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THIS ONE IS FOR MY husband, Tim, and our four amazing kids, Mark, Jeff, Tiffany and Aaron.

Also for the four who've completed our family, Susan, Brandy, Andrew and Lourdes.
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Chapter One
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SEPTEMBER 26th

The fate of the world had been decided. Nicolette Jolicoeur, the old woman who lived in the cottage at the fringe of the Forest of Brocéliande, knew this not because someone had brought her the news, but because of the explosion of sound that had erupted within the forest three nights earlier. After nearly four months of unnatural silence, which had toyed with her sanity, the sudden cacophony of sound gave her such a start, her heart nearly stopped. Ever since, NiNi had sat huddled on the swing on her back porch, alone and motionless, waiting to hear who had won the victory and had come out ruler of the high realm of Tir na-nÓg—the fae, the Faeries of the Light, or Grossard, the evil solitary faerie set on destroying Them. 

NiNi adjusted the wool shawl tighter around her shoulders to ward off the chill of the autumn air and watched the ominous looking thunderclouds roil across the sky, blocking the light of the moon and throwing the countryside into total darkness. Her eyes were heavy and uncomfortably dry, and every time she blinked her eyelids felt as if they were coated with sand. 

Clearly, from the loud persistent clamor of the past three days, every creature in the forest knew the outcome, but that was no comfort to NiNi. And after such a long period of silence, the commotion was painful to her ears. As the noise reverberated inside her head, it was becoming harder to hold back the gnawing fear that had settled in her stomach. Not fear for herself, but for her only family and the last two people on earth she cared about—her cousin, Joliet Lespérance and Joliet's son, Deston. 

NiNi shook herself out of her reverie and scanned the darkness as a soft breeze blew across the porch, ruffling the bandana tied around her head. As she hugged her arms tighter around her chest, a movement out of the corner of her eye caught her attention. Her breath lodged in her throat as she whipped around and frantically scanned the meadow beyond the fence, hoping it would be someone bringing her word, but it was only a swirling leaf caught up in a gust of wind. 

With a tired sigh, NiNi turned her gaze back to the forest. At that same moment, as if a switch had been flipped off, the commotion within the trees ceased. 

Tensing, she sat up a little straighter, her senses on full alert as she watched a tall dark shape emerge from the shadows. Her heart thumped against her ribs as the being hesitantly opened the gate and moved up the walk toward her. When the man was near enough for her to recognize Zumwald's face, she sprang to her feet and opened her mouth to speak, but her throat was suddenly dry and all she could manage to croak out was a raspy, "Is he ...? What ...?" 

Zumwald, the old man who acted as liaison between the realms, held up his hand and tried to smile, but he was as weary as NiNi and could only accomplish a slight lift of the corners of his mouth. "All is well and as it should be."

NiNi's hand flew to her throat as she gasped and attempted to hold back a sob. 

"Deston, Joliet and the king are all safely back in Tir na-nÓg, and the Crystal has been renewed with the light. The world is safe for the time being," continued Zumwald.

Hearing his words, NiNi's legs gave way and she slowly sank back down onto the swing. This was the news she had hoped and prayed for ever since that night in May when Zumwald arrived to tell her the fae had taken Deston to Tir na-nÓg. Tears wetted her cheeks and a thousand questions sprang to her mind, but she didn't trust her voice to ask them.

Zumwald hesitated, uncertain what to do. NiNi was one of a few people he had trouble reading. It had been so from the moment he met her, when she came to Tir na-nÓg as a girl of fifteen. Even after all the time he spent instructing her on magic and the healing powers of plants and herbs, she still remained a closed book to him. 

Finaly, his fatigue forced him to trudge up the steps and take a seat next to NiNi on the swing. His eyes, however, stayed focused on the darkness of the forest. 

"Deston was very brave. You should be proud. He succeeded in getting Oseron, Joliet and the Crystal back to Tir na-nÓg before the full moon rose, which was not a simple task. I dare say a seasoned warrior would have had difficulty accomplishing the deed he did. However, even with his valiant effort, I'm sorry to report that Grossard lives." 

NiNi's back stiffened once more and her head snapped around to stare at Zumwald. "What happened?" she whispered.

Zumwald sighed. "It's a long story and there isn't time to go into all the details. I will tell you this, though, it was through no fault of Deston's that Grossard lives. He did quite well, in fact, considering he was raised in the lower realm and had little experience fighting such an opponent. Fortunate for him, he had Caluvier at his side, which played a big part in his victory."

"Caluvier?" NiNi cut him off.

Zumwald noted NiNi's confused look. "Oh yes ... sorry. I sometimes forget you're not from the high realm. Caluvier is the twin brother sword of Excalibur. Its legend is widespread throughout Tir na-nÓg, but few people here in the lower realm know of it. Mainly because it has always been in the possession of Evienne, the High Priestess of Avalon ... until recently that is. But seeing as how Caluvier is as powerful as its brother, no doubt its notoriety will soon spread. Evienne chose to gift the sword to Deston to set him on an equal plane with Grossard. And it did the job until Grossard resorted to the use of black magic." 

NiNi gasped, but held her tongue as Zumwald continued. 

"As luck would have it, Grossard's command of the dark energy wasn't what he thought it was. When he tried to use it against Deston, it backfired on him, and, well, long story short, he was thrown into the old chantry at the monastery."

"You said Grossard was still alive," NiNi interjected. "A faerie cannot survive within a human's holy place, so how can that be?" 

"You are right. That should have been a fatal blow to him, but Rellik ...," he looked over to make sure NiNi knew of Rellik. Her blank look told him she did not. "Rellik is the legendary giant wolf of Brocéliande. I'm sure you've heard tales of him. He was also Grossard's second in command," he clarified before going on. "Before Grossard took his last breath, Rellik ran into the chantry and knocked down the support beam. The building collapsed and buried Grossard under a pile of rubble. That regrettably also destroyed the energy that would have taken Grossard's life, thus allowing him to survive. When Joliet, Deston and Margaux left to bring Oseron back to Tir na-nÓg—"

Hearing Margaux's name, NiNi flinched. Margaux Labonté was a girl from the nearby village of Lieu de Merveille whom Deston had met a few days after arriving in France. Though NiNi had thought all along that Margaux had been taken with Deston, this was the first verification she had received. "Are you saying Margaux was with Deston when he faced Grossard?" she gasped, appalled and outraged at the same time.

