a few light snacks seemed a good compromise.

Retrieving his historian’s bag, Rolf followed her a tad doubtfully.  He still didn’t know why Kuntza had called him away from his studies of Water Fairy history.  Or what he was doing here, with this enigmatic woman.  There were still rooms full of history books in Rutegia for him to read before winter ended and he was able to return to the surface.  

The Water Fairies had cut themselves off from the surface world eons ago, so whatever knowledge he managed to gain while he was there could only help in hoped-for future interactions. 

He’d tried cajoling Jennings, Prince Cambrian’s valet and man-of-all-work, into assisting him, but the former Sky Fairy Fleet windfairy had instead chosen to mingle with the ‘advena,’ as the Water Fairies called the surface fairies they’d imprisoned for ‘attempting to infiltrate their domain.’  

In the wrong place at the wrong time was more like it from what little Rolf had learned.  Victims of windship crashes over the West Sea; prospectors and explorers who ventured too close to hidden portals; that sort of thing.  

On the one hand, the Water Fairies hadn’t left anyone to die.  On the other hand, they hadn’t allowed them to leave, either.  Once a surface fairy entered the seven regions beneath the sea, they were automatically sentenced to remain there until death freed them.

He might be trapped in the seven regions himself if he hadn’t arrived with a letter of introduction from the Silver Fairy King and Kuntza Botere, a Water Fairy Truth Seeker, both vouching for him.  The Water Fairies had little enough respect for the surface tribes, but thankfully they agreed to trust royal representatives—including Prince Cambrian, Princess Constance, and Jennings, all of whom were of the Sky Fairy Tribe. 

“Set the tray on the table,” Mari directed her servant, who arrived precisely as they did.  Good.  The savory items would still be hot.  Discreetly, she looked back at Rolf, who’d been completely silent during their short walk.  Not a single question?  Not even a remark?  How odd.  This room never failed to spark a response from her guests on their first visit.  

“How do you like your tisane, Rolf?”  She was about to seat herself when it happened.  Fortunately, she was looking at him squarely and saw his face transform from a polite, if distracted, expression to jaw-dropped awe.  Well.  That was better.

“This...here?”  Rolf stepped further into the room, into the light from the outside world.  He hadn’t seen anything like this since his initial journey into the seven regions.  And they were much deeper here, even though Mugan was the outermost region.  “It’s...”

Unable to even formulate a complete sentence, he simply stopped talking.  Having almost grown accustomed to caverns, chambers, and tunnels underneath the sea, illuminated only by lightning globes, he stared hungrily through the transparent volcanic glass at the shapes and colors darting about in the water over his head, clearly visible through the glass walls and ceiling.

Fish the size of hawks.  Shelled creatures the color of sunburned bricks.  Turtles as big as mountains, with fins covered in olive green spots.  And, in the distance, what looked like a castle.  A glowing castle that swayed with the current.  

Rolf’s legs gave out and he sat abruptly.  Ordinarily never more than half an hour from ‘starvation,’ he looked now at the small spread of treats and dishes without interest.  

“Why did you want to see me?” he asked bluntly.   

Having decided to forego his tisane, Mari continued preparing a small plate for him as if she hadn’t heard.  

“Do you like spicy food?” she countered, the tongs hovering over a dish of peppered crab meat.

“Sure.”  He didn’t care if she gave him sugared sawdust, so long as she answered his question.

“Hmm.”  Mari selected a single piece for him to try.  When he had taken the plate, along with a napkin, she smoothed her kelp skirt and seated herself.  “I had to see you, Rolf.  To speak with you about something that the council has managed to keep a secret.”  Her lips twitched.  “For the most part.”  She’d retired from her position on a regional council several centuries ago, as had most of her contemporaries.  Now, they mentored younger councilors, and as a result, were exceptionally well-informed regarding current events.  Also ‘non-events.’ 

“What have I to do with that?”  Absent-mindedly, Rolf spread the soft napkin across his thigh.

“Nothing,” she answered immediately.  “Which we are going to change.” 

A small wedge of cheese stopped halfway to his mouth.  “I beg your pardon?”  Surely he hadn’t heard her correctly.

“I can forgive them for not thinking of you immediately,” she continued.  “Before Amber and her pirates, we hadn’t had a cocheta—a guest from the surface—for quite some time.  Nevertheless.”  She added spoonsful of herbal powders to a cup, then a pinch of precious sugar and a few ounces of steaming water.  Stirring slowly to avoid bruising the flavors, she went on slowly, “As a tribe, we are facing staggering changes.  Changes that we cannot prepare for without your help.”

