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The darkness was gaining strength. Margaux could feel it in her bones and in the cold that gripped her heart. And for the first time in her life, the optimism—that which had gotten her through so many tough times in the past—was gone. Gone like her dream of living a care-free life with the fae in Tir na-nÓg. All because Grossard and Mordred had made off with the Shard of Erebus. In that one day, everything changed: Keir was gone, Deston was avoiding her, and the fate of the world was unknown. She couldn't imagine things getting any worse. Yet, she sensed they were about to. 

Margaux shivered and swallowed back the wave of nausea that had been constant since she woke up in the infirmary with broken ribs and a torn tendon in her ankle. Her sick feeling wasn't just because she missed Keir so very much, or because the doctors didn't know if her unborn cousin would survive the trauma of its mother being stabbed. 

While that all added to her stress, the main factor pressing heavy on her heart and mind was that Deston had been avoiding her since their return from the temple. Though he had been hurt, too, and was laid up the same as she, he could talk to her telepathically if he wanted to. Or, at the least, answer her when she attempted to contact him. 

Four days had now passed without a word from him, and the silence hurt worse than her broken bones. 

The silence also gave her way too much time to think about what had happened to bring them to their current juncture. As much as she hated to admit it, it was her fault. She should have just stepped into the portal with Deston instead of going back into the temple to get Caluvier. 

Margaux had always been a firm believer in the theory that nothing happens by chance. But she didn't believe it was true in this case. Her stupid move had changed the course of events and cost her everything: Keir was dead, Grossard had the Shard, and Deston hated her. 

Half hidden under the canopy of a giant leaf, she sat and stared unseeing at the rainbow-colored flecks of the fish darting amongst the rocks and water lilies in a pond. 

She had come to the secluded outer circle of the palace's floating gardens because it was seldom visited, especially now that the majority of residents of Tir na-nÓg were out dealing with the destruction and havoc Grossard and the Shard were generating across the globe. She had hoped a change of scenery would help to calm her mind, but not even the serenity of the water, the lotus blossoms, and the bright colored day lilies surrounding the pond could do much to soothe the turmoil roiling inside her. 

She pressed her fingernails into the palms of her hands. She had failed Deston. And the date of when Grossard would reverse the earth's magnetic pole and open the portal to bring the god of darkness into the world was growing nearer. The monster would literally turn the world up-side-down, and she didn't know what she could do to fix it.

"I've spoiled everything. No wonder Deston hates me," she whispered to the air. She gulped back a sob and swayed with the pain that sliced through her mid-section.

"Margaux? Is that you, ma chérie?" NiNi exclaimed, breaking into Margaux's solitude. "Mon dieu ... it is." 

The old woman pulled the leaf that partially concealed Margaux out of the way. "What a pleasant surprise. I did not expect to find anyone all the way out here in my little patch of sunshine." 

Margaux lurched to her feet without thinking, which triggered a double dose of pain from her ribs and ankle. She grimaced and sputtered, "I'm so sorry. I didn't know this part of the gardens was yours. I wouldn't have intruded if I had. I was just looking for a place to—" 

She left her words dangling and bent to pick up her crutches, hoping to hide the blush she could feel warming her cheeks. "I should be getting back," she added, adjusting the crutches under her armpits.

"Non, non. You are not intruding. I call this my garden, but to be truthful it is not really mine. I have just added my own little touches to it to remind me of home. Please stay and keep me company. I have wanted to hear how you are doing and there is no better place to talk than out here with all this beautiful nature. 

"Sit and tell me how everything is going with you." NiNi walked to a bench in the sun and sat. The laugh lines in the corners of her eyes crinkled as she looked up and studied Margaux. "Hmm ... you do have some color back in your cheeks. That is good to see. How are the ribs? Do they still give you pain?"

"Sometimes, when I forget and take too big of a breath, or if I try to walk too fast with the crutches. The healer thinks I should be able to walk without them tomorrow and that should help," Margaux replied as she hobbled to the bench, but remained standing. 

"It never fails to amaze me how quickly you fae heal. If only us poor old humans could do the same. Heaven knows, I would be down for months with the kind of injuries you have suffered," NiNi remarked, her penetrating gaze locked on Margaux's face.

Margaux fidgeted under the scrutiny and tried to look away, but she was caught. She could feel her cheeks heating up.

"I am sensing there is another pain, one you are trying to hide. The healers cannot help you with this kind of pain, but maybe I can. Will you tell me what troubles you so?" NiNi prodded.

Margaux squirmed and adjusted her crutches under her arms. Deston had told her that NiNi could read thoughts, but she hadn't experienced it for herself until that moment.

Seeing Margaux's hesitation, NiNi added, "You are young. Your body will heal nicely, but your body is not the issue here, is it? It is your heart that is broken and that is another matter altogether." 

Without bidding, the tears began to well behind Margaux's eyes. She did her best to hold them back, but they came of their own free will. Before she realized what was happening, she was wrapped in NiNi's arms, sobbing big gulps. 