"Yes. It was her choice and her destiny to accompany him."

NiNi frowned in disapproval but said nothing more, as she was anxious to hear the rest of what he had to say. 

"After they all left for Tir na-nÓg, Grossard's men returned to dig his body out of the wreckage. I imagine they were quite surprised to discover he was still alive. He was transported back to his cave where he's currently recuperating." Zumwald sighed. "I hate to say this, but it is inevitable he'll regain his strength. Once that happens ... well, I'm sure I don’t need to tell you that his hatred and need for revenge on King Oseron and Tir na-nÓg will not simply go away." 

Zumwald lowered his eyes and slumped against the back of the swing. It had been a long night and he was getting way too old for this. 

NiNi, however, remained tense, waiting for him to carry on. She sensed he was holding something back, but she made no attempt to make it easier for him to proceed. 

Finally, Zumwald looked up and breathed a heavy sigh. "I know how angry you are with me and the Elders for involving Deston in this situation, but I want you to consider for a moment why we did so." He drew in a breath and licked his lips. "I didn't tell you everything when I came to you before. The reason I left some information out was to not overly worry you." 

NiNi let out a snort. "Êtes-vous sérieux? Not worry me? Ha! You did not seem to have trouble telling me that Deston's own grand-mère was sending him out to battle a monster. He is only fourteen years old and has no knowledge or experience with magic or the ways of the high realm! Why? Why him?"

Zumwald slowly shook his head. "If you insist on interrupting me, I won't be able to finish telling you what you want to know." 

NiNi glared at him, but bit her tongue to keep from snapping back.

"As I was saying ... you're fully aware, of course, that Oseron is keeper of the Light Crystal. But what you may not be aware of is that when he was sequestered inside the monastery's walls, the Crystal was with him in a medallion around his neck. Thus, its energy and powers were cut off to the high realm and the fae were stripped of most of Their powers. By the time Deston was brought to Tir na-nÓg, even simple passage through the gateway was a risk for Them. But as Grossard's powers come from the dark energies, he was not affected. If the fae had tried going to battle with him on Their own, without Their powers, all would have certainly been lost. 

"I will also remind you that Deston is the heir to the throne. And being he is half-human, he is able to go places the fae cannot. There was no one else who could have entered that chantry safely. He was Their last and only hope. The stakes were too high not to allow him to make the effort. The Elders did what they had to do for the good of all. If Grossard had obtained the Crystal, and it was in the lower realm when the full moon rose—" He shuddered. "I don't even wish to speak of the horror that would have followed." 

His words hit home and the frown lines on NiNi's forehead softened a bit, but not by much. Zumwald cleared his throat as he turned his head and looked her in the eye. "As I mentioned earlier, there isn't time to go into the full details at the moment. I must get to the reason I came tonight." 

He held his gaze steady. "I need your help, Nicolette. Someone has been badly hurt. I need you to use your talents to heal him."

A look of surprise crossed NiNi's face, and was then quickly replaced with a look of fear. "Is it Deston? Is he hurt?"

"No, no, Deston wasn't hurt in the battle. Not of any consequence anyway. Someone else was severely hurt, though."

NiNi jerked back, aghast. "If you think for one moment I would help that hideous monster, Grossard, then—"

Zumwald held up his hand to stop her. "I'm not asking you to help Grossard. And I must say it hurts me deeply that you would even think I would ask such of you. I would hope you know me better than that. Please, just let me finish explaining before you jump to any more conclusions."

NiNi's eyes flashed as she pressed her lips together.

"I was actually referring to a wolf, who was critically wounded. I'm afraid if he doesn't get immediate attention, he will die. I do hope whatever feelings you have toward me will not affect your judgment or willingness to help bring this creature back to health."

Realizing who Zumwald was referring to, NiNi sucked in a sharp breath. "Are you asking me to save Rellik? Did you not just finish telling me he was the one responsible for that horrible fiend's survival? Why on earth would I want to save him? ... Or maybe the better question is, why do you want him saved? You said yourself that once Grossard gains back his strength he will go after Oseron. And still you come here asking me to heal his accomplice?" Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. "What game are you playing, Zumwald?" 

Zumwald shook his head in frustration. "Hear me out ... please. What you say is partially true. Rellik's actions gave Grossard back his life, but it is not as it seems. When Rellik knocked down the walls, his intention was to keep Grossard from escaping and ensure his death. He didn't realize it would do the opposite and allow Grossard to live. I failed to mention to you earlier that Rellik was buried under that rubble too. He went into the chantry thinking he'd be crushed to death, yet he was willing to sacrifice his own life to put an end to Grossard.

"The reason I'm asking you to save him is because he was an integral part of Grossard's plan. Imagine for a moment what an incredible resource he would be to Oseron if he turns to the side of the fae? There would be no better spy than he."

NiNi cocked her head as she stared Zumwald in the eye. "That may be so, but I still do not understand why you brought him all this way to me. You are a greater healer than I, as you are the one who taught me everything I know. Your talents and magic far exceed mine. Why do you not heal him yourself?"

Again, Zumwald shook his head. "I realize that would be faster and I wish it were that easy, but it is not. The simple fact is ... I can't. The gods forbid me to interfere directly with the goings on of the lower realm, unless it's for their purposes, which this is not. I'm allowed to stay here on this earth, and come and go at will, only to teach and do the bidding of the gods."

"Phew," NiNi spit out in disbelief. 

Zumwald held up his hand and dipped his head. "I know, through the ages I may have pushed the limits of my role. I may have even used my teachings and influence to turn the tide of events and guide some to their true destiny. I don't deny that. But if I were to step in and heal Rellik, it would be a mutiny and my time in this world would come to a permanent end." 

