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Tavisland

Minerva, The Elder Dwarf.

The Prophecy Team, traveling from Tavisland to Frankonia

Brigid, fairy, The Healer.

Fiona, fairy, The Priest.

Treena, fairy, The Sword.

Evander, fairy, The Scroll-Bearer.

Quillon, human, The Rock.

Symba, fairy, The Dancer.

Matthias, shapeshifter (fox), The Player.

Athena, shapeshifter (great horned owl) with dwarf and fairy blood, The Mind.

The Rescue Team, Frankonia

Nicole, teenage fairy: returned home after imprisonment in Tavisland.

Chantal, fairy, Nicole’s sister.

Luis, fairy, Nicole’s brother.

Dom, shapeshifter (wolf).

Rema, shapeshifter (wild boar), Dom’s partner.

Sonny, dwarf, their guide through the tunnels.

The Refugee Organizers, Frankonia

Ms. Durand, dwarf, school librarian.

Jules Lambert, human, rancher.

Estelle Lambert, Jules’s wife, pregnant shapeshifter.

The Rescued and New Recruits

Pierre, human, Matthias’s cabinmate.

Carol, human, Pierre’s mother, former cell biologist at Saint Michael’s University.

Denis, human, Carol’s colleague at Saint Michael’s University.

Professor Fidèle, human, faculty adviser at the School of Pharmacy, Saint Michael’s University, and member of the university’s Board of Ethics.

Charles, human, Quillon’s dad, successful businessman.

The Fairy Realm

The Fairy Queen

The High Priest

The Head of the Elite Guard

Sean, fairy priest: sent as messenger from Human Realm to the Fairy Realm.
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THE PROPHECY



[image: ]




When the Healer rises and the Priest falls,

the time of Prophecy arrives.

When the Sword gleams to protect the Scroll-bearer,

the Prophecy will strengthen.

When the Rock trips the Dancer,

the Prophecy moves forward.

When the Player seeks the Mind,

the Prophecy will be empowered.

Together strong. Apart broken.

Cross and mend. Begin again.

###

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PROLOGUE
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Minerva, the Elder Dwarf, sat alone in her chamber in the tunnels below Tavisland. History wrote itself on her body as symbols and figures. Her latest tattoos danced on her arms and reminded her that the Prophecy was empowered. Those named in it had been drawn together and what an interesting mix of beings they represented.

It began with a group of fairies who crossed through a portal from the Fairy Realm to Tavisland, in the Human Realm. Minerva winced as she recalled the pain that had called her awake from her twenty-year long sleep. Matters in the Human Realm had gotten out of hand. A Health Project intended to end human suffering had devolved into other races being forcibly used as test subjects.

Minerva sighed as she settled herself comfortably into her favorite chair. Hope was a steady friend she refused to give up. The members of the Prophecy had already empowered change within Tavisland: rescues were performed, romance had blossomed, tragedy was honored, and a resistance movement grew in strength.

As steam wafted from her cup, Minerva thought of another country in the Human Realm, Frankonia—a new trouble spot. The resistance movement in Tavisland would continue to grow, and events had been set in motion in the Fairy Realm, but it was the members of the Prophecy who were at the forefront of her mind.

The future was uncertain – would they stick together or be pulled apart? Would they bring about a new beginning? Minerva pulled a stool closer and stretched out her leg. She looked into her cup; the liquid was gone but the tea leaves in the bottom had shaped themselves into a circle within a circle. How appropriate—the members of the Prophecy were on a journey from Tavisland to Frankonia, and their circle of influence was broadening.

Minerva’s fingers twined together, and she let her eyelids relax to half-mast. Slowly, her eyes drifted shut and Minerva slipped into a dream state in which her tattoos danced. More figures were etching themselves upon her arms. The circle was widening.
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FRANKONIA: ESCAPE
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Nicole looked down on her home village of Sainte-Marie. In recent months, a dangerous worldview had been moving across the Human Realm. Nicole had only just returned from a seven-month-long trip overseas when chaos had hit her previously safe homeland of Frankonia. Before she had left, it had been a land of tightknit communities that were protective of each other; fairy, dwarf, and shapeshifter races had blended into Frankonian human society without much notice. Now, to be of those races led to arrest. Frankonia was being torn apart.

“Come on, Nicole. It isn’t safe to be in full view on the ledge. I know you’ve just gotten back, but we’ve got to keep moving.” Her older sister Chantal led the way up the mountain. Chantal wore her long dark brown hair in braids which bounced against her lower back as she walked.

Nicole knew all about risky situations. Her trip to Tavisland had been wonderful at first—she had a taste of freedom when she went to study music, boarding with a host family—but then she had been captured. As a fairy, she had been experimented on to determine how her wings stored energy and how her body used that energy to fight disease.

Luis, her younger brother, kicked a stone in front of him. Luis was at an awkward stage in his growth—his feet and hands were large and indicated one day the rest of him would match their size. For now, Luis was only an inch taller than Nicole and his body was slender. His size ten foot kicked the stone again. “I don’t understand what’s going on.”

Nicole tried to explain. “I’ve heard today’s troubles are a result of Miles Gainor’s Health Project.”

“The billionaire?” Luis looked up from his feet.

Nicole nodded. “Yeah, that guy. He’s brought together scientists, physicians, researchers and health-based companies from around the world. They launched a project aimed at eradicating disease, and they started a healing project.”

Luis grunted, “What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing, except a Tavisland scientist discovered that fairies and dwarfs had a higher immunity to disease than humans, and shapeshifters physically healed whenever they shifted.”

Chantal joined the discussion. “In the beginning, these populations were invited to help with the project. Gradually, it shifted to their being strongly encouraged to participate in research. Now, participants are forcibly rounded up and experimented upon—like what happened to you, Nicole.”

“But we’ve always been safe in Frankonia.” Luis was back to kicking his rock.