"I know ... I know," NiNi whispered as she held Margaux tight and patted her on the back. "Your heart wants what it wants, but sometimes fate does not agree and takes you where you do not expect or want to go. I know it is not easy to accept, but you must have faith that it will work out as it should—as the Universe has set in motion."

Margaux pulled back and shook her head. "But Grossard has the Shard—how can it work out? He's going to destroy the whole world."

NiNi smiled tenderly and tucked a piece of Margaux's hair behind her ear. "Non, that will not happen. Oseron and Deston will see to it. I have no doubt about it. But the fate of the world is not all that bothers you. Tell me ... why such big tears?" 

Margaux sniffed and dropped her head. "It's nothing—"

"Phew! You do not hide out in a garden that no one visits for no reason. I can see a deep sadness in your eyes. I know something is wrong. Come now ... share your burden. It will do you good to talk about it." 

Instead of speaking, Margaux lowered her head and wrung her hands. 

No one but Deston knew they had kissed or that she was the reason Grossard had got away with the Shard. And though she would like nothing better than to confess and relieve her burden, she was too afraid of what NiNi would think of her.  

NiNi waited patiently, sensing Margaux wanted to talk, but something was holding her back. She cleared her throat and decided to try another approach. 

"Deston's leg seems to have healed nicely, from what I hear. He was lucky the arrow missed the bone."

Margaux flinched and her chin sank further into her chest. 

NiNi's brow rose as she began to understand. But she needed to push a bit more to be sure. 

"I fear he is going to overdo and harm himself again with all his scampering about. Even though he is fae, a wound like that needs time to heal. But he is stubborn and refuses to heed the healers' recommendation to stay in Tir na-nÓg where there are people to look after him. Now, all we can do is pray that he doesn't reinjure his leg while in the lower realm ... if that is where he has gone." 

Margaux's head jerked up and her mouth fell open. "Deston has left Tir na-nÓg?" 

NiNi was seldom taken off guard, but Margaux's reaction truly surprised her. "Why yes. He left before light this morning. Did he not tell you?"

Margaux's face lost all color. "No, I ... I haven't talked to Deston since we came back from the temple. I guess ... I, um—" her words trailed off. 

"Ah, ma chérie," NiNi cooed, reaching out and pulling Margaux into her side. "Deston has been through a lot over these past few months and has much on his mind. Give him time, and do not feel bad that he did not tell you. He did not even tell his maman he was leaving. He left her a note saying he would be back and not to look for him. I am sure he thought we would all try to stop him from going if we knew of his plan, which, of course, we would have. And I am sure you know how he can be when he sets his mind on something."

"Yes, I'm sure that's what it is," Margaux responded pulling back and getting to her feet. "I'm sure I'll hear all about it when he gets back." 

She fidgeted with the crutches, knowing that may not be true. "I better be going. The healers want to check my ankle this afternoon. I will see you later," she added and hobbled toward the gate.

"Give him a little time, Margaux. He is battling his feelings as much as he is battling the darkness," NiNi called out after her.

Margaux nodded her head in response without turning around and picked up her speed as more tears threatened to fall.
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The early morning fog shrouded the treetops, leaving the Great Bear Rainforest in an ethereal glow, halfway between dark and light. It wasn't raining at the moment, but the heavy amount of moisture in the air had Deston's hair plastered to his head as he clung to a tree branch as if it was a lifeline in a raging sea. 

His hands were sweating, even though there was a chill in the air, and his arm muscles quivered with fatigue, but no way was he going to let go until he achieved one more chin up. With a loud grunt, he pulled up with a final heave. The second his chin brushed the rough texture of the branch, he let go and dropped the six feet to the ground. 

As his weight came down on his injured leg, it buckled beneath him. He fell back on his butt. Unconsciously, he rubbed the puckered indention on his thigh where the arrow had pierced it. The spot was extra sore in the early morning chill, as well as right before it rained, but he didn't let the ache keep him from his rigorous exercise routine. After two weeks of self-inflicted, torturous workouts, his thigh wasn't any sorer than the other parts of his body. 

With a swipe of his hand across his eyes, he brushed his hair back and flopped to his back to do stomach crunches. 

"Exhausting yourself isn't going to change what's happened, you know," Zumwald stated from the trees on the edge of the area Deston had cleared for his camp.

Deston paused halfway up and looked over at the old man. Then without saying a word, he returned to his crunches, blowing short puffs of air out through his clenched teeth each time he came up. 

Zumwald squeezed the grip of the bow he held in hand until his knuckles turned white, wishing he had a magic spell that could help the boy. But magic could not take away heavy guilt, especially when one was holding onto it so tightly. 

Silently, he counted as Deston came up again and again. He had reached seventy-five before Deston collapsed on the ground, panting to catch his breath. 

"How d'ya find me, Zumwald ... or should I call you, Merlyn now?" Deston asked once his breathing had slowed enough for him to speak. "Do you have someone spying on me?"

Zumwald—Merlyn—didn't react to Deston's attempt to rile him, but waited patiently until Deston looked up before answering. 