Zumwald let out a long, drawn-out sigh. "Although I'll admit, at this point, with the direction in which this world is headed, I don't know why I waste my time, or even wish to stay here on this plain." 

NiNi remained skeptical as she mulled over Zumwald's explanation. "I do not know if I can help," she finally said. "What makes you think Rellik will side with the fae and not return to Grossard?"

"I have no knowledge of which way he will turn—but I can hope. His recent actions prove there is good inside him. If anyone can nurture that good to life and bring it forth, it's you."

NiNi's eyes turned dark, and she gave another disgusted snort. "Save your charm. It will not work on me anymore."

Zumwald waved her statement off with his hand. "I only speak the truth."

NiNi looked down at her lap and an uncomfortable tension fell between them. What he was asking her to do was risky and could just as easily be the fae's undoing as to Their benefit. No doubt, Rellik would be invaluable if she succeeded in changing his allegiance. However, if she healed him and he went back to Grossard, it could turn the tides the other way. She slumped back on the swing and shuddered at the thought of what would happen to Joliet and Deston if that happened.

Having had little sleep over the past three days had taken its toll on NiNi's seventy-four-year-old body. Her nerves were worn down and the tension of the previous four months had combined to completely drain her energy and reason. Conflicting thoughts bounced off each other inside her head and to sort through them required more energy than she had to give. Even lifting her head to look at Zumwald was a struggle at the present.

"I can see your point, but too much has happened. I need time to think on this, and I am too tired to think at the moment. I need sleep. I will let you know in the morn—" Before she finished her sentence, a weak moan drifted across the porch on the wind. At the sound, NiNi's senses came alive. "Did you hear that?" she whispered.

Another moan, slightly louder this time, came again from the darkness beyond the fence. Without explanation, Zumwald got to his feet and rushed down the stairs. As his foot hit the walk, NiNi also rose. With the next moan, she hustled down the steps right behind him. 

Zumwald hurried through the gate and disappeared into the shadows before NiNi made it down the walk. She stopped at the gate and looked in the direction he'd gone, but it was too dark to see beyond a few feet. As she walked out onto the drive to get a closer look, the clouds drifted away and the moon blanketed the land in a soft light. NiNi strained her eyes and peered into the darkness. She could barely pick out the dark shape of Zumwald bending over a large mound on the ground. 

Without hesitation, she rushed to his side as Zumwald laid a hand on the heap and mumbled softly in the language of the gods, "Find ye peace and rest." 

"Mon dieu," NiNi muttered under her breath as she squatted beside Zumwald and quickly assessed the condition of the giant wolf, which had been temporarily calmed by Zumwald's touch. 

Though Zumwald had told her Rellik was critically injured, she wasn't prepared for the actual extent of the wolf's injuries. The entire length of his body from head to tail was scorched black and the smell of burnt flesh hung heavy in the air. Several areas of charred tissue were cracked open, oozing a cloudy, yellowy fluid, which mingled with the caked blood matting what little fur he had left on his face, head and neck. A long, deep cut above his shoulder was still bleeding freely, sending what looked like a glistening oil slick down his leg that had swollen twice the size of the other. In addition, his body was racked with tremors from shock as he struggled to take each breath. 

Taken aback by Rellik's condition and obvious pain, NiNi's doubts vanished. Without further ado, she barked orders for Zumwald to take Rellik into the kitchen as she turned and hurried toward the shed at the side of the cottage. Who Rellik was or what he had done was no longer an issue. The only thing in her mind was that he was one of the gods' creatures the same as she, and he was in pain. She could not and would not turn her back on him. 

Pushing all thoughts of the future away, she rushed to the shed, making mental notes of what she would need. The future would have to take care of itself when the time comes. And if she was making a mistake, she trusted the gods would step in and stop her.
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Chapter Two
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JANUARY 28TH

The wind whipped the murky water into a churning swell a few yards from the mouth of a cave burrowed into the base of a cliff. With a fury, the water crashed against the rocks, sending sprays of foam and a shower of mist high into the air. At each crash, the small figure hunched beneath a dark, wool blanket inside the cave involuntarily flinched. Grossard hated water with a passion. There were only two things he hated more—Oseron and Deston, Oseron's son. 

Sitting alone in the dark, his unseeing eyes were fixed on the rolling sea as his mind seethed with the injustice of his situation. As it always seemed to be, Oseron had come out of their last encounter a shining star, living in the lap of luxury, while he, Grossard, sat virtually a prisoner in this god-forsaken cave. He'd been banished from the high realm and was forced to live with a insufferable curse that gave him a monstrous appearance. His double row of sharp, saw-like teeth gnashed against each other as he fiercely shook his head to rid the image of Oseron's handsome face smiling triumphantly. 

Four months had passed in the lower realm since the battle—the battle which gave Oseron his life and family back and stripped Grossard of his dream of being the first solitary faerie to rule the high realm. Grossard's ebony eyes narrowed as he mentally ticked off the sequence of events, looking for the moment it had gone wrong. He had performed the same task every day for months, and always came to the same conclusion—it was the boy's sudden appearance, the boy who looked so much like his father. And though he'd gone over it and analyzed every second, he had yet to come up with a plausible reason why a half-human child, who had grown up in the lower realm with no knowledge of magic, had managed to defeat him. He was the one who possessed the powers of the darkness, and he had orchestrated a masterfully thought-out plan to capture Oseron and his queen and lock them in a monastery to gain possession of the Light Crystal. The whole world would have been at his beck and call, and no one would have been able to bring him down. Deston, on the other hand, was not only ill-prepared, but completely out of his element. It shouldn't have even been a contest. 

But obviously, he had missed something. Something insignificant he was sure, but still something. Every hour of every day since, he had thought of little else other than reaping revenge on Deston, Oseron, and the fae for his current unbearable arrangement. 

Grossard focused his eyes on the rolling waters and the darkening sky. Night was growing near, and a storm was brewing on the horizon. A hearty blast of icy mist shot through the opening of the cave. He shivered uncontrollably and cursed Gorm and Nolef, the two korrigans who had dug him out of the rubble of the chantry, and who had left earlier in the morning to find food. They should have been back long ago. In their absence there was no one to attend to the fire, which had burned down to a pile of embers. 