“True, which is why Mom and Dad arranged for me to come home after I was rescued.”

Chantal spoke again. “But yesterday the news reported that Miles Gainor struck a deal with the Frankonian government.”

“Why would our government do that?” Luis’s face revealed his confusion. At fourteen years of age, he didn’t pay much attention to politics.

“Remember the measles epidemic two months ago?”

Luis nodded. Cases of measles had spread rapidly across the country, and the disease was still causing trouble. Several young children had died. Before that, a severe flu which had particularly affected seniors had swept through Frankonia in the months leading up to Christmas. A tense undercurrent was growing, even within their own community, creating a situation ripe for Gainor’s Health Project: people were beginning to believe that the biology of dwarfs, fairies, and shapeshifters could bring secure health for all.

Chantal gestured for a halt to take a water break.

“The majority of the government is human, and election time is rolling around. The Health Project is an appealing platform,” said Nicole.

“What I don’t understand is why they responded so quickly and allowed Gainor to offer rewards for anyone giving up information on dwarfs, fairies and shapeshifters,” Chantal said.

Nicole stashed her water bottle back in her pack and shared that it might have to do with the growing resistance effort in Tavisland. Test subjects had been rescued from various facilities. “Gainor’s looking for new opportunities, and the measles outbreak was a perfect pressure point to work on officials here. Fear and finances are two motivators he applies very successfully.”

“I can’t believe they took Mom and Dad!” Luis clenched his fists.

“I wonder who reported them. They have a large circle of friends who know their heritage. Many are human. Someone with a sick child or in financial straits or even with a personal vendetta could have been behind their capture.” Chantal strode off again.

Nicole shrugged her shoulders, trying to release the new tension she was holding there. Things had happened so fast. She had really needed the last few days to catch up with her family—to share her experience and to hear what they had been up to while she was gone. It had been good to relax with them and to rest. Her life in Tavisland had been pretty intense.

“Thank goodness you convinced us to go for a run.” The grimness in Chantal’s voice was reflected on her face.

Because of her experiences in Tavisland, Nicole had decided to train her siblings in defense, and a run had felt like a good place to start. Luis liked soccer, so he had agreed to go running if it could help improve his game. They had gone out midmorning and ran a loop by some of her favorite places. She had just eased them into a cool-down walk when they saw a van in front of their house and their parents being escorted into it. As she remembered, Nicole’s heart picked up tempo.

They had darted down a narrow alleyway and hid behind waste bins until they saw the van leave. Carefully, they had zigzagged through neighbors’ yards to get to the back door of their garage. Chantal and Luis had been dazed with shock. Nicole had clasped her kyanite crystal, which hung from a silver chain around her neck, and the tiny carved fox in her shorts’ pocket—gifts given to her by her friends before she left Tavisland. She had drawn on their strength and taken charge.

Now, Nicole tried to help the others focus on the positive. “I’m glad our camping knapsacks were in the garage, so we could grab them.”

“Lucky Mom kept an extra fridge in the laundry room, so we have some food.” Luis followed Nicole’s lead.

“I called my friends in Tavisland. I know they’ll come, but it may take some time.” Nicole resolutely held back tears before she spoke again. “We’ve got to trust Mom and Dad will be all right. We’ve got to focus on keeping safe.”

“Tell us more about your new friends,” Luis said.

Nicole glanced at the overcast sky. “Isn’t there a cave up ahead? We need shelter; those clouds look like they’re ready to spill. I’ll fill you in once we get there.”

They picked up the pace. Chantal directed them onto a little-used path which led to the cave Nicole remembered. They made sure to erase their tracks in case they were followed.

Nicole grabbed Luis’s arm to stop him from charging inside the cave. “Easy. We need to check for wildlife.”

Once assured there were no other cave dwellers, they quickly gathered twigs and searched for dry wood for a fire. It was spring, but nights could still get cold. They hauled out some of the clothing they had grabbed from the laundry basket—one of Luis’s and a couple of their dad’s sweatshirts—and huddled into them. Chantal passed around apples and nuts, and Nicole began her story.

“You know how every ten years a priest visits the Earth from the Fairy Realm?”

Luis and Chantal nodded.

“This was the year for a visit, but when the priest crossed through the portal into Tavisland, he was captured. A month later, the Fairy Realm sent through another priest, this time with a guard. They were captured too.”

“Bummer.” Luis squirmed trying to get comfortable on the cave floor.

“Worse, they carried maps of the Earth which identified fairy contacts or their businesses.”

“Maybe Mom and Dad were named on it, and it wasn’t someone local who betrayed them?” Chantal grasped hopefully onto Nicole’s words and let her anxiety ease slightly.

“I don’t know.” Nicole rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “Anyway, the leaders of the Fairy Realm decided it was time to try to enact the Prophecy and send another team through.”

“What’s the Prophecy?” Chantal spoke at the same time as Luis.

“When the Healer rises and the Priest falls,

the time of Prophecy arrives.

When the Sword gleams to protect the Scroll-bearer,

the Prophecy will strengthen.

When the Rock trips the Dancer,

the Prophecy moves forward.

When the Player seeks the Mind,

the Prophecy will be empowered.

Together strong. Apart broken.

Cross and mend. Begin again.”

“Three fairies came through the portal: Brigid, a powerful Healer; Evander, the Scroll-Bearer; and Treena, who carries the Sword.”

Luis leaned forward. “Were they captured?”

“Brigid was able to put all the guards into a deep sleep and they made it safely through.”

“More than three are named in the Prophecy,” Chantal pointed out.

“The fairies met a human called, Quillon, and his friend Symba who is part fairy. The scroll lit up in their presence, so Quillon and Symba became the Rock and the Dancer. Quillon and Symba had been working with dwarfs and shapeshifters to help non-humans in Tavisland; they staged a rescue when they learned I’d been captured.” Nicole wrapped her arms around herself as she remembered the trauma she had been through.