"Your whereabouts was never a mystery to me, and I have kept that knowledge to myself. I would have come sooner, but I thought you could use some time alone to work through your grief and come to terms with what has happened." 

He cocked his head and searched Deston's face. "I may be a bit presumptuous here, but I'm going to say you still haven't made much headway in that respect. Nor have you worked through much of anything as yet. Am I correct?"

Deston's lips curled as he sat up. "Work through what? The fact that I let Grossard get away with the Shard, or the fact that Keir is dead because of me?"

Zumwald's shoulders slumped, and he sadly shook his head. "I know you don't believe that in your heart, so I'm not going to justify it with a response. However, I must say that what you're doing ..." He lifted his arm and pointed to the tree branch; then swept it down to the ground to indicate the sit-ups. "... this over-extending your body and mind before they've had the time to properly heal, will not help you get prepared to face Grossard and Mordred again when that time comes. And I'm afraid it will surely come sooner than you may think."

Deston's face turned scarlet at the mention of those two hated men. Scrambling to his feet, he clenched his fists. "Yeah? Just what d'ya think I've been doing here? You don't have to worry about me. I'll be ready when I see Grossard again. And I'll make sure he doesn't have a chance to hurt anyone else!"

Zumwald's hand came up, muting Deston's next words. 

Realizing what the old man had done, Deston pursed his lips and glared.

"I, too, have lost friends—some by Mordred's own hand, as a matter of fact—so I am perfectly capable of understanding how you feel," Zumwald said, ignoring Deston's scowl. "But wallowing in pain and self-pity does nothing to honor those who have been lost. Nor does it help you or the fae resolve the new problem at hand."

Deston blew a breath out through his teeth. Zumwald had a habit of showing up out of the blue and drawing Deston into his schemes, which usually resulted in Deston and his friends risking their lives. He grabbed the towel that was hanging over a low branch of the tree and wiped his face; then ran it over his head, hoping the old man would take the hint and go away.

"Correct me if I'm wrong, but I'm detecting you have had a change in focus. It seems to me you are more about seeking revenge than you are about finding and destroying the Shard." 

He looked at Deston from under a pair of bushy eyebrows. "Revenge is the typical human response when one feels another has harmed them, and I am well aware Grossard and Mordred have done you great harm. But you are not a typical human." He paused to let that statement sink in. 

Deston narrowed his eyes and turned his back on the old man without responding. 

Zumwald breathed a weary sigh and looked up through the tree branches. He had told Oseron he would find Deston and bring the boy home. He had thought it would be a simple matter once Deston understood the scope of work that still needed to be done. But Zumwald hadn't taken into consideration that even though Deston was extremely gifted, he was still an adolescent, and his emotions often overruled rational thought. 

He realized that fact as soon as he arrived on Swindle Island in the Great Bear Rainforest and saw how Deston was still battling his grief. He had stayed in the background and waited, in hopes the boy would be able to put it behind him quickly, but two weeks had already gone by in the lower realm and Deston didn't seem to be any closer to a resolution than when he arrived.

"They killed Keir. How am I supposed to forget that?" Deston plopped down on the ground and dropped his head into his hands. "Macaria is going to grow up without a father. I grew up without a father and know what that's like. It isn't fun and it isn't fair. That knife was intended for me. I should have been killed. Everyone would be better off if I had."

Deston's voice was so low, Zumwald shouldn't have been able to hear, but he did. In less than a heartbeat, the old magician was standing in front of Deston. 

"If you had been killed, where would that leave the world? There would be no one to stop the darkness from taking over and devouring the light. Everything you know and love would cease to exist. Can you look me in the eye and truthfully tell me you'd prefer to have your friends and family contend with that madness without you by their side?" Zumwald's voice boomed through the trees and shook the branches, sending a flock of birds to flight, squawking their annoyance at being disturbed.

Deston flinched at the harshness in Zumwald's voice. Tears pooled in his eyes, but he gritted his teeth and refused to let them fall, just as he had been doing ever since Keir's death. 

"You've been greatly blessed by the gods, and they have been extremely patient with you. But they will not and cannot wait forever. They can rescind your blessings at any time they please, and do not think for a moment that they will not go to those measures." 

Zumwald paused, then continued in a softer tone. "I know you've been through a lot and a lot has been asked of you. It's natural for you to think that unfair. But might I ask you to stop and think how unfair it was for the gods to flood the earth long ago, leaving but a handful of humans to carry on? And how unfair was it to let Christ be crucified, or for one third of the population of Europe to die from the Black Death? 

"I could go on and name hundreds—no, tens-of-thousands of events that were deemed unfair at the time they took place. But now that time has passed and we have gained a different perspective of those happenings, it is easier for us to see that, even though they were horrific, they needed to happen as they did in order for the world to progress and bring about a better future. If the gods hadn't flooded the earth, darkness would have ravaged everything long before now. This world would not be a fit place for man or beast to live in. If Christ had not been crucified, his teachings of compassion, humility and forgiveness would not have spread and made the impact it has on so many lives. 