After another freezing gust of ice crystals whipped in through the entrance, Grossard pushed the blanket back and got to his feet with slow, painful movements. Most of the cuts and bruises, as well as the burns he incurred when he landed on the altar in the chantry, had healed, leaving thick pink blotches over his body, along with long, smooth reddish ridges that looked like worms attached to his skin. However, sharp pains continued to knife through his left arm and leg whenever he moved. And due to his inactivity over the past months, his muscles had begun to atrophy, causing him additional suffering. 

Gritting his teeth, he slowly limped to the stack of wood along the wall and picked up two small logs. As he turned back to the fire pit, a tall dark figure leaning against the wall on the opposite side of the cave let out a disgusted snort. Grossard froze. 

"Tsk, tsk ... what has become of you, Grossard? You look pitiful. Mother would be positively ashamed if she saw you like this. Was all that time she invested in training you for naught?" the soft, almost feminine voice hissed.

Grossard tensed and straightened his back, standing as tall as his broken body would allow, which was still only mid-chest to his visitor. "What are you doing here, Mordred? And how did you get in? I didn't see you enter."

"Of course you didn't. You were too wrapped up in your self-pity. I dare say you would have missed a dragon entering." Mordred pushed off the wall and stepped up to the fire pit. He held his long white hands, which looked more skeletal than human, over the embers. A flame instantly sprang to life. 

"How I got here isn't really the question you should be asking right now, is it?" Mordred arched an eyebrow. "I would think you would want to know why I'm here. Especially seeing as how you're the one who killed my dear mother."

The logs dropped from Grossard's arms and he shifted his weight in anticipation of an attack. His solid black eyes gleamed red from the flame as he strained to see Mordred's face within the hood that was pulled low over the man's head. 

Mordred chuckled. "Now, now ... there's no reason to get all riled up. Actually, truth be told, I should probably thank you for taking care of the wretched old witch for me. Her death was long overdue and is not the reason I'm here."

In spite of Mordred's words, Grossard held his defensive stance several seconds more before he shrugged and bent over to pick up the logs he'd dropped. As he stooped, a soft moan involuntarily escaped his lips. He tried to hide it with a cough, but Mordred wasn't fooled and the corners of his mouth twitched in amusement. 

Walking stiffly to the fire to hide his limp, Grossard threw the logs on the fire and picked up a small blackened stick to stir the ashes. The silence was suffocating as he tried to ignore the tall figure. But it seemed Mordred was in no hurry to leave. 

As one of the logs caught fire and snapped loudly, Grossard sighed and looked up at the pale face. "So why are you here?"

Mordred threw back his hood and smiled widely, showing an even row of remarkably white teeth. "You don't seem happy to see me. That is such a pity since I'm here to offer you help—unless, of course, you've decided to give up your desire to rule Tir na-nÓg in lieu of living here in this delightful residence." His eyebrow arched sardonically as his arm swung around to indicate the cave. 

Grossard held his tongue, but his eyes sparked with malice. 

Mordred threw his head back and let out a loud guffaw. "Ah, your arrogance never fails to amuse me. I think that's why I can't resist coming to your rescue ... and yes, make no mistake about it, I am here to liberate you. In fact, I'm offering you the opportunity to become invincible and have the fae bow down at your feet. Tir na-nÓg will be yours, as it should be, and the lower realm will be mine." He giggled once again, insanity lighting up his eyes. 

Grossard grunted his disdain. He never liked Mordred much and trusted him even less. "Who do you think you're fooling? You're not your mother. Your powers are weak at best. What makes you think a human like yourself has the power to overthrow Oseron and the fae army? Go back to where you came from and play with your little spells. Leave the big battles to those of us who can handle them and have the power to succeed." Grossard turned his back to walk away.

Mordred bristled at the insult and his pale eyes turned dark. "I may not have the power to go up against Oseron at the moment, but I do have this," he said, pulling a thick tattered book with yellowed pages and a blood red, scaly cover from under his cloak.

Grossard threw a quick glance over his shoulder and did a double take. The Book of Tenebris! Very slowly, he turned back, licking his lips as his eyes blazed with interest. "Where did you get that?" he asked in a hoarse whisper.

Mordred laughed. "Ah ha, so now I have your attention, I see."

Grossard's eyes never left the book. "Is ... is it all there?" he stammered.

A knowing smile spread over Mordred's face. "Yes, it is all here, except of course for the page you ripped out. But the spells, the curses—everything else remains intact." His smile stretched wider. "More importantly, that which is needed to gain the power to overthrow the fae and rule the world is here ... the location of the Shard of Erebus."

Grossard's fists opened and closed unconsciously as he envisioned killing Mordred once and for all to possess the book that should rightfully be his. 

Mordred watched the monster's reaction and his eyes twinkled with glee, as if he knew what Grossard was thinking. 

"There's one more thing I suppose I should tell you," Mordred went on. "Olcas quite brilliantly wrote the instructions and clues to locate the Shard in the long-forgotten language of the Ancients. Mother dearest spent most of her lifetime deciphering it and then eliminated all traces of the language to ensure she was the only person on earth who could interpret the secret. As you know, she had intended for you to be the one to help her claim the prize and open the portal for Erebus' return. Unfortunately, letting you in on her little plan didn't quite work out to her benefit." 

Grossard's face fell, and Mordred laughed out loud. "Really, could you at least try to be a little less transparent?"

Grossard's gaze lifted to Mordred's lunatic grin and with a disgusted snarl, he turned to walk away.

"However ..." Mordred added, stopping Grossard once again. "All that time I spent playing her pawn and following her every move was not because I was besotted with her as the rumors implied. It was quite the opposite actually. Yes, I played the lackey, but only so I could learn the language," Mordred continued in a gloating tone. "So you see, thanks to you, I am the one and only person who can interpret the clues and find the Shard's location. But, seeing as how the page you so brazenly stole held the drawing of what Olcas concealed the Shard in, you're the only one who knows how to find it. Which brings us to our current juncture—an impasse, wouldn't you say—both wanting the same end, but neither having the full means to bring it about." 