“There’s more?” Luis poked Nicole in her side.

“Loads more.” Nicole nodded. “Brigid helped me heal through some of my trauma; Evander is also a priest, so we had special ceremonies to help restore our energy. Treena and Symba trained us in self-defense.”

Nicole paused to finish eating her apple.

“What about the other people named in the Prophecy?” Luis was eager to sort it all out.

“Two others were rescued with me: a dwarf, who gave me this necklace, and a shapeshifter, Matthias, who is the Player.” As she lifted the necklace to show them, she described how the kyanite embedded in it was good for singers and leaders.

“It’s a lot to take in.” Chantal dug a small depression into the floor to hold their fire. The ceiling of the cave was high, and she could feel a draft, so it would vent well enough. The sky had darkened as they talked. The rain started outside, and dampness chilled the air. They agreed the rainfall was heavy enough to cover any smoke from outside eyes.

“It was a bit overwhelming.” Nicole clasped her hands together.

“What do we do while we wait for your friends?” Luis passed Chantal twigs and branches to stack for their fire.

“I felt left out and powerless when I heard I had to come home. I wanted to help with the Prophecy. My friends convinced me I had an important role to play here: to educate our society on what was happening, and they suggested I train other teens in self-defense,” Nicole said.

“We can’t go back. It’s too dangerous!” Chantal jumped up in agitation, the flickering fire revealing the fear etched on her face.

Nicole took a deep breath. “I agree it’s dangerous. But I want to help protect others from what I went through. For a start, we need to train together.” Nicole gave her siblings a serious look. “We also have to find where Mom and Dad have been taken. There’s lots to be done while we wait for my friends.”

“We could try to make contact with fairies we know and humans we trust,” Luis said.

“But can we trust them?” Chantal said as she paced around the cave.

“There’s a way to test that.” Luis turned to Nicole. “While you were away, my fairy gift emerged. I can sense when someone is lying. Dad has been working with me to expand my gift, so now I can catch on if a person even twists the truth.”

“Luis, that’s awesome!” Nicole gave his arm a quick squeeze.

She turned to Chantal. “Your gift is with words and mine with music. What if, with Luis’s help, we found a safe place and tried to get messages out through online postings? You could write articles that raise awareness and question the ethics of what’s happening. I could share my music with messages woven through it.”

“Come on, sis. We’ll be stronger if we link up with others.” Luis jumped up and put his arm around Chantal, urging her to sit by the fire.

Nicole offered to show them some of the healing techniques Brigid had taught her for whenever fear got out of hand. She spent an hour teaching them. Eventually, everyone felt a little calmer and more willing to consider taking some form of action the next day. They ate leftovers they had taken from home and thought of their parents. Each one sent their own kind of prayer that all would be well as they rolled out their sleeping bags.

Luis dug out a deck of cards, and they played a few rounds of rummy to ease their minds before trying to sleep. Nicole was about to lay down a winning hand when she heard a rustling sound at the cave entrance.

A wild boar and a wolf trotted inside.

Nicole froze. Chantal looked up and sucked in a terrified breath.

Luis’s back was to the entrance, and he obliviously arranged his cards. He glanced at Nicole. “It’s your turn. You gonna take all night?” He frowned at the look on her face.

“Don’t move,” said Chantal through clenched teeth.

Of course, Luis twisted around to follow his sister’s gaze. “Holy shit!”

Nicole rubbed the panic spot on her hand until she could feel herself relax. She started to breathe more evenly and began to sing. Her voice was soft at first but grew stronger the longer she sang.

Chantal’s eyebrows were nearly at her hairline. “What are you doing?” she whispered.

Nicole kept singing. The chorus of a song she had created for her friends when she had to leave Quillon’s home had sprung to mind. It was a simple tune, but its harmonics were infused with hope, courage, and trust.

We are one. In joy or sorrow, we are one.

Diff’rently abled, diff’rently labeled, we are one.

Apart, divided, broken, in hiding, we are one.

Mending together, loving forever, we are one.

The animals lay down, their gazes fixed on Nicole. After ten minutes, when her voice quietly drifted to a finish, the wolf lifted a paw. Nicole slowly crawled over to shake it.

“What the hell?” Luis’s eyes widened.

“I believe we’ve met some folks seeking shelter, just like us.” Nicole nodded toward the wolf and the boar. “I hope the message of my song has been heard and that there will be trust between us.”

The wolf rose and walked over to place a paw on one of their packs.

“Do you need clothing?” Nicole asked.

The wolf nodded.

She drew out two pairs of sweatpants and shirts, hoping they would suffice. Nicole directed Chantal and Luis to look toward the back of the cave to afford the shapeshifters some privacy.

A few moments later, a deep voice invited them to turn around. At the entrance, two people stood together. The taller of the two was rugged in build with curly dark brown hair. The sweatshirt they had pulled on stretched tightly over broad shoulders, while the pants hovered above their anklebones. The second individual had a softer build with rounded features and short, bristly, straw-colored hair—their clothing was baggy, but the length worked.

“Thanks for the clothes and for welcoming us in. I’m Rema.” Rema, the shorter of the two, spoke with a light yet strong tone. “This is my partner, Domenique.”

“Just call me Dom. We got caught in the rainstorm and thought we’d wait it out in here. Thanks for sharing.” Dom smiled.

“Don’t you two own a pharmacy in Sainte-Marie?” Chantal seemed to have calmed considerably.

“With a juice bar and health food?” Luis added.

“Come join us by the fire.” Nicole patted a blanket she had spread on the cave floor next to her.

The two moved forward and gratefully sat next to the fire’s warmth. The taller one spoke. “You’re right. I’m the pharmacist, and Rema runs the health section. We came to Sainte-Marie six years ago, after college. The former pharmacist wanted to retire, so I worked with him for a year before he agreed to a buyout.”

“We liked the area, and the proximity of the mountains gave us a safe place to head off to when we needed to shift,” Rema said.

