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SEPTEMBER 

Yellow and blue flames danced in the fire pit at the center of the cave, silhouetting the dark grotesque shape hunched in the corner and casting an unearthly shadow on the wall as the creature drew with a stick in the dirt. After several minutes, the stick stilled and the beast squinted at his work. With a low growl, he threw the stick to the ground and swiped a portion of the scribble away with his huge hairy arm. No matter how he shuffled things around, the results continued to weigh heavily on one factor. That concerned him. 

He unfolded his legs and stood, his head coming within inches of touching the high ceiling. Where is the fool? He’d expected to have received news by now. 

At that very moment, as if summoned by his thoughts, a gigantic black wolf appeared in the cave entrance.

"Master Grossard," Rellik, the wolf, said in a gravelly voice as he respectfully bowed his head.

The beast turned and focused his black eyes in the dim firelight. 

Rellik remained at the entrance; his senses heightened as he sniffed the air, trying to decipher his master's mood. Cautiously, he took a few steps forward. He had made a significant discovery in the lower realm—an unexpected development that could affect the plan—and he knew Grossard was not one for surprises. 

Sensing Rellik's hesitation, Grossard vanished from his spot with a small pop and instantaneously reappeared in front of the wolf. He grabbed Rellik by the throat and lifted the wolf off the ground until they were nose to nose. 

"Is it done? Did you secure the woman?" asked Grossard, exposing his sharp, saw-like teeth as he spoke.

"Y-yes, Master, j-just as you asked," Rellik replied between gasps for breath.

As Grossard looked into Rellik's eyes, a semblance of a smile spread across his grotesque features. "Finally!" he exclaimed. "Everything is in place. Nothing can stop me now."

"Ye-yes, Ma-master," Rellik croaked, struggling to escape the steel grip. 

Grossard grunted and released the wolf, his smile remaining in place as he walked back to the fire pit. Rellik scrambled backward as swiftly as possible, putting as much distance as he could between himself and the monster before broaching the subject of his discovery.

"Master, there is one more thing." 

Grossard's head snapped around at Rellik's tone, his eyes, black as onyx, glowing through the smoke of the fire.

"The woman ... has a son," Rellik stammered, the last words coming out in a mere whisper.

Grossard glared at Rellik for a moment, letting the words sink in before he walked around to the other side of the pit. Reaching into the flames, he picked up a burning branch and carefully studied it, showing no sign of pain as the flames licked at his hand. 

"A boy, you say?" he asked in a surprisingly calm tone.

"Yes," Rellik replied, "... a young boy. I was unaware of his existence until I took the woman."

"Humph. A child from the lower realm is of no concern to me. Why are you bothering me with this now?"

"The ... er ... boy is ... he is the king's son," Rellik said, taking another step backward. 

Grossard appeared calm. Only a small twitch in his jaw gave evidence to his simmering anger. "I've heard no news of Oseron being a father."

"No, Master, you wouldn’t. No one knows. The woman left the realm without telling anyone she was with child, and she's had no communication with Them since. King Oseron himself isn't even aware of the birth."

"And what makes you think this boy is Oseron's?"

"When I sensed the woman was hiding something, I used the charm you provided. She had no choice but to tell me the truth."

"I see." Grossard thought for a moment. "But you say They have no knowledge of this child?"

Rellik nodded, but when Grossard's brow rose in question, he realized his error and hurriedly added, "No... no knowledge."

Grossard's lips curled into a grotesque smile once again. "Ha! What I would have given to see Oseron's face when you delivered his son to the tower." 

When Rellik didn't join in and laugh along with him, Grossard's smile faded. "You did put the boy in the cell along with the others, did you not?" 

Rellik cleared his throat. "Um, no ... not exactly, Master. I was unable to get to the boy. He wasn't with the woman when I found her. By the time I learned of him there was no time left. The gateway was about to close."

Grossard visibly tensed. 

Rellik recoiled and hurried on, "But I ... um ... the boy was not brought up in the ways of the Ancients. The woman vowed he was never told of his father or anything of our world, and she was under the effect of the charm so she couldn't have lied. The boy knows nothing of Them, and They know nothing of him."

Grossard's fiery gaze bored into Rellik. "So let me see if I understand you correctly. You say this boy is still free in the new country?" 

Rellik nodded his head. "Yes, Master." 

"You left him there? Oseron's son?"

"I had no choice," Rellik replied in defense.

Grossard's brow drew together in concentration as he paced back and forth, studying the burning branch he still held in his hand. 

"If the boy truly knows nothing of the high realm, he'll not understand why his mother was taken, or by whom for that matter," Grossard voiced his thoughts out loud after a lengthy pause. "If that is the case, there's no possible way he could help Them, as long as he remains unaware and in the lower realm." His words trailed off.

The room grew silent again as Grossard mulled over his thoughts.

"It's also highly unlikely he would be able to discover the location of the gateway on his own. Even if he did, he wouldn't be able to pass through from the new world until the eve of the equinox. By then it will be too late," Grossard continued.

"Yes, yes ... that was my thinking too," Rellik agreed.

Grossard stared at the burning branch, his brow knitted in deep thought as Rellik stood motionless by the entrance, nervous sweat running into his eyes. 

Without warning, Grossard turned and heaved the branch. It whizzed through the air and barely missed Rellik's head before it smacked into the wall behind in an explosion of burning embers that rained down onto the wolf's back. With a loud yelp, Rellik shook fiercely to dislodge the tiny particles that were quickly burning through to his skin.

"Let me make myself perfectly clear, and make no mistake about it," Grossard ground out through bared teeth. "I have waited too long for this moment. If your incompetence costs me the crown, I guarantee you will regret the day you were born, and so will your family." 

Rellik's muscles quivered, but his eyes didn't drop from Grossard's intense glare. 

"Though you say the boy knows nothing of Their world, I'm not willing to risk the chance you're wrong," Grossard added. "Go and keep watch on the old woman's house. She is Their link. If the child does arrive, bring him to me immediately before They discover who he is." 

Grossard's eyes drilled into Rellik to reinforce his point. "Have you told anyone else about this boy?" 

"No one, Master."

"Well, at least you did something right. Make sure you keep it that way and you might still live."

"Of course, Master."

Grossard turned back to the fire, contemplating how the boy's appearance might impede his plans. After several minutes, he heard a shuffling sound at the entrance and looked over his shoulder to find Rellik still standing there. 