He paused to let his words sink in. "The only way either of us will ever be able to retrieve the Shard and gain its power is to join forces and work as a team, however distasteful that may be. So what do you say Grossard? Are you with me, or are you going to let Oseron retain what should be yours?"

Grossard hesitated a moment, then slowly turned to face Mordred, a semblance of a smile spreading across his face as he calculated the possibilities of what he would do with the power of the Shard. "I'll need some more of your mother's potion."

"Of course," replied Mordred. He pulled a small red vile from inside his cloak and threw it to Grossard.

Grossard caught the vile out of the air, pulled the stopper and tilted it to his lips without hesitation. He took a long draw, squeezing his eyes shut as the liquid burned a trail down his throat. Fire immediately coursed through his body, and he opened his eyes and watched his shadow lengthen over the ground. He chuckled to himself as he looked down and turned his hands over slowly, delighting in their increased size and thickness. He knew it was only a deception, but it was enough to make him feel like his old self again. 

His gaze moved up to Mordred. "What is your plan?" he sighed gleefully as he settled himself on the ground to listen.
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Chapter Three
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I SAID "NO" AND THAT'S my final word!" Keir roared as he walked away. "I will hear no more about it. You either obey me on this, Lilika, or I swear I'll lock you in the dungeon." The veins in his temples pulsed dangerously.

Lilika stood rigid, her feet planted and her hands clenched at her sides. She had a feeling Keir would react this way, which was why she had decided to test him first with just the suggestion of her becoming the commander of the queen's guard. She glared at the back of his head, wanting to lash back so badly, but she knew fighting with him would get her nowhere. He was one of the most headstrong men she'd ever met. She loved him dearly, but at this moment, she wanted to throttle him. With a grimace, she bit down on her tongue and waited. 

After a few seconds, Keir wiped his hand over his face and turned back to her. "I understand you feel an obligation to the queen and to Deston, but you're going to be a mother soon and you have to think of the baby first. You can't jeopardize yourself, or him, for your honor ... not with Grossard still out there planning only the gods know what," he said in a somewhat gentler tone. "I won't allow you to do something foolish that will hurt my son. As the father, I believe I have that right."

Lilika bristled, but held her response until she had her rising temper somewhat under control. "Joliet is not only the queen, she's my friend. And it's not just an obligation I have to her. We're bonded together through my oath to protect her family, to protect Deston. You and I may be married and this child I carry may be yours, but that does not negate my oath, nor does it give you the right to dictate what I can or cannot do. What's more, how can you even suggest I would put our baby at risk? I love her as much as you do. You know that."

Keir suddenly looked tired. He took a long, deep breath before answering, "I know you do. I didn't mean to imply any different. And I'm sorry I raised my voice. It's just that you caught me off guard. This whole thing with Grossard and dealing with a new threat after we thought it was over; on top of trying to wrap my head around becoming a father ... it's just not a good time to take on anything else." 

He moved to Lilika and enclosed her in his arms, stroking her back as he continued. "Let's wait and discuss this more in depth when I return. That will give us both time to think about it. I have no doubt we'll be able to come up with a solution that'll be best for you, me, and our son."

Lilika remained stiff in his arms as she leaned back to look up into his eyes. "That's the third time you've referred to the baby as a boy, but you know there is just as much chance it will be a girl."

Keir smiled and winked. "Of course it will be a boy. And he'll become a strong warrior just like his father," he replied jokingly.

Lilika couldn't help herself and smiled back even though she was still put out with him. However, there was a time to fight a battle and a time to relent. Right now Keir was under a lot of pressure and had a lot on his mind. Pushing the matter would get her nowhere. And as he was about to leave to accompany Oseron in pursuit of Grossard, it was not a good time to divulge she had already accepted the position and would be leaving soon herself to head up the hunt for Rellik. 

Forcing herself to relax, she put her arms around his waist and hugged him back, silently praying he would understand and forgive her for going against his wishes.

"Girls can be just as good of warriors as boys, you know," she declared teasingly.

Keir staggered back, his hand going to his chest as if he'd been struck. "You can say that after being married to me?" He teased. 

Lilika took a playful swing at him. He ducked out of the way. 

"Okay, okay ... I admit girls are good warriors too, but they fight unfairly and work in devilish ways by attacking the heart. I'm not sure this old heart of mine can stand up against another female's assault."

Lilika lunged at him and this time Keir didn't step out of the way. He grabbed her into a tight embrace and kissed her firmly on the lips. When they broke apart, he nuzzled her neck and whispered, "You are my world ... my whole world. I don't know if I could go on without you. Please do as—" 

A sharp rap on the door interrupted him. He breathed a heavy sigh into the side of her neck and kissed her forehead and lips once more before pushing back and planting a kiss on her stomach. 

Keir stood straight and adjusted his tunic, then grabbed his knapsack from the table. A hard, determined look replaced the soft look of love on his face as he pulled the door open. He spoke a quick word with the soldier standing outside and looked back over his shoulder.

"I don't know how long I'll be away. We need to put an end to this Grossard matter once and for all. I'll do my best to be back in time for the birth, I promise." 

As he started through the door, he hesitated and looked back. "Promise me you'll stay within the city and won't do anything foolish while I'm gone," he said softly, pleading with his eyes.

Instead of answering, Lilika ran to him. He scooped her up in his arms as she threw her arms around his neck in a tight embrace, kissing him soundly on the lips. "I love you," she whispered into his mouth. "Please be safe and meet me at the moon every night."

"Every night," Keir replied. He leaned down, rubbed her stomach and whispered, "Be a good boy and don't give your mother too much trouble while I'm gone." He placed another quick peck on her lips and turned to the soldier waiting for him. 

"I'm ready," he said sternly and headed down the road to meet the others without realizing Lilika hadn't made the promise.
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Chapter Four
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DESTON SPRINTED THROUGH the Forest of Brocéliande, dodging the trees and jumping over the low-lying underbrush and occasional tree limb as if a horde of demons were after him. His lungs were burning, and each breath became more labored, but he pushed the discomfort from his mind. He just wanted to get as far away from Tir na-nÓg as he could. Everything else was secondary. 

