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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Dragon shifter Finn Pars shifted restlessly from foot to foot, only half-listening to what Peter, the old wizard standing at the podium was saying. The wizards loved pomp and pageantry, and would use any old excuse to give a speech. Finn had expected that he would have to listen to a long discourse before he and the rest of the search party were allowed to leave, but knowing that ahead of time didn’t make it any more bearable. 
 
    Finn watched with a bored expression as Peter droned on. Peter served as the head wizard of the Falcon Cross High Council, and was renowned as one of the most powerful wizards alive. But Finn still had difficulty tolerating his speeches. Finn was a dragon, after all. Dragons thrived on action, not on words. Finn respected Peter and everything the old wizard was capable of, but at the moment, all Finn wanted to do was get moving.  
 
    Finn looked over to his left, where the rest of the search party stood. There were four of them total, a small number considering the size of the task that lay before them. But the High Council of Falcon Cross had agreed that stealth mattered more than anything on this quest, and therefore had limited the members of the search party to the bare minimum. 
 
    Owen, Finn’s clanmate and fellow dragon shifter, stood directly to Finn’s left. He was twiddling his thumbs and squirming restlessly, just like Finn. Owen was perhaps the most hotblooded of Finn’s clan, the Redwood Dragons. Owen had been raring to go on this search since the day the amethyst records had been found. The amethyst records gave clues to the potential location of the dragon amethyst, a powerful ancient stone that held within it the possibility for the good shifters and good wizards to gain the advantage in the war against evil which they were fighting. Owen had been forced to wait, though, as the records were carefully studied and the best potential search path was discovered. Now, months later, the search party was being sent off. They just had to wait for Peter to finish his speech.  
 
    Finn’s eyes shifted to the two wizards in the search party. Raven Morey was a Falcon Cross native, and had been a part of the Falcon Cross military for a decade, at least. She was an excellent soldier, skilled at stealth, magic fighting, and broomstick flying. Her impressive array of talents made her an important member of the search party. 
 
    Next to Raven stood Isabelle Torres, better known as “Izzy.” Izzy had recently arrived in Falcon Cross, after escaping from the enemy’s army herself. Izzy was trained as a doctor, and, since the search party might encounter some dangerous situations, Peter had thought it would be good to send her along. Izzy’s firsthand knowledge of how the enemy worked might come in handy, too. And, like Raven, Izzy was skilled at broomstick flying. She would easily be able to keep up with the rest of the search party. 
 
    Everyone in the group was wearing dark black uniforms. On the left chest of each uniform, gold thread had been used to embroider in the Falcon Cross military insignia. Normally, the dragons didn’t wear wizard uniforms, but Peter had offered them to Finn and Owen, and the two dragons had thought it rude to refuse. Finn had to admit that the group looked quite fearsome in their matching uniforms. Finn and Owen stood tall and muscular, and Raven’s and Izzy’s magic rings glinted in the sunlight. Anyone who tried to mess with them was sure to face painful consequences. 
 
    What a group, thought Finn as he looked them over with pride. Two of the best dragons and wizards there were. This was going to be fun. If Peter ever finished his speech, that was.  
 
    Almost as if the old wizard could hear Finn’s thoughts, he chose that moment to give the closing remark of his speech. Cheers went up from the crowd, and Finn felt the blood pumping faster through his veins as excitement filled him. This was it. After months of preparation, they would finally have the chance to head out into the world and take their chances on finding the dragon amethyst.  
 
    Noah, the dragon who was second in command of Finn’s clan, came to shake hands with each of the search party members as they began mounting the broomsticks. Even though Finn and Owen could have flown if they shifted into dragon form, it would be easier to maintain invisibility if they rode on the broomsticks behind the wizards. Dragons could somewhat hide themselves by using chameleon-like tricks, but it was difficult to do while flying. Raven and Izzy were both talented at invisibility spells, and were sure they could keep the whole group invisible as they flew through the sky. Since they were riding as passengers, Finn and Owen would both be wearing giant backpacks. Those backpacks were stuffed with as many supplies as could possibly be crammed into them. There was food, water, clothing, flashlights, and, of course, maps and notes on where the dragon amethyst might be. Finn tightened the straps on the backpack a bit before climbing up onto Izzy’s broomstick. 
 