Thoroughly bewildered, Rolf did something Princess Arabella, his mother, had taught him years ago.  Popping the cheese into his mouth, he chewed slowly, playing for time to think.  It should only take him a decade or so to figure out what she meant.  He frowned down at his plate, suddenly realizing how small it was.  The cheese was delicious.

“I’m going to need more information,” he said at last.  

Mari allowed herself to relax back against her chair.  A thrill of excitement shot through her as she thought of everything she had to tell him.  Of course, it was best to begin at the beginning.  

“You already know about the treaty.”  

“The treaty of separation?”  Rolf tore a piece off a roll.  The last time he’d eaten seemed hours ago!  “The one that prohibits the four surface tribes from contacting yours?  From even acknowledging that Water Fairies exist, on pain of total extermination?  Yes, though I learned of it just recently.”  He hadn’t yet come up with a discreet way to describe the arrangement.

“In the future, I suggest calling it simply the separation.”  Mari made a mental note to warn him against mocking active council members.  They held their dignity dear.

Rolf felt his eyebrows rising in disbelief.  “The separation?” he repeated.  That sounded a little too...plain for something that could still cause the ruler of a surface tribe to quake in their boots.  Silver Fairy, Sky Fairy, Wood Fairy, and Plant Fairy alike.

“Yes.”  Mari heard the impatience in her tone and took a sip of her tisane to calm herself.  What was the matter with her?  Had she forgotten so quickly that this was all new to the boy? 

“I’ll remember that,” Rolf promised calmly.  In a well-practiced move, he squished the rest of the roll in his hand, then popped it into his mouth.  Bite-sized was relative, in his opinion.

Mari took another sip of the soothing liquid, felt it slip down her throat while the orange-vanilla flavor lingered on her tongue.  

“So will I,” chuckled a deep, familiar voice that had no business being anywhere near the seven regions.

Rolf choked on the roll.  A piece of fruit flew off his plate as he fought to cough up the bread.  Mari leapt to her feet, but the newcomer reached him first.

“Easy there, lad!” the deep voice ordered as something hard struck him squarely between his shoulders blades.  The roll popped out of Rolf’s windpipe and joined the fruit on the floor.

Dragging in great gulps of air, Rolf wiped the tears from his eyes and rolled his shoulders.  “You pack quite a wallop,” he gasped, turning to thank his rescuer.  

Mari’s lips tightened slightly as the rest of the food—and the plate—hit the floor, bouncing and finally rolling to a stop under chairs, the table, etc.  Then she laughed a little.

“Really, Captain Watts.”  She retook her seat.  “I hadn’t envisioned such a dramatic entrance for you.” 

“It is you!”  Rolf had been convinced he was hearing and seeing things, maybe due to oxygen deprivation or something.  “But...how?!”

David Watts patted him gently on the shoulder.  “I’ll tell you everything as soon as we’ve cleared the deck.”  He gestured loosely at the spilled food and Rolf’s cheeks reddened.

“I’m terribly sorry.”  Dropping at once to his knees, Rolf set the plate right side up and began rapidly snagging the fallen items.  “Such good food, too,” he continued apologizing as he moved one knee, putting himself within reach of the rest of it.  

Mari’s mouth hung open.  Not only was she amazed at his prompt and humble reaction, where in the seven regions—no, in Fairydom, she corrected herself—had the boy learned to move so quickly?

“Good thing I’ve had a lot of practice at this.”  Rolf tried to laugh off his embarrassment.  “My little sisters used to spill quite a bit.  Especially the twins.”

Mari looked over at Captain Watts, who was watching the nimble lad with delight.  Sun-bronzed skin crinkled around his clear blue eyes as he grinned and she felt her own lips curving upwards.  

“If you hadn’t decided to become an historian, Rolf, you’d have done well on a windship.  Excellent hand-eye coordination.”  Captain David Watts swung one leg up and over the nearest short-backed chair.  

“I’m ready,” Rolf announced, back in his seat almost before the Sky Fairy captain had finished settling himself.  

“Well.”  David blinked.  “A lot’s happened since we met aboard the Falcon during the pirate offensive.  You probably noticed how late winter was this year?”  At Rolf’s nod, David continued, “Turns out that was because someone was stormpiling the snow clouds.  I volunteered to go help clean it up and get the weather back on course.”

