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Chapter One

	
	IT had been a bad idea to split up.

	Jack looked around the inn's taproom with barely concealed frustration. As usual, the popular border-town inn was already crowded with locals and travelers in search of cold ale and an evening meal.

	Unfortunately, none of the bodies taking up tables and benches wore the familiar faces of the missing members of their crew. Disappointed but unsurprised the others hadn't caught up yet, Jack exchanged glances with the half of the team still with him.

	Sterling shrugged his broad shoulders and headed for one of the few empty tables in the nearly full taproom. He settled into a chair that allowed him to sit with his back to the wall and his eyes on the door.

	Their eccentric little pack of treasure hunters didn't need an official leader, but Sterling's calm composure engendered instinctive respect. The silver streaks in his dark hair gave him gravitas others instinctively deferred to, despite being only a few years older than Jack.

	Zane and Wyatt trailed Sterling automatically. Almost identical with their tall wiry builds, grey eyes, and sharp features, the only way to tell the twins apart was the long braid Zane kept his tawny hair in and the small scar by Wyatt's eyebrow.

	Jack followed last, noting who looked up as they passed, who pretended not to care, and who genuinely didn't give a damn.

	The majority of the room fell into the latter category and Jack let his shoulders soften and some of the wariness seep away. It didn't look as if their troubles had found them, yet.

	In fact, the only thing in the taproom that struck him as out of place was the woman attempting to hide at the small table beside the stairs. Tucked almost completely in the shadows, she stood out to Jack's wary attention. Jack settled onto a bench next to Sterling, joking and laughing while he kept one curious eye on her.

	The humid mid-summer evening was much too warm to be wrapped quite so tightly in the rough cloak draped around her. She continually tugged at the hood, but, the second she moved to take a bite of food, the fabric fell back again. Every movement revealed hints of delicate features, deep auburn hair, wide blue eyes, and pink lips pinched into a worried frown. The occasional peek of stitched silk bodice was a definite contrast to the cheap threadbare cloth of her too-large cloak.

	It did, however, fit with the smooth hand wrapped around her still full mug. Much too soft, clean, and undamaged to have ever done any type of labor. It all added up to one clear definition.

	Trouble.

	And Jack wholeheartedly avoided any kind of trouble that didn't promise a worthwhile payout at the end of it.

	"Well, well. Look what the ill-wind blew in," the innkeeper announced, setting four tankards down on the table and letting them pass them among themselves.

	Tappin had been innkeeper here longer than Jack had been alive. But he remembered every face that ever passed through his inn. And Jack and his team stopped by often enough on the way to the next job that he didn't bother to wait for them to order anymore.

	"Where's the rest of your lot? With only half of you here, I might actually have some leftover scraps to feed to the dogs."

	Tappin chuckled at his own joke but Jack glanced nervously at Sterling. Just because they were regulars here, it still wasn't a good idea to share their secrets too freely. Especially not when there was now a price on their heads. Deserved or not.

	Sterling remained relaxed, however, a smirk twitching the edges of his lips.

	"Beckett bet me his shortcut was faster than mine and split up the team to prove it." He lifted one thick shoulder in an amused shrug. "They should catch up with us in a day or two."

	Tappin chuckled. Then his scruffy brows drew together in a thoughtful frown. "Hope his shortcut didn't take him too far into Ardell. Things are a bit murky on the other side of the border."

	"Murky?" Sterling asked. "Ardell has been peaceful and orderly since the end of the Dragon Wars four centuries ago."

	"Not quite sure what's going on. The official proclamation said Princess Kynara got hold of some dark magic and tried to usurp the throne. Her brothers somehow stopped her, but not before her parents and everyone inside the place were frozen and incapacitated with some unknown curse. She and her conspirators fled Calmoore and there's quite the bounty out for her now. Those who believe it are thinking she's in league with the Sea Clan dragons. They've been searching Ardell for days, and now some of the bounty hunters have crossed the border and are looking for her here in Highcross."

	Jack wanted to turn and stare at the girl in the shadows but kept his eyes on his ale. With a careful shift of weight when he lifted the mug, he managed to catch sight of her from the corner of his eye. She was obviously soft and out of place here. But she didn't strike him as haughty or imperious enough to be a princess. No matter how dangerous the discovery of being caught, in Jack's experience that kind of spoiled upbringing was impossible to hide for long.

	Besides, a sheltered noble of that ilk would never have made it this far from Ardell's capital alone. The woman may have something to do with the unrest in Calmoore, but he doubted very much she was Princess Kynara.

	"But there are other rumors. Some suggest her three brothers led the uprising. That everyone is locked in the dungeon, including the princess. They used fear of magic and curses as an excuse, sealed up the palace and made up the story about the girl to create a scapegoat. The way the nobles who weren't trapped in the castle have been fleeing the kingdom make me think they've got the right of it."

	Jack's mouth twitched at the confirmation of his train of thought. A deserting minor noble made a bit more sense. One of those countryside aristocrats with little influence or status to begin with would have no leverage in a power struggle of that nature.

	Jack felt a little sorry for her. He knew what it was like to be forced to run. To leave behind everyone and everything with no promises that the future would be better.

	But, while she looked stressed and out of place, she wasn't afraid. Terror wasn't shaking her. Instead, she held herself with a fierce confidence that suggested she wasn't giving in to the darkness of being lost and alone. That she had a purpose and a plan.

	Either way, she still wasn't any of Jack's business. He could empathize but his team just barely escaped justice in Glicien. And they had no profit to show for months of work deep in the ancient forest. Jack had his own team's trouble to worry about.

	"Everyone agrees, though. Whatever happened in the palace, dark magic was behind it all."

	A cold shiver worked its way down Jack's spine and he gripped his tankard in a white-knuckle grip to keep his hands from shaking. There was more than one dark magic user spread across the kingdoms and Clans of the continent. As long as none of them discovered his secret, they had no reason to pay any attention to a nameless treasure hunter minding his own business.

	With sheer force of will, Jack kept his eyes on the innkeeper and turned his concentration back to the litany of gossip Tappin was sharing. It was more useful to stay informed than to give in to the urge to run at the mere mention of magic.

	"...a troop of mercenaries helping the brothers in so-called peace-keeping efforts. A rag-tag bunch of humans, drakes, and others whose origin aren't quite so certain."

	Sterling nodded, not looking at Jack at all. But he was sure to have noticed. Nothing escaped the former soldier's attention.

	"Sounds like Ardell is a place to avoid. Once we round up Beckett and the rest of our team, we'll be sure to stay on this side of the border. What's Dela got on the menu for us tonight?"

	After Tappin regaled them with the delights his wife had in store for the evening meal, the innkeeper shuffled off to the kitchen to retrieve the food for them. Sterling's attention lingered on Jack, concern edged with curiosity sharpening his gaze.

	But, like always, he didn't ask for any answers Jack didn't offer willingly. Like an explanation for his unwavering avoidance of all things magic.

	Once again, Jack was eternally grateful that it had been this particular group’s campsite he'd tried to steal a horse from, all those years ago.

	Not once had any of them had ever pried into what he was running from. They all had their histories and secrets. They respected each other's privacy because no one wanted to have their own poked at.

	They'd taken him, taught him what he needed to know to make a living. To survive. Gave him a place to belong. And the skills to run on his own, if he ever had to.

	Hopefully, whatever was happening in Calmoore had nothing to do with Jack's past. And he wouldn't have to put those skills to use anytime soon.

	Deep down, though, he knew it was only a matter of time before he'd have to abandon them and run from the nightmare of his history.

	That it was only a matter of time before his mother found him.

	


Chapter Two

		KYNARA huddled as deep into the shadow of the staircase as she could manage, praying no one noticed her. No one recognized her.

	Staying at the inn was a risk.

	Stopping for a whole night was even more of one.

	But she'd barely slept for days. Food had been scarce and quick between the running and hiding and running again. She'd finally crossed the border into Obelarr, and, so far, hadn't caught a glimpse of the mercenaries her great-aunt Velia had dogging her trail.

	She'd avoided most of the bounty hunters by keeping to nearly impassable, trackless areas of the forest. It had made for frustratingly slow progress. Especially when flying out of danger and away from Ardell would have been so much easier.

	But Velia had a Jelverck, a master huntsman. One so steeped in his craft that his name had apparently been forgotten and he now went only by his title. He commanded a cadre of drakes tasked with making sure none of the dragon shifters in Ardell left to carry tales to neighboring kingdoms. Particularly not any that contradicted Velia's carefully constructed description of events.

	Unfortunately, Velia's account ran quickly ahead of Kyn. As far as nearby allies of Ardell were concerned, Kyn was a traitor and a dangerous witch. Her only hope was to get to her uncle, Dogan, the Chief of the Sea Dragon Clan. But it was several days travel on foot to the coast of the Western Sea and the islands of the clan.

	The first, and only, time Kyn tried shifting forms to take to the air as a dragon, she'd been spotted almost immediately. Only a reckless flight into the thickly wooded forest saved her from capture.

	Once past the border, and beyond Velia and Jelverck's immediate reach, she considered shifting again. But a full form dragon outside of clan territories was a rare and noticeable sight for any kingdom other than Ardell.

	Kyn didn't even dare display the sigil she'd always worn with honor. Dragon shifters and humans had been intermarrying in Ardell, making it unique among all the kingdoms in the known world.

	Those with drake lineage proudly wore one of the stones, carved with a likeness of a dragon, to announce their true nature to the world. Now, the pendant was tucked away in a small pouch at her waist along with her other, meager valuables. Hidden and dubiously protected by the voluminous cloak she'd... borrowed. Not only did it mark her as a drake and a foreigner, the Royal Crest exposed exactly who was hiding in their midst.

	Those looking for the reward would alert her pursuers if she revealed any hint of her drake heritage. Flying wasn't an option. She needed to find another way to get to the coast without being recognized. Unfortunately, a woman traveling alone was going to be noticed.

	Which was why she'd chosen her seat in the taproom as carefully as she'd chosen the inn.

	The town of Highcross, nestled within the boundaries of Obelarr, sat on crossroads that led east to Glicien or north to Ardell. Bustling with enough strangers that one more wouldn't stand out. Tappin's Inn sat on the outskirts of the town, backing onto the bordering forest and giving Kyn an easy escape route, if necessary.

	For most of the day, she'd stayed hidden in the trees, listening for whatever gossip she might overhear.

	From what she'd gleaned, her great-aunt was still trying to secure control of the city of Calmoore and the rest of Ardell. And there'd been no sign of the bounty hunters in Highcross.

	Yet.

	So Kyn gave in to the desperate urges she'd been ignoring for days. To sleep in a real bed. To eat a real meal. To rest under the shelter of a real roof.

	The price took half the pitiful contents of her purse but it was worth it.

	Even if it meant tensing every time the door opened in the busy tavern. Or covertly assessing the potential threat of each traveler or evening reveler who stepped inside.

	The latest group to enter made Kyn particularly nervous. Shakily, she pulled the cloak a little tighter around herself.

	The four men were scruffy and nothing like the uniformed mercenaries Velia had set loose in Calmoore to maintain order. Neither did any of them wear a drake sigil marking them as dragon shifters the way Jelverck's hunters proudly displayed theirs.

	They smiled and joked with the innkeeper, but the good-natured laughter hid a darker tension woven around the four men. And the plain but well-crafted and maintained weapons made it obvious these were no simple tradesmen or merchants.

	Each one of them had glanced at her shadowed corner as they took stock of the room, but one of them took particular interest in her. Framed by black hair, his piercing blue eyes had sized her up in the space of a breath. Unlike his sun-darkened companions, the man's pale skin looked out of place among rough, work-weathered locals in the taproom.

	His gaze came back to her, over and over, brows drawn together with deep curiosity.

	Kyn drew her hood closer to her face every time she caught his eyes cast in her direction and she kept her eyes down. The remains of her half-finished dinner lost their appeal as her heart hammered in her chest.

	Had he recognized her? Were they Velia's men after all? Or just someone covetous of the reward?

	Despite the churning of her stomach, Kyn forced herself to eat, not knowing when or what she'd find for her next meal. As she poked at the food on her plate, she eavesdropped shamelessly on the conversation they had with the innkeeper. It hurt to hear the gossip and lies being spread about her, but she needed to know everything. Needed to be prepared for anything she might face.

	As they spoke, her shoulders eased incrementally. They seemed genuinely surprised and uninformed about the happenings in Ardell. And it sounded like the innkeeper doubted the official story being circulated.

	Kyn bristled at the suggestion that her brothers were part of the conspiracy. Except of course, they were. Just not in a way that anyone would ever imagine. Or believe.

	And that reminder strengthened Kyn's resolve. This wasn't just about her.

	Her parents, her brothers, everyone who'd been in the palace when Velia invaded were in danger. Their time was ticking away.

	And it was all her fault.

	Lost in her thoughts and recriminations, Kyn almost jumped out of her chair when the innkeeper set a new tankard in front of her.

	"I didn't ask..."

	"There are strangers in town," he murmured, talking over her in a low voice. "They're looking for a runaway bride from Glicien."

	Suspicious, sarcastic emphasis underscored his words. There was no doubt for either of them that the men sought Kyn. The only question was what the innkeeper intended to do about it.

	Kynara felt strung taut, her hand curled around her purse, eyes searching for any escape route but the only way out she saw was through the front door.

	"They're still a couple of taverns down the street," the keeper added, soothingly. "It will take them a bit to make their way here."

	Forcing her attention away from the door, she focused on the innkeeper. Kyn was surprised to find only concern deepening his eyes. There was no gleam of greed or glow of anticipation.

	"There's a section of the loft in the stables that is, er, difficult to find," he cleared his throat with a hint of embarrassment. "Traveling... merchants use it from time to time when they need to store things."

	"A smuggler's loft?" Kyn asked with surprise.

	"Shh," Tappin hissed and looked around, but no one was close enough to hear their whispers.

	"Just a quiet, out of the way place for those who require a little privacy. It's not as nice as the room you've paid for. But I thought you might prefer the... solitude."

	Kynara swallowed hard, glancing at the front door with trepidation. It might be a trap. He could be leading her right into the hands of the men looking for her. But she had nothing left. No energy. No plan. And very little money.

	If she ran now, Velia's men would be on her in minutes. The only chance she had was taking the leap of faith and trusting the innkeeper.

	"Yes. I think a little peace and quiet is exactly what I'm looking for right now."

	Tipping his head toward the kitchen door, he whispered, "After I move on to the other tables, wait a few moments. Then go through there. My stableboy is waiting to show you the way."

	He walked away, moving to a table near the front door, where he loudly told a ribald joke that distracted the whole taproom with a roar of laughter.

	Kynara, princess of Ardell, pulled her cloak tight and slipped away into the sweltering kitchen.

	***

	Once the food had been settled in front of them, the innkeeper disappeared to help other guests. Jack stared at his plate, reluctant to be the first to voice the concerns weighing on them all. Surprisingly, it was Zane who leaned forward, looking uncharacteristically serious.

	"Beckett, Rory and the others aren't here."

	He spoke low and matter-of-factly, but a sliver of doubt tangled itself in the words. Jack had been feeling the same thing since walking in the door. A hollow fear settled in the pit of his stomach. No sign of the rest of their patchwork pack of treasure hunters here was very, very bad.

	"Don't borrow trouble," Sterling rumbled. "Highcross is the earliest place we'd expect to meet. And if they heard about the disorder in Ardell they may have swung wide to avoid it. We'll move on in the morning. Chances are they'll be waiting for us at the next rendezvous spot."

	"If they haven't been caught," Jack muttered.

	Sterling frowned at him. "Always so pessimistic, Jack."

	He gave a halfhearted shrug and lifted his tankard in a mocking toast. "It's better to expect the worst. That way I'm not disappointed."

	Bringing the tankard to his lips, Jack took a long swallow of ale to drown the again that hovered on the tip of his tongue.

	Behind him, the tavern door opened, and Sterling froze, eyes narrowing before he forced himself to relax. Without a word spoken, Jack took his cue from his friend's body language.

	Dropping his tankard on the table, he wiped his mouth dramatically.

	"I think I'm going to need a refill," he announced to the table casually. "Where'd Tappin go?"

	Jack turned his head, letting his gaze drift over the newcomers as he pretended to search for the innkeeper. He didn't pause or hesitate as his eyes swept by them, but he took in every detail all the same.

	Neat uniforms but no insignia. Professional posture. Well-maintained weapons. Men for hire. But not run-of-the-mill mercs. Expensive, well trained ones.

	Not the Duke's men, either. They wouldn't bother to hide their affiliation.

	Methodically, they spread out and moved separately through the room, paying attention to every face and body as they went. Making it clear they were searching for someone specific.

	They swept past the table where Jack and his team sat without a second glance, however. It was all he could do not to let out an incriminating sigh of relief.

	He'd met their kind before. Once, long ago, Jack had run from men very like these mercs. Ruthless and relentless, Jack barely escaped with his life.

	He didn't know if this squad was part of the same mercenary operation, but he didn't relish hanging around to find out. Didn't want to risk any old sergeants among them recognizing the boy Gavin of the Grey Tower had been in the man Jack made himself into.

	Once the entire taproom had been covered, most of the men swept back through to wait at attention by the door. The captain, designated only by the silver braid on his otherwise unadorned uniform, pulled aside a serving girl who scurried into the kitchen.

	Tappin hurried out of the back room and greeted the waiting merc with a fake horse-trader's smile, eyeing the number of men by the door with calculating greed.

	"Good sir, lovely to see such a large group. We've got cold ale, hot meals and a couple of rooms left if you need accommodations for the night."

	"That won't be necessary," the captain answered stiffly and pressed a piece of parchment into the keeper's hands. "We're only searching for some information. Our employer's daughter ran from her wedding after a misunderstanding with the groom. As you can imagine, he's quite concerned about her safety. If you could share her description with your patrons? There is, of course, a generous reward."

	He rattled off the details with detached indifference, obviously having recited the story over and over.

	"Of course. Of course. Always happy to help. I'll send anyone with information along to you," Tappin paused, lowering his voice conspiratorially. "I don't suppose there's a percentage for a facilitator’s fee, is there?"

	The captain gave him a disgusted look but remained monotone and flat when he answered.

	"I'm sure something can be arranged."

	The group swept out as silent and orderly as they'd intruded, and the collective breath of the taproom seemed to resume at once.

	The innkeeper's false buoyant greed fell away as soon as the door closed. Tappin glanced toward the table under the stairs before tossing the parchment in the fireplace and resuming his cheerful rounds of his patrons.

	It was only then that Jack noticed the mysterious woman had disappeared from her corner. Most likely just before the mercs arrived. It was ridiculous to be relieved for her. Especially when the reward would more than make up for what they'd lost when they'd had to flee Glicien.

	He should march out and find the captain. Tell him about the woman hiding in the shadows of the taproom. Take whatever sovereigns the details were worth.

	Instead, he waved his tankard at Tappin and asked for a refill.

	It had nothing to do with any kinship he might feel for her circumstance. The remembered, all-consuming awareness of impending doom he'd known when he'd been on the run.

	It was a dog eat dog world, and no doubt she'd turn him in if given half the chance. It wasn't empathy or better nature that stayed his tongue.

	No, it was simple self-preservation.

	He had no intention of calling the attention of that kind of ruthless bounty hunter on himself. Not for any reason.

	After Tappin dropped off his refilled tankard, Jack gulped half of the ale then leaned forward and muttered, "You said we leave first thing in the morning, right?"

	Sterling, still with one eye on the door, nodded in quick agreement.

	"That would be best, I think. We may not be the trouble they're looking for, but trouble is trouble. Better to be far away from it no matter who it's aiming for."

	


Chapter Three

	
	THE smuggler's loft was still dark when Kyn gave up on the idea of getting any more sleep. Creeping blue glass and pursuing hunters invaded her dreams, and she woke gasping and ready to run over and over again.

	When panic forced her yet again into consciousness, Kyn reluctantly decided it was time to accept she'd gotten all the rest she was going to get. Sneaking out into the forest before dawn broke was her best hope of avoiding the bounty hunters, anyway.

	Still, it had been more rest than she'd allowed herself at one time for days. Caves and forest floors didn’t make for easy sleep at the best of times. Knowing Velia's men stalked the land and Jelverck's drakes searched the skies made closing her eyes for even brief periods nearly impossible.

	With a weary sigh, Kyn forced herself up. Rough straw stuck tenaciously to her skin in the sweltering heat of the loft and she attempted to brush it away with little success.

	The warm summer night had been stifling in the windowless hidden chamber.

	With one last futile swipe at the hay, Kyn gave up and reminded herself to be grateful it wasn't winter. Her oversized cloak was little more than a pathetic disguise. It's thin, threadbare weave would be no protection against the icy winds and heavy snow that would blanket the region in a few months.

	The first hints of pale pink dawn started to peek through cracks in the eastern wall. There'd be just enough darkness left to hide her sprint into the woods behind the inn. Then, the rising sun would give her the light necessary to navigate the treacherous, overgrown game trails that cut through the thick trees and heavy undergrowth.

	An itching instinct spurred Kyn on. Telling her she needed to go now. Needed to be away from the inn in case Velia's bounty hunters decided to make another pass through the town in hope of flushing out their quarry. She really should have slipped away the night before. But struggling through the woods at night had almost caused her injury a couple of times already. And the lure of a halfway decent night's rest had been too much to deny herself, in spite of the risks.

	Kyn carefully descended the ladder, holding her breath the entire time. A flimsy false wall obscured access to the hidden loft, leaving only a narrow space to move through. The slightest sound or bump would give her away to anyone in the stables.

	And there were definitely people on the other side of the thin wooden façade concealing her. She stood frozen at the bottom of the ladder, listening intently and praying they'd leave quickly.

	"I don't understand why we're in a hurry to leave," a male voice complained. "We're not the ones those bounty hunters were looking for."

	"Wyatt, they're mercs." The second voice sounded surprisingly like the first, only exasperated and resigned. "If they realize Duke Korgeto has a hefty reward posted for us, they'll be just as happy to scoop us up and sell us off. A bird in the hand and all that."

	Wyatt muttered something that Kyn couldn't quite hear.

	"It doesn't matter if the charges are cooked up," the exasperated voice drawled with exaggerated patience. "Look, we need to catch up with Beckett and the others, anyway. The sooner, the better. We have to get to the coast before storm season starts."

	Kyn perked up, a kernel of an idea taking root as she listened. Making it to the coast as soon as possible was very much what she needed to do, as well.

	It sounded like these men wanted to avoid attention and interference as much as she did. And they were headed in the direction she needed to go.

	At this point, trusting anyone was a risk. But Kyn was desperate. And Velia was closing in.

	If she didn't do something drastic, she'd most likely be hauled back to Calmoore in chains by the end of the week.

	Then there'd be no hope for her parents. Her brothers. Her kingdom.

	"Fine," Wyatt muttered. "Besides, the sooner we get to Cavern Island, the sooner we can recoup all the money we lost in Glicien."

	"Exactly. Why don't you go let Jack and Sterling know the horses are ready, and I'll go charm some road provisions out of the cook."

	"How about I talk to the cook and you try to pry Jack out of bed before the sun's up completely?"

	Kyn remained still until the sound of their bickering faded. Then she let out a long, slow breath, careful not to make a noise.

	Just because she couldn't hear anyone else in the stable, didn't mean there wasn't someone there who could hear her.

	On light feet she slid through the narrow, hidden door and out into the cover of pre-dawn shadows.

	She'd chosen the inn specifically because it sat on the edge of the town, only a stone's throw from the concealing safety of the dense forest. Kyn only hoped her memory of the maps her tutor had forced her to study proved trustworthy.

	If she remembered correctly, the high road looped south around farms and estates before curving back west toward the coast.

	If she moved straight through the forest, Kyn should meet up with the road again, well out of sight of the town. And, even with their horses, she should stay ahead of Wyatt and his possibly outlaw friends.

	The trek through the woods would give her plenty of time to second guess her desperate plan.

	Unfortunately, the rest of her options were even riskier.

	***

	Half an hour out of town and well out of sight of any prying eyes, Jack still couldn't find it in him to relax his guard. He sat tense and stiff on his horse, glancing behind him at every sound, real or imagined.

	Waiting for... something, though he had no idea what. There was just an itch between his shoulder blades that told him trouble was coming. Deep, dark instincts hissed danger in the primitive part of his brain. Those whispered impulses had saved his life more than once.

	Jack had learned a long time ago to listen.

	Even when the sun was shining and no hint of threats scented the wind or rustled the forest.

	Ignoring the amused looks his companion cast his way, Jack continued to twist in his saddle every few feet. His horse, Rasker, a gentle giant standing a hand taller than the rest of their mounts, took his rider's antics in stride. He kept his pace even and smooth, no matter how often Jack contorted himself to stare at the empty road while trying to anticipate what was coming for them.

	For him.

	But looking back was a mistake. Trouble didn't run them down from behind. She stepped out the woods in front them, a soft smile belying determined, secretive eyes.

	He recognized her instantly. The woman from the taproom. The one who'd hidden in the darkest corner and disappeared at the first hint of danger.

	"Well met, milady," Sterling greeted heartily.

	Jack ground his teeth together but stayed silent. Sterling wasn't naïve. And Jack knew him well enough to see the readiness in his posture, despite the relaxed way he sat his horse.

	"Well met, good sirs." She dipped her head slightly, observing Sterling from beneath long dark lashes. Her gaze slid toward Zane and Wyatt, before settling on Jack for another heartbeat. Assessing, cataloging, considering.

	Jack's hand flexed involuntarily, the urge to reach for his sword tempered by his training. He refused to give away the slightest insight into his thoughts. But he'd be ready to react if necessary.

	Once satisfied with whatever she saw in them, she moved a little closer with a winsome smile.

	"I was hoping, perhaps we could journey together. Traveling these roads alone is dangerous for anyone. I've been sticking to the trails in the forest, but it is slow going. And though the dangers are different, they are no less perilous."

	She hesitated, a brief tell that spoke volumes to Jack's suspicious mind. "I... overheard rumor that you were heading toward the coast."

	"Rumor?" Jack asked with sharp doubt, though he kept his cool smirk firmly in place. "I didn't think we were interesting enough to gossip about."

	Her eyes flicked toward Wyatt and Zane and Jack stifled a groan. The twins had never quite learned the lesson about talking less and listening more. Someday it was going to get them in trouble.

	"Small towns are the same everywhere," she answered with a sly shrug. "It sounded as if you were in as much as a hurry as I am. And that you might prefer not to be noticed, as well."

	This time, Jack wasn't the only one who stiffened. She seemed to realize her mistake immediately, though, because she hurriedly added, "I can pay, of course. Since I have no food or weapon or horse."

	She shifted her cloak carefully, hand dipping into a concealed pocket. Then she lifted her hand, palm up, and gold sparkled in the sun surrounding the deep, midnight blue of a large sapphire.

	Even from up his mount, Jack recognized the quality of the bracelet. And the size of the stone alone was enough to more than make up for their losses in Glicien.

	Showing the jewel to them was a calculated risk and they all knew it. He could see the pulse hammering in her throat and the faint tremble of her fingertips.

	A side of him Jack long thought lost to the sharp cruelty of experience wanted to reassure her. To give her the solace and security he could have used, once upon a time. But he shoved that aside, hard-earned cynicism biting through to armor himself against the threatening compassion.

	"You're putting an awful lot of trust in a group of strangers you just met," he sneered, instead.

	Fear flashed in her eyes, swallowed up by a desolate desperation. Once more, something that was all too familiar to Jack. He remembered that fear. The need to leap into a chasm to escape the fire nipping at his heels.

	For a moment, his heart turned. Acknowledging a kindred soul.

	But he hadn't made that leap lightly. And he didn't need to take that kind of risk now. Jack tried to harden his heart and turned to Sterling.

	"This is a bad idea. We should go. Now."

	"Jack," Sterling said, quiet admonishment before turning compassionate eyes back toward the woman. "Give us a moment to discuss this."

	He turned his horse, trotting several yards away with the twins on his heels. Leaving Jack no choice but to follow if he wanted to have a say in the decision.

	Before Sterling mentioned her vulnerability or Zane swooned over the loot, Jack jumped in first with his objections.

	"You do know who she probably is, right?"

	He'd dismissed his suspicions the night before. Now, though, the coincidences were becoming a bit much. A gentle lady on the run appearing in a border-town tavern at the same time a princess disappeared. One so desperate, she would approach a group of men she knew to be running from their own troubles.

	Then there was the quality and elegance of the bribe she dangled in front of them. It left Jack very little doubt.

	Even if she wasn't the lost princess, she still must have been close to the royal family to swipe the bracelet on her run from the trouble in Ardell. Either way, she was most definitely the woman those bounty hunters had been looking for at Tappin's inn.

	And those mercs didn't look like the type to give up easily.

	Simply being this near to her was dangerous. And when Jack added in the rumors of dark magic involved in the coup...

	He'd vowed to stay far away from anyone who indulged in sorcery when he ran away from home. With good reason.

	"Jack. She puts up a good front but she's scared. We've all been there," Sterling said, eyes tight and voice low. He and the team had taken the very same chance on Jack. Hell, the pack of treasure hunters had their own curse they lived in fear of being revealed every day.

	"And with that trinket," Zane interrupted, oblivious as always to the undercurrent stretching between Jack and Sterling, "we can replace all of the equipment we lost when we had to run from Glicien and Korgeto's men."

	"With plenty left over," Wyatt added.

	"It's dangerous," Jack snarled in frustration, knowing he was losing the argument. Grasping for a more coherent objection than explaining his gut thought this might be the beginning of the end for him.

	"So is excavating ruins and trespassing on noble land trying to find buried treasure. Everything we do is dangerous."

	But this was different. Drakes and mercs. Magic and royal heirs. It was all part of the life he'd been forced to flee from. Part of the world he lived in fear of finding him again every day.

	He couldn't admit any of that though. Because he'd never told them the whole truth. Never admitted to anyone who he was. What he was.

	Because Jack didn't dare trust anyone, not even the men who'd saved him, with his deepest secret.

	Which meant he had no arguments left.

	Stuck, he glared at Sterling and muttered, "Fine. But I reserve the right to say I told you so."

	"You always do," Sterling agreed with a laugh, leaning across the space between them to slap his shoulder in camaraderie.

	Then he wheeled his horse around and headed back.

	"Milady. We'd be happy to have you join us."

	Sterling politely introduced himself, Jack, and the twins before waiting expectantly for her to return the courtesy.

	"I--Call me Arie." She tripped over the name, and Jack suppressed another groan at the obvious lie.

	But Sterling didn't blink, just kept barreling on like he accepted her answer at face value.

	"A pleasure, Arie. Zane will get you a set of clothes to change into."

	"Clothes?"

	She blinked at Sterling as if he suddenly spoke another language. Jack wanted to groan, knowing exactly where this was going, and once again feeling helpless to stop it.

	"Of course. In case anyone in particular is looking for a single woman, you'd blend better wearing men's clothing, riding among a group of men."

	She stiffened, realizing they understood more about her plight than she'd shared. For a second, she stood on the tips of her toes, looking ready to run at the thought. Sterling kept bulldozing forward, however, not giving her a chance to catch her thoughts.

	"Plus, unfortunately, we haven't any extra mounts for you until we meet up with the rest of our team. You'll have to ride double with Jack until then. His horse is big enough to carry both of you."

	"I... see," she agreed warily. But Zane pressed a pile of clothes into her hands and urged her toward a thick copse of trees.

	She returned more quickly than Jack expected. The breeches and shirt hung loosely on her, looking like old hand-me-downs from an elder brother. She'd tied her long hair back in a queue and donned the squashed hat Zane had provided. She'd also smudged some dirt on her face to obscure the softness of her features.

	All in all, not a bad disguise. At a quick glance, she appeared androgynous enough to pass for a teenage boy.

	Jack found she was still feminine and soft underneath, though, when he dismounted and curled his hands around her slim waist to help her up onto his oversized mount.

	Once he settled behind her, Jack tried to ignore the perfect way she fit against his chest. The way she slid comfortably into the curve of his arm when he reached around to take the reins.

	As they rode Jack attempted to distract himself by thinking up more and more elaborate pranks to get back at Sterling for thrusting him into this situation.

	


Chapter Four

	
	KYNARA fought the rhythm and gait of the ride, doing her best to stay upright and allow as little contact as possible between her and the man enveloping her. Fought the strain in her muscles begging her to give in and lean into the strong arms, if only for a momentary respite.

	Gritting her teeth against the urge, Kyn forced her posture straighter when it threatened, yet again, to slump against the man behind her. Jack. Who'd made no secret of his disdain for her or his certainty that she'd bring trouble down on them.

	"If you don't relax, you'll tie yourself up in knots before we stop for the midday meal."

	Jack's whisper skated warmly across her cheek and made her shiver.

	It was the first words he'd spoken to her since helping her onto his horse. He'd joked and teased and sang along with the other men in the group, but barely acknowledged her existence. Even when Sterling or one of the twins tried to include her in their conversation, Jack continued to ignore her despite being practically on top of one another.

	"Why do you care if I'm uncomfortable?"

	The words lashed out of her more sharply than she intended but Kyn didn't take it back. Instead, she kept pushing. "I thought you were sure I'm nothing but trouble?"

	"I have no doubt we'll deeply regret letting you tag along. And I don't really care how sore you make yourself because riding with a peasant offends your noble sensibilities."

	Kyn started to protest but his emphasis on noble made her freeze. His tone held a dark hint that he, at least, suspected her true identity.

	"But if you end up too stiff and hurt to ride, you'll slow us down," he continued. "The sooner we get to the coast and get rid of you, the better of we'll all be."

	Refusing to shrink or be cowed by her fear of discovery, Kyn reached for her anger. Brazening things out had always worked for her. Showing uncertainty or weakness was less of an option now than it ever had been.

	So she bristled and half-turned to snap back at Jack.

	"It didn't exactly sound to me like you were all innocent, either. From what I overheard, it sounded like trouble was nipping at your heels, as well."

	"And yet you joined up with us anyway."

	A hint of amusement flickered beneath the snide reminder.

	"Yes, well, it seemed like a good idea at the time," she muttered, realizing too late how much of her bitter resignation bled through the words.

	Kyn bit her lip and glanced back over her shoulder, but the vain hope that he hadn't noticed her unintended honesty was dashed. He stared back with a complicated mix of sympathy, suspicion, and reluctant understanding.

	"Yeah," he said, more gently than she expected. A hint of humor, almost in spite of himself, edged into his expression. Along with a grain of compassion. "Sometimes it's hard to tell good ideas from bad until you figure out if the hole you've fallen into is filled with gold or sharpened stakes."

	A startled laugh burst from her lips before she could think better of it. She was even more surprised to see Jack smile back. A genuine grin of amusement and not the angry smirk or distrustful sneer he'd been favoring her with up until now.

	"So, what do you do if you find yourself in a hole with no gold?" Kyn asked, giving in to the teasing impulse.

	"I'm very good at improvising," he answered with an arrogant shrug. "I'd probably use the stakes to climb my way out."

	For a moment, Kyn hesitated, afraid of breaking the fragile truce. But curiosity and a need to understand exactly where she stood outweighed caution.

	"But you think I'm more pointy stick than hidden gold. So why am I riding with you?"

	The smile vanished, replaced by the more usual guarded mask. But, at least the scowling distrust didn't return. Instead Jack jutted his chin towards Sterling, a few lengths ahead of them.

	"There's no arguing with him, once he's made up his mind about the right thing to do. Those same instincts meant giving the runaway kid trying to steal his horse a meal and a place to sleep rather than sending him to the bailiff. Can't really argue with him now."

	"You tried to steal his horse?"

	"They had a whole bunch," he explained with a shrug. "And my feet hurt. I wasn't thinking much beyond the need to keep moving."

	"What were you running from?"

	Kyn knew it was a mistake to ask but the words tumbled out anyway.

	Jack's lips pinched tight and his eyes hardened before twitching back into a sneer.

	"What are you running from, milady?"

	There wasn't any threat in the stressing of the word this time. More a pointed reminder that secrets were secret for a reason.

	After a long stretch of silence, he smiled tightly and said, "Just relax and ride. Nothing either one of us can do about anything else right now."

	Then he deliberately turned his attention toward Zane and started a discussion on supplies they'd need to find when they got to the coast.

	Gingerly, Kyn let her body unwind bit by bit, relieved to let some of the tension out of her protesting body. Despite the stark planes and hard muscles, riding with Jack was surprisingly comfortable as they continued to ignore each other in a more relaxed, mutual manner.

	***

	By the time the sun dropped behind the trees and blanketed the road with purple twilight, Jack was more than ready for the day to end. Not just because his body ached from the long day of riding. But because he found himself unwillingly softening toward their new traveling companion.

	Despite his best intention to ignore her, they'd fallen into conversation over and over again to pass the boring ride. Considering his suspicions, Jack expected her to be demanding and condescending. Or, perhaps fearful and hesitant.

	Instead, she was a compelling combination of vulnerability and uncompromising resolve. Jack found himself drawn in by her humor, her intelligence, and her strength against his better judgment.

	Not to mention the comfortable, easy way she fit into his arms. The way his body softened automatically to welcome and shelter her when she leaned against him in growing weariness throughout the day.

	So when Sterling signaled a halt, he was more than grateful to steer Rasker into the thick growth along the roadside. Eager to slip off his mount and give himself a little breathing space. A chance to remember why keeping his distance was necessary.

	Half-hidden by the overgrown foliage, a decent size clearing large enough to make camp waited a few yards off the High Road. It was also another of their prearranged rendezvous spots. Unfortunately, there was no sign of the rest of their team.

	Still, Jack sighed with relief to finally have a modicum of cover. Hours of riding away from Highcross had done nothing to ease the itch between his shoulder blades. Old instincts remained sharp and hot just under the surface, even though there was no sign of anyone following them. No hint of trouble, either from the Duke or from Arie's bounty hunters.

	Despite Jack's best intention to remain aloof and uninvolved, their necessary proximity today had stirred a protective vein in him. There was something frightfully familiar about the desperation in her eyes. It reminded him what it felt like to be forced to leave behind the comfort and security of the only home he'd ever known. To flee, helpless and unprepared, armed with nothing but the knowledge that his life depended on never going back.

	He wanted to reassure her. To offer... something. Compassion, maybe. Hope.

	But Jack couldn't give in to the impulse. He needed to harden himself and keep her at arm's length to protect himself and the others.

	He reminded himself how she'd cut too close to the bone at the beginning, when she'd asked him what he'd run away from. No matter how much of his past Jack saw in her plight, that was not a truth he intended to share.

	Ever.

	Because the moment he slipped up, the moment anyone found out, he'd be hunted. Not just by the enemies of his past, but by anyone and everyone around him who possessed the slightest inkling of what it meant.

	A twinge of guilt threatened, but Jack reminded himself that she hadn't left her home empty handed and helpless. She had at least the necklace to buy her way with. And who knew what else hidden in folds and pockets unseen.

	Nor was she alone in the world, the way he'd been. She was running to the coast. Which only confirmed for him that Arie was really the princess.

	Kynara's father came from the Sea Dragon Clan, who made their home on the islands far out in the Western Sea. There was little else along the coast to offer someone like her.

	Resolved to remain unaffected, Jack helped her off the horse without a word. She gingerly took few steps away from him before pausing to press her hands against her lower back. With her eyes squeezed tight, she twisted tentatively, mouth tightening at the pull and sting of abused muscles.

	"Walk around a bit," he said, the suggestion slipping out in defiance of his determination. But it was too late to call it back, so Jack shrugged and added, "If you sit, you'll stiffen up even more. Move around until you work the kinks out."

	Wyatt and Zane had already begun clearing enough ground to establish camp and Sterling was sorting the meager supplies they had with them. After years of traveling together, it didn't take any discussion to set up for a night. They just all jumped in and did what needed to be done. Jack started toward Sterling to do his own part.

	"What can I do to help?"

	The soft question stopped him before he got far. Jack turned back trying to hide his surprise and probably failing. He expected her to wait regally off to the side while the peasants did all the work. But she stood there, hands twisting in front of her looking sincere and eager to help.

	"We kind of have our own rhythm. But you can pick up any dry wood you find while you're walking around. We won't risk more than a small cook fire tonight, so we don't need too much."

	She nodded, looking relieved to have a task and moved a little deeper into the surrounding trees limping stiffly and a little slow. Jack frowned in annoyance, half wishing she'd stay in the neat box of insufferable aristocrat he'd placed her in. He couldn't afford to like her.

	Then he caught sight of Sterling struggling with the thin tarp and moved to help. Their tents, along with most of their equipment, were on the pack horses that accompanied Beckett and the others when they'd been forced to split up. The tarp, strung between a couple of trees, would be the only shelter they'd get, if the weather changed for the worse.

	Thankfully it didn't smell like rain, so they should be fine for the night. Jack grabbed up some rope and moved to help Sterling stretch and lash the fabric into a makeshift tent.

	His old friend hummed pensively as they worked, concern dragging at the usual good humor Sterling normally carried like a shield.

	"You're worried that we haven't seen any sign of the others yet, aren't you?"

	Sterling dipped his head and rubbed his hand across the back of his neck.

	"I'd hoped they'd catch up in Highcross. But if there's as much upheaval in Ardell as rumor has it, they may have circled around the long way to avoid trouble."

	Sterling gave Jack a long look. One that he recognized. One that meant he wasn't going to like whatever his friend said next.

	"We should wait here, tomorrow. At least until midmorning. If the others had to go too far out of their way, we should give them time to catch up."

	"And if Arie's friends have time catch up, too?"

	Jack flailed a hand in the direction he'd last spotted her, but she was nowhere to be seen. A small heap of fallen branches, sticks, and twigs was piled neatly next to the fire pit the twins had cobbled together. But Kyn was gone.

	"Where'd she go?"

	"She may have wandered too deep into the trees looking for more wood." Unspoken was Sterling's heavy suggestion that Jack should probably go find her before she got lost. Or worse.

	Jack rolled his eyes, trying to hide his own, uncharacteristic trickle of worry.

	"I'll go look for her," he sighed with exaggerated exasperation. The flicker of amusement in Sterling's half smile suggested Jack wasn't fooling anyone with his put-upon act.

	He certainly wasn't fooling himself.

	


Chapter Five

	
	ONCE she'd gathered up all the usable firewood strewn around the clearing, Kyn explored a little deeper in the shadows of the trees. The shining gold of twilight still illuminated the ground enough for her to continue her search. Later, it would be all but impossible to find anything in the all-encompassing darkness that fell beneath the canopy of leaves after the sun went down.

	At least, that was what she planned to explain, if anyone noticed her slipping away. The truth, though, was that she needed a moment to herself. A moment to breathe and let slip the mask of nonchalance she'd held tighter and tighter throughout the ride. It had been easy to pretend at first. When Jack was distant and aloof. But the more they'd talked quietly, the more he'd softened and opened toward her, the more Kyn had desperately wanted to sink into his warmth and strength. To let go for a moment and give in to the grief she'd been holding at bay with every ounce of her being.

	But just because he was being nice, it didn't mean he wanted her crying all over him. Or that she should trust him with her tears. Despite how much she wanted to.

	Now that they'd stopped, though, the others were caught up in the routine of setting up camp. No one paid attention to her leaving the clearing. Kyn still heard them moving about, calling out suggestions and curses in equal measure. But dense trees and heavy late-summer growth gave enough cover that she no longer saw them. And they couldn't see her.

	With a long, relieved exhale, Kyn leaned her back against a thick-trunked oak and closed her eyes. She fought the threatening tears, but there was no holding back regret and anger and fear that washed through her.

	Eventually, she got control of herself, and stuffed the chaos of emotions back down to take stock.

	Her pouch still held all of the meager belongings she'd had on her when she fled the palace and her great-aunt's wrath. Kyn sorted through the bag, making sure nothing had fallen out in her hasty flight through the forest. Or jiggled free on the jarring hours-long horse ride she'd endured.

	On top of the jumbled contents sat the bracelet she'd bargained with. Until last week, she'd worn it every day since her parents gave it to her on her sixteenth birthday. It had nearly broken her heart to tuck the momento away, out of sight.

	But not as much as the simpler silver chain tangled with the bracelet at the bottom of her satchel. She reached in, carefully stroking a thumb over the hematite cabochon carved with the Royal dragon rampant. In Ardell, the only kingdom where dragon shifters lived side by side with normal humans, every drake proudly wore a sigil that proclaimed their ancestry and ability. This one had been placed around her neck on the day she was born.

	Even more than the bracelet, the pendant gave away her identity. Unlike the sapphire charm, though, Kyn would rather die than part with her sigil. The last tie to Kyn's family and her true home.

	Besides the jewelry and her rapidly dwindling supply of coins, the only other possession she could claim was a leather journal. A little bigger than the size of a man's hand, it numbered enough pages to make the book thick and heavy. The book barely fit into her belt purse, but she would no more leave it behind than she would the sigil.

	Pulling the journal out carefully, she thumbed to the last entry. The final words were written spiky with irritation. She'd stood on a precipice without knowing it. Oblivious to her own hubris. Believing unquestionably she could handle whatever fallout came from the magic she stubbornly resolved to conquer.

	After so many successes, it had been unfathomable to Kyn that she might fail. And so she'd been fascinated by the magic of the looking glass. Fascinated enough to try again, after her first attempt left her frustrated.

	And she succeeded, the second time. With the most horrific and destructive results possible.

	With a sigh, she flipped back to the beginning. Wishing it was as easy to go back in her own life.

	At first, the journal had been a way to keep notes. To collect the bits and pieces of research and lore she uncovered. Then, a place to track her clandestine attempts and ill-considered experiments with magic.

	Eventually, writing in the book became a daily habit. A place for Kyn's innermost thoughts, her secret joys and triumphs, her occasional doubts and failures. Things that she couldn't share with anyone else.

	Magic wasn't forbidden in Ardell. But the citizens still whispered of the Grey Enchantress. Now a bedtime tale used to frighten children into good behavior, the witch once came very close to ruling all of Ardell.

	Her great-aunt Velia had attempted to use dark sorcery and illicit dragon magic to usurp the throne, but Kyn's parents stopped her. Then the Enchantress and her minion disappeared before they could be brought to justice.

	Ever since, magic had been frowned upon and eyed with suspicion. A member of the royal family dabbling in the unknown arts would have been viewed with trepidation and mistrust.

	So Kyn filled the empty book with her observations and excitement and kept her enthusiasm a quiet secret. Writing in it became a solace and balm.

	But the entries ended moments before the more difficult days of her life began. They contained nothing of her terror, her guilt, her grief, or her determination to put things right.

	Not a word had been added since she'd unleashed the magic that ravaged her family. Her home. Her kingdom.

	That allowed Velia to return. In mere moments, Kyn had undone everything her parents had done to stop the Grey Enchantress a generation before.

	Even if she had quill and ink, Kyn doubted she'd be able to bring herself to write anything on the empty pages now.

	If she were braver, she'd have destroyed the book the first night after she'd run away. Magic had brought her to the edge of ruin. Magic had only ever hurt her family.

	And, yet, she feared, magic might be the only thing that would save them. That even if she got to her father's clan they might be unable, or unwilling, to help her.

	"There you are. Did you get lost?"

	Jack's voice behind her made her jump, the book tumbling out of her hands to splay open on the ground at her feet.

	"No, I was... I just..." Kyn struggled to find something believable to say while scrambling to pick up the journal.

	But Jack was faster. He scooped up the journal before she'd barely gathered her skirts to bend.

	"Here, let me. I didn't mean to startle--"

	The words cut off abruptly as he stared down at the open page in his hands. Then he transferred the dark, furious look to Kyn and growled, "What is this?"

	She shivered under the angry glare and shook her head. "It's nothing. A journal. Notes..."

	"You're a sorceress," he snarled, fury a burning rumble in the accusation.

	"No. Not really. I was just curious."

	"Curious about what? How to destroy people's lives?" Jack demanded, and the barb cut a little too close. "How to manipulate others and feed your own avarice at the expense of those around you?"

	Kyn's momentary slice of guilt flared into anger at the cruel, unfounded censure.

	"That's not what I was doing. That's not what magic is for."

	"Spare me. Magic is a means to a greedy end. I've been there, and I refuse to be its victim again. Don't ever think of using any of this while you're with us."

	He held out the book, flipping through the pages angrily.

	"I won't. I haven't. Not since... I know it was a bad idea," Kyn admitted wearily.

	But Jack was no longer listening to her. He was staring down at an early page, one covered with her crude attempt at illustration. Drawing had always been her eldest brother's talent, not hers. But she didn't think it was so awful as to deserve the scowl.

	"What is this?"

	Kyn recognized the sketch immediately. A hand mirror with cryptic words of foretelling scrawled across the glass. It was part of what sparked her interest in magic to begin with.

	"It's a story my dad told me. About when he and my mother first met. My mother's aunt was undermining my grandfather and trying to take over the kingdom. That's a magic mirror she used to summon a prophecy to help her."

	"What was this aunt's name?"

	She blinked in surprise and the faint hint of waver in his voice.

	The heavy sound of flapping wings thudded overhead before she could answer his question. Or ask her own in return. She wanted to be grateful for the interruption, but she knew the noise meant something much worse.

	It meant that her most dangerous hunter had found her.

	"Jelverck," she whispered, tilting her head up to the sky in resignation.

	Jack jerked beside her, staring at her with shocked disbelief.

	


Chapter Six

	
	JELVERCK.

	It couldn't be. She must mean someone who'd earned the rank of master huntsman.

	And not the man Jack had known. One who'd abandoned his own name for some unknown reason and gone by only his title.

	The man who'd been at his foster-mother's beck and call for as long as Jack could remember.

	The hunter who stalked Jack like prey through a dozen kingdoms, intent on dragging him back to the lethal fate his foster-mother planned for him.

	If Jelverck was here, Velia wasn't far behind.

	For a second, Jack considered fading into the woods. Disappearing before the drake who still haunted his nightmares laid eyes on him.

	But the sound of Sterling's warning shout echoed through the growing darkness and Jack knew he couldn't abandon his friends.

	"Stay here," Jack commanded and shoved the offensive book back into her hands. Racing back to the clearing, he did his best to stick to the shadows. Thankfully, the last hints of twilight had faded, leaving him the cloak of night to hide in.

	On the road just beyond their campsite a dull brown dragon touched down with soft grace belied by his size. Hauntingly familiar, Jack balked at the sight, sure it was too dark to recognize anything.

	Three more drakes landed in a semi-circle behind them.

	The silvery tang of dragon magic hovered in the air before the shimmery blur of transformation briefly obscured the four drakes. For a moment, Jack struggled to resist the urge to transform himself. It had been years since he last felt the freedom of his full form. Because he didn't dare risk being seen.

	His dragon form was uniquely identifiable. Any hint of it getting out and Jack would never know another moment's peace.

	When the blur cleared, revealing the four drakes in human form, Jack recognized the leader immediately. Traitorous affection vied with remembered terror. This man had been the only father figure Jack had ever known. And been the monster who'd hunted him like prey across half a continent.

	Jelverck. Henchman of the Grey Enchantress.

	Even now, if the hunter recognized him, he'd drag Jack back to his mother. And the death she planned for him.

	Jack hovered in the shadows, watched and waited as the four men stalked unerringly through the trees and straight for their campsite.

	Sterling, Wyatt, and Zane moved to intercept them at the edge of the clearing.

	"Well, it looks like the mouse has found some rats to defend her," Jelverck said blandly, seemingly unconcerned by the men facing off against him.

	Then he lifted his head and raised his voice so it carried deep into the woods beyond.

	"Come out, princess. I don't want to have to hurt your new friends. I don't think you want any more victims on your conscious, do you?"

	Jack wished he'd been wrong about the identity of their new traveling companion. If Jelverck was hunting her, it could only be because Velia wanted her. And Jack would never
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