    Finn didn’t mind the chance to ride on a broomstick. It sounded like fun, and, besides, he wasn’t going to complain about being forced to sit behind a beautiful woman like Izzy. And, from the stupid grin on Owen’s face right now, Finn guessed he was pretty happy about sitting behind Raven, who was definitely easy on the eyes as well.  
 
    “Take care of yourselves,” Noah was saying. Peter had joined Noah next to the broomsticks, and was shaking hands as well now. Finn was always surprised at how strong of a grip the old wizard had. For an old man, he was quite powerful.  
 
    Finn nodded respectfully toward both Noah and Peter, as did the rest of the search party. And then, Izzy and Raven both shouted, “Ready?” at the same time.  
 
    Finn and Owen gave them a thumbs up, and the two wizards shot up into the air. An honor guard of wizard soldiers rose all around them to see them out of the city. The military dress robes of the honor guard glittered purple and gold in the sunlight, and Falcon Cross banners fluttered behind them. Finn had to admit that, despite his impatience with the speeches, he was enjoying the impressive show of might the wizard military was putting on. 
 
    Trumpets sounded from somewhere below as Izzy and Raven rose higher and higher, eventually leaving even the honor guard far below them. Finn breathed in deeply, relishing how cool and fresh the air up here was.  
 
    He looked down to see that the village of Falcon Cross had already disappeared from view. The small city was protected by an invisibility shield. Once you rose above the shield, you could no longer see the buildings and streets that made up the wizarding town. Instead, your eyes were fooled into thinking that all that was below you was more treetops, just like the other hundreds of treetops that stretched out for miles.  
 
    With a happy sigh, Finn tore his eyes away from the trees below him and looked instead toward the horizon in front of him. Finn was no stranger to searching for powerful hidden objects. He had spent his life searching for ancient dragon artifacts. The Redwood Dragons clan consisted of a group of ten dragon shifter orphans, all of whom had been rescued during the last great shifter war by one great dragon, William. William had raised them as brothers, eventually retiring and turning the reigns of clan leadership over to Knox, who now served as the clan’s first in command. The clan had been spread out into different groups lately, though, thanks to the rising war between good and evil. Knox had gone to Texas, to help a group of shifters there guard the two dragon stones that had been recovered—the dragon emerald and the dragon sapphire. Four dragons remained in the Redwoods, guarding the dragon clan’s home base along with several wizards. And the other five dragons had gone to Falcon Cross to help protect their wizard allies. Now, though, Owen and Finn were once again on the move, leaving Falcon Cross behind as they searched for yet another powerful dragon stone.  
 
    There were four dragon stones in all, and the two that were still missing must be found by the good wizards and shifters. Those stones were so powerful that, if they fell into the wrong hands, they could be used to destroy everything good in the world. Finn gritted his teeth together as he thought of the awful possibilities if their search failed. Izzy drove her broomstick higher into the air, and Finn vowed to himself that he would find the dragon amethyst or die trying. If the good wizards and shifters could find this amethyst, only the dragon ruby would still remain unaccounted for. And once the amethyst was safe, all efforts could be concentrated on the ruby. Victory was so close that Finn could almost taste it. Failure was not an option. 
 
    The most important mission of his life had just begun.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long for Finn’s excitement to fade into dull boredom. Despite the great adventure that lay ahead of the group, flying over hundreds of miles of wilderness got boring after a while. Finn found himself constantly glancing upward, willing the sun to move faster across the sky. Once sunset came, the group would stop for the night. Finn could hardly wait to get off this broomstick and give his sore ass a rest. Not to mention, he was starving. The group had not stopped for lunch, and the feeling of fullness his breakfast had given him had long since worn off.  
 
    So it was with great happiness that he realized several hours later that the wizards were slowly descending. They were over a thick forest, although Finn had no idea where exactly they were. For a while, he’d tried to keep track of roughly how many miles had passed, but after a few hours of flying he’d grown bored even with that. Once they landed, he would pull the GPS out of his backpack and take a look. His best guess was that they were somewhere over central Idaho by now. Falcon Cross was in Oregon, but the wizards flew like the wind. It wouldn’t take them very many days to reach northern Montana, where they were heading. It would be a week at the most.  
 