David ran his fingers through his dark blue hair as memories raced through his mind.  The thunder that practically rattled his teeth out of his head.  The lightning that nearly killed his navigator.  The nerve-wrenching screech of his most recent windship, the Wind Sorter, grinding to what was probably her final resting place on the mountainside.  “We were doing alright until we touched down at Takoda and found it deserted.”

Rolf frowned.  “My historian classes include some geography, but I’m not familiar with that town.”

Mari chuckled.  “It’s only inhabited during the warmer months.  The miners leave when the weather gets bad and the game is scarce.”  

“Fortunately for us,” David resumed, “we located a cave system.  We were moving what supplies we had into it when Mari and I found each other down by the stream that runs through the caves.”  David smiled, still fascinated by her accented voice.  He’d had many a laugh at himself since their first meeting.  She’d faked stooped shoulders to make herself look older, feeble even.

“And she brought you here?”  Rolf’s skepticism stemmed from his own rather peculiar experiences with the tribe.  Truth Seeker Kuntza, Mari’s grandson, had taken a grave chance when he traveled to Regalis, the Sky Fairy capital.  There hadn’t been any other way to learn what was really going on before his tribe decided what to do about Amber Bullierd’s accusations, though.  

“It was not an easy decision,” Mari admitted quietly.

“For the first few weeks she supplemented our food supply,” David explained, shooting her a grateful look.  “Then one of the craftsfairies was trying to patch together a shelter, something to get us up off the rocky floors.  A tool slipped and he was injured.” 

“Badly?”  Rolf leaned forward anxiously.

“We would’ve had to bury him if not for Mari.”  David regretted his directness when Rolf sat back hastily.  “She smuggled him here and got him the best of care.  He’s made a complete recovery.”

Mari, who’d also noticed Rolf’s reaction, was puzzled by the way his eyes darted back and forth between herself and David.  Did he think they were lying to him?

“After that, I realized I’d been looking at the problem all wrong.” Mari picked up the story.  “Instead of bringing them all here at once, I sort of drifted them in, two and three at a time like bits of wood on a wave.”  

Her son, Dilan, hadn’t been thrilled with the idea.  He’d painted a terrible picture of what would happen should the high council somehow catch onto what she was doing.  He wasn’t wrong, of course; he’d simply chosen to overlook the fact of how many other lives were at stake.  Finding that she was resolved to proceed, he’d wisely gone on a trip to visit his grandchildren in another region.  That gave her more room and kept him out of trouble.

“Why are you telling me all this?”  Rolf decided to overlook the numerous Water Fairy laws Mari had just admitted to breaking.  He didn’t know the details, but there was a very particular procedure for handling newly arrived advena.

“Because, as Mari was saying,” David smiled at their hostess, “the Water Fairy Tribe needs your help.”

“My help?”  Rolf took a deep breath.  “For what?”

David turned to Mari, who sipped her tisane.  

“For generations, we have felt the weight of our injustice to the advena.”  Mari spoke with quiet earnestness of the surface fairies trapped in the seven regions.  “While there did not seem to be any choice in the past, recent events have compelled us to reevaluate.  Thanks in large part to the tragedy in Cachora, the high council has agreed that we know far too little of what’s happening on the surface.  We never should have been taken in by Amber’s lies.  Therefore, copies of the histories you brought with you from the surface will be distributed to each region—including a special set to be made available to the advena.” 

Rolf allowed himself a moment of relief that he hadn’t any food in his mouth that time.
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“That’s wonderful.”  Astonishing, too.  According to Jennings, Water Fairy law forbade the advena to have any books they didn’t bring with them from the surface.

“I’m glad you concur.” 

The smug way she sat back brought Rolf forward, elbows resting on his knees.  

“I certainly do.  I shall go right back to Rutegia and assist them in making the copies.”  He waited, curious to see how she would respond to his deliberate twist of her meaning.  Instead of hundreds of scribes making copies by hand, Water Fairies used the most amazing machine with separate, moveable letters that they called a ‘press.’  How he’d love to see it in action!  He doubted he would actually get to, unfortunately.  Mari seemed to have something quite different in mind for him.

Mari stiffened.  Relaxed.  “A generous offer, Historian.  However,” she delicately selected a sweet, dry cracker from the tray, “we were hoping you would personally present the history books to each regional council.”

He pondered briefly, trying to think through the situation.  

“Perhaps Prince Cambrian would be the better choice for this task?”  He held out his hands, palms up.  “He’s already touring the regions,” with his bride, Princess Constance, and her long-lost uncle, whom they’d stumbled upon among the advena, “and is a member of the Sky Fairy Royal Family.”

Mari hesitated.  “That was suggested,” she admitted slowly.  “However, because you are an historian, it was agreed that you were the fairy best suited to the task.  If you will, that is.”  Her eyebrows rose ever so slightly.

“Alright now.”  David waved at nothing to signify clearing the air between them.  “Stop fencing, you two.  Mari, you could have copies of these books produced and delivered tomorrow like so much baggage if you had a mind to.  Rolf knows that and just wants an idea of what’s really going on.”

Turning to Rolf, he cocked his head to one side.  “And once you understand, you’ll be glad to help, won’t you?”

Amused, Rolf waited for Mari to answer first.  She wasn’t as accustomed to David’s direct manner as he was, and spent several seconds looking dignified while she tried to adjust.  

Mari unbent enough to smile at David.  “Our friend is correct.  The histories will be delivered one way or another.  My true purpose in all of this has been to ask you to meet with the councils.  To answer their questions, or,” she gestured vaguely, “as many as you are able.”

Rolf thought he detected a faint stress on her final sentence, as though she was telling the truth, but not all of it.  Did the councils need a neutral liaison?  They had to have some form of working relationship with the advena in place already, and yet...  For such a monumental change in the way things were done, he understood wanting a figurehead of sorts.

“You would like to use me to distract the advena.”  The words hung in the air between them like a fairy flight training class, wings beating frantically as they tried to stay aloft during an endurance test. 

Mari’s lips thinned.  She didn’t deny it.  She also didn’t say that the advena would be allowed to return to the surface, which was surely what they all wanted.  What she wanted for them.

“Will you do it, lad?”  David hadn’t expected to fool him.  Historians had an uncanny way of seeing through things.

“Yes.”  Rolf straightened in his chair.  “I don’t know what you’re up to, Mari, but I believe you meant what you said about injustice to the advena.  If this is some small step forward, I’ll support it.”  Mari opened her lips to respond, possibly in triumph, and he continued speaking anyway.  “I cannot guarantee that you will like the results—unless you choose to confide in me.”

Mari blinked steadily.  Her breaths came at a normal rate and her hazel-green eyes never left his.

“The regional councils have informed me there are surface historians among the advena.  I will arrange for you to meet with them during your visits.”

“An excellent idea.”  Why hadn’t she mentioned that sooner?  He didn’t bother pointing out that they were the most obvious choice for the task of sharing the histories.  The matter of why he was going, it would seem, was closed.  For now.

“I assume you’ll be returning to Rutegia?”  Mari hesitated, then set her tisane aside and rose.  

Rolf came to his feet instantly, in the loose, gangly manner of youth.  David stood a tad more slowly, shoulders and back ramrod straight.

“Yes, I’ll need to pack a few things.”  Was there enough paper and ink in all the seven regions to record the history that was about to happen?  “And pick up Jennings.”

“Jennings?”  Mari knew the name only vaguely.  “Oh, yes.  The third man in your party.”

Rolf smiled without meaning to.  Somehow, when she said it like that, it sounded like she was planning seating arrangements for a dinner.

“Jennings, eh?”  David tugged at his cuffs.  He’d had more than a little trouble with the quarrelsome fellow when Jennings was a windfairy aboard the Nadauld.  “How’s he liking life since leaving the Sky Fairy Fleet?”

“Not as much as Cap...um, Princess Constance.”  Rolf corrected himself hastily.  “He’s valet to Prince Cambrian now, but since Cambrian’s off on his honeymoon, Jennings has taken to spending a lot of time with the advena at Cachora.”

“Sounds like he’ll be a great help to you,” David approved hollowly.  Constance had left the Fleet?  And married Prince Cambrian, obviously.  Not that he should be surprised.  She’d as much as told him she loved the prince the last time they’d spoken.  Well.  She’d make a fine addition to the Sky Fairy Royal Family.

“Very well.”  For a moment, Mari had expected David to object to this Jennings fellow.  Since he hadn’t, neither would she.  “Muina’s regional council will be expecting you in Civita.  From there, please work your way outward through the regions to Cachora.”

Rolf accepted her instructions with a bow, shook hands with David, and left without a second glance at the remaining snacks.  

Racing across town as quickly as his feet would carry him—and longing to fly!—Rolf boarded the next train heading to Rutegia.

Fist-sized lightning globes illuminated the small space, showing that there was only one other fairy in the windowless carriage with him.  Hoping to avoid conversation, Rolf moved to the furthest fishbone bench and sat down.  

The train took off with a semi-familiar click click click and the whirring of wheels that almost made him miss the racket of the horsefly-drawn wagons back home.  

Almost.

This was a much smoother ride, which allowed him to record what had just happened.  He stopped himself at a page, because even his best guesses would not be facts.

The train slowed to a stop and the doors to his carriage opened, allowing the other passenger to exit.  As Rolf had expected, no one else got on board—but the doors remained open.

A deep voice shouted something from the platform, close enough to his carriage that Rolf wondered what was going on.

A tall Water Fairy guard ducked through the door and scowled at him.  “Pres-ent your tra-vel per-mit.”  The guard ordered awkwardly in the common tongue.  He preferred Margua, the language of his own tribe. 

Mystified, Rolf took a quick look around the carriage.  There was no one else there.

“Me?”  Laughing, Rolf ran his fingers through his hair.  “Of course me.  Sorry, I just...”

“Ne-ver mind your sorries.”  The guard’s narrowed eyes took in what Rolf was doing.  Lingered on the paper and ink.  “Where did you get those?”

“These?”  Rolf held up his pack of spare quills.  “I brought them from Regalis.”

“From where?”  The guard leaned closer, his grip on his short staff changing in case of trouble.  

“Regalis, the Sky Fairy capital city,” Rolf explained patiently.  Of course the guard wouldn’t recognize the name, what was he thinking?  “Kuntza told me there would be plenty of quills and ink here, but I like to be prepared.”

The guard straightened abruptly, the travel permit forgotten.  “Kuntza Botere?”

“Yes.”  Loud voices outside tugged at Rolf’s attention even as he nodded.  “I’m Rolf Warner, Silver Fairy historian.”  

The simple statement of his identity shone like a spotlight on the situation.  Advena weren’t allowed to travel without permits.  They were also prohibited from making books.  With all of his writing supplies, it might look as if he was flouting the law.  Granted, he was a cocheta, a guest from the surface, but how was a guard supposed to know that at a glance?  The first thing they would see was his silver hair—and respond accordingly.

A burly guard with thick pink hair swaggered aboard and came to join his comrade.  “Giving you trouble?”  His tone implied that he certainly hoped so.

“No.  No trouble.”  The tall guard glanced again at the paper and ink, then pointed at Rolf’s bag.  “I need to see that.”

“Of course.”  Rolf lifted the bag from the bench beside him, displaying the embroidered historian crest.  

“Thank you.”  Satisfied with what he saw, the tall guard turned to leave.

The burly guard glared at him.  “We must con-fis-cate these things.” 

“No.”  The answer was instant and sharp as a razor blade.  “Tra-vel well, His-torian Warner.”

“Thank you.”  Rolf did his best to pretend he wasn’t interested in the following drama, but dearly wished he could hear the angry, whispered conversation between the two guards.  

The doors closed behind them and someone on the platform shouted in Margua. 

Just like that, the train resumed travelling toward its final stop and Rolf’s destination of Rutegia.  

A lump formed in his throat.  Mari had mentioned their injustice to the advena.  Yes, there was definitely injustice, and he was now party to it.  As an advena, the survivor of some calamity that brought him here, his things would’ve been taken from him and he most likely would’ve been questioned as to where he’d obtained them.  He might even have been detained during an official investigation of the matter.

Since he was Historian Rolf Warner, a rare cocheta from the surface, he’d simply been patted on the head and told to go play.

Closing his eyes, he sat back to think.  He knew it made sense.  The laws concerning advena were strict because if even one advena escaped to the surface, the existence of the Water Fairy Tribe would be revealed.  The advena might or might not be believed if they told their stories, but the Water Fairies couldn’t risk that. 

As the train rolled into the station at Rutegia, Rolf sighed.  No matter how many times he told himself that the guards had good reason to patrol trains for advena this close to the surface—Rutegia was in the Seyth region, only one in from Mugan—he still chafed under the knowledge that he’d been given what felt like special treatment.

Exiting the carriage, Rolf looked around hopefully and was pleased to see a cart with the institute’s emblem parked by the supply carriage.

“Historian Warner, good day to you.”  An older man touched his forehead deferentially, his fading green hair bobbing with the motion.

“Cularos.”  Rolf recognized him as a cook from the institute.  “How are you?”  Without waiting to be asked to help, he grabbed one of the heavy vegetable crates off the train and placed it in the back of cart. 

“Here, here.”  Cularos protested, reaching out to stop him as he returned for another crate.  “You can’t do that!”

“Why not?”  Rolf transferred a second crate, then respectfully paused to listen.  “You shouldn’t have to do
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