"Do you see? We can only understand and accept the reasoning for all of it because we have witnessed the results over time. The good that has come about is as clear to us as the bad was, just as someday you will be able to understand and see the good of why you were led here to this moment. 

Deston sat as still as if he'd been turned to stone. 

Zumwald had no idea if he was getting through or not, or if Deston was even listening, but he couldn't give up. 

"There are no coincidences in the Universe. Everything happens for a reason ... including your being born in this time. That is a Universal truth you must learn to accept. The royal blood of the fae flows through your veins and for this reason much is expected of you. But you also have human blood within you, and it, too, is there for a reason."

A long pause followed before Deston finally mumbled to the ground. "Why does it have to be me?"

Zumwald's face crumpled in anguish, but he kept his tone even as he replied, "Because you're a being of two worlds. You have the compassion and light of the fae within you, but you also have the attributes and darkness of the human race. The latter is what is going to provide you the necessary means to do what the fae cannot—that is to kill Grossard and Mordred."

Deston's head jerked up.  His exasperation was plainly etched on his face as he gawked at Zumwald. "You can't be serious? Back when you were training me in the forest of Avalon, you told me I needed to do whatever I could to resist my human nature. You said it was holding me back, and if I didn't let go of it, it would become dominant, and I'd never be able to access my fae powers. Now you're telling me to forget all that just because you want me to be your hired assassin?" He sighed in disgust and shook his head. "You're freakin' crazy ... you know that?"

Deston's words stabbed at Zumwald's heart, taking away what was left of his energy. He sagged against the tree and slid down to the ground, letting his head fall back against the trunk as his eyes closed. The sound of song sparrows, chickadees, and red-breasted sapsuckers battled each other to be heard over the other, filling the air with a cacophony of sound, but it was only white noise to Zumwald as he sent a silent plea up to the gods.

"I've lived with the inhabitants of this planet for more centuries than I care to count. I've done all that has been asked of me, and in all that time I've never made a request of you before now. However, I cannot let this matter of the boy pass without asking you to rethink your decision. He's too inexperienced for an undertaking of this magnitude. I fear he won't be able to tap into the fae power to dispel the darkness once that door is opened. And my even greater fear is he may not be able to return from the darkness once it finds him. That would be a great loss to all humanity." 

A sense of foreboding filled his chest. "Please ... I ask you to take my request into consideration. There is surely some other way, some other person more experienced and better suited to handle the situation than this boy."

He held his breath and waited, praying against the odds that the gods would listen to his appeal. After several excruciating seconds, a stern voice spoke inside his head, stating the answer he was dreading. 

"He is the one that has been chosen. We expect you to carry out your instructions as given. Do not disappoint us, Myrddin," the voice rebuked.

Zumwald exhaled his breath and swallowed back the resentment that stuck in his throat. He shook his head sadly and replied, "Your bidding will be done as it always has been. But I want it written in the record that I disagree. This time I believe you are making a grave mistake." 

Dropping his chin to his chest, Zumwald gathered the strength to force the words out and do what was expected of him. 

"Maybe I was wrong. Maybe we've all been wrong," he said, as if talking to someone else.

The words were barely audible, but they got Deston's attention. His head snapped up, but there was no one else with Zumwald. No one visible that is.

"The boy is conflicted ... too unsure of his abilities and strengths. That is to be expected, I guess. He was not raised with the teachings of the gods, and he did not choose this battle. It was put upon him. Who am I to say he should take up the fight if he doesn't want to?" 

Deston pressed his lips together and clenched his jaw, but remained silent.

"Too much has already been asked of Deston," Zumwald continued softly. "He is too naïve and not equipped to stand up against the darkness of the Shard. Even if he agreed to pick up the mantle at this very moment, I don't know if there is enough time for him to get prepared." 

He expelled a big breath through his mouth. "I'm afraid it's time to look elsewhere for a champion and leave the boy be. Too much is at stake. We need someone who is willing and ready to do what must be done." 

A heavy silence grew between them and the sting of Zumwald's words pricked at Deston's heart. He rested his forehead on his knees, feeling the weight that Atlas must have felt while carrying the world on his shoulders. 

I'm just a kid from Pennsylvania, not a great magician like him and Mordred. I didn't even know about magic or the fae until a few months ago. How do they expect me to fight the darkness and become their hero when I know nothing?

As his mind roiled with thoughts, his old anxieties slowly stirred back to life and replaced the resentment he was feeling. Zumwald's right. I can't be who they want me to be. I'll only let them down like I did Keir and Lilika. Then I won't be able to face Mom and Dad, or ... or Margaux ever again.

Zumwald could feel Deston's distress radiating off him, and it took a great deal of effort to turn away and not interfere. He got to his feet with a soft groan and a heavy heart, picked up the bow and shrugged the leather quiver off his back. 

"Lilika asked me to give you these," he said, holding the bow and arrows out for Deston to take. 

A flash of recognition crossed Deston's face as he looked up. Pain once again shined in his eyes, but he didn't make a move to take the offering. 