    Izzy leaned down against the broomstick, pointing the front end of it toward the treetops as she began to speed up her descent. She and Raven both zoomed expertly below the tops of the tall pine trees that dominated the forest, somehow avoiding all of the unevenly placed branches despite the rapid speed at which they were flying. Finn’s arms clung tightly around Izzy’s waist, and he did his best to lean in the same direction she did to help her as she steered. He marveled at the wizards’ flying skills. They may not have been born with wings, like dragons were, but Finn was pretty sure they were at least as good as the dragon shifters at zooming through the skies. Before another minute had passed, Izzy was coming to a smooth stop on the forest floor.  
 
    “Seems like as good a place as any to stop,” she said, nodding back toward Finn. “Go ahead and hop off.” 
 
    Finn stiffly climbed off the broom, rubbing his ass as he did. He laughed as he noticed Owen doing the same thing.  
 
    “It’s even worse than a bike seat,” Owen complained when he realized why Finn was laughing. “I swear to god I’m not going to be able to walk straight for a week after today.” 
 
    Raven gave Owen’s arm a playful punch. “I thought you guys were tough dragons,” she teased. “But you can’t even handle a little old broomstick?” 
 
    Owen scowled at her, although his eyes were dancing merrily. “Easy for you to say. You’ve had years of practice on that stupid wooden stick.” 
 
    Raven just laughed, and gave Owen another punch in the arm. Finn couldn’t keep a smirk from crossing his face when he saw the two of them interacting. He swore they looked at each other like two teenagers in love, although he was sure if he accused them of liking each other they would have vehemently denied it. Izzy had no qualms about pointing it out, though.  
 
    “Enough flirting, you two,” she said, crossing her arms and frowning sternly in their direction. “Let’s get our campsite set up before we completely lose daylight.” 
 
    As Finn had suspected, Izzy’s accusation caused a flurry of protests from Owen and Raven. Finn chuckled as he watched Izzy rolling her eyes at the two supposed lovebirds, then he turned to head into the woods.  
 
    “I’m going to find us some dinner,” he said. “I should be back soon.” 
 
    His departure was barely acknowledged amongst the heated discussion of whether Owen and Raven had actually been flirting or not. Finn moved silently through the woods, breathing deeply as he tried to locate any potential food sources. His shifter genes gave him heightened senses of smell and hearing, and he was hopeful that those heightened senses would allow him to find some meat to eat. The group had plenty of meal replacement rations in their bags, so they certainly wouldn’t starve if he couldn’t snag something tonight. But it had been a long day of travel, and he would have paid a lot of money for some fresh food right now.  
 
    Since there were no stores out here to sell him food, though, he had to rely on his own hunting abilities. He crept silently through the forest, hardly disturbing its stillness as his eyes darted to and fro, and his nose and ears smelled and listened. Luck must have been on his side, because less than two minutes later, he spotted a deer about twenty-five yards away from him. It was a buck, placidly nibbling on one of the pine trees. 
 
    Bingo, Finn thought. As silently as a shadow, he reached down to his side where his pocket knife was holstered against his military uniform. He moved forward toward the deer, careful to stay downwind from it, until he was within sprinting distance. Then, he ran forward as fast as his legs would carry him. Even in human form, Finn’s legs were impossibly muscular. He moved forward with the speed of a cheetah, quickly going from a near standstill to a full-on sprint. 
 
    As soon as he started running, the deer heard him. It started to bound away, but it was too slow. This was no ordinary human that hunted it. This was a dragon shifter, and the deer had barely had time to realize that it was under attack before Finn had leapt onto its back and sliced its neck with the knife. It took several moments for the loss of blood to take down the deer, and Finn held on tightly that entire time. When the deer finally expired, Finn loosened his grip and moved to begin field dressing the animal.  
 
    Not long after, he walked triumphantly back to the campsite, where a warm fire was now blazing in front of several thick blankets that had been spread out on the ground. The group had not brought tents with them, since they were packing as lightly as possible, but Finn didn’t mind sleeping under the stars. It was May now, and, although the temperatures were dropping as nightfall took hold, the weather was bearable. Additionally, the uniforms that each of the group members wore had been treated with climate control spells by the wizards. The spell worked even better than a winter coat. Finn had not felt chilled for even a moment since they left Falcon Cross, and he knew that the temperatures in the sky had been quite cold.  
 