When he finally reached the boundary of the forest, he continued across the gravel drive, through the gate and up the familiar steps without slowing. It wasn't until he reached the back porch that he finally came to a stop and bent at the waist, placing his hands on his knees and dropping his head low to give his heart and breathing a chance to catch up. 

It didn't seem possible he had arrived at this same small cottage for the first time just a little over three weeks ago. Three weeks' time in the high realm that is, but in the lower realm it had been over seven years since his arrival. Before coming to France, he'd lived his whole life in Pennsylvania and would never have left if it had been his choice. Lucky for him, fate, or some other invisible force, had stepped in and botched his last attempt at running away from the foster home he'd been placed in after his mother's mysterious disappearance, and he thanked God it did. If he hadn't come and found his way into Tir na-nÓg, Grossard would have killed his mother and father and the fae would have been destroyed. He would never have gotten to meet his father or NiNi—the one person who accepted him for who and what he was without asking or expecting anything more.  

Right now he was in need of that acceptance more than anything, which was the reason he had disregarded the mandate to stay within the city of Tir na-nÓg and had raced to the cottage.

"Deston, is that you?" came a familiar voice from inside the cottage.

Deston took a long slow breath, straightened and pushed the mass of unruly curls out of his eyes as he opened the door. "Yeah, it's me."

The long gray braid hanging down to NiNi's waist swung in an arc and the multiple chains and medallions she always wore around her neck jingled softly as she whipped around to welcome him with a warm smile. 

"Well goodness gracious, what a grand surprise. I did not expect to see you today. What brings you all the way out here? Do not tell me you could smell my apple tart all the way back in Tir na-nÓg?" she chuckled.

"No, I just needed ... umm ... I thought you might like some company."

NiNi's brilliant violet eyes darkened as she noticed his tone and the way he held back in the doorway. They hadn't known each other all that long, but from the minute they met, they had developed a special rapport. It wasn't like him to let her teasing go by without firing back a retort. 

Deston ducked his head and turned to the table to avoid her penetrating stare. He was already flushed from the run, but he could feel his neck growing hotter and knew from experience that NiNi could read him like a book. As he hurried to the table and scooted in on the bench, he realized it might not have been such a good idea to come here after all. 

He cleared his throat. "I smelled your tart the minute I came through the gateway. That's why I ran so fast," he said in an attempt to brush off his earlier remark before she became suspicious. "But I did miss seeing you. You left without saying goodbye," he added with a shrug. "Plus, there isn't anything else to do in Tir na-nÓg. But if you're busy ..." He let his words trail off as he looked up with doubt in his eyes.

NiNi dusted her hands on her apron and walked over to sit across the table from him. Her eyes didn't leave his face and Deston fidgeted uncomfortably under her scrutiny. 

"You know I am never too busy for you," she said, covering his hand with her own. "But how can you say there is nothing to do in Tir na-nÓg? I thought you were in training. With all there is to learn, I would think it would be enough to take up your whole day and then some." She leaned over the table and motioned with her head toward his belt. "And where is Caluvier? I am surprised you would let that sword out of your sight with this whole Grossard mess going on and all."

Deston started and his hand shot to the scabbard on his belt as he looked down to confirm the sword wasn't in its place. As his thoughts raced backward, trying to recall where he had left Caluvier this time, he missed NiNi's comment about Grossard. 

NiNi caught the look of alarm on his face, but let it pass, sensing he had other troubles on his mind. 

"I know swords are not common accessories back in your Pennsylvania. It must be hard getting used to wearing one, but please remember it the next time you leave Tir na-nÓg, oui? As I have told you before, the forest is a dangerous place. It is like that saying ... a pound of prevention ... er," she shook her head, "non, that is not right. A pound of cure ..." She paused again, knowing she still didn't have it right. 

Her brow creased in concentration, then after a second, she brightened. "An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure," she stated with a triumphant smile and a nod of her head, amazed at herself for remembering it correctly. 

Deston unconsciously nodded back and without thinking looked up into her eyes. 

"So you will promise to keep Caluvier at your side for the sake of prevention from here on out, oui?" she added, holding his gaze for several seconds more before blinking and breaking their connection. "Now tell me about your training. How is everything going?"

Deston sat dazed for another moment, still caught up in NiNi's trance. After blinking multiple times, he finally refocused on her, feeling a little confused. "Oh ... er ... what?"

"Your training—how is it going?" she repeated.

He shrugged. "It's good, I guess. I'm not doing so much of it now that Oser ... I mean Dad is gone. He left right after you did. Keir and most of the army went with him. Mom and Lilika are getting ready to take off somewhere too. Important business of some kind, I guess, but no one tells me anything. Everyone in the city is busy with important stuff, but I'm pretty much left out since I'm not really good at anything."

NiNi frowned and lowered her chin, looking at him under her wrinkled brow. "Tsk, tsk. How can you say that? If I am not mistaken, I believe it was you who saved the king and the Crystal from Grossard. I dare say, not a single one of Them or anyone else for that matter could have done the same." She watched as Deston squirmed on the bench and looked everywhere but at her. 

"You are a smart boy, but you are not perfect. You cannot expect to be like the other fae in only a few days. You grew up outside of Tir na-nÓg, so of course it will take time to learn the ways of the Ancients. You must expect that. I think maybe the first lesson you need is to learn patience." She smiled. "Patience is a virtue and with it, the rest will come."

"Yeah, but Margaux's been there the same amount of time as I have and she can already do a lot more than me. This morning she even shapeshifted into a bird," he blurted out and immediately cringed inwardly, knowing he had said too much.

A knowing smile flitted across NiNi's face, but she quickly suppressed it to put on what she hoped was a look of empathy. "Oui, I see." She patted his hand. "You must remember Margaux is one hundred percent fae, whereas you are half fae and half human. It is not surprising some things come more naturally to her. I suspect you will soon gain the advantage, for you have something she does not ... you have royal blood in your veins. That will make up the difference and help you catch up before you know it. Wait and see."  