"Typically, a warrior's bow and sword are sent with him into the next life, but Lilika held these back for you. She thought if you carried this piece of Keir with you, it would help you to stay focused, and his hand would always be there to guide yours." Zumwald paused to give Deston a chance to say something.

Deston blanched and lowered his eyes. 

"You may not know all their customs, but it is a great honor to receive a gift such as this. Rarely has a warrior's bow been given to someone outside of the family, especially after his death," Zumwald continued when he saw Deston was not going to respond. "Lilika is not only being incredibly generous, she is sending you a message. I hope you reflect on that message and take it to heart." 

He laid the bow on the ground next to the base of the tree and stepped back, his heart aching as he looked upon Deston. "Your path was laid out for you long before you were born. That does not mean you don't have the free will to choose a different path if you so wish. You were raised in the lower realm. It would be easy for you to go back and live there as a normal human if that is what you prefer. Although life in the lower realm as you remember it may not last much longer if Grossard gets ahold of the book. Nonetheless, you do have choices. You must understand, though, once you start down a path, it will be yours and there can be no turning back."

Deston stared at the ground for a long moment before looking up, his eyes glassy with his despair. "You say it's my choice, but is it really? From the beginning I've been a pawn in this little game of yours, and we both know pawns are dispensable. It seems to me that the gods have already laid out my whole future. What does it matter what I want?"

"Everything matters ... especially what you want. No one, the gods included, can force you to do something you don't wish to do, or that is against your nature." 

Zumwald paused. A jagged spark of light in the shape of a lightning bolt flashed through his right eye. "I've given you much to think about, so I'll leave you now to contemplate your future with this one final piece of advice. Follow your heart and be prepared to embrace wherever it leads. Most of all have no regrets."

Zumwald turned to leave. As he was about to step into the trees, he stopped and looked back over his shoulder. "One match is all it takes to drive away the darkness, Deston. You are the match, but this battle is not just yours. You are not alone, nor will you ever be—unless that is what you wish. I give you my word on that." Zumwald nodded his head, sealing his words, and stepped into the shadows.

Deston didn't acknowledge Zumwald's last words, or even that the old man had left. His eyes were locked on the bow and his mind was in such a state of turmoil, everything else around him faded out, including the large black crow with a white tuft under its beak that circled overhead. The crow made several passes before it came to rest on a high branch and looked down on the clearing below.
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Deston reared up out of a deep sleep. His senses were instantly awake, but his brain remained in the fog of sleep and the sight of the rock walls momentarily confused him. As he stared, trying to place where he was, a loud squawk, just like the one that woke him, floated in through the cave entrance, jolting him out of his stupor. Everything came back to him in a flash, and he twisted around expecting to see his father in the shape of a giant hawk gliding by. But the only thing outside the cave opening was blue sky. 

With a disgusted sigh he collapsed onto his bedroll, closed his eyes and tried to go back to sleep. All night long he had tossed and turned as visions of Keir and Margaux took turns badgering his dreams. He breathed in deeply and held it in his lungs before blowing the air out through his mouth, hoping sleep would come again, but it wasn't to be. 

Grudgingly, he opened his eyes and stared up at the earthen ceiling. 

It had been over three weeks since he'd arrived in British Columbia in the lower realm. In the high realm, though, it'd only been a few hours since he left, which made it highly possible they didn't even know he was gone, yet. Zumwald should have made it back to the high realm by now, though, and knowing him, he would have gone straight to Deston's parents and informed them of his whereabouts. 

Deston cringed at the thought of how furious his parents were going to be. They'd probably ground him for the rest of his life. Still, he didn't regret leaving. He couldn't stand to see the pity in everyone's eyes when they looked at him. Plus, it had been suffocating having the healers constantly hovering over him and his mother treating him like he was something fragile. 

With a groan, he rolled to his hands and knees. The small cave in the side of the bluff that was his makeshift bedroom wasn't large enough for him to stand up in. It did, however, provide him shelter from the rain, and as an added bonus, it was twelve feet above the ground so he could sleep without the worry of an errant bear or wolf happening upon him in the middle of the night. 

Deston pulled the blanket around his shoulders and crawled out onto the narrow rock ledge that ran horizontally across the bluff. The sun had finally come out and had burned away the gray that had shrouded the landscape and muted the sky for over a week. The water droplets hanging from the needles of the trees sparkled in the sunlight, adding a magical light to the ocean of green that stretched out before him. 

He closed his eyes and turned his face into the sun. It seemed like ages since he'd felt its warmth on his skin. He stood and soaked it in until the cold in his bones finally started to melt. 

With a sigh of contentment, Deston opened his eyes and gazed out at a wispy white cloud, the only blemish in the otherwise startling blue sky. He followed its path as it lazily floated along, stretching and shifting into the shape of a bird's wing. That image made him think of Keir, and his moment of serenity was shattered. He shivered as the cold in his bones returned, then, with a scowl, he transformed into a kestrel and flew down to the ground. 