    “I brought dinner!” he said, holding up the deer as he neared the fire. The other three, whose heads had been bent over a map, looked up and noticed him for the first time. Owen let out a whoop when he saw the deer.  
 
    “You always were a kickass hunter,” Owen said. “I’m so glad I’m not going to have to eat a meal replacement bar for dinner tonight. Those things taste like cardboard.” 
 
    “They’re not that bad,” Izzy said. “I kind of like the peanut butter flavored bars.” 
 
    Owen made a face at her. “You’re crazy,” he said. “Are you sure Saul’s army didn’t burn off your taste buds or something?” 
 
    Izzy made a face at him and went back to studying the map. Finn made a face at Owen too, a face that told him he better not tease Izzy like that. Owen scowled and rolled his eyes at Finn, but then went to start building a spit to roast the deer meat on. It was a good thing, too, because if Owen had tried to press the subject, Finn would have really let him have it. Even though it had been months now since Izzy escaped the enemy’s camp, Finn could tell that the horrible memories still haunted her.  
 
    And no wonder. Saul, the dragon shifter who led the enemy’s army, had become obsessed with dark magic, as had all of his underlings. In fact, Saul had used dark magic to turn himself into a wizard, something that was normally impossible for anyone who had not been born a wizard. As the enemy’s army became steeped deeper and deeper into the realm of dark magic, the awful possibilities for pain and destruction grew greater and greater. Who knew what awful things Izzy had seen? Even worse, before her escape she’d been forced to pretend that she supported Saul and his army. She’d had to stand by and act like she enjoyed watching the destruction they caused. Finn shuddered. No wonder she clammed up whenever someone mentioned her time in the enemy camp.  
 
    With a sigh, Finn turned to help Owen with the deer. But Owen, seeming somewhat repentant after his callous comment to Izzy, waved him away.  
 
    “Nah, Finn, I’ll take care of this,” Owen said. “You caught it, so you deserve to relax for a bit. I’ll take care of cooking it.” 
 
    Finn nodded, and went to sit by the two wizard women. Owen wasn’t the type to say he was sorry, but Finn recognized his insistence on cooking as the closest thing to an apology that he would make for teasing Izzy. Finn was only too happy to accept Owen’s offer to cook, since he wanted to take some time to look over the maps and figure out where, exactly, their journey today had taken them. 
 
    “We’re right here,” Izzy said, pointing to a spot on the map before Finn even had a chance to ask about their location. “We made good time today, I’d say.” 
 
    “You ladies did a great job flying,” Finn said, winking at them. “You flew almost as fast as a dragon would have.” 
 
    The two wizards rolled their eyes at him, but he could see that they were still pleased by his backhanded compliment.  
 
    “If we keep up this pace, we should make it to Devil’s Melt within two days,” Raven said. “Of course, we’ll probably have to slow down somewhat as we get closer, to make sure that our invisibility shields are working at one hundred percent. The faster we go, the more chance there is of the shield not working properly. And enemy soldiers are sure to be watching the area around Devil’s Melt like hawks.” 
 
    Finn nodded absentmindedly as he studied the map. Devil’s Melt was the area in Northern Montana where Izzy had been held in the enemy camp against her will. It was from there that the amethyst records had been stolen from the enemy and brought back to Falcon Cross. The enemy knew that it was only a matter of time before a search was sent out for the dragon amethyst using the information on its location that had been in the records.  
 
    Finn frowned as he contemplated what dangers they might face once in Devil’s Melt. The group would try to stay under the cloak of invisibility as much as they could, but it was still possible that the enemy would figure out they were there. If that happened, Finn and the rest of the group from Falcon Cross would have to fight. Normally, Finn didn’t mind fighting. In fact, he somewhat enjoyed a good chance to take out his frustrations on an enemy. But he wasn’t sure how well the four of them would do against the large contingent of Saul’s army that was likely still in Devil’s Melt. Even though Saul’s men had lost the amethyst records, they knew that the dragon amethyst was nearby. They were certainly still searching, and they would be eager for the chance to recapture the records to continue that search. Finn sighed and let out a frustrated curse.  
 