Deston hung his head, which muffled his next words. "That's what everyone says. But ... well ... I hoped it would be different this time. I just want to be like everyone else and not a freak anymore." His words trailed off.

NiNi sat up straight. "Who called you a freak? I cannot believe any of the fae would say such a thing. I have never seen or heard Them be intentionally cruel to anyone or anything."

"No ... it's not them. They haven't said anything," Deston interrupted and then shook his head. "You don't understand. I am different than everyone else. I know it and They know it, even if They don't say so. I can see it on their faces, though. I don't belong there. And I don't really belong here in this world now, either. I'm just a freak."  

NiNi gave Deston's hand a squeeze. "I understand more than you think. When I came back from Tir na-nÓg—the first time, that is, after Grossard kidnapped me—I was just about your age. I still remember how different I felt then. I was only in the high realm a short while, but because of the time difference between realms, eighteen years had passed in Merveille. You can imagine when I came back still a young girl after eighteen years, how it stirred up quite a hornet's nest in the village. I was shunned, and um ... how you say, critiquer? Hmm ... je ne sais pas." She shook her head and waved her hand in the air in dismissal. 

"They ... um ... they rejected me. Humans do not have open minds like the fae do. In their defense, I will say, because Merveille sits on the border of Brocéliande, these people have had to deal with magical creatures more than once throughout the centuries. So they do have their reasons to distrust faeries." She let out a sigh. "Unfortunately, they believe all faeries and all magic are the same, and they classify all as bad. So when I came back and was the same fifteen-year-old girl as when I left, they were convinced I was a changeling or a witch. In their eyes I am evil. 

"It is true I am no longer like most humans, as I have learned things beyond what they will ever understand, but that does not make me bad or change who I am. Nor does it even matter for that fact." She stood and walked to the stove to cut Deston a slice of apple tart as she continued talking over her shoulder. "All of us, you, me, the fae ... we are all unique in our own way no matter what we look like, where we come from, or what we can or cannot do. That is how the gods made us. It may not always be easy to find the difference in people, but if you pay close attention and take the time, it is there and plain to see." 

NiNi huffed and shook her head. "Do you know what truly amazes me more than anything?" She didn't pause to give him a chance to reply. "It is those people who try to hide their differences. And those who spend much too much energy pretending to be someone else." She waggled the knife in the air to emphasis her words. "Did you know people spend money—a lot of money sometimes—trying to become a different person? Plastic surgery here ... injection there. Can you believe it? It is the most ridiculous thing I have ever heard. We are meant to be different ... special, each and every one of us." 

She stabbed the knife back into the tart. "It is very sad to see how the human race separates and classifies any who are not exactly like the ones in their own society, even if that difference is as small as a belief. They fear, use, or destroy anyone outside of their own small circle simply because they cannot grasp the concept that the differences in all of us are special gifts from God. Gifts given to us so we can progress." 

NiNi abruptly stopped talking and went stock still for a moment. Then she threw her hands up in the air. "Ack, there now ... see how I go on and on when all I want to say is ..." She turned to face him. "You are no different from the fae in here," she placed her hand over her heart, "and that is what counts. The rest will come in time. It may not come as fast as you want or think it should, but at the right time it will come—you will see." 

NiNi brought the plate piled high with steaming tart to the table and set it down in front of Deston. The sweet, spicy smell filled his head, but instead of digging in, he pushed down on the twines of the fork, rocking it up and down as he contemplated what she said.

"Why did you come back here? " he finally asked. "I thought you liked Tir na-nÓg?" 

NiNi's eyes turned sad as she sat down across from him. "Oui, I like it very much. ...very much. But I have some unfinished business here that needs my attention." She brightened a little and added with a wink, "However, once it is finished, I plan to move to Tir na-nÓg to live with you and Jolie forever. Well ... maybe not forever, but for a very long time." 

Deston smiled. "That'll be cool. Mom will be happy about that." He picked up the fork and plunged it into the tart with gusto. 

NiNi watched him shovel a big bite into his mouth, her heart overflowing with love. She had not wanted to come back, but she felt she had to. Her heart clenched painfully as she thought about the task ahead of her. To hide her anxiety, she rose, walked to the sink and turned on the faucet. Leaning against the counter, she stared off into the forest. 

After Zumwald brought Rellik to her, she spent months helping the wolf recover. He remained unconscious for many weeks and there were times when she wasn't sure if he would make it. She never gave up, though. Nor did she leave his side. Hour upon hour she sat, trying to reach his subconscious with her non-stop tales of the good Oseron, Joliet, and Deston had done for the world. She had no way of knowing if any of it got through to him, or if he was able to absorb any of it. Or even if he listened to her once he was conscious. 

As his strength slowly returned, she caught his brow creasing from time to time as she talked. It was a little frightening not knowing what he was thinking, and it concerned her when he yelled out Deston's name in the midst of one of his nightmares. Even still, she continued to treat him with kindness and compassion in hopes he would understand that none of them were his enemies. 

One night after Rellik had regained a good portion of his strength back, she went to the meadow to give him his dinner and he was gone. She had not heard from him since. No one else had either. The thought of what would happen if she had failed in her attempt to turn him to the side of the fae had been haunting her ever since that day. 

When Oseron and Joliet came to her shortly thereafter to take her to Tir na-nÓg, she confessed what she had done and told them her fears. They weren't surprised by her revelation, nor were they upset she had helped Rellik. But they decided to keep it amongst themselves and not let the others know in case Rellik did go back to Grossard and his old ways. 

The uncertainty of what Rellik was doing had kept NiNi up nights and was the reason she left Tir na-nÓg. She alone had nursed him back to health, and she alone was responsible for finding him and discovering where his loyalty stood. 

If he had returned to Grossard's side, then he would have to die at her hands. That was going to be the hardest part, and she didn't know if she had it in her to do such a thing. The one thing she did know, though, was that she would not allow anyone to separate or hurt her family again as long as she lived. 