"What are you standing there for? Did I not just tell you to go!" Grossard growled, making a threatening move toward the wolf.

Rellik jumped and nearly backed into the wall in his haste to retreat. As he cleared the doorway of the cave, Grossard yelled after him. 

"You know what will happen if you fail me, Rellik!" 

Bowing his head once more, Rellik turned and ran into the fog that was hanging low over the shoreline outside the cave. Smoke rose from a lingering ember stuck in his coat as he climbed onto the rocks and started his ascent up the side of the cliff. 
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MAY

Deston Lespérance held his breath and lifted the window another inch, raising it ever so slowly to keep it from squeaking. In all the time he had spent devising his plan to run away, he never once thought about the window. He cursed under his breath for his negligence. If anyone in the house heard the noise, he'd be caught for sure. 

Checking his watch for the tenth time, he pushed the window up once more, finally getting it open enough to squeeze through. After sucking in a big gulp of air and blowing it out through his mouth, he shoved his backpack through the opening. He threw one last glance over his shoulder, then ducked under the windowsill and climbed out onto the roof of the back room addition. Time was running out, but this was one part of the escape plan he couldn't rush. 

He warily scooted a few inches away from the window and braved a glance at the lawn below. The dried, yellow grass wavered before his eyes and his stomach pitched violently. He hurriedly scrambled backward to the safety of the window ledge, his face drained of all color. 

Deston hated heights. He had for as long as he could remember. It was one of many things he'd been teased about over the course of his life. Even back in grade school he was the only one who couldn't climb to the top of the jungle gym without getting woozy. But that was then and this was now, and he wasn't going to let his fear take over. This was too important. 

With white knuckles clutching the window frame, he dared another glance at the ground below. Sweat beaded on his forehead and an unwelcome picture of Jeff lying in a heap on the grass flashed through his mind. Jeff, another foster child at the Motleys' foster home, was Deston's only ally—mostly because he disliked the Motleys as much as Deston did. Many a night he and Jeff would stay up late, planning how to sneak out of the house and run away. But in a single stroke of bad luck, Jeff broke his foot jumping off the roof in a test run, putting an end to his hopes of escaping the detention camp—a term they both used for the foster home. 

Deston pressed his lips together and squeezed his eyes shut, pushing the image of Jeff aside. I'm not going to break anything. I'm going to make it out and disappear. They'll never find me. 

He'd been repeating this same affirmation for days, but he meant it now more than ever. Because this was it—his last chance. If he didn't get away now, by tonight he would be on his way to France. And that couldn't happen. His mother was somewhere here in Pennsylvania and if he left before he found her, there would be no one out there looking for her.

Deston wiped the sweat from his forehead with the sleeve of his T-shirt and carefully felt his way to the edge of the roof, keeping his eyes focused on the neighbor's roofline instead of the ground below. He threw his backpack over the side and rolled onto his stomach, inching his body down until his legs dangled off the edge. As his fingertips gripped the eave, he closed his eyes and pictured his mom's face. Then he held his breath, counted to three, and let go. 

His feet hit the ground first, then his butt, and in the next instant he was flat on his back, staring up at the blue sky. He blinked into the sun as the realization he survived sank in. Cautiously, he lifted his right arm, then his left, and then each leg to assess the damage. Again, to his utter amazement, all his limbs moved as they should. 

"Yes," he whispered, holding back the loud cheer he wanted to scream out. His celebration would have to wait until he was free and clear of the detention camp. 

He sat up slowly and reached for his ball cap, still in a bit of a daze. His hand trembled as he placed the cap on his head, but he felt better than he had in a long time. The hardest part was over, and just thinking about being free sent another rush of adrenaline surging into his veins. 

Deston gingerly pushed himself to his feet and winced as a twinge of pain shot through his left ankle. He lifted his foot and rotated it in the air to assess the damage before setting it back down. It was definitely tender and could possibly be a sprain, but he'd come too far to let it stop him. 

He gritted his teeth as he grabbed his backpack, bent low—the way he'd seen commandos do in the movies—and limped up the side of the house. When he reached the front, he paused and peeked around the corner. The yard was empty and there was a clear shot over to the neighbor's unruly junipers. A smile spread across his face, followed by a soft chuckle as he imagined Mrs. Storm, his caseworker from the Welfare Department, receiving the news he was gone. It would almost be worth sticking around to see that—almost.

Deston was not a fan of Mrs. Storm. She had come into his life shortly after his mother, Joliet, mysteriously disappeared, and she immediately took charge like a bull running through the streets of Pamplona. Her first order of business had been to yank him out of Mark's house, his one and only true friend, where he'd been staying since he had no one else to turn to. Mrs. Storm had insisted it would be much better for him if he lived with the Motley's—in a real foster family. She couldn't have been more wrong.

If that wasn't enough, she continued to meddle in his life until she had dug up some so-called relative, Nicolette Jolicoeur. Deston had never heard his mother mention the name before, but this Nicolette was supposedly Joliet's cousin. Mrs. Storm then wasted no time making arrangements to ship him off to France to live with this relative he didn't know. And being he was only fourteen, he had no say whatsoever in the decision. 

Single-handedly, Mrs. Storm had ruined his life, which was why he didn't mind her suffering a little grief of her own. 

Deston glanced behind him to make sure he was still in the clear. He then darted out from behind the corner of the house. With his eyes fixed on his target he didn't see the dark figure appear out of nowhere. But the next thing he knew, something hit him hard and knocked him off his feet.

"What the ff..." The rest of Deston's words faded out as he pushed his ball cap back and looked up into the acne-covered face of Larry Motley, who was standing over him with his hands on his hips and a triumphant smirk on his face.

"Where do you think you're going, butthead?" Larry jeered. 

Deston gawked in disbelief. Of all the people to run into, why did it have to be Larry? 

As the Motleys' only biological child, and self-appointed lord and master of the household, Larry took delight in torturing any foster child who had the misfortune of being placed in their home. He was a bully just like the ones Deston had endured for years at school before he learned kung fu. Deston's life changed after that, because it seemed he had a natural ability for the sport and earned the first of his three black belts in record time. But even with all the training, Deston never lost his animosity for bullies, and for Larry in particular, who had taken an immediate aversion to Deston. 