Deston's morning ritual had become a routine of starting a fire and putting on a pot of water to boil to make his breakfast, which consisted of a kind of oatmeal type dish that he had learned to make while training with Zumwald. He mechanically stirred the ashes in the fire pit and rose to get the wood he had stacked under a lean-to that was topped with several layers of hemlock branches and ferns fronds to keep rain off the wood. 

As he started forward, his gaze landed on the bow Zumwald had left at the base of the tree. A bitter lump rose in his throat, but he slowly moved toward the bow as if it had placed a spell over him. 

He bent down in front of the bow and sat back on his haunches. For several long minutes, he just stared at it before reaching out and running a fingertip across the wood of the grip where it was darker and shinier from the oil of Keir's hand. It felt warm as if Keir had just released it, but he knew that was only wishful thinking on his part. 

I wish I would have had him teach me how to shoot, Deston thought, itching to pick the bow up, but at the same time feeling it would be sacrilegious if he did. He breathed a heavy sigh and shook the thought out of his head. 

"That's one more thing I didn't do that I should have," he muttered under his breath as he stood. 

Deston caught a sudden movement out of the corner of his eye, and flipped around, half expecting to find Zumwald standing there. It wasn't Zumwald, though. It was a bear—a white bear. 

He had read a book years ago that told of a rare breed of white bears who lived in the Great Bear Rainforest. Unlike most other species that produced a white offspring, these bears were not albinos. They were an actual subspecies of the black bear that had a special recessive gene, which gave them their white fur. The local Native Americans call them 'spirit bears' and believed them to be reminders of times past. They were quite reclusive and seldom seen by man, so Deston never expected to come across one. But as luck would have it, one was sitting at the edge of the camp, grooming itself and seemingly not in the least bit interested that he was standing a few yards away. 

Deston held his breath, afraid that even the sound of his breathing would draw the bear's attention to him. 

Stand still or run? Stand still or run? That question ran through his head as he tried to recall what to do in the case of a bear encounter, but his mind was as frozen as his muscles were and he just stood there and stared with his mouth hanging open. 

After what seemed like an eternity, Deston took a chance and ventured a step backward. The bear didn't take notice. But as he lifted his foot to take another step, the bear raised its head and looked directly at him.

Deston froze again and got ready to run in case the bear decided to attack. The bear stayed where it was and just stared at him.

"I'm not here to hurt you, bear," Deston spoke softly, so not to spook it. "I'd appreciate it if you didn't hurt me, either ... okay?" 

Deston had the ability to hear and converse with animals, but the bear didn't seem to be in a talkative mood and offered no reply. 

Deston nervously licked his lips, but his mouth was so dry it didn't help. 

"Why don't you just move along and go on home? It's a big forest and there's lots of other food out there. I don't think you'd find me very appetizing, anyway, so shoo ... go on. Get out of here."

The bear yawned and scratched its ear, but it made no other move. 

Sweat broke out on Deston's forehead and palms. 

Another long, agonizing minute passed before the bear let out a snort and pushed up to all four. 

Deston sucked in a hasty breath and took a step backward. He was just considering changing into a kestrel to fly away when Keir emerged from the trees with a bow in his hand. 

Deston's heart stalled, and his mouth fell open, and he no longer cared about the bear. 

Keir had appeared to Deston as an apparition once before shortly after his death, but Deston was pretty out of it at the time and had come to believe it had just been a dream. 

But there was something different about this time. This time Keir looked solid and real, not at all like a spirit. But there was a soft white glow radiating from him, like a star throwing off light. 

A crow suddenly cawed out loudly, startling Deston out of his daze. He glanced over his shoulder at it. When he looked back, Keir was gone. 

"Keir," he cried out and started forward, but the bear gave a snort and stopped him in his tracks. 

"Why didn't you take off too?" Deston grumbled. 

The corners of the bear's mouth stretched back, making it look like he was grinning. 

I'm losing my freakin' mind, Deston thought and turned to walk away, then jerked to a halt.

Keir was standing beside the tree where his old bow lay. 

Deston looked from Keir, down to the bow on the ground, and back up. 

Keir didn't speak, but inclined his head toward the bow, and moved into the center of the clearing. He made a show of positioning his feet shoulder width apart with his left leg slightly forward, then reached behind his back, drew an arrow from the quiver, and nocked it. 

After hooking three fingers of his right hand around the string, he raised the bow up in slow motion and pulled the string back until his right hand was beside his cheek. He held that pose for several seconds before letting go. 

The arrow sailed straight into the trees and made a soft thump as it pierced its mark. 

Keir looked back at Deston, inclined his head toward the bow by the tree, and repeated his movements, starting with repositioning of his feet, placing three fingers on the string, pulling back and firing. 

After watching Keir go through the motions three times, Deston went to the tree and picked up the bow Zumwald had left him. 

It felt strange in his hand, but he lined up next to Keir, mimicked the warrior's stance and nocked the arrow. His arm quivered a bit as he pulled back on the string, but he kept pulling until his hand was beside his cheek. Then he let go. 

The string slapped painfully against his forearm and with a loud howl, he dropped the bow, bent over, and vigorously rubbed the red mark to relieve the sting that ran all the way down to his fingertips. 

"You locked your bow arm," Keir stated, breaking the silence.

Surprised to hear Keir speak, Deston flinched and looked up. "Huh?"

"Your elbow on your bow arm was locked. Rotate it just a bit to the left. That will help." 

Deston blinked at Keir. Is this really happening? 

As if Keir had heard what Deston was thinking, he pointed to the bow Deston had dropped. "You can't get better if you don't keep practicing."

Deston's brow rose, but he quickly picked up the bow and held it out in front of him, rotating his arm as Keir had instructed.

"That's too much. You need only a slight rotation," Keir added. 

Deston corrected his form and Keir nodded his approval. 

"Now relax and breathe. Lock in on your target."

For the next two hours, Deston and Keir stood side by side, shooting arrows, as the white bear lounged at the edge of the clearing not the least bit interested. 

It took Deston a dozen or so shots before any of his arrows actually made it all the way into the trees. But by the end of the session he was happy, and more than a little amazed, at his progress, especially considering he had never fired a bow and arrow before in his life. 

"That's enough for today," Keir stated, and gestured with his head toward Deston's arm, which was trembling with fatigue. 

Without saying anything more, he slung the bow over his shoulder and walked to where the bear was waiting.

"Hey," Deston called out after him. 

Keir paused and looked back over his shoulder, but Deston was suddenly at a loss for words. There was so much he wanted to say, but he didn't know how. 

"Will you ... are you going to come back?" he finally stammered out.

"I will come back and be with you for as long as you need me," Keir replied. 

As he walked off into the shadows, the bear opened its mouth in a loud yawn. It then got to its feet and followed Keir into the trees.

Deston stared into the darkness long after Keir disappeared. Am I dreaming again? He looked down at the bow and then at the large purple bruise on his forearm. There was no doubt the bruise was real, and it still ached. 

A smile slid over his face. He lifted his eyes to the heavens. "I will always need you, Keir," he whispered. 

For the first time in weeks, Deston felt at peace and there was a skip in his step as he loped off to collect his arrows.

The rest of the day was a blur, and that night Deston slept through the hours without a single nightmare. When he awoke the next morning, the clouds speckling the sky were streaked with pink and the birds were singing their morning song. 

Without hesitating, he threw the blanket back, flew to the ground and hurriedly dressed. After wolfing down a cold breakfast, he wrapped a piece of cloth around his forearm for protection and sat down to wait for Keir. 

The minutes dragged by and the sun sluggishly crept higher in the sky. Anxious to get started the minute Keir arrived, Deston laid his arrows out on a blanket and rearranged them several times to bide the time. The minutes slowly turned into hours and when the sun was directly overhead he finally gave up the wait. 

"He said he would keep coming for as long as I needed him. I guess he lied," Deston grumbled despondently, looking down at the arrows lined up on the blanket. But who says I need him? Margaux practices on her own all the time.

He picked up the bow, positioned his feet and nocked an arrow. As he lifted his arm and pulled back on the string, his shoulder and back muscles screamed out in protest. He ignored the pain, clenched his jaw, and let go. 

The string snapped into his arm, igniting the pain from the previous day, and the arrow fell far short of the target. It was the worst shot he'd taken yet, and his bow arm and shoulder were aching as bad as his forearm. He groaned in frustration, dropped the bow and stomped away, vowing to never touch it again.

The following morning Deston was aroused from his sleep by a loud squawk outside the cave entrance. He pushed up to his elbow and turned to look out as a silhouette of a large bird streaked by the opening. His brow furrowed and he gritted his teeth against the ache in his heart. No matter how hard he wished, he knew it would not bring Keir back. 

Swallowing the lump in his throat, he crawled out onto the rock ledge, surprised to see the sun was already high in the sky.

"I was beginning to wonder if you were going to sleep the day away," a voice called out from within the shadows of the trees.

Deston jumped and his foot slipped off the ledge. His arms flailed about as he teetered on the edge, but as soon as he regained his balance and got both feet back on solid rock, he looked down to see Keir and the white bear at the edge of the clearing. He gawked for a moment and shook his head, thinking he was imaging it. But when he looked again, Keir was still there. 

"I ... um ..." he stuttered, not knowing what to say. "You didn't come yesterday, so I thought ... I didn't think you were coming back," he stammered once the shock had worn off.

"I said I would come back. I didn't say it would be every day. You're a novice and your muscles aren't conditioned for the demands archery requires. You needed a day off between lessons to give your muscles time to repair. A good warrior always respects his body; otherwise, he ends up hurting himself along with his form. But I am here now and the day is wasting away. Are you going to come down or shall I leave?"

"No! I mean ... yes, I'll be right down. Don't go." 

Deston flew down, and in a matter of seconds had pulled on his boots and tunic and grabbed up the bow.

The second session went a lot smoother than the first and Deston was ecstatic that he hit the target tree more than half the time. However, all too soon, it was over, and Keir prepared to leave. 

Just as Keir was about to disappear in the trees, Deston called out, "Keir, wait." 

Keir halted and looked back. Deston felt the heat spread across his cheeks, but he charged on. "I was wondering if you would also teach me how to use my powers. You know, show me the spells like the one you used at the temple to protect us from Mordred and Grossard's magic." He held his breath in anticipation of Keir's answer.

Keir's eyes drilled into Deston's. "So you have decided to pick up the mantle and see this situation through to the end after all?"

Deston's face paled. Then just as quickly, his temper flared, and heat rushed into his face. "I should have guessed this was all Zumwald's doing. He'll stop at nothing to get me to do what he wants," he spit out with a harsh laugh.

"My being here has nothing to do with Zumwald. I came of my own free will because you have much to learn and little time in which to do so," Keir replied.

"It's the same thing. You're here to persuade me to kill Grossard and take up Zumwald's battle, right?" Deston challenged.

Keir turned and his presence seemed to suddenly fill the clearing. 

"This is hardly Zumwald's battle. And of course I hope you'll take up the cause to stop Grossard. I'm a fae and it has been our duty to thwart the darkness from the time the gods brought us to earth. 

"As far as killing Grossard, I do not know what Zumwald has asked of you, but to intentionally take a life is not the fae way. As a soldier, I have had to take a few lives in my career, but it was in battle and could not have been avoided. But even then, it comes at a great price.

Keir's voice softened a little. "I do know that Grossard must be stopped, and the Shard must be destroyed. That is the only sure way to guarantee this planet's and my loved ones' safety. My duty to take care of my family transcends every plane of existence and I take that obligation seriously. Do you not feel the same about your family?"

Deston swallowed hard at the mention of Keir's family and his exasperation lost steam.

"I know you. What's more, I believe in you," Keir said. "You're the best chance the fae have of defeating Grossard, as there are only a few things in this world he fears. You are one of them, and that is where your advantage lies." 

Deston recoiled and his breath caught in his throat.

Keir's brow creased and his head cocked to the side. "You did not know that? How can you have Oseron and Oberon's blood and be so naïve?" 

His eyebrows shot up in question. "You do know how to neutralize Mordred's magic powers ... do you not?" 

The confused look on Deston's face gave Keir his answer. He rolled his eyes to the sky. "Gaia help us." He wiped his hand down his face. "Do you see the etched line there in the wood of the bow right above where your hand grips it?" 

Deston's gaze flicked down and right back up. 

"The bow pulls apart at that line. Inside the cavity is dirt from King Arthur's grave. Throw that dirt on Mordred and the dark energy that fuels his magic will be neutralized."

Deston ran his thumb over the groove and gawked at Keir in total awe. "You know where King Arthur is buried?"

"Of course, his grave is in Avalon. Everyone—" Keir saw Deston's eyes widen and amended what he was going to say. "Most everyone knows that." 

He paused again and studied Deston, who was looking down at the bow with a glazed look on his face. "You are aware that water does the same to Grossard, right? It will diminish his powers in the same way."

Deston's head jerked up. "It does? Plain old water?"

Keir shook his head. "You have much to learn and Grossard is getting closer to his goal every day. You're going to have a hard enough time defeating him as it is, but if your heart and head are not fully committed to the cause, all will be lost for certain. I don't believe you want to do that to your family and friends." 

He suddenly clamped his mouth shut and stood a little taller. "I've said too much. Do not let my words sway you. The decision is yours and yours alone. You need to follow your own path." He held Deston's gaze for another moment; then bowed at the waist, turned and melted into the trees.

Deston stared at the bow in his hand and mulled over Keir's words, as a large crow lifted from its perch in a tree and soared across the sky toward the gateway.
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Chapter 4
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"Let go of me! Do you not know who I am?"

The screech could be heard throughout the desert compound. As it leaked through the crack under the door of his chamber, Grossard smiled to himself, but he didn't make a move to help remedy the situation. Several minutes passed before a knock sounded and a hairy pooka guard tentatively, opened the door, stepped inside, and bowed low. 

"Master, the sorcerer has arrived and insists on seeing you. He claims you sent for him."

Grossard didn't look up from his prone position on the overstuffed lounge, nor did he answer. He took a bite out of the bloody piece of meat he held in his hand and chewed leisurely. 

The guard stayed in his bent position, waiting for instructions. There had been no orders to keep Mordred out, but there had been nothing said about letting him in, either.

In the hallway outside the door, Mordred fumed at the indignity of being ignored. With each second that ticked off, his temper swelled. 

It has taken him over two years to find Grossard's new compound after the fiend stepped through the gateway in the wall of the temple and took off with the Shard of Erebus. Mordred had barely had time to get through the same gateway before it closed, and by the time he did, Grossard had already vanished. 

Mordred shifted his weight with a disgusted sigh. It had been a mistake to involve Grossard in his plan to retrieve
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