“This trailhead isn’t often used,” said Chantal.

“Your song invited trust, so we’re trusting you. But how did you know we were shapeshifters?” Dom’s shoulders were tense.

“I’ve just returned from Tavisland. I made a good friend there who is a shapeshifter. Watching him shift and experiencing him in both forms stimulated a feeling within me; I felt the same feeling when you arrived in the cave. I wrote that song for him and others I met. We were a mix of fairies, dwarfs, humans, and shapeshifters,” said Nicole.

Rema looked surprised. “That’s an unusual grouping. We’re part of human society, but we usually stick with our own kind.”

Nicole decided to share more. “We were brought together as a result of difficult experiences. Some of us were captured and experimented upon.”

Rema gasped.

Nicole continued. “Others were already actively working on resistance to the Health Project, and a few arrived from the Fairy Realm in response to a Prophecy. We ended up working together.”

“That’s quite a story.” Dom hauled one leg up and wrapped an arm around that knee.

“We haven’t heard all of it yet,” Luis grumbled.

“When my parents heard of my rescue, they thought I’d be safe here. I flew back home a few nights ago.” Nicole placed another branch on the fire.

“Only, it isn’t safe here either. Someone betrayed our family, and our parents were taken this morning.” Luis hunched his shoulders.

Chantal rested her hand on his shoulder. “Earlier, Nicole talked with us about building connections with others and building a resistance response here. It feels very risky, so I was against it. The two of you showing up seems rather serendipitous.” She gave a light squeeze to Luis’s shoulder. “Maybe you could tell us more about yourselves.”

Luis glanced at Chantal, who lifted her chin. It took a moment for him to clue in that she wanted him to use his gift to determine the truthfulness of their words. He gave a discreet nod as he turned to listen carefully to Dom and Rema. He felt a bit better, stronger somehow, with something to do.

Dom shared that they originally came from Ville-sur-le-Lac in northern Frankonia. They had met at university when studying for different majors in the health field. At an LGBTQ2S+ meeting, they discovered they both identified as non-binary. They became friends and then lovers. Eventually, they revealed to each other they were shapeshifters as well. They were married after graduation and decided to give Sainte-Marie a try as their home.

Rema continued their story, talking about getting the juice bar started and the initial resistance from the former owner as they tried new things. It was lonely being away from their families, but they did find a small shapeshifter community in a nearby village, so that helped. Generally, they kept a low profile and enjoyed being with each other.

Luis gave a quick jerk of his chin toward Chantal to acknowledge that all was true so far. Then he turned to Dom. “Are you aware of the controversial nature of this Health Project?”

Dom shrugged sheepishly. “Honestly, I’ve been so focused on making our business profitable, I haven’t paid attention to much else.”

“Were there pharmaceutical publications that shared the Health Project’s vision and encouraged your participation?” Chantal asked.

“I scanned articles on the project initially,” said Rema, “but we’re not researchers. I read a lot less once we decided to start exploring adoption.” A light blush rose over Rema’s cheeks.

“Sounds exciting.” Nicole smiled at Rema. “Have you heard of other non-human abductions for testing in Frankonia?”

Rema reached over to place a hand on Nicole’s. “No. We just came for our regular run up here today. I’m so sorry to hear about your parents.”

Luis spoke. “I wonder if it’s safe for you to go back to your place?”

An emphatic “No!” echoed forward from the back of the cave.

Luis and Nicole jumped up. “Who’s there?” Luis called out.

A petite figure with long tawny hair highlighted by silver strands stepped forward.

Luis peered through the shadowy cave. “Ms. Durand?!”

“Yes, it’s me. Sit, sit.” She gestured with slender fingers for them to return to their spots by the fire.

“How did you get in here?” Chantal moved to make room for Ms. Durand.

“I was in a lower chamber and heard Nicole’s song. It filtered through the fissure at the back of the cave, which you did not inspect.” She glanced sternly at the group.

“Umm, you are?” Rema asked.

Ms. Durand offered her hand, “I’m the librarian at the high school that all three of these young people attended.” After a firm shake, she continued, “I was walking home on a route that took me by your pharmacy, when I saw vehicles gathered outside your store. I overheard two people talking about shapeshifters. I decided to make myself scarce before I was noticed. Rather than return home, I hotfooted it up here.”

“You make jewelry on the side, don’t you? Mainly quartz?” Nicole said.

Ms. Durand smiled gently. “You’ve started to put it together. I’m a dwarf. I share energy well with quartz. Quartz helps with focus, retaining information, and is great for studying. It compliments my work as a school librarian very well.”

“That’s why you gave me that stone at Christmas and told me to keep it in my pocket for exams!” Luis grinned broadly. “I did, and my last set of tests were the best marks I’ve ever had.”

“I’m glad to hear that.” Ms. Durand patted his knee. “I’ve watched you in the library when you’ve been trying to study—focus seemed to be an issue, so I thought I’d give you a little help.”

“Thanks!” Luis smiled. Then he came back to the reality of the moment. “So, if none of us can go back, what do we do next?” His gaze flitted from one adult to the next.

Ms. Durand turned to Rema and Dom. “You mentioned a shapeshifter community nearby. Are they in Fleurville?”

Dom nodded cautiously.

“I know an underground route that would take us there. I’ve traveled it occasionally over the years to meet securely with other dwarfs in our region. There are about fifty of us in total,” Ms. Durand shared.

“That’d probably be safer than making the journey above ground.” Dom clasped Rema’s hand in an effort to ease their anxiety.

Nicole leaned forward eagerly. “Would any of them have a place I could record my music and for Chantal to create an online presence?”

Rema squeezed Dom’s hand reassuringly and said, “Actually, we have a friend in the music industry. She’s married to a human, and they own a huge ranch outside of Fleurville.”

“Do you think we’d be safe there?” Chantal’s fears were still pretty close to the surface.