For eight months, Larry had done everything in his power to make Deston's life a living hell, but now as the bully stood between him and freedom, Deston's loathing peaked to a whole new level.

"You know the next time you want to sneak out of the house, I suggest you not go and tromp all over the roof," Larry snickered.

A thousand thoughts of how he could hurt Larry plowed through Deston's mind, but time was precious and he knew he could outrun him just as easily as fight him. However, as he scrambled to his feet, Mrs. Motley and Mrs. Storm came out the front door.

"Here he is, Mommy!" Larry beamed, grabbing hold of Deston's arm before he could make a move.

Mrs. Motley's pinched face puckered even more than usual as she turned her head. "Oh my, Deston, I thought you were up in your room." Realizing that might sound as if she didn't know what was going on with her foster child, she quickly added. "But I'm glad you're here because it's time for you to go. Time does fly by, you know, and we certainly must keep to our schedule, now mustn't we?" 

As Mrs. Motley's gaze moved to Larry, her face lit up as if she were in the presence of an angel. "Cupcake, would you run up and get Deston's other bags, while we say our goodbyes? Pwetty pwease?" she said in the baby voice she always used when talking to her only child—the voice that made Deston want to gag every time he heard it.

Any other time Larry would have passed the task off to one of the other foster kids, but not this time. A wide grin nearly split his face in two at the look of defeat on Deston’s face and he gleefully pushed by Deston, giving Deston’s arm one last extra hard pinch to make sure there would be a nice bruise to remember him by. 

Mrs. Motley, oblivious as always, continued jabbering away to Mrs. Storm, as she picked up Deston's backpack and ushered him toward the waiting car. Mrs. Storm, huffing along behind, tried to keep up, bobbing her head instead of answering, to conserve her breath. 

At the car, Mrs. Motley stood back all prim and proper, her hands folded in front of her—a perfect imitation of the saint she imagined herself to be. Her sharp, pointed face and puckered lips made the attempt to smile, but it was forced and never reached her eyes. 

"It's been so nice having you stay with us, Deston, dear," she said for Mrs. Storm's benefit. "You're such a fine, young man. But I'm sure you're anxious to reconnect with your own family." She shook her head and rolled her eyes to the heavens. "I must say, I still can't believe you're going to France ... how exciting!" She let out a squeak of feigned excitement, then heaved a heavy sigh. "If only I were so lucky. I have always dreamed of going across the pond, you know."

She beamed again as Larry appeared in the doorway, but Larry's eyes were on Deston, making sure Deston was watching his bags being dragged through the mud. 

"Maybe someday Larry and I can come visit you. We could have our own little family reunion. Won't that be wonderful, dear?" she said, putting her arm around Larry's shoulders as he stepped up beside her.

Deston tuned her out in self-defense minutes after she started talking, as her voice had the same effect on him as fingernails scraping across a blackboard. His thoughts had instead turned to his mother. How would she find him when she came back? He couldn't imagine her thinking to look for him in France.

That thought brought back his previous misgivings about the timing of this so-called cousin's appearance. For his whole life there had been just him and his mother, and Joliet had told him more than once that they were all alone in this world. So why would this relative wait until now to show up?

"Deston, did you hear me?" Mrs. Storm said, breaking into his thoughts. "Tell Mrs. Motley thank you for all that she has done for you."

Deston rolled his eyes. All Mrs. Motley and Larry had ever done was make his life miserable. An uncomfortable pause followed before Mrs. Storm squeezed his arm, making it clear she expected him to reply accordingly. He jerked his arm away in response and glanced up at the determined frown on her face. With a defeated sigh, he grudgingly mumbled, "Thanks," and climbed into the backseat of the car, without looking at the Motleys again.

Mrs. Storm flushed with embarrassment and gave Mrs. Motley an apologetic smile before turning and stuffing her bulk into the passenger's side, as the driver loaded Deston's bags into the trunk. Grabbing hold of the back of the seat, she heaved herself around and gave Deston a stern look. 

"That was very rude, young man, but I will overlook it this time. I know you're upset. I understand it's hard for you to accept your mother is gone forever, but you have to realize facts are facts and no amount of wishing is going to bring her back."

Deston had had this same conversation with Mrs. Storm and the police many times over the past months. Squaring his jaw, he glared at her, but it had little effect. She prattled on.

"Her car went into the creek, for heaven's sake. Teams of men and women searched for days and found no traces of her exiting the water. The authorities have done all they can, and I'm sorry to say, you're just going to have to accept that sometimes bad things happen to good people." 

She paused for him to reply. When he remained silent, she added, "You've made it perfectly clear you don't want to go to France, but as I've already explained multiple times, your cousin is the only living relative I could find. This really is for the best." Her eyes softened. "And I'm sure it won't be as bad as you think ... you'll see." 

Deston lowered his eyes and stared at his lap, wishing they would all just leave him alone and let him live his own life. But she went on and he realized his bad luck wasn't going to end any time soon. 

"I almost forget to tell you, I received a lovely letter from your cousin a few days ago. She sounds very nice and extremely anxious for you to arrive," she said, trying unsuccessfully to ease his misery. When he didn't respond, she shook her head. "I'm sorry, but your options are limited. You're old enough to understand the State can't continue to care for you once we find a relative who is willing to do so. I would think you'd be a little more grateful. At least you have someone who wants you. Many children don't, you know." 

Deston scrunched farther down into the seat. He didn't care about other children at the moment. He didn't care about his cousin, either. The only thing he cared about was going home, but he knew there was no chance of that happening.

"Oh, come on. It's not so bad. Think of it as a great adventure—an adventure into an unknown foreign land just like the first explorers," Mrs. Storm added in one last attempt to cheer him up. But Deston had already shut her out. 

With a sigh, she turned back to the front and signaled for the driver to go. He started the car and threw it into reverse. As the car started to back out, another car pulled up in front of the house and a tall, skinny boy with shaggy, black hair jumped out. It was Mark. 

"I asked Mom to drive me over so I could say goodbye," Mark said in a rush, skidding to a stop beside Deston's window.

Deston looked up at Mrs. Storm with pleading eyes, hoping she would let him get out and talk with his friend one last time. 

She checked her watch and nodded her head. "Keep it short. We don't want you to miss your plane." 

Without hesitating, Deston threw the door open and scrambled out of the car. Together the two boys walked a short distance away in silence. 