Almighty One, you are the God of the gods, so please, oh please give me the strength and allow me the time I need to finish this task. Lead me to Rellik before any more damage is done. And ... if he has returned to the darkness, grant me the means to do what I must to finish this. It is up to You and me to make this right. 

And one more thing ... if it is Your will, I ask You to please allow me to live long enough to make it back to Tir na-nÓg one last time.

With a swipe at her eyes, she turned off the faucet, put a smile on her face and turned back to Deston.
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Chapter Five
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"NINI, ARE YOU IN THERE?" called a voice from outside the cottage.

Deston groaned under his breath as NiNi smiled through the window. "My, oh my ... it certainly is my lucky day. I do not recall ever being so popular."

"Who is that you have there with you, Margaux?" NiNi called out through the window.

Margaux, who was standing outside of the gate, looked over her shoulder and glared at the small sprite fluttering behind her. "Tiff! What are you doing here? I told you to stay home." She turned around and her hands went to her hips. "I told you I didn't want you following me everywhere I go, and you know you aren't supposed to leave Tir na-nÓg."

Tiff ignored the reprimand, and since she'd been found out she happily flew up next to Margaux. "Oh posh. There's nothing to worry about in the Forest of Brocéliande, because everyone knows you are friends with the prince. No one would dare bother you," Tiff replied, her voice full of confidence as she strained to see through the screen to see if Deston was inside.

Margaux rolled her eyes and turned back to the cottage. In the weeks since their return to Tir na-nÓg, both she and Deston had been constantly shadowed by Tiff, one of the tiny sprite faeries, who had become completely star struck over Deston. At first it was cute, but the obsession had rapidly become a huge annoyance. Especially as every time Tiff couldn't find Deston, she would latch onto Margaux and, more often than not, screw up whatever Margaux was doing at the time.

NiNi crossed to the door and held the screen open. "First Deston comes to see me, and now you two. Maybe I should be more careful the next time I make an apple tart. It seems to be a better summoning charm than any other I have seen. But how can I complain when it brings me such special visitors? Come in, Margaux, and join Deston for some tart while it is still warm. Bring your little friend too."

NiNi turned away and headed for the stove to dish up some more plates. As she passed the window, she saw Margaux hadn't moved from her spot outside the gate. She leaned over the counter to yell out again, thinking Margaux hadn't heard her. As she did, she caught sight of the St. John's Wort she had planted around the house. "Mon dieu," she said softly to herself. "I am so sorry, dear," she yelled out the window to Margaux. "I completely forgot about the wort. Do not worry. You stay right there and I will bring the tart to you. We can have an impromptu pique-nique out by the garden in the open air." 

Turning to Deston she waved her arm toward the door. "Please go and keep Margaux company while I dish up the refreshments. The poor dear cannot come in with all the wort I planted to keep the fae away." 

She hustled to the closet for a tray, mumbling to herself as she went. "Ça alors ... I must add remove the wort to my list. As if I do not already have too much to do.  How am I to get it all done? I do not have enough time or enough hands." 

At NiNi's words, Deston choked on the bite he had just taken. He had no idea the bushes with the little yellow flowers that bordered the house were put there to keep the fae away. It was one more glaring example of how he differed from the other fae, for the wort had no effect on him whatsoever. He stared vacantly at his hands, feeling more depressed than before.

"Deston ... did you hear me?" NiNi questioned, looking over her shoulder and seeing him still sitting on the bench.

Deston started. "Huh?"

"Would you please go out and entertain Margaux while I cut the tart? I will join you outside in a moment."

Deston ran his hand through his hair and took his time getting up from the table. As he stepped onto the porch, Tiff zipped back and forth along the fence, flapping her wings excitedly. 

"Your Majesty, you didn't tell us you were leaving. We looked all over Tir na-nÓg for you. Lucky for us, Margaux thought you might come here." 

To human ears, Tiff's voice sounded like nothing more than a buzz, but since the fae had applied faerie oil to Deston's ears when he first arrived in Tir na-nÓg, he could not only hear her, he could understand what she said—most of the time. When she got excited as she was now, though, she spoke so fast her sentences all jammed into each other and came out as one long word, making it near impossible for anyone to understand her.

Margaux threw an irritated sideways glance at Tiff and focused back on Deston with a huge smile. "Hi, Deston. I wish you would have told me you were coming to see NiNi. I would have come with you and you wouldn't have had to travel alone."

"Maybe I wanted ..." he started to fire off the first thing that came into his head, but his words trailed off, for at that moment NiNi came through the door balancing a tray with three plates heaped high with apple tart, a jug of apple cider and four cups. 

"Here we go ... fresh apple tart, right out of the oven. I brought you out another piece too, Deston." She hurried down the steps and made her way to the gate. "Come along, come along. I know just the place we can sit. It is right around the side here by my garden and away from the wort. My dear, Jean Pierre, cut down some trees years ago and made the stumps into benches for me to set my tools on while I worked. Today they will be perfect to use for sitting."

Deston moped along after NiNi, purposely keeping his eyes on the ground and away from the leafy bush. Margaux fell in beside him and Tiff buzzed annoyingly around his ear. As they made their way around the outer perimeter of the fence, his mood disintegrated even further. 

"You left Caluvier lying in the grass again," Margaux said under her breath, as they rounded the corner of the cottage and headed toward the garden. "I would have brought it with me if I had known for sure you were here."

Deston picked up his pace, walking faster to get away from her mumbling. Great! Now everyone in Tir na-nÓg knows I'm incompetent and can't even hold onto my own sword. 

"You really should be more careful. One of these days you might lose it for good. Then you'll be in real trouble," Margaux continued, matching her speed to his.

Deston pressed his lips together to keep from replying. He felt bad enough about forgetting Caluvier and all the other things he was lacking in, and Margaux chiding him about it didn't help. They had been through a lot together and he couldn't deny his attraction to her, but still, every now and then, she would say just the right thing and set him off. Even though she was right, it was a big hit to his ego to have her bring it up, and his ego had already taken a beating since she had been able to adapt
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