“I could case the place in wolf form to be sure all is well,” Dom offered. “If I go in the evening when it’s dark, I’ll have more protection.”

Rema assured them the ranch was far enough outside of town that there shouldn’t be any other people around by evening. All of the ranch hands were day workers who lived off site.

Ms. Durand told them it would take most of the day to hike through the caves because it was a less direct route than by road. Based on Dom’s description of the ranch’s location, she determined that the tunnels extended nearly all the way there; she could bring them within half a mile.

“I won’t go to the ranch with you, as I need to get closer to town where I can connect with a dwarf friend and discover what’s happening in Fleurville.”

They debated the risk involved in separating but agreed they needed information, and Ms. Durand was concerned about her friends. They finalized travel plans for the morning and listed other places they knew with dwarf, fairy, and shapeshifter contacts.

Luis began to nod off, and a huge yawn crossed Rema’s face; it was time to sleep.

Dom and Rema shifted because they would maintain body warmth better in their alternate forms. Dom’s enhanced hearing as a wolf—sixteen times better than human hearing—would offer early warning if any search parties came near. Ms. Durand brought up a cache of gear she had in the lower cave and placed her sleeping bag with the others around the fire. Then, she offered to take first watch because she rarely went to sleep before midnight. The rustle of people settling down for the night was replaced by quiet breathing.

Luis and Rema fell asleep instantly. The others took a little longer to settle their minds. Chantal rubbed her hand, as Nicole had shown her, to try to ease her fear.###
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Nicole felt a hand shake her shoulder. It was Luis, trying to get her to wake up. She waved him away and shifted stiffly in her sleeping bag. Her breath huffed out in the chilled morning air. Roughing it was certainly an apt term for a night in a damp cave, trying to get comfortable on the hard-packed earthen floor. She rubbed bleary eyes and noted the others were moving as well.

Ms. Durand was the first to speak. “It’ll take too long to make a fire and safely deal with the coals, but I have a small propane burner. We can use it to heat hot water for tea and for instant oatmeal.”

The group was grateful she was willing to share from her stash. They packed their things while the water heated.

After their meal, a final check ensured there was no evidence of their stay in the cave. Ms. Durand slid a small pack onto her shoulders. “Follow me.”

They fell into place behind her and slipped through the crevice they had failed to notice at the back of the cave which led to the lower level. From there, Ms. Durand guided them through a maze of underground tunnels in the direction of Fleurville. Nicole hoped their flashlights would last.

Dom kept close to Rema who had very poor vision in the dark. Luis chattered away to Ms. Durand, obviously comfortable with her. Nicole smiled briefly; her mind was waking up and hopping with ideas about how to get a message to her friends. She wondered if it was truly safe for them to stay in Fleurville. Chantal walked quietly beside her.

They heard Ms. Durand tell Luis she was widowed. She had been married to a human, a high school principal.

“What happened to him? Did you have children?”

“Luis, you shouldn’t...,” began Nicole.

“It’s okay,” said Ms. Durand. “It happened over ten years ago. My husband was killed in a motorcycle accident.”

Luis turned his head toward Ms. Durand as his feet continued forward. “That must have been awful!”

“It was. We didn’t have children, and I had no ties to the town where he’d been assigned to work. Six months after his death, I wanted a fresh start, so I took the position in Sainte-Marie as school librarian. I have a network of friends in this area, I love books, and the students haven’t been too bad either.” She tossed Luis a teasing smile, and he grinned in response.

“You developed your jewelry business too,” Luis said.

“It brings me a lot of joy, especially when I’m able to use it to help others.” Ms. Durand directed Luis toward a tunnel which opened on their right.

Rema tripped as they passed into the new tunnel; the ground was more uneven in this section. Dom shot out a supportive hand to keep Rema upright.

“What about you, Luis?” asked Ms. Durand. “What do you enjoy?”

“I love biking. I just started competing in races this spring.”

Dom and Rema mentioned they were cyclists also, and the conversation became lively as they discussed bike frames and tire sizes with Luis.

Nicole tuned them out and let her mind sort through songs from the Pitch Perfect movie. She needed to select one as her next signal to Quillon. They had agreed to use the songs as a code when communicating with each other. She nudged her sister with her elbow. Deep in her own thoughts, Chantal jolted.

“Thinking about Mom and Dad?” Nicole asked.

Chantal nodded. “I don’t think they’d have been taken to Sainte-Marie hospital. Too many staff there know them. I’ve been considering other possibilities.”

She glanced at Nicole. “Saint Michael’s University in Terre Rouge came to mind. While you were gone, I toured their journalism department.”

“And they have a medical school!” Nicole stopped and clutched Chantal’s arm. “They have research professors and integrated health professionals; it’d be the perfect location for Gainor’s experiments.”

Chantal nodded and then hurried to catch up with the others before they lost their shared light.

Dom’s sensitive hearing had picked up their conversation. “We went to Saint Michael’s; it’s where I studied pharmacology. There are different buildings for each branch of health and plenty of research labs.”

“Wasn’t the pharmacy building renovated during our last year...with money donated by Gainor Inc.?” asked Rema.

“I’d forgotten.” Dom pursed their lips. “I can’t picture Professor Fidèle being part of something like this.”

“She sat on the university’s Board of Ethics and was really strict in class about holding our moral ground.” Rema carefully edged around a large rock obtruding from the floor.

Dom suggested that they could go to Terre Rouge after Fleurville and try to contact the Professor. Chantal immediately brought up the risks. The others weighed pros and cons of acting on their own or waiting for Nicole’s friends to rescue them.

“It all feels so surreal.” Rema tripped and grabbed Dom’s hand.

When they had hiked for over an hour, Ms. Durand paused their journey. They had arrived at another junction. In this place, there were a collection of baskets which contained fluorite crystals. She pulled one out as she explained, “These crystals store light. Although my affinity is not with them, I can activate them, so we’ll have better light for those who need it. One of my friends replenishes them and leaves them here for tunnel travelers.”