"So I guess you didn't make it out, huh?" Mark asked when they were safely out of the hearing range of the adults.

"Larry caught me," Deston sighed.

"Ah man, I had a feeling he would find some way to screw with you again. He's such an a-hole. I wonder how he figured out what was going on? I didn't think he had enough brains," Mark added in a weak attempt at humor, but neither he nor Deston thought the situation very funny. 

Not knowing what else to say, Mark exclaimed, "This sucks!" 

"Yeah, it does."

They walked to the end of the sidewalk.

"So listen dude, I promise I'll get him back for you. Actually, I've already got it planned out. You 'member those pictures we took of him—the ones where he's practicing his kissing on the mirror?" Sure of the answer he hurried on. "I've already made a couple dozen copies of them, and Matt knows this kid who goes to Larry's school. He said he'd hang them around for us. Can you just imagine? I wish I could be there. He's never going to live it down." 

The thought of the humiliation the pictures would cause Larry brought a brief smile to each of the boys' faces, but it didn't last.

"So you really have to go, huh?" said Mark. 

"Yeah, it looks that way." Deston hung his head.

"Is there anything I can do?"

"Nah, it's too late."

They stood in silence a few seconds more until Mrs. Storm stuck her head out the window and cleared her throat loudly to signal it was time to go. Deston looked over his shoulder and back at Mark.

"Well, I—"

"Oh, wait!" Mark cut him off. "I almost forgot. Here, this is for you." He shoved a wad of tissue paper tied with string into Deston's hand.

As Deston tore into the paper, his eyes grew wide. "Dude, your pocketknife? No way!" 

Mark had received the pocketknife for his birthday a month earlier and Deston had thought it was the coolest thing he'd ever seen. The knife was loaded with an array of special attachments, such as a penlight, a magnifying glass, a compass, and even an extra saw blade. Deston had been saving his allowance to get one, but time had run out before he had the chance to accumulate enough cash. 

Deston looked up, his face showing his shock. "I ... I can't take this. It's too much."

"Nah, go ahead. It's okay. I can always get another one. Besides, they probably don't have anything like that over there in France. And you need it more than me ... 'cause, well you know, the compass can help you find your way home."

Deston felt a lump building in his throat. This was for real. He was going to France, and there was nothing he or Mark could do about it. For all intents and purposes, his life was over.

"Thanks," he whispered. 

In response, Mark punched him in the shoulder and they bumped knuckles one last time before heading back to the car. 

As Deston approached, Mark's mom stepped up and pulled him into a hug. 

"It's going to be all right. France is a beautiful place," she said, tears welling in her eyes as she kissed his forehead. "I'm sure you aren't going to mind it as much as you think. And you know where we are if you need us." 

Deston nodded his head and climbed into the back seat, afraid if he said anything the tears he'd been holding back would begin to flow for real.

Mrs. Storm signaled the driver to go and Deston looked up at the ceiling, fighting the urge to jump out of the car.

"Hey," Mark yelled, running after the car as it started down the street. "I'll keep looking for your mom. So will Matt and Jeff. We'll find her. You'll see."

Deston turned to wave goodbye through the back window, but his gaze landed on Mrs. Motley and Larry. Seeing the victorious grin spread across Larry's face filled Deston with renewed loathing. He flipped back to the front as a bitter taste filled his mouth and a sinking feeling grew in the pit of his stomach.
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TEN AND A HALF HOURS later, the wheels of US Air flight 758 touched down at Charles de Gaulle Airport in Paris, France. Deston pressed his face to the window, watching the ground crew scurry out of the way as the plane taxied to the gate. He had never flown before, but not even the thrill of his first flight could improve his mood. Throughout the long hours while everyone else on the plane slept, his mind continued to spin, rehashing every event that had taken place since the day Joliet vanished. 

It was hard for him to believe it had only been eight months since he last saw her. She disappeared on September 10th, a day that was burned into his memory forever. She called him from work that morning before he left for school in a panic and told him not to leave the house or open the door for anyone. She was acting very bizarre, and her voice trembled, which wasn't at all like her. Even weirder were the words she said to him right before her phone went dead. 

"Deston, I love you so much. Nothing in this world or any other can ever break our bond. Don't ever forget that. You're my hero and you're strong. Don't let anyone tell you different. Just follow your heart and your dreams—they'll give you the answers." 

She had never talked that way before and her strange words had haunted him ever since. The authorities believed she was dead, but he knew different. He was also sure her last words were some kind of clue to her whereabouts. But he couldn't follow the clues and find her if he was thousands of miles away from home. A feeling of hopelessness pressed down on him and the old resentment of not having a father emerged. He wouldn't be in this mess if he had one. 

He knew, of course, he had a father somewhere. It was just that he had never met the man and knew nothing about him, except for his father's name and that Joliet had met him in France. Only once had Joliet ever talked about him and that was because Deston had found his birth certificate hidden between the pages of an old book and had asked her. The question had caught Joliet off guard and fear sprang to her eyes before she could look away. That reaction both surprised and alarmed Deston. Then, before he had a chance to tell her it didn't matter, she began to relate how she'd met his father in the forest by her childhood home. There was a definite strain in her voice when she talked about how much they loved each other. Then, to his horror, she broke down and started to cry. 

It was the first time she had ever cried in front of him, and to this day, he could still remember the feeling of utter helplessness. Each of her tears was like a stab to his heart and he vowed right then to never ask about his father again.

But though Deston never asked about his father, it didn't stop him from thinking about him. At times when he stood in front of a mirror, he would play a game and try to imagine what his father looked like. In his musings, he decided he must look like the man, because he certainly didn't look anything like his mother. 

Joliet Lespérance was tall and thin, with a perfect chiseled nose, high cheekbones, beautiful straight, black hair, and the most incredible violet eyes. More than once Deston wished he looked like her, but other than inheriting her eyes, there wasn't much resemblance between the two of them. 

He'd give anything to have hair as straight and shiny as hers, instead of the straw-colored, unmanageable curls he was cursed with. He also wished he didn't have so many freckles or the stupid dimple that appeared in his right cheek every time he smiled. His ears also had an odd shape to them and kind of stuck out from his head, but at least he could hide them under his hair. He could not hide the thing he hated most about himself, however, and that was his height. Joliet kept telling him he needn't worry so much. Tall genes were in his lineage. 