    “If only we’d gotten to the records before them,” he said. “It would have been nice to search Devil’s Melt without having to constantly worry about Saul’s army. Can you imagine how quickly we would have found the stone if we didn’t have to worry about staying invisible and watching our backs?” 
 
    Raven shrugged. “You’re right, but there’s no sense in dwelling on it. We just have to do the best we can with the circumstances that we have. And hey, at least the enemy figured out for us that the amethyst is in Devil’s Melt. Otherwise we might still be searching with no direction whatsoever.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m still not convinced the stone is in Devil’s Melt,” Izzy said, a note of frustration in her voice. Raven and Finn both looked at her in surprise.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Finn asked. “Do you think someone else got to it first? Surely, no one could have found it without these records. And we know that Saul’s army didn’t find it even when they had these records on hand.” 
 
    Izzy shook her head. “No, it’s not that I think someone else found it. It’s just that I think everyone is too focused on Devil’s Melt. When the wizard Advocates in Falcon Cross were looking over the records, they didn’t even consider that the stone might not be there anymore.” 
 
    Raven and Finn both looked at Izzy like she’d lost her mind, but she just shrugged back at them. 
 
    “Look,” Izzy said. “I was with Saul’s army for a long time. They searched high and low in Devil’s Melt, and they had all of the information in the records at their disposal. But they still didn’t find anything. I think it’s possible that the information in the records isn’t as straightforward as everyone thinks. The dragon amethyst used to be in Devil’s Melt, that’s for sure. But just because it was there at one time doesn’t mean that it’s still there. It could have been moved, and I think some of the riddles in the records indicate that it has been.” 
 
    Finn frowned. “It seems weird to me that all of our wizard Advocates would miss the fact that the stone’s been moved. And, besides, if you really think the stone has moved, why didn’t you say something to the Advocates when they were planning out this mission?” 
 
    Izzy shrugged. “I did say something. I told them to consider other locations, but they insisted on keeping their blinders on and pointing us toward Devil’s Melt. So, here we are. On our way to Montana to search for a stone that might not even be there. Of course, I hope for all of our sake’s that I’m wrong and that the stone is there. But, if we don’t find it, don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 
 
    Finn frowned as he stared back down at the map. A troubled uneasiness seemed to rise in the pit of his stomach. What if Izzy was right? What if the dragon amethyst had been moved, and they were heading to Devil’s Melt—straight into enemy territory—for no reason? Finn had always trusted the wizard Advocates. After all, they were some of the smartest people he’d ever met. Not to mention, Myles and Zeke, two of his own clan members, had been heavily involved in planning this mission. He knew all of the dragons in his clan were extremely intelligent. But even smart people made mistakes, and Izzy was right. The focus had been on Devil’s Melt since the beginning, and no one had seemed to question it. 
 
    When Finn looked up again, Izzy was watching him with a slightly raised eyebrow. He knew that she could see the doubt in his mind now, too. But what could they really do, except press forward with the mission they’d been given? 
 
    “Well, if it’s not there, then at least we’ll have tried,” he said. But his tone was unconvincing. No one wanted to waste time searching in an area where the stone would not be. And no one wanted to risk running across the enemy and his dark magic without a good reason. 
 
    Raven opened her mouth as if she was about to say something, but before any words could come out, she froze, and a troubled look crossed over her face. Finn followed her gaze, and soon saw the problem. 
 
    Standing across the small clearing that formed their campsite, was a woman who was not part of their party. The woman was dressed in hiking garb and had a giant hiking backpack on her back that likely held a tent. She waved as she approached the campsite, her smile making it look as though she thought she’d just arrived at some sort of wilderness party. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” Finn said. “Looks like we’ve got company.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Finn felt everyone around him tense up. He sniffed deeply, trying to see if the woman was a shifter. But he could tell by her scent that she was a full human. And she did not appear to have a magic ring on, either. She wasn’t a wizard, as far as he could tell. It was possible she really was just an ordinary hiker who had happened across their campsite, but they couldn’t be too careful. And besides, they should have put an invisