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Prologue
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Oliver Willowaite stood on the stoop of Willowaite Books, catching a breath of crisp, early morning air. His nose wrinkled as the faint odor of fish floating on the fitful breeze drifted over the gray-block wall that divided the square from the bubbling brook the locals called The Run. 

Sunlight shone weak and watery through high-level, thin clouds, sharing little warmth with the autumn air. Oliver huffed. 

“Perhaps that weather predictor is correct today. We will see. Here in the Human Realm, the weatherman’s forecasts are wrong half the time.” 

He stepped back inside to grab his overcoat. “One can never be too careful.” Locking the shop door behind him, Oliver crossed Brooksedge Square, then headed up the hill toward St. Michael’s for ten o’clock mass. 

Though different from the form of worship he was used to back home in the realm of Terra Nefala, he enjoyed the structure of the humans’ ritual and the deeper understanding of God’s character. Learning to wrap his mind around the Ancient as a triune being had taken time and much thought. Lunch at The Blind Bandit Tavern followed church. After a hearty meal eaten alone, he left the Bandit carrying his standard Sunday order of brisket with boiled cabbage and potatoes to warm later for his supper.

The promise of rain materialized in the gray, overcast sky as he returned home. He changed into casual tan slacks, a blue, long-sleeved polo shirt, and a cream-colored wool sweater with real bone buttons. 

After stirring the fire in the woodburning stove in his living room and savoring its heat in the dampness, he settled into his preferred chair, the burgundy leather one with the high back and sheltering wings. He snuggled down and picked up a well-worn copy of one of his favorite human books, The Return of the King by J.R.R. Tolkein.

The quiet crackling of the fire combined with the warm atmosphere to overpower his desire to read a story he already knew by heart. His eyelids drooped. He startled awake when his chin hit his chest. He dismissed the idea of reading and, giving in to his undeniable lethargy, leaned back and closed his gritty eyes. Memories of his past life in Terra Nefala, like unwanted phantoms, rose clear as crystal, triggering an ache in his chest. 

Back then Falloran had asked, Are you certain you want to make this commitment Alfhere? The question echoed through the haze of memories, repeating again and again. Yes. My name had been Alfhere and my answer had been yes. Now I am Oliver. I only hear my true name during Falloran’s visits, and I am no longer so sure.

If not for the bounty King Nettlespore had placed on his head all those years ago, Oliver’s life would not have taken the turn that brought him through the Human Rift and into the Human Realm. And, if not for a twenty-year-old red-headed human spitfire, he’d never have rekindled his old friendship with the Silver Fox. 

~~~~~
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THREE YEARS AGO. 

Oliver looked up from dusting the shelves near the staircase at the far back of the shop when the bell at the door jingled. Two sneezes shook him to his toes before he stepped away from his work and moved between two tall shelves toward the front door. Catching sight of the unlikely customer standing a few steps into his neat little bookstore, his normally bulging eyes popped out even further behind his glasses. 

The petite young lady wore a black jean jacket with cutoff sleeves and rivets running in two columns down the front. Black jeans with holes at the knees, and red combat boots completed her outfit. Wisps of copper hair poked out from under a maroon ball cap. Tattoos covered most of the exposed skin on her lower arms. Earrings climbed the edges of her ears, and a nose ring stood out prominently on her pixie face. 

Oliver shook his head. The girl presented a challenging riddle. While the fine, oval face and large, almond-shaped eyes spoke of soft elegance, her style of dress screamed hard, sharp, and unyielding—and a hefty dose of trouble. Ducking behind a row of shelves, Oliver watched to see what the tattooed lady would do. She certainly didn’t look like his regular customers. And yet ... something about her struck a note deep within him, a hint of his past. Oh no. That was impossible. And yet...

~~~~~
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HAD THREE YEARS ALREADY passed since Claire’s appearance disrupted the contentment Oliver had worked so hard to achieve in his new life? 

With the threat of shadow shifters hunting her, Falloran had taken Claire back through the rift at that time. She now lived in Terra Nefala as King Ravenslaine’s ward. Protected and loved. And, since that day, Falloran, the shape-shifting Silver Fox, and Oliver, the toadite-turned-human, had met every first Sunday evening Falloran was able to come. 

St. Michael’s bells chimed five o’clock. Oliver rose with a groan. His human disguise served him well but there were times he missed the comfort of his old, toadite body. He missed his family and friends. Here, no one knew the truth hidden behind his enchanted façade. Waddling into his kitchen, he pulled his supper from the refrigerator, transferred it to a Dutch oven, and deposited it in the stove to warm. 

After eating and cleaning up, Oliver prepared for Falloran’s visit. He placed his kettle on the stove but didn’t turn it on yet, then measured the correct amount of Earl Gray tea into the porcelain strainer. He wrapped a separate container of the loose tea in a plastic bag for Falloran.

Thoughts of his past life still hovering, Oliver paced to the front window overlooking Brooksedge Square and gazed out through the drizzle at a segment of gray stone wall bathed in a pool of light from the nearby streetlamp. Checking his watch, Oliver muttered, “He must be running late.” 

The wall appeared to undulate and ripple. 

No. Right on time. 

A large silver fox stepped out from the center of the pulsing stone and darted into the deep shadows behind a bench several feet from the light. A few minutes later, a man stood upright. No longer the four-footed fox, Falloran stalked across the square in his six-foot tall aelf form, a knit cap pulled low to hide the tips of his pointed ears. 

Eager to hear news from home, Oliver hastened back to his kitchen, set his kettle to boil, and pulled out a tray of cranberry orange scones from his pantry. 
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Chapter One
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“Prince Keagan. Approach.” 

King Nettlespore’s voice rang through the hall from the darkness where his throne sat on the elevated dais, echoing like a fall of rocks. Raised braziers set on either side of the wide stairs flickered with anemic light as he descended to the main floor. Struggling to combat the gloom, the flames tainted the air with oily smoke. King Nettlespore waved his son forward. 

“I have a commission for you.” 

Keagan pulled in a calming breath, shook the pins and needles from his hands, and strode up the center passage between flanking rows of the king’s personal guard. Even now, in his mid-thirties, Keagan struggled to remain unruffled in his father’s oppressive presence. Never let him see beneath the mask. Painful experience had taught him that approaching his father with anything less than a show of complete self-assurance would provoke the king’s wrath. 

Narrow windows, set within the thick walls of the Great Hall, cast three stripes of defiant radiance across the murky path he had to travel to face his father. As Keagan moved through the first two bands, the afternoon sun’s rays needled his eyes. He blinked against the sting of tears. In the tight space between the second and third band, he paused for a moment, pulled in two more deep, steadying breaths, and schooled his features into his standard arrogant mask. Beyond the final shaft of light, his well-established internal wall of protection in place, he scanned the courtiers in attendance. No one of significance, just the normal sycophants looking to lick the king’s boots. Annoying, but not worth his time. 

The thick atmosphere pressed on him like a heavy weight as Keagan dropped to his knees at King Nettlespore’s feet and bowed his head. 

His father’s large, square hands, like weights of guilt, bore down upon Keagan’s skull in the standard form of setting a commission. The king’s words of authority echoed through the vast hall. 

“Keagan Shadowsprite Stormdweller. I place this duty upon you.” He paused. A pregnant air of expectation filled the room and Keagan’s churning gut. Even with his eyes downcast, Keagan visualized the sly smile on his father’s face as the man reveled in his manipulation of those present. 

“The pretender king—Ravenslaine...” Nettlespore spit out the name “...holds our ally Lord Shadespawn Fenwright prisoner somewhere in Landorsvic. Your mission is to locate the shadow shifters’ lord, liberate him, and return him to the Shadow Lands.” 

As the king drew his hands away and stepped back, Keagan lifted his gaze to study his father’s face. Strong. Cold. Unyielding as the granite beneath Keagan’s feet. King Nettlespore scanned the crowd. Keagan, the senses of his fox persona alert, perceived the ambient tension building as the king waited and the silence deepened. Always the show, right Father. You play to your audience well.

Flickers of reflected firelight flashed from Nettlespore’s bejeweled rings as he raised his hands above his head and lifted his voice to flood the corners of the Great Room once again. 

“I am sick to death of meaningless border skirmishes that achieve nothing. All of Noras Del’sham—all of you, my people—are out of patience. It is time for open war.” 

Approval rumbled through the crowd. Growing. Filling the hall like rolling thunder. Nettlespore turned his attention back to Keagan. 

“The shadow shifters have pledged to join us in putting an end to Ravenslaine’s rule once Lord Shadespawn has been returned to Wraith Hollow. Then it is I who will be king of Gwenhwyfar Haven and all Terra Nefala.” 

Nettlespore’s frigid gaze pierced Keagan’s spirit. He choked down the internal rebellion that sought release. Despite their strained relationship, the old king was still his father. 

“As you wish, so shall it be done, my king.” His words were lost amidst another round of cheers that rang throughout the throne room and brought a cold smile to his father’s face. 

Finally. This farce is done. I can leave. Keagan’s desire to flee the stuffy court was trampled underfoot when his father sent a sharp nod in his direction, then pointed up the stairs, toward the Alcove behind the throne. The tiny room where only the most senior of advisors met with the king. Though normally wreathed in gloom, soft light now leaked from the door, a beacon of invitation. 

“Come, Keagan. We must talk in private.” 

Join him? In the Alcove? What is the old goat up to now? Keagan glanced over his shoulder as hushed murmurs wafted among the courtiers. Great. More fodder for the gossips. 

Keagan suppressed the childish longing for approval that being in his father’s presence triggered even now. For the past seven years, the inner battle between love for and hatred of his father had been blessedly absent. He swallowed rising bile as the struggle resurrected within him. Just a few minutes more, Keagan. You can do this. He pressed up onto his feet, allowed a shudder to race through him, and followed the man. 

Faint, flickering light from several stubby candles set shadows skittering across King Nettlespore’s bearded countenance, creating pockets of light and dark as he entered the Alcove. He pivoted to face Keagan. The king’s lips pressed into a flat, hard line of judgment. He grunted and released a huff. 

“War is inevitable. It has been so ever since Ravenslaine betrayed me. The time for weakness is over. I do not know, nor do I care, what you have been doing with yourself these last few years, but your time of sloth is at an end.”

Nettlespore moved to a small, walnut table where several blue pottery cups and a matching decanter sat. He filled one cup, downed the contents, then dashed the vessel to the floor with a curse, shattering it. The tiny pieces tinkled and scattered at Keagan’s feet. 

A wave of heat flashed through Keagan at his father’s violent action. The king pivoted back, his face inches from Keagan’s. The stench of stale sweat and alcohol set Keagan’s stomach to roiling. He stuffed the small child, still clamoring for his father’s approval, back into its cage deep within his spirit and clenched his teeth. 

“I have much in the works at this time, things you could not possibly understand.” Nettlespore’s maroon-flecked eyes took on an unfocused look. He stared at nothing as if without sight, ignoring Keagan. Silent. Still. 

Keagan wondered if his father had forgotten him when the king’s intense whisper drew him out of his own thoughts. 

“There is untapped power beyond the Outten Rift. Power to conquer. To dominate. Power I must possess no matter the cost.” Nettlespore’s next words descended into an even softer, indistinct mumble Keagan struggled to hear despite his father’s proximity. “Rift Born...” 

Nettlespore pulled in a slow breath and took a step back. His sharp gaze landed on Keagan and he snorted. 

“Whatever you think you just heard, know this, my plans for the Outten Marsh are not your concern.”

Outten Marsh? I know I heard Rift Born. I did not misunderstand. 

Nettlespore studied Keagan a moment longer. “However, for my project to come to fruition...” He paused as if gathering his thoughts, then stirred and fixed his stony eyes on Keagan again. Assessing. The familiar chill of being found wanting skittered along Keagan’s spine. 

“Understand this, Keagan. Ravenslaine’s life is forfeit. This is your second and more important objective. While in Landorsvic you will execute Ravenslaine for me. End him. Do you understand? Prove to me that you are not as weak as I think you are. Prove that you are worthy to be called my son ... my heir.” 

His robe rustling, the king turned his back to Keagan. 

“Do not disappoint me. That is all.” 

A dismissive wave of his father’s hand terminated the meeting. 

Though his father by blood, Nettlespore had never shown a father’s care for Keagan. Except for those times he exhibited him as heir to Noras Del’sham like he was some kind of trophy of war. Keagan ground his teeth. Does he realize he is signing my death warrant by tasking me with the assassination of King Ravenslaine in his own capital city? The fury capped at Keagan’s core bubbled at Nettlespore’s cold disdain as if he was nothing but pond scum.

Words formed in Keagan’s mind but died before finding release. Respecting his father’s dismissal, he turned from the monarch. Keagan pulled in and released a couple deep breaths and closed his eyes for a moment, gathering his ragged emotions. Once again donning his façade of indifference, he left the Alcove, descended the stairs, and paced back down the center aisle of the vast hall with controlled, steady steps. 

Though he had dealt with the deceit and envy of his father’s nobles since childhood, the stench of petty pride and jealousy wafting from the assembled aristocrats stung his fox senses, exacerbating the hereditary rage that bubbled in a dark pool at his core. It battered for release at his need to shield against unwanted emotions and displays of weakness. 

His father regarded the ferocity as a gift of Nettlespore’s own shadow shifter genes—Keagan called it a curse. 

His mother’s hereditary line had birthed within Keagan the ability to physically shift into a large, red fox. A powerful spell, woven over him as a child, augmented his shift to include anything he carried on him. Nettlespore had deemed the enchantment a vital necessity after Keagan had caused him embarrassment by running into the throne room stark naked after shifting forms on several occasions. An unexpected byproduct of the spell, Keagan’s senses continued to be enhanced even while in aelf form. The heightened perception had proven to be both a burden and a blessing over the years. 

Growing up in Noras Del’sham had never been easy. Caught between his father’s demands and the fawning nobles’ expectations, Keagan learned at an early age to distance himself from court. Separation from the nobility had done much to stem the violent impulses his father promoted, but Keagan’s recent, years-long absence infuriated the king, and most of the nobles as well. 

Until he received this current summons to appear before Nettlespore, Keagan had been content to serve as an unknown army scout stationed at the remote Fort Kathull in the East Dellbury Mountains. Now, seven years after leaving the fortress of Ironholde behind for what he hoped would be the last time, he had been called back. 

Shaking off the prickles at the back of his neck triggered by hostile eyes tracking his every move, Keagan allowed the heavy doors of the hall to slam shut behind him, cutting off the murmur of voices and startling the two guards on duty there. He stood for a minute and sucked in the frigid air, allowing it to cool his spirit further, then followed the stone walkway that bisected the inner courtyard. Ten minutes later, he exited through the western fortress gate. 

As he paused to scan the horizon, he rolled his neck from side to side, his bones grating with the movement. The tension that had built across his back and shoulders over the last many hours faded. A groan escaped his lips at the release. 

A blast of icy wind caught Keagan in the face. Though late spring flowers covered the low grasslands of the Thoronore Plains at the heart of Gwenhwyfar Haven, Noras Del’sham still shivered in a slow-to-release-its-hold winter. 

The wind abated. Keagan lifted his head and, cupping a hand over his eyes, studied the sky to the northwest. A bank of clouds trailing tendrils of swirling gray mist signaled an approaching stormfront. Obscuring the distant mountains, the roiling haze raced toward Ironholde, blocking out the late afternoon light. Keagan sniffed the air. They would see snow by morning. 
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Chapter Two
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Keagan shivered as he strode down the main road between Ironholde and Endellion, the capital of Noras Del’sham. The city, huddled at the base of Ironholde Mountain, marked the beginning of the flatlands that separated the Upper Dellsbury Mountains to the east from the Barrier Mountains to the west. 

Keagan’s stomach growled. The meeting with his father had hung over his head from early morning, driving all thoughts of food from his mind. Now, with the encounter behind him and evening approaching, the need for solid sustenance set him to visualizing a mug of frothy ale and a hearty meal. 

Bran would be waiting for him at The Fletcher’s Arrow Tavern by now, and the Fletcher’s Arrow served the best venison stew in Endellion, steaming and thick. Keagan’s mouth watered. 

Descending into the town proper, Keagan pulled the collar of his coat up over his chin, not only to combat the damp cold air sneaking down the back of his neck but to avoid recognition. He slipped past several intersections where locals congregated along the leeward side of buildings, protected from the periodic blasts of bitter wind. 

Lights flickered to life in windows and the number of people on the street increased as he progressed into the heart of the city, his thoughts swirling. Rift Born. My father plans to open the Outten Rift? Remembering the stories he had studied of the few times warriors from beyond the Outten Rift had broken through set a sinking feeling into his gut. He shook his head. No. Even my father cannot be that power hungry. And his desire to eliminate Ravenslaine is nothing new. He has hated the lowland aelf for as long as I can remember. But to task me with his assassination? Keagan had visited Ravenslaine’s capital city of Landorsvic several times over the years. He remembered beautiful buildings, clean streets, and well-trained city guards. Even stronger security around the palace. Again, he shook his head. 

As Keagan crossed in front of a tavern with a reputation for rowdy customers, a fight poured out the front door at his feet. Startled out of his thoughts, Keagan skidded to his left. Until he pulled up short against what felt like a wall. Turning, he took stock of the large, bald highland aelf he had hurtled into. A blacksmith’s leather apron covered his massive chest, and his well-muscled arms were bare despite the weather. Great! This day just keeps getting better. 

An oath punctuated the air. The man staggered, then straightened. Glared down at Keagan. Grunting with the effort, the blacksmith swung a beefy fist at Keagan’s head. His senses sparking, Keagan evaded the clumsy attack with ease. The man tumbled past. Landed face down in the road. Snorting like a bull, he pushed up from the ground. His alcohol-muddled eyes searched for a moment before he refocused on Keagan. Burgundy snaked its way up from the highlander’s exposed neck, staining his copper features a curious shade of maroon. 

Familiar laughter filled the air. Keagan’s already racing pulse ratcheted up a notch. He pushed back as the coiled fury at his core battled for control. 

Covah? What is that shifter doing here? 

Covah Fenwright, nephew of Lord Shadespawn and one of King Nettlespore’s favorite nobles, stepped out from the tavern, clapping his hands. 

The last thing Keagan needed now was to be recognized while taking part in a street brawl in his father’s capital. More than that, the ultimately last thing he needed was to release his bottled-up rage on a civilian with Covah gawking. 

He will run right to Father. 

Keagan pulled in a couple measured, steadying breaths to slow the flow of fury spiking through his system. Adrenaline triggered the violent tendencies that he kept under lock and key—a gift from his father’s shadow shifter genes that kept giving. 

Snarling, Keagan drew his sword and took two steps forward. The weapon’s tip hovered inches from the blacksmith’s long, cherry-red nose. 

“This is over.” Keagan huffed out a breath, struggling against the internal urge to impale the filthy man. “I apologize for knocking into you.” 

He paused and gritted his teeth, his gaze fixed on the blacksmith’s angry visage. “Now, this is what is going to happen. You are going to say, ‘apology accepted,’ I will, in turn, accept your apology, then we will each go our way without harm.” 

Keagan waited, his sword hovering as he wrestled to control his trembling hand. For a moment, he thought the man would still try to attack. Then sanity returned to the widened eyes. 

“Well?” Keagan asked. 

“I am sorry, sir?” 

“Very good. Apology accepted.” Keagan lowered his blade. “Now, do you accept mine?”

The blacksmith nodded.

Keagan sheathed the sword and dipped his head. Turning on his heel, he hunched his shoulders and ducked his head, blending in with the crowd now disbursing. The desire to put distance between himself and Covah pushed him to pick up his pace. Prickles formed on the back of his neck, alerting Keagan to unfriendly followers. He sniffed the air. The enhanced senses of his internal fox signaled a warning. Covah, and... He paused and lifted his nose again. At least two other shadow shifters. By the rift!

The darkness at his core whispered to let them come. Satisfy his desire to release the violence within and kill them all. He refused to listen to the siren song and ducked into an alleyway between a weapons manufacturer’s establishment and a general store. He turned and watched the flow of traffic on the main road, alert. The wind, which had been blocked by the buildings before, now battered his back with enough force he needed to plant his feet to keep from moving. 

He sniffed the air again, but the gusty blasts coming from behind drove any scents in the opposite direction. Several snowflakes fluttered past his ear. Covah and his cronies had to be close. Keagan huffed out a curse, then peeked around the corner of the weapons shop. Covah and his fawning tail, Flaxon Nightborn, approached, strolling on this side of the street as if they were just enjoying an evening walk. Three other shadow shifters flitted through the crowd on the opposite side, scanning the people they passed. They disappeared then reappeared farther on in rapid succession as they surged through the crowd in typical shadow shifter movements. 

Obvious idiots... 

Keagan slunk deeper into the alley. A chill shivered through him as he pressed his back into the cold stone of the building. His wish that they would not notice him fell flat as Covah’s bellow of laughter shredded Keagan’s hope. 

“Well, well, well. Look what we’ve found hiding like some lowlander aelf afraid of his own shadow, Flaxon.” Covah sauntered into the alley and planted himself in front of Keagan, his eyes glittering with evil intent.

“Hiding. Bu. Bu. Hiding. Lowlander coward.” Flaxon’s nasal voice trailed after Covah’s. The three shifters from the other side of the street slipped into shadow form, then reappeared on Keagan’s side of the thoroughfare. 

The all-too-familiar scenario set Keagan’s jaw muscles to bunching. Covah and Flaxon had bullied him so often while he was growing up that it became the basis of a standard joke in Nettlespore’s court. A joke Keagan’s father had chosen to use as a mental whip to press Keagan to become stronger, release his anger, and fight back. 

Keagan’s mind shifted to an earlier time, to a memory that was as vivid today as the day it happened. The day he almost died and found a friend. He let the thought go. Now was not the time. He needed to focus. 

But something more than Covah’s bullying had triggered the memory. It scratched at Keagan’s awareness. The air currents behind him shifted again. A sound like that of a miniature bellows huffed, tickling the back of Keagan’s neck. He caught a whiff of smoke, and a smile worked its way to his lips. He looked over his shoulder. 

Her wings fluttering in a strong gust as she hovered in place, Willow grinned at Keagan. The tiny, pale green dragon swooped forward and perched on Keagan’s shoulder before releasing a sizzling stream of fire at the entrance to the alley. 

“Call off your dragon, Keagan.” Covah’s anger set his voice high and cracking. 

“Bu. Bu. Covah! Come on before we get roasted.” Flaxon’s whine faded as he got farther away. 

“Do not think you will not pay for this, Prince Keagan.” Covah’s angry shout battered against another blast of wintery wind. 

More cries of dismay filtered back to Keagan, followed by the sounds of the shifters pushing their way through the throng amidst angry shouts. Shadow shifters hated dragons, even one as small as Willow. Keagan did not know what had happened in the past to create animosity and he did not care as long as Covah and his cronies were routed. Gratitude for Willow’s timely arrival drove a huff of relief from him as he leaned forward, hands on his knees. 

Keagan laughed, his gaze locking with Willow’s. “Thank you, Willow. I guess now you want me to carry you to Bran?” 

She huffed out another loud breath, then curling into the curve of Keagan’s neck, settled. Willow closed her eyes and a hum like a cat’s purr vibrated against his shoulder. 

He chuckled. “Okay, Willow. To Bran it is.” He engaged his senses and scanned the road for a couple minutes. After making certain Covah and his buddies were gone, Keagan joined the throng heading toward the center of town as the thought of a warm tavern and hearty stew once more filled his mind. 

~~~~~
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AFTER BOWING HIS HEAD and lifting a prayer asking for Keagan to keep his temper in check while meeting with the king, Bran thanked the Ancient for his meal, then looked up to catch Spinner staring at him again. The stout tavern keeper’s fuzzy brows, like two bushy, black and gray caterpillars, crawled to the middle of his forehead. 

He thinks he remembers me, but he is not sure. Then again, I have not been here in over seven years. And I never came alone before. Bran smiled at the man and waved. Spinner’s eyebrows shot up, then he grimaced, shook his head, and vanished through the kitchen door. Bran chuckled. Now he is certain. 

A half-dozen other customers gathered in the main room of The Fletcher’s Arrow Tavern at this early hour. Four lowland aelves sat at a table near the entrance, traveling merchants Bran assumed, judging by their attire and conversation. Two shadow shifters huddled in quiet conversation at a table near the fireplace. 

Bran rotated his mug of ale, tracing the lines of condensation on the outside with his fingers. He downed a gulp, plunked the vessel onto the well-worn wooden table, and scanned the room. Not much had changed since he and Keagan were here last, as if the tavern had been preserved in a time warp the last several years. Traces of Willow’s fire could still be seen on the ceiling, a darker shade bleeding through the cream-colored paint. 

A smile wormed its way out as Bran recalled that day. Keagan had lured Spinner’s oldest daughter, Sylvia, to a nook behind the tavern. Going out to dump some garbage, Spinner heard noises. Going to investigate, he caught them, Sylvia’s shirt undone and Keagan exploring forbidden territory. Bran chuckled again as he remembered Keagan’s hasty retreat through the main room, his hands clasped over his head, as Spinner chased him, waving an iron frying pan and screaming curses at the prince. 

Willow’s attempted rescue left several smoldering patches on the ceiling and furniture, distracting Spinner from his pursuit long enough for Bran, Keagan, and Willow to escape the man’s wrath. 

They had laughed as Spinner’s final words trailed them out the door. “I do not care whose son you are. I will see you whipped, you young scoundrel. Never set foot in here again.” The man had turned toward his kitchen, still waving his arms and shouting. “Dougan, that fire ... No. No. That one over there...” 

Though still wild and prone to risk taking, in time Keagan learned to curb his crushing attraction to the opposite sex. Bran had lost track of the number of angry fathers and brothers the handsome young prince had run afoul of before he finally started exhibiting some restraint in the past couple years. 

Self-restraint. And a lot of prayer on my part.

Bran shook his head and chuckled as the memories came, fresh and clear. He hoped Spinner’s recollection would prove fuzzier than his eyebrows and not cause the innkeeper to throw them out. At least not until Bran had enjoyed the tavern’s world class venison stew and ale. He took another sip, the rich, brown brew tingling his taste buds before sliding down his throat as he wondered how Keagan’s meeting with his father had gone.
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Chapter Three
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Willow opened her eyes and stretched when Keagan walked into The Fletcher’s Arrow. After leaving the alley, she had curled up into a hot, tight ball next to Keagan’s neck. Though the snow stopped after a brief flurry, the temperature continued to plummet once the sun disappeared, and Keagan drew comfort from Willow’s presence as her internal core of fire pumped heat. Dragons did not mind cold. They compensated by generating more inner blaze and raising their core temperature. 

The warmth, noise, and light of the bustling room wrapped around Keagan and Willow like a blanket. Her head tilting from side to side, she scanned the crowded tavern. Keagan’s gaze also roamed the smoke-filled room as he sought out Bran. 

Bran waved from a table at the far side of the room. Keagan choked back a chuckle. Slight, with pale blue eyes and white-blonde hair, Bran always looked so out of place in Noras Del’sham where most of the aelves were highlanders. Tall and muscular, with dark hair and copper-colored skin like Keagan. Though opposites physically, the two had formed a bond of friendship when they were thirteen which now, more than twenty years later, had been cemented by shared danger and mutual interests. 

A low whine issued from Willow. She pushed off from her perch on Keagan, glided above the heads of the noisy customers, and coasted to a graceful landing on Bran’s shoulder.

“Hey! Wot’s this?” Spinner pushed through the crowded room, the patrons making way like water before the prow of a swift, three-masted ship, and confronted Bran. “You know her kind ain’t allowed in here. I warned you before.” He waved at Willow. She turned and stared at him, her emerald eyes glowing in the firelight. Slight tendrils of smoke drifted upward from her nostrils, rising to blend with the haze above. 

His eyes growing wide, Spinner stepped back. His gaze swept over the crowd. All conversations had stopped and the only sounds lacing the air were the popping of the fire and the slapping of Keagan’s footfalls as he hurried to his friend’s defense. 

Spinner’s nostrils flared. He wiped the back of his hand over his mouth before setting his fists on his hips. “That’s it. Get that fire-breathing menace out of my tavern now or I’m calling the constables.”

“No need.” Keagan tapped the man on the shoulder. The innkeeper spun with the speed of a much smaller man, righteous anger evident in his stance. Spinner’s shoulders drooped, however, when he caught sight of Keagan. 

“You! I shudda known you’d be with him! Always disturbance when the king’s whelp comes home.”

“I want no trouble, Spinner. Bran and I just want a quiet meal. Willow will not be a problem.” Keagan glanced down at his outstretched hand where several gold coins rested on his open palm. 

Spinner huffed but wasted no time snatching the money. Muttering under his breath, he secreted the coin in a pocket on his apron and waddled his way back toward the kitchen. 

“We’ll want two bowls of your venison stew,” Keagan called. “Plenty of bread. And mugs of your finest.” He paused. “And ... a couple slivers of raw venison.” 

Spinner stopped and turned in slow motion. His face turning a shade of purple, he directed a scowl at Keagan. The prince wondered if the man had changed his mind, but, with a shake of his head and more mumbling, Spinner turned and disappeared through the swinging door into the kitchen, his hand resting on his pocket. 

Chewing his lower lip and shaking his head, Bran looked up at Keagan. “Always pushing, Keagan. We could have left, you know.”

A broad grin worked its way across Keagan’s lips. “And what? Miss out on Spinner’s venison stew? No way. He’ll calm down. He always does.”

“And how much did you pay him this time?”

“Enough to make certain we’d not be kicked out before eating. Stop worrying.” Keagan slipped around the table, slid a chair next to Bran’s, and settled into it. His mahogany-flecked, dark eyes scanned the room as conversations and activity resumed. 

Bran sighed. “Someone has to worry.” 

Willow dipped her head and hopped down onto the table. She sniffed around as if looking for any leftover tidbits, her claws tapping on the scarred wood. Bran grabbed his ale and held it out of reach as Willow pushed her nose against the bottom of the tankard. 

“No. The last time you got into my ale you almost burned the tavern down.” 

In the distant past, dragons roamed Terra Nefala. Now, except for the few living out their lives hidden in the secret valley of Divus’vallis—the Valley of the Ancient—Willow and her kin were the only remaining descendants. Miniature versions of their huge ancestors. Tiny in size, but large in attitude. His memory of the time he had come face to face with one of the full-sized monsters triggered a scurry of cold jitters up Keagan’s spine. It was an experience he did not want to repeat. He knew first-hand how much trouble one small lizard could cause, and yet, it was Willow who had saved him. 

Willow hissed but then continued her hunt for leftovers. 

Less than a minute later, a pretty, dark-haired aelf emerged through the swinging door carrying a pitcher and a mug. She maneuvered her way past clumps of patrons and tables, coming to a stop before Keagan. After giving him a quick curtsey, she placed the mug on the table, poured in a healthy draught from the pitcher, and plopped it down as well. 

“Will there be anything more, Prince Keagan?” 

Keagan’s gaze roamed the curves of the young woman. “Zana? That is you, isn’t it?” 

Her midnight blue eyes lit up and a sultry smile set Keagan’s blood to pumping. “Well now, who else would it be?”

The last time he was here, she had been a rail-thin ten-year-old. “You’ve grown up, Zana.”

Her grin grew broader, and she licked her oh-so-tempting lips.

“Keagan.” Though quiet, Bran’s voice held an edge of warning. 

Keagan shifted his gaze to Spinner glowering from where he stood in the kitchen doorway. He allowed a sorrowful sigh to escape and returned his attention to the girl. “Just our food when it’s ready, Zana.” 

A soft pout emerged, and she looked as if she was going to say something. Instead, she curtsied again and with a quick spin, hurried back across the room. 

The drone of voices surrounding them filtered in and out of Keagan’s awareness as he watched the entry door while the meeting with his father replayed in his mind. Did I handle it well? Should I have stood up to him? Told him no? A few minutes later, Bran’s unusual silence registered. 

Keagan gave his friend a sidelong glance. “What?”

“Well?” Bran huffed as he scratched Willow’s head. 

Keagan slid his gaze around the room. “Well, what?”

Bran slammed the table, the mugs and pitcher rattling. Willow hissed and lifted into the air a moment before settling again.

“You know what.” His lowered voice came out with a huff. “How did the meeting with your father go?” He paused and studied Keagan, the light of understanding birthing in his eyes. “No. Wait. He didn’t meet with you, did he?”

“Let it go, Bran.” Keagan lifted his mug and downed the contents, then filled it to the brim again and gulped another portion. “Stupid. I was so stupid thinking he wanted to ... talk with me ... as his son.”

“What happened?”

Keagan fixed his focus on the outer door again as he explained how his father had done nothing more than formally address him in open court and command him to locate and rescue Shadespawn. “Then he dismissed me.” Keagan swallowed the lie of omission along with the hurt that burned the back of his throat. “Why I thought this time might be different ... argh! He will not change. And, to make matters worse, Covah and his shadow shifter friends are here.” He growled. 

“Here you go, sirs.” Zana’s cheerful voice broke the tension. A slight, blonde aelf with a build like Bran’s stood behind the girl, holding a large tray. After placing bowls of steaming stew on the table in front of Keagan and Bran, Zana twisted and grabbed a platter of bread and a crock of butter and set them between the two. She turned back to the tray again and picked up a plate of raw meat and a metal bowl of water and placed them in front of Willow. 

Willow bobbed her head a couple times and hummed. 

“Well, aren’t you just the sweetest thing,” Zana cooed as she patted Willow’s head. “You are most welcome.” She tipped the pitcher to check the level of ale. With a nod of acceptance, she turned to her helper, waved him toward the kitchen, and followed on his heels. 

Conversation ceased as Keagan and Bran focused on their food and Willow sent a tiny flame over her meat until it charred slightly on the outside but remained bloody and soft inside. A short while later, Keagan scoured the remaining residue of brown gravy from his bowl with a chunk of bread. 

Bran swallowed the last of his ale and turned to Keagan. “Now, back to our discussion.” 

“There is no discussion, Bran. So just drop it. We need to leave in the morning.” Keagan released a sharp breath of air and shook his head. “With a storm coming, the passes will be treacherous.”

“If your father could wait a few more weeks, the weather will be better for travel.”

A mirthless chuckle slipped through Keagan’s lips. “His timing has always been ... inconvenient, to say the least.” He finished off the final dregs of his ale, his eyes narrowing in thought. “The smartest route will be to cut east through the Upper Dellbury Mountains back to Kathull then take the Calburina River south. The weather could still be a problem this far north, so the sooner we get through the mountains, the better off we will be. Of course, we will need to deal with the Stroma D’rb going that way.”

“We could just head due south and cross the plain. Neither Stroma D’rb nor the weather would be a problem then,” Bran murmured, his eyes scrunched in thought. “But with your features you are sure to stand out and that could be more trouble than we want.” 

Keagan chuckled again. “What? You think half-blood shadow shifter aelves are not common in Gwenhwyfar Haven?”

Bran snorted. “Not common anywhere. But I, for one, do not want to end up on the wrong end of a farmer’s pitchfork because he thinks you are a threat. With the recent unrest along the border, outlying farmers would not think twice about sticking anyone they do not recognize. Especially highland aelves and shadow shifters. And you, my friend, have traits of both.”

“It’s not like there aren’t shape-shifting aelves in Gwenhwyfar Haven.”

“True, but those shifters look more like me. I would prefer to avoid unnecessary complications.” Bran leaned back in his chair. “And admit it Keagan, you tend to create needless trouble without even trying.” 

Willow finished the last of her meat, slurped some water, splashing droplets over the table, and hopped up onto Bran’s shoulder. She sighed, curled into a ball, and a minute later, her humming deepened as she drifted into a sound slumber. 

“We should follow Willow’s lead,” Bran said. “I got us a room at the Nifty Nest Hostel, unless you’ve made other plans.”

Keagan shook his head and drummed his thumbs on the tabletop. “One place is as good as another at this point.” He sighed, patted his full stomach, and threw a handful of coins on the table. Rising, they left the tavern. 

Cold north-westerly wind and swirling flakes greeted them as they stepped out from the warm room onto a snow-covered street. By the time they arrived at the Nifty Nest, goosebumps covered Keagan’s arms and shivers ran through him. He eyed Bran with envy as steam rose off Willow’s tightly curled body, distorting the air next to Bran’s cheek. 

After a quick stop in the main lobby of the hostel where Bran picked up the key to their room, they climbed the creaky stairs to the third floor. 

Golden light flashed in the glass window of the woodburning stove set in the far corner of their accommodations. Keagan scanned the room, taking note of the pleasant warmth of the fire, a short couch, and a small, round, oak table with matching chairs. He peered into the next room. Twin beds covered by heavy comforters in shades of pearl and charcoal gray promised a good night’s rest. 

Willow deserted Bran’s shoulder in favor of settling on the back of the couch. With a contented hum, she curled up once again. Within seconds, her hum morphed into a full-fledged snore. 

“What’s this?” Bran’s question drew Keagan’s attention. 

A tri-fold letter sealed with King Nettlespore’s official stamp rested on the table. The friends exchanged questioning looks. 

“How did your father know we’d be here?” Bran asked.

Keagan flicked him a look. 

“Yeah. Yeah. I know.” He shrugged. “With spies scattered throughout the fortress and town, he always knows everything happening in Ironholde and Endellion.”

Keagan hesitated a moment, his hand hovering over the missive. Foreboding trickled through him. He swallowed, the heavy supper now roiling in his stomach. His father never did anything without purpose and forethought. The old man could have taken the time and talked with him longer—father to son—but had instead chosen to set a task publicly in front of the whole court. Even his father’s invitation to the Alcove had been staged for a purpose. Following it up with a written directive deprived Keagan of any opportunity to reject Nettlespore’s further ultimatums. Not that he would have any power to reject his father’s demands. Releasing a curse, he scooped up the sealed sheet and ripped it open.
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Chapter Four
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Keagan ground his teeth. The contents of his stomach churned and threatened to work their way up his throat as he scanned the missive from his father. Finishing the last line, he crumpled the fine paper and threw it down on the table. By the rift! He paced to the woodburning stove and back a few times, grateful for Bran’s silence as his friend picked up, smoothed out, and read the message from King Nettlespore. 

“We need to leave tonight.” Keagan stopped in front of Bran. “It is the only way out of this mess my father has created.” He shook his head. “Covah? Why does my father put so much trust in that smarmy shifter anyway?” He paused, thoughts racing. “Did Covah already know this when I ran into him earlier?”

“Covah is here?” 

Ignoring the question, Keagan clamped his teeth on a knuckle, his focus on the floor at his feet as he considered his options. He dropped his hand and lifted his gaze to Bran. “Yes. Covah is here. If Willow had not shown up when she did...” He shook his head. “My father must have planned this all along. He meant for Covah to take charge of the quest from the start. For Covah to have control over me. I will not take the chance of running into Covah if we leave in the morning. We leave now.”

“Tonight.” Bran nodded. “Agreed.” 

The knot in Keagan’s stomach twisted tighter. “Why can he not trust me to accomplish Shadespawn’s rescue without Covah’s guidance? Have I not proven myself again and again at Krathull? Travelling through Gwenhwyfar Haven with that devious shadow shifter is an invitation for trouble.” He growled. “I refuse to submit to Covah no matter what my father says.” 

“It’s not the first time he has manipulated your father.” Bran folded the note and tossed it into the fire. 

Keagan strode to stand next to him, the heat from the flames warming the front of his body until Bran shut the heavy door with a clatter. 

“That slimy shadow shifter must be laughing in his ale right now.” He moved away from the fire, a shiver trembling through him as the warmth of the fire gave way to chilly air. “He’s already seen Willow, so he must assume you are here. There is no way he would agree to you and Willow traveling with us.” 

A hiss from the couch drew Keagan’s attention. Willow, her alert eyes flashing, stood on the back, a tiny stream of fire leaking from her mouth. 

“Shadow shifters and dragons. No love there,” Keagan mumbled.

Always reasonable and level-headed, Bran paused for a moment, his eyes narrowed in thought. He scratched his chin. “So, leaving in the morning is not an option. But if we head out now, where are we going to get supplies at this hour? The Garrison Master won’t be happy if we wake him.”

Keagan grimaced as he considered his options. A moment later, the outline of a plan took shape in his mind and the scowl gave way to a slight smile. “Who said anything about waking the master? Sergeant Major Nasen Buckthorne probably still sleeps in the supply office. And, since we are heading out on king’s business, we’ll just wake the old peg leg and get the supplies from him.” 

Bran’s smile mirrored Keagan’s. “That just might work.”

Wind whistled around the buildings and snow fell in heavy curtains, disrupting vision, as the three left the comfort of the inn and ventured out on the streets. Though empty by normal standards for this hour of the night, small numbers of people braved the storm, and the sounds of revelry rose and fell as the trio passed groups gathered around burn barrels and in front of taverns. 

By the time Keagan, Bran, and Willow arrived at Ironholde, the layer of the white flakes coating them turned the three into moving snow sculptures. The guard at the gate refused passage until recognition dawned in his eyes. 

“So sorry, yer Highness.” 

The soft, peaceful hiss of falling snow and the creaking of tree branches did much to settle Keagan’s frayed nerves as he and Bran followed one of the main pathways that crisscrossed Ironholde. Flickering flames within ice-encrusted lanterns lining the path created shifting patterns of light that sparkled like jewels on soft mounds of white. Keagan’s breaths came in short spurts fogging the air in front of his face as they approached the barracks compound where the supply house was located. 

When they entered the walled off section of the grounds which served as housing and training facility for the castle guard, loud voices broke the spell of quiet. Keagan and Bran skirted the dining hall where the voices originated and plowed through the snow to a dark building tucked behind the hall. 

The door, as expected, was unlocked. Once inside, Bran and Keagan shook off the layer of wet snow while rubbing their hands together in the warm, dark hallway. Willow unfolded from her tight ball and sniffed the air. A bright chirrup signaled her delight, then she pushed off Bran’s shoulder, swooped up the hallway, and disappeared around a corner. 

A bellow that reminded Keagan of a wounded bear broke the quiet. Keagan and Bran exchanged quick looks. Another shout rent the air, spurring Keagan into a sprint, Bran on his heels. They reached the end of the hall and turned to a passage on their right where light flooded from a partly open doorway. 

Stopping in the stream of light, Keagan’s jaw dropped. The Sergeant Major chuckled, a rather bizarre sound coming from the old giant’s mouth, as Willow hummed and twittered while flitting about Nasen’s head. 

Nasen hadn’t aged a day in the last seven years. From the thatch of steel gray hair woven into a thick braid, exposing the stumpy remains of the right ear he lost in a fight with an ice leopard, to the fancy, etched wooden peg leg he’d gained curtesy of a sword fight with a lowlander thief—leaning against the wall next to Nasen’s chair—the giant matched Keagan’s memories of him.  

His wide, black eyes focused on Keagan and Bran, Nasen waved Willow to a tall dresser on his right. She complied. Settling, she sighed and watched him, her head tilted to the side, and her gaze steady. 

Grunting with the effort, Nasen reached over, grabbed his wooden leg, and strapped it on. Tightening the belt of his thick, plaid robe, he rose from the over-sized rocking chair where he had been sitting and stared down at Keagan and Bran for a moment before slapping his thigh. “Shadowsprite Stormdweller and the Lightfoot Thief, I thought I’d never see you two again.” He focused on Willow and inclined his head. “Nor you neither, darlin’.” His attention returned to Keagan and Bran. “Now ain’t this a sweet surprise.” He caught Keagan’s focus and studied him a minute. “You still carrying that ol’ storm on your shoulders?” Nasen squinted. “Ha! Yeah! I see you are.” 

Shifting to meet Bran’s gaze, Nasen shook his head. “And you. Much has changed since the day I sent this Stormdweller chasin’ after you. All these years and not a word. Must be somethin’ important to bring you two here at this hour after all this time.” 
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