"You'll catch up one of these days, and I'll get to say I told you so," she used to say. But that was little consolation to him at the time since he stood a head shorter than everyone else in school. 

Those words drifted through his head during the flight across the ocean and his heart felt like a lead weight in his chest. He was never going to get to hear her say "I told you so," and she would never get to see him grow taller. What had he done to deserve this?

As the plane crawled to a stop, Deston looked over at Barry Hill, sleeping in the seat beside him. Barry was the welfare worker assigned to escort him to France since Mrs. Storm didn't like to fly—although Deston guessed the real reason was because she couldn't fit into the seats. 

He gently shook Barry's arm to wake him. Barry yawned, smacked his lips together, and snuggled deeper into the pillow, falling back to sleep while the other passengers filed out. As the last passenger walked up the aisle, Deston tapped him on the arm again.

"Sir, I think we need to get off the plane." 

Barry opened his eyes and looked around, momentarily disoriented. Then he bolted upright in his seat. "Where are we?" he grumbled.

"We're in Paris." 

"We are?" Barry said, looking around in shock at the sight of the empty plane. "Why didn't you wake me sooner?" 

As one of the flight attendants came down the aisle toward them, Barry jumped up, the crease of the pillow still marking his cheek. 

"Is anything wrong, sir?" the woman asked, flashing her flight-attendant smile.

"No, no. I was just waiting for everyone to depart is all. Crowds, you know," Barry replied, shaking his head and rolling his eyes. 

The attendant nodded her head knowingly, and continued to the back of the plane, as Barry pushed Deston in the opposite direction toward the exit. After claiming their luggage and making it through customs, they stepped through a set of double doors and into the terminal where a small crowd of people, holding up signs with passenger's names neatly printed across them, had congregated.

Deston came to an abrupt halt as the sea of signs waggled in front of his face, but Barry pushed the placards aside and stretched tall, searching for the right name. He'd volunteered for the assignment only to take advantage of a free vacation and the quicker he got rid of Deston, the more time he'd have to enjoy it.

As Deston perused the crowd, his attention was drawn to a torn piece of cardboard with the name, "Lespérance," scribbled across it in barely legible handwriting. "Mr. Hill," he said, tugging on Barry's jacket. 

Barry shook him off. 

"Mr. Hill?" Deston pulled on his jacket again. 

Brushing Deston's hand aside, Barry snapped, "Just a minute! I'm trying..." His words stopped short as he too spotted the little old man holding the makeshift sign. He signaled the man with a quick wave and shouldered his way through the crowd, dragging Deston along with him. 

Upon approaching the old man, Barry immediately lapsed into an animated, one-way conversation in French, as Deston hung back scrutinizing the stranger. His eyes traveled from the holes in the man's pants, to the dirty jacket at least three sizes too big, up to the old, tattered beret on the man's head. The same sinking feeling he had when he left the Motleys returned, and he wondered what kind of place he was being sent to.

After several minutes, Barry seemed satisfied he'd found the right person and pulled a stack of forms from his bag that would release him from any further responsibility. He handed them to the old man to sign and turned back to Deston. 

"Deston, this is Monsieur Bellew, who wishes to be called Peter. He'll be escorting you the rest of the way to Lieu de Merveille and to your cousin. I'm sure you won't give him any trouble," he said with an if-you-know-what's-good-for-you kind of look.

Once Peter handed the signed papers back, Barry briefly scanned them, gave a nod and stuffed them into his bag. 

"Well then, I shall leave you in the hands of this very capable gentleman," he said to Deston. "Don't forget to write Mrs. Storm and let her know how you're getting along. She'll want to hear, I'm sure."

Peter stepped up, and without saying a word to Deston, took one of his bags and headed toward the exit, leaving Deston with his largest bag and backpack standing next to Barry. 

Barry didn't notice Peter had left, for at that moment two tall, leggy French girls in miniskirts and tight-fitting sweaters brushed by his arm. A slight leer lifted the corner of his mouth as he watched the girls walk into one of the terminal shops. He adjusted his tie, ran his hand through his hair, and looked down his nose at Deston.

"All right then, I'm sure you'll be very happy here with your new family. Good luck to you," he said, giving Deston a push toward the exit. Then without another word, he turned and hastily walked away in the direction the girls had gone. 

Deston had no emotion on his face as he watched the last of his American ties blend into the sea of people. Then with a heavy sigh, he put the strap of his backpack over his shoulder, picked up his other bag, and walked through the exit doors. 

As he stepped out into the exhaust fumes of the heavy traffic rushing back and forth in front of the terminal, he stopped dead in his tracks and squinted into the sun. Hundreds of people were scurrying every which way, pushing past one another to get to the lines of taxis and buses waiting at the curbs. It took him a long moment to locate Peter, who was trudging on without looking back. With a soft curse, he jogged to catch up.

Peter stopped next to a car that was so small Deston wasn't sure it was an actual car. It looked more like a toy, and not much bigger than Mark's little sister's Barbie Jeep. He let out a short laugh, but quickly sobered as he realized the toy car, which didn't look at all safe, was what was going to take him to his cousin's. 

The knot in his stomach tightened as he stood back and watched Peter tie his bag onto the roof. Once the bag was secure, Peter snatched the other out of Deston's hand and stuffed it into the small slot behind the seats. As Peter plodded around the car, he motioned for Deston to get into the passenger side, again without saying a word. 

Tentatively, Deston bent and looked in the window. The seat was pushed way forward to accommodate the bag in the back, leaving very little leg room. As Peter slipped behind the wheel, Deston heaved another heavy sigh, opened the door and wedged himself into the seat. For the first time in his life, he was glad he was short, but even his small frame didn't help. His knees still touched the dashboard, and his backpack in his lap pressed uncomfortably into his chest.

Peter took no notice of Deston's discomfort, and offered no words of solace. He started the car and pulled out into traffic, ignoring the blasts of horns from other drivers. Deston gritted his teeth and stared straight ahead through the bug-splattered windshield, as cars darted in and out in front of them and horns blared on all sides. 

Within a few kilometers, Deston was numb all over, and not just from the cramped quarters. The strain and long hours of the trip were taking a toll. But at least there was one blessing—Peter was unsociable, so Deston didn't have to try to carry on a conversation. 