Since they were already stopped, Luis dug into his knapsack for snacks. “Anyone else hungry?” He pulled out his last two apples and a packet of nuts. He used his Swiss army knife to slice the apples and passed them around with the nuts.

Their water supply was low, but Ms. Durand assured them there was an underground spring about twenty minutes away where they could refill their bottles.

They kept up a steady pace throughout the day, helped by the fluorite. By its light, Rema was able to travel independently. Stomachs growled hungrily as afternoon arrived. Ms. Durand and Chantal handed out energy bars for sustenance. They were all eager to get to Fleurville.

Nicole could sense everyone’s anxiety heightening the closer they got to their destination. She quietly began to sing. She chose camping songs her siblings would know with the hope they would join in. Chantal remained quiet, but Luis enthusiastically sang along. Ms. Durand didn’t know the words but hummed the tunes. Dom surprised her by harmonizing to her melody line. As they focused on the music, the next hour passed much more pleasantly.

Suddenly, it seemed, they arrived at the final junction. Anxiety returned as Ms. Durand indicated the direction she had to go and pointed out theirs.

“Please don’t take your fluorite to the entrance. Leave the stones in the basket here and switch back to your flashlights. It’s one way we try to keep our tunnel usage a secret.” Ms. Durand’s voice was brisk as she tossed her stone into the basket.

The others followed suit, and Rema clasped Dom’s hand again. Concern was etched on their faces as Dom spoke to Ms. Durand. “Be careful and let us know when you’ve arrived safely.”

Ms. Durand patted Dom’s arm. “Don’t be afraid. I haven’t lived this long without learning a trick or two! I have your friend’s phone number and our code locked in here.” She tapped her forehead. “If I’m in trouble and need help, I’ll tell you the campfire is canceled. If all is well, I’ll invite you to a picnic lunch in two days’ time at the park by the ranch.”

Luis impulsively threw his arms around her. “Thanks for helping us!”

Ms. Durand returned his hug and gave him a fond smile as she stepped away; she raised her hand in farewell. She warned them to be careful too, and she reminded them that the sun would not set until about eight thirty. “Be patient and wait for full dark before you scout the area, Dom. Stay safe and keep strong.” Her gaze held theirs for a moment. Then she turned and strode down the tunnel.

The others watched silently as her figure faded from sight. Nicole directed her flashlight toward their tunnel. “Let’s go. I feel better when we’re moving.”

When they arrived at the end of the tunnel, they peered cautiously into the cave which led outside. It was empty. They saw shadows flicker beyond the entrance, but Dom’s sensitive hearing didn’t pick up any voices nearby. They plopped down, backs braced against the walls or each other, as they waited for full dark to arrive. Flashlights were turned off, and they sat quietly, except for Luis, who created a game for himself with small stones on the floor of the cave.

Finally, the dark was so dense they couldn’t even see a hand in front of their faces. Dom shifted and slipped through the entrance. Rema clasped their hands tightly.

“How long will it take Dom to reach the ranch in wolf form?” Luis’s voice broke the tension.

Rema’s reply was shaky but clear. “At top speed, Dom can reach forty miles per hour for a short distance.”

“Since it’s half a mile to the ranch from here, and Dom will be exploring the area cautiously, it could take a half hour before Dom returns.” It was the first time in the last hour that Chantal had joined the conversation. Nicole released a quiet sigh of relief. She had been worried about her sister.

“I’m getting stiff from sitting after all our hiking. Would anyone like to join me in a dynamic stretching routine that my friend Treena taught me?” Nicole dragged herself up the wall, into a standing position.

“But we can’t see you,” Luis said.

“My voice can guide you. If everyone stands up and reaches their arms out in each direction to make sure we’re not too close to anyone else, we’ll be fine. The stretches will help so that we’re not too sore for the final hike to the ranch.”

The others murmured their agreement, and soon Nicole had them moving into gentle lunges and twists with arm movements to keep them all warm and supple.

In the middle of doing shoulder rolls, a scratching sound echoed outside the cave. Rema emitted a grunt as a body brushed against their leg. “Dom’s back.”

Abruptly, a flashlight illuminated the cave, and Dom’s deep voice reassured the others, “Everything’s okay. There were no patrols in the area. I was able to knock on a window and get Estelle’s attention. She assured me their place was safe and we’d be welcome. I warned her we’re starving, so she’s making a meal for us.”

Luis cheered. “Grab your bags everyone. I want food!”

A half hour later, they were ushered into a warm and bright kitchen by a sympathetic Estelle. Her husband, Jules, had finished his evening chores and joined them at the table. After a few bites, Dom shared some of what had happened in their town, and then passed the storytelling over to Nicole. Estelle’s brow crinkled with concern when she heard about Nicole’s experiences and the capture of her parents.

Jules clasped Estelle’s hand firmly between his as he leaned forward. “We knew about the severity of the measles outbreak. One of our neighbor’s children was critically ill. For a while they worried that she had developed a brain infection. She eventually recovered, but she now has long-term hearing loss.”

Estelle looked at Jules, who nodded. She turned to the others. “I’m four months pregnant, so I’ve stayed pretty close to home to avoid exposure.”

The visitors rushed to assure her they were measle-free; they had all been vaccinated.

“We’ve been monitoring the news and debating how we’d handle doctor’s appointments. Estelle’s obstetrician doesn’t know she’s a shapeshifter. We were saving that information for a later date. Now, I’m glad we waited.” Jules unconsciously rubbed his thumb in soothing circles over Estelle’s hand.

“It’s difficult to know who you can trust.” Chantal’s voice was husky with fear.

“We can trust each other,” Nicole said fiercely as she swiped butter on her roll.

Dom nodded. “We don’t want to involve you and put you at risk of being discovered as a shapeshifter, Estelle. But we were hoping to use your recording studio so Nicole could send some messages in code to her friends.”

“Sitting around doing nothing, won’t lessen my risk.” Estelle leaned around Jules to look at Nicole. “If I maintain my usual routine during the day, we could use the studio after all the ranch workers leave at five. We’ve got to find ways to fight back.” A protective hand went to her belly. “I don’t want our baby coming into the world as it is right now.”

Jules stood up. “It’d be best if we could keep you out of sight.”

Before he could continue, the phone rang. He jolted.

“It’s okay. That might be our friend Ms. Durand. We gave her your number. She went into Fleurville to contact a dwarf friend.” Nicole spoke hurriedly as the phone continued to ring.

Jules quickly picked up the receiver. “Lambert Farms. This is Jules.” After a moment he gestured to Dom. “Yes, Dom’s here. Just a moment, please.” Jules passed the receiver to Dom.

“Hello? Definitely. We’d love to join you for an evening picnic the day after tomorrow. Take care.” Dom hung up and turned to the group. “Ms. Durand got to her friend’s safely, and she’ll meet us as we planned.”

“We need to be careful what we say on the phone. When Nicole was in Tavisland, phone lines were monitored for information,” Chantal stated. “Do we need to go back to the caves to keep out of sight?”

Jules shook his head. “When we built the house, we put the sound studio in the basement with extra bedrooms, a full bathroom, and a small kitchenette. That way, we had room for Estelle’s clients and musical friends who needed to stay over.”

“Jules runs the ranch. I have my own business. I record some of my own stuff, but I also rent my studio and do sound production for other artists.” Estelle smiled. “I wasn’t sure how I’d handle the early months of pregnancy, so I don’t have any bookings this month.”

“We’ll get you settled downstairs shortly. So you know, my staff usually arrive around six a.m. and we feed them a midmorning snack in the kitchen at nine thirty. Estelle offers them a full meal at noon and a final snack mid-afternoon.”

Chantal and Rema volunteered to help with food preparation since there’d be so many more mouths to feed. They could easily slip downstairs before the appointed times.

Luis tried to stifle a huge yawn. Jules clapped him on the shoulder. “I’m with you buddy. Come on. I’ll show you where you’re staying.”

Estelle waved away any offers of help. She assured them it’d only take a few minutes to stack the dishwasher and put the leftovers in the fridge.

Jules led them to the basement. He showed Nicole the sound room and a piano on the way to the bedrooms. Dom noticed two laptops in the sound room and asked if it’d be okay to use them for research. Jules told them to use whatever was necessary. He wished them goodnight and trudged up the stairs. His shoulders were tense as he thought of the seriousness of the situation and the risk to his family.

Nicole noted both bedrooms contained two double-sized beds. The three siblings claimed one room; Dom and Rema, the other. After quick turns in the bathroom, everyone tumbled into their beds, exhausted emotionally as well as physically.

Nicole practiced the slow deep breathing her friend Brigid had taught her. She wondered how her friends were doing. Would they be able to respond to her cry for help? Gradually, the breathing exercise calmed her mind sufficiently for sleep to claim her.

Chantal lay with hands clenched in tight fists, fear for their parents a constant refrain in her mind. She listened to Nicole drift off to sleep and Luis’s restless tossing and turning. She wished she could find refuge as they did, but fear had her firm in its grip, and it was a long time before her fists drifted open and her breathing evened out.
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The next two days passed quickly as they discussed strategies. Their research through media outlets and community news revealed a few businesses had suddenly shut down. There were dozens of articles emphasizing the Health Project’s contribution to disease prevention. The stories quoted new research which indicated the potential for other species to help or to hinder the well-being of humanity.

Chantal huffed in disgust. “I haven’t even started my journalism courses, and I can see how biased these articles are.”

Dom had sent an email to Professor Fidèle with a very general inquiry as to how she was doing. Her reply was cautious. Rema suggested that perhaps her correspondence was being monitored.

“She did mention the LGBTQ2S+ organization we belonged to. She indicated some of the members were caught up in research right now.” Dom read the message to the whole group as they shared an afternoon break.

“The way it’s worded sounds like she’s warning you.” Chantal took a contemplative bite of a chewy oatmeal raisin cookie she had made earlier.

“I’m not sure how to respond.”

“What if you said you have a friend considering pharmacology who’d like to tour the facilities and labs?” Chantal brushed the cookie crumbs off her shirt. “We might get further hints from her next reply. It’s been three days; we need to find out if the university lab might be where Mom and Dad have been taken.”

Dom quickly composed another email and Nicole shared the music she had been working on. Luis had helped her efforts by listening to her word choices with his gift activated; he helped her select the truest words for the message she needed to send to her friends. They were also beginning to experiment with songs to raise awareness throughout Frankonia. There was a lot of polishing to do before recording could be done, but they were pleased with what they had accomplished.

They were all looking forward to the picnic with Ms. Durand. Jules offered to take his all-terrain vehicle out to check if anyone else was in the park. Estelle would stay back and review Nicole’s music so she could offer feedback when they returned.

Just as they were putting on their jackets, the computer chimed. Dom rushed over and discovered an email from Professor Fidèle. “That was a quick response! She says, ‘The lab is presently closed to the public; a special research project is being conducted there. Perhaps a visit at another time. My tenure is presently under review, so I must devote my efforts to demonstrating my worth to the university.’”

“We sure have a lot to share with Ms. Durand.” Luis headed for the door. “I wonder what news she’ll have to share with us!”

The others followed Luis through the door and upstairs where they found Jules had returned. He indicated the only others in the park were a young couple busily barbequing their supper while they watched over a group of young children wildly running about and playing games.

Chantal grabbed a small pack filled with sandwiches while the others took water, sweets, chips, and other picnic goodies. They had agreed to walk to the park; it was good to stretch their legs after two days inside. In an effort to keep up their training, Nicole had taught them a few basic defensive moves, but a brisk hike would give them a cardio workout.

When they arrived, they saw Ms. Durand comfortably seated on a large blanket with the group of children clustered around her. She was telling them a story, and they were enthralled. When their parents called out that supper was ready, Nicole could hear protests.

“Just one more story, please!”

Luis bounded over to plop down next to Ms. Durand, who kindly urged the children to go back to their parents. The mother started across the park and, when they saw her, the children scrambled up and scurried back to their picnic spot. They waved goodbye with big smiles and called out thanks with delighted-sounding voices.

Chantal and Nicole spread a bright yellow-and-blue-checked picnic cloth over the table nearest Ms. Durand. Rema helped haul things out of their packs and onto the table, while Dom joined Luis. The two shared with Ms. Durand what they had been doing at the ranch. They kept their voices low, but the family was far enough away that distinct words couldn’t reach them.

“Supper’s ready,” Rema declared as they grabbed a plate and began to scoop up food.

Soon, they were all enjoying the meal, and Ms. Durand was filling them in on her efforts. “I’ve been able to visit four friends in this area, and they’re all secure at the moment.”

“Will they reach out to your other friends and check on them?” Luis’s face reflected his concern, even as he stuffed his mouth with another sandwich.

Ms. Durand nodded. “Nicole, they were horrified to hear about your experience in Tavisland.” She reached out her hand to place it over Nicole’s. “They’re very concerned that the same is now happening in Frankonia, and they’re frightened.”

“Any thoughts on what they’ll do?” Dom asked.

“There’s talk through the network of withdrawing to the eastern mountain range. It’s a sparsely populated area where there are old caves which were once inhabited by my people. We’re hoping that they might be reclaimable as a safe haven for now.” Ms. Durand looked around the table. “You’re all welcome to join us.”

“But our parents....” Chantal started to speak at the same time as Luis who had jumped up from the picnic table.

“We have to fight back!” Luis’s eyes glittered passionately.

Nicole took a deep breath to ease the tension in her jaw before she spoke. “I agree with Ms. Durand.”

Luis’s head jerked in Nicole’s direction.

The cookie in Chantal’s hand dropped to the table. “How can you say that when you’ve been pushing me to be brave and telling me to write about all this online?”

“You have to write, I have to sing, and we need to find our parents. But we also need to build a network strong enough to challenge the Health Project.” Nicole took a sip of water to ease the dryness in her throat.

Ms. Durand nodded with a gentle smile. “We need to be brave. We also need to be patient. Not all of us can go to the mountains at once or we’ll be discovered.”

“Supplies need to be considered, especially as we have no sense of the conditions in the caves.” Dom looked to Rema. “We could create a list of health supplies for a mixture of ages and varieties of needs.”

“If we sent people to shop at different places, it wouldn’t be obvious that we’re stockpiling.” Rema’s hand rubbed along their chin. Ideas were percolating rapidly in their mind.

For the next hour, they debated what needed to be done over the next week. Ms. Durand encouraged Chantal to post an alternative viewpoint to biased articles she had read in the news. Nicole suggested they work together and use the article as a way to communicate with her Tavisland friends.

Ms. Durand would go to the mountains with two friends to assess the caves and send word back regarding supplies. Dom and Rema would reach out to the shapeshifters they knew to start mobilizing their support and offering the option of shelter to them.

At first, they were unsure how to contact fairies in the area, but then Chantal remembered a priest who had occasionally visited their hometown of Sainte-Marie. Different families had hosted the priest to conduct fairy rituals. “I once overheard her say she worked at a retreat center near Fleurville. Maybe I can find her contact information through the center’s website.”

“That’s a great idea.” Nicole started packing up the leftover food. “Let’s hope she hasn’t been picked up. She’d know where the majority of Frankonia’s fairies are located.”

Rema stood up to collect the compostables which they tossed into the appropriate bin. The young family had already left. Twilight was approaching, and it was time to return to the ranch.

Luis became more agitated as the others talked. His arms were folded tightly over his chest, and he glared around the table. “But what about Mom and Dad?”

Nicole leaned forward, her expression fierce. “We’re going to free them! Then we’re going to the mountains.” Nicole’s heart beat rapidly, and her chest was tight. She wondered if her friends would make it in time to help them.###
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JOURNEY FROM TAVISLAND
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Across the ocean, in dwarf tunnels below the towns and cities of Tavisland, Evander enjoyed the sway of Brigid’s shapely hips as she marched alongside Treena. Matthias and Fiona were beside him; Athena and Symba walked behind. They were near the end of their first day of a hike to the coast. Conrad led the way, while he quietly conversed with Quillon. It had only been a few weeks since Evander, Brigid, and Treena had left the Fairy Realm to come to the Human Realm—they had been chosen by a Prophecy and the Fairy Queen had sent them forth.

Although a priest, Evander had not been the one chosen for the decennial January visit to Earth. Going through the portal had been a dream of his since he was a child, but it had taken drastic circumstances to bring that dream to reality. When January’s priest didn’t return to the Fairy Realm, Fiona had been chosen to pass through the portal. In February, she went through with a guard from the fairies’ Protector’s Force. Like the earlier priest, they were captured and did not return.

Evander was then chosen—not because he was a priest, but because the Prophecy had identified him as the Scroll-Bearer.

At the end of March, the Fairy Queen, the High Priest, and the Head of the Elite Guard summoned him and two other members of the Prophecy—Brigid and Treena—and sent them through the portal. They had been commissioned with the crazy hope that they had been called for a special purpose: the healing of the rift between fairies and the human population. They made it through and avoided capture, but the situation in the Human Realm was much more complex than expected. As they moved through the Human Realm, they had found the remaining members of the Prophecy, mounted a daring rescue, and they forged a strong connection together.

Then, they had dispatched another fairy priest they had rescued through a new portal to bring a message to the leaders in the Fairy Realm that their work in the Human Realm was not yet done.
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