There was a time when Deston spoke fluent French, but that was long ago when he was a toddler and first learning to speak. French was, in fact, his first language. However, once he started school and the other children teased him about his heavy accent, that was the end of his French. Looking back, he realized it was a pretty stupid move on his part. He had no way of knowing at the time, though, that he would be living in France one day.

Stealing a sidelong glance at Peter, Deston again wondered who this strange little man was. Peter didn't have the same last name as Nicolette, but that didn't mean a thing. He could still be her husband. As Deston thought back, trying to recall what he had heard about Nicolette, it suddenly occurred to him he had no idea if she was married or if she had a family. He hadn't taken the time to learn anything about her, as he was planning to run away and didn't think he would ever meet her.  

Deston pulled the bill of his cap down low over his brow so he could study Peter better without being obvious about it. Peter looked old—like in his eighties old. Deston frowned. He had assumed Nicolette would be around the same age as Joliet, in her early thirties, seeing as how they were cousins and all, but if Peter truly was her husband, then she must be older than he thought. As he looked at Peter, he wondered again if Nicolette was even his relative. 

Deston's gaze moved down to Peter's dirty, tattered clothes and his nose wrinkled in distaste. Maybe he looks like this because they don't have running water in their house. He rolled his eyes in misery, and slumped against the door, turning his attention to the passing scenery to take his mind off his troubles. 

The city of Paris was well behind them and the car was traveling along a tree lined highway. The monotony of the view was hypnotic. As he watched one fence post after another fly by, his eyes became gritty and his eyelids felt as if they were filled with lead weights. He hadn't slept one second on the flight over, which meant he had been up nearly twenty-four hours straight. He fought to stay awake, but there was no contest, and within a few kilometers the battle was lost. As he slipped into a deep, sound sleep, the dream that had haunted him every night since Joliet's disappearance began to play. 
Deston stood in a small, circular room with stone walls and no windows. The only light was coming from one flickering candle sitting next to a bowl of water on a table at the head of a cot that was pushed up against the wall. A man was lying on the cot, his face hidden by the shadows. He was so still it was hard to tell if he was dead or alive. There was also a woman in the room, dressed in a thin white robe with a hood pulled up over her bowed head. She sat slumped in a chair next to the cot, her fingers entwined with the man's. The man suddenly stirred and the woman's head jerked up. She reached for the cloth in the bowl, wrung it out, and laid it across his forehead as she muttered sweet words of love to him. He stilled at her touch, and she leaned down and gently kissed his lips.

Deston sensed the woman's sorrow, and for some unknown reason, he felt it was his fault. He had done something to cause her enormous pain, although he didn't understand how that could be. He didn't know either the man or woman, and he had no reason to feel guilty.

As he tried to make sense of what was happening, the door to the room burst open. As a huge, dark shadow spread across the threshold, the air was sucked out and the room turned into a vacuum chamber. At that moment, Deston went from being an onlooker to a participant in the horror. He gasped and his hand went to his throat as he fell to his knees and struggled to fill his lungs. He looked up to see the cause of his dilemma, but the light from the hall distorted the doorway and all he could make out was a dark, bulky shadow. An overwhelming sense of evil and hatred, thick as soured milk, penetrated the room.

Deston was paralyzed with fear. 

Minutes went by and Deston's lungs began to burn from the lack of air. He looked to the woman for help. To his surprise, she sat in the same position and calmly talked to the man just as she had before. The shadow didn't seem to have an effect on her, which confused Deston all the more. 

As the shadow grew and creeped across the floor like a sinister, black fog, Deston opened his mouth to warn the woman, but nothing came out. He could neither speak nor move, but could only watch in horror as the shadow closed in on the couple. 

Then, right before it overtook them, the woman pushed back her hood and looked up. At the sight of his mother's violet eyes, Deston reared back. Joliet smiled sadly in return, seemingly not at all surprised to see him. Then her eyes filled with tears and she softly called out his name. 
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Chapter 3
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DESTON WOKE WITH A start at the sound of a slamming door. His heart raced and he was drenched in a cold sweat, as he was each time he awoke from the dream. He rubbed the sleep from his eyes and looked up to see an old woman hobbling down the front steps of a small stone cottage. Neatly trimmed bushes and tiny, white and yellow flowers formed a wide border along the foundation of the house. More multicolored flowers edged the walkway down to a small gate and wire fence that separated the house from a gravel driveway. 

The old woman herself looked like a gypsy, complete with a stereotypical puff-sleeved, scooped-neck blouse tucked into a long, print skirt with an apron tied over it. Her round, wrinkled face was framed by a scarf, which covered her hair, except for a long gray braid that dangled over her shoulder almost to her waist. She wore two large gold hoops in each ear, and the sun reflected off the cluster of medallions around her neck. 

The woman stopped to talk with Peter for a moment, pointing to a window in the upper level of the house, before making her way around to Deston's side of the car. As she approached, Deston unfolded his legs and stepped out, bracing himself with the door, as his legs were tingling and buzzing from the long ride in the cramped quarters.

He stood face to face with the woman, who was no more than a few inches taller than him. She was not at all what he expected and looked to be as old as Peter. But how she could be that old and be Joliet's cousin didn't make sense. 

As Deston scrutinized Nicolette, she looked him over as well. She reached out, gently placing a hand on his cheek and smiled into his eyes. It wasn't just a surface smile like Mrs. Motley's, though. Her smile lit up her whole face, causing her wrinkles to fade and she instantly looked decades younger. Her violet eyes, just like his and Joliet's, sparkled with a youthful intensity, and her cheeks plumped out like two rosy balls.

"I have waited a long time to meet you, mon garcon. I was so afraid I would pass over before I had the chance," Nicolette spoke in a thick accent and her eyes were glassy with unshed tears. "You have the Lespérance eyes. Did you know that?"

Deston had never met anyone quite like this woman before. Her gaze hypnotized him and he couldn't move or think. And there was the strangest sensation inside his head as if she was dissecting all his thoughts and secrets. Her spell kept him completely captured until she blinked and stepped back an arm's length to look him over. 

Disoriented and confused, Deston took hold of the car door with both hands to keep from falling. The silence pounded loudly in his ears, and his palms grew sweaty. He knew it was rude not to respond, but his mind was so scrambled he couldn't come up with anything to say. As the seconds ticked off and the pressure to say something rose, he finally blurted out the first thing that popped into his head. "You look like a gypsy." 

As an amused look flashed across Nicolette's face, Deston's cheeks turned a bright pink and he dropped his eyes to the ground. 

Nicolette laughed a loud, hearty laugh. "Pfew, so you think I look like a gypsy, eh? Did you know here in this country, calling someone a gypsy is considered an insult?" Waving the comment away with her hand, she continued, "But I know you did not mean it as such. Non, Deston, I am not a gypsy. I am Nicolette Jolicoeur, your maman's cousin. But I want you to call me NiNi, like all my friends do. Oui?" 

Deston's cheeks were still hot as he looked up through his eyelashes. "Mom's never mentioned you. She told me her family was gone and only her and I were left." 

"Ooooo, you poor bébé," NiNi said, a sad expression replacing her smile. "Such a shame you grew up not knowing your family. But as you see," she spread her arms wide, "I am here and very much alive. And there, you see?" She pointed over her shoulder at the cottage. "That house is where your maman grew up. We used to play together right out there in that meadow." 

Her brow creased. "I do not know why Jolie would tell you such things as that, but ... well, it has been fifteen years. I guess she may have thought—" NiNi paused and shook the thought away. Looking back at Deston, her smile returned. "Did you know your maman wrote to me once, right before you were born? I still have the letter somewhere in the house. I will show it to you later. I never heard from her again after that one time." NiNi cocked her head, a pensive look in her eye. "So much time has passed," she sighed. "So much time wasted. I can see how she might think I was gone."

Deston stood up straighter, a belligerent look suddenly hardening his face. "My mom's not dead," he blurted out. 

A soft light came to NiNi's eyes. "Oui, I know."

"Huh? You do? How?" Before she could answer, he hurried on, "If you really believe that, then you know I shouldn't be here. When Mom comes back she won't know where to find me." 

"Non, you are wrong in that, Deston," NiNi said, shaking her head. "Jolie will know exactly where you are. Trust me. And there is no other place she would want you to be right now, but here with me. I am all that is left of your maman's family. This is the safest place for you." 

Deston stared into her smiling eyes. This woman was a perfect stranger, yet in an odd way he felt she understood him better than anyone else had in months. The fact she also believed his mother was still alive was an added bonus. He finally had someone on his side—someone who would listen. Maybe together they could find out what really happened. He smiled for the first time in weeks and as she smiled back, it suddenly occurred to him she was speaking English. 

"Hey, you know English?" 

"Oui, I do. Just between you and me, most French people speak English, although they do not always admit they do. I, on the other hand, am proud of my second language. My husband, Jean Pierre, God rest his soul, lived in the new country for over ten years. It was he who taught me much of the English, which has been very useful when the American tourists who come to visit the forest happen upon my little farm. I enjoy visiting with them. It helps make the days not so lonely."

NiNi brushed her hand over his cheek again, a sentimental look flickering across her face. She wanted so badly to throw her arms around him and never let go, but she was afraid he would think her a crazy old woman. As she stood there smiling into his eyes, the hairs on the back of her neck suddenly stood on end. Her body tensed and she wrenched her head around over her shoulder as if expecting to find someone behind her, but there was no one there. 

"Come," NiNi said with a sudden urgency in her voice. "Let us go inside to talk." Taking hold of Deston's arm, she practically dragged him toward the house. "I made a special apple tart for you. I know growing boys are always hungry. And from what I hear, those flying contraptions have horrible food. Though I have never been on one myself, so I cannot say from experience," she added with a nervous laugh. "And let me tell you this, you will never get me on anything that flies through the air. These old bones require solid ground beneath them."

Deston looked up at the cottage as NiNi hustled him through the gate. It was a quaint two-story with a bright, purple door and green shutters on the windows. Some of the cement between the stones of the wall was dark and crumbling, showing its age, but mostly it looked well cared for and homey.

"Did you say Mom used to live here?" 

"Oui. She was born right here in this house. My family and I lived on the other side of the meadow," NiNi said, pointing over her shoulder to the green field behind her. 

"I moved into this house after your grand-mère crossed over. There was no one else to care for the place and I always did love this old house. After I married Jean Pierre we had many happy years here together and made many wonderful memories. For the last two years now, I have been all alone." She waved her hand in the air. "I cannot complain, though. My life has been full. I have only one disappointment in that I was never blessed with a child of my own. So you must see what a joy it is for me to find you. You are a godsend."

NiNi pulled Deston through the purple door and glanced hurriedly over her shoulder once more before slamming it shut and turning the key in the lock. With a relieved sigh, she proceeded down a long, narrow hall to a wide archway at the back of the house, towing Deston along with her. 

As Deston walked through the archway into the mammoth kitchen that took up more than half of the house, he came to an abrupt halt. It was almost like stepping back several centuries in time. There was an electric light hanging down from the ceiling, but there were no electrical appliances, just a gigantic fireplace that was big enough for a full-grown man to walk into and not bump his head. A large iron pot hung over the fire grate and a square was cut out of the back wall for a baking oven. Next to the fireplace was a wood-burning cook stove. Next to it was a metal box on legs that looked like one of the old-fashioned iceboxes.

Deston's eyes traveled around the room, stopping at the long counter along the back wall and the hand-operated water pump attached at the end. NiNi saw him eyeing the pump and pointed to a large, stainless steel sink and faucet hidden in the corner at the other end of the counter.

"Jean Pierre put that in for me some five years ago. He was always trying to bring me into the twenty-first century," she chuckled. "I went along with some of it, but I would never let him take out my pump. I am an old woman after all, and what is that saying you Americans have? "A new dog does not learn old tricks?""

"You can't teach an old dog new tricks," Deston corrected, having heard Mark's grandmother use the same saying many times.

"Oui, oui! That is what I am, an old dog," she cackled. "But this," she gave the pump a loving pat, "this is part of the soul of the house. The kitchen would be sad without it, and so would I." 

She hobbled over to the stove, motioning with her hand toward the large, oak plank table. "Sit," she instructed.

Deston, still extremely tired from the flight, happily obliged and scooted in on the bench while NiNi cut into the tart.

"I remember when your maman had to stand on a stool to reach the handle of that old pump," NiNi said as she joined him at the table and set a steaming slice of tart in front of him.

"Did you say you played with Mom when she was little?" Deston asked before shoveling a big bite into his mouth.

"Oui, our Jolie was a petite thing and the favorite of everyone in the family. But mon dieu was she full of mischief. She occasionally let me tag along with her, but mostly she preferred to wander the forest alone. I tried to follow her many times, but she was faster than a sprite, that one was, and she could lose me in the blink of an eye. One minute she was right there in front of me and the next ... poof, she was gone," NiNi laughed. "I admit I was somewhat of a pest back in those days, but I could not help myself. I adored her and wanted to be just like her." 

Deston's eyes glazed over as he listened and tried to keep up. Clearly, his brain was not functioning, or else he was misunderstanding her accent, for NiNi would have already been a grown woman when his mother was a little girl.

NiNi laughed again, "Do you know she convinced me once she had found Merlyn's secret hideaway in the forest? She even told me she learned some of his magic. I remember one time when she was extra annoyed with me for something I had done, she warned me if I did not stop she would turn me into a duck!" 

"Merlyn?" Deston's eyebrows shot up. He turned to look through the back screen door at the trees across the drive. "In that forest?"

NiNi waved her hand in dismissal, "Ack, that was our Jolie. She had a great imagination and even greater stories."

As Deston stared at the trees and thought about his mother growing up in this place, it occurred to him that if NiNi had been around when his mother was young, she had to know about his father. His father could even still be around these parts.

His eyes shined with hope as he turned back to NiNi. "Sooo ... um, you must have known my dad? Oseron LaForester?" he asked, trying hard to sound nonchalant.

NiNi's eyes opened wide in shock, but she instantly recovered. "Oseron? Where did you hear that name?" 

"I found my birth certificate. That was the name listed on it. Mom told me she'd met him here in France, but that was all she ever said about him."

"Hmmm," NiNi nodded in understanding, the worry lines on her forehead relaxing a bit. "Let me see. I ... er ... I do not recollect that name. I do not believe he is from around here," she added much too swiftly. Then, just as quickly, she changed the subject. "I can tell you this, it was a sad day for all of us when Jolie left for America. She was such a pretty thing. None of the rest of us girls stood a chance when Jolie was around. And truth be known, we were all a little jealous of her." 

She stared across the room with a long-ago memory in her eyes and a strained smile frozen on her lips. After a moment she shook herself back and went on to tell him about the time a carnival came into town. 

Deston listened the best he could, but with food in his stomach, his mind drifted into a cloud once again and his eyes began to droop. He wanted to hear everything about Joliet's younger days, but things were making less and less sense as NiNi went on with her story. Soon his head lulled to the side and his eyes closed without permission.

NiNi suddenly halted her rambling in mid-sentence as if someone had yelled at her to shut up. She looked over at Deston and with a knowing smile, patted his arm lovingly. "Ack, well, enough for today. There will be many days for us to talk and reminisce. Right now I think you need to rest. Come ... I will show you to your room. Oui?"

Deston gratefully followed her up a narrow flight of stairs to a small attic room, which was meticulously cleaned and arranged for him. The room's high ceiling came to a point in the middle and sloped down from there, following the roofline until there was no more than six feet between it and the floor at the sidewalls. A narrow box bed had been built into the short wall.

As soon as Deston saw the bed, he forgot about everything else and stumbled over to it like a zombie. He flung himself down without even taking off his shoes and was out before his head hit the pillow. 

NiNi's heart ached as she lifted Deston's legs onto the bed and slipped his shoes off. "You poor bébé," she said, pulling the soft quilt over him. "I wondered how much Jolie would tell you of her life here. It does not surprise me she kept the truth from you. You are so young and innocent—too young to know of some things, and much too young to have to deal with them." She shook her head sadly. "But we do not always get to choose the timing of when our destiny calls."

NiNi brushed Deston's hair back and leaned down, planting a kiss on his forehead. She knew Joliet had given up much to protect him. She could only hope that sacrifice was not in vain. And now it was her turn to protect him, and only the Universe knew for sure if she was brave enough and strong enough to handle such an important job.

NiNi stood silently and watched Deston sleep for some time before turning and retracing her steps to the kitchen. She hobbled up to an old chest in the corner of the room and retrieved a worn, tattered bible from the drawer. It flipped open in her hand and she took a faded letter from between the yellowed pages. She didn't have to read it, for she knew the words by heart. She held it to her chest as a tear ran down her cheek and dripped off her chin.
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Chapter 4
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DESTON OPENED HIS EYES and stared up at the familiar sight above his head—a midnight blue ceiling painted with the white stars and planets of the night sky in perfect astronomical order. His mom had painted it shortly after they moved into the house. For as long as he could remember, it was the last thing he saw at night before going to sleep and the first thing he saw in the morning upon awakening. 

With a big yawn, he stretched and rolled to his side in contentment, pulling the quilt up under his chin. Thank God it was only a bad dream. 

He shivered as the disturbing images of the dream danced at the edge of his mind. As they lingered, he suddenly had an urge to see his mother. "Mom!" he said under his breath, rearing up and swinging his legs over the side of the bed. As soon as his feet touched the rough wooden floor instead of the braided rug of his room, his heart seized. It hadn't been a dream after all. It was all real. 

Squeezing his eyes shut, Deston moaned and fell back on the bed. Tears clogged his throat and eyes, and despite his effort to hold them back, one escaped and ran down his cheek. He pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes as the events of the past few days slowly replayed in his head: Larry catching him before he could run away, the long flight to Paris, meeting Peter and NiNi—it all came back. 

With the thought of NiNi, their conversation of the night before came to the forefront of his mind. Most of what had been said was still somewhat of a blur, and the bits and pieces he could remember were just as confusing as when he first heard them. He had obviously missed quite a lot, but as he tried to sort it out, his head began to throb.

Deston rubbed his temples to ease the ache and listened to NiNi humming and bustling about the kitchen below. All at once it occurred to him that it was highly unlikely he'd ever go home again. With that thought, his heart began to ache just as bad as his head. He blew a puff of breath to move the hair out of his eyes and let his gaze roam around the room. It was a small, but cheery space with no door, only stairs leading straight down to the kitchen.

He really wasn't ready to face NiNi again, but he knew he couldn't stay up in the room forever, and the building pressure in his bladder made it clear he wasn't going to be able to hold out much longer. With a groan, he pushed off the bed and silently tip-toed down the stairs, hoping to be inconspicuous enough to get by NiNi without her noticing him. 

Even though he didn't make a sound, and NiNi was standing at the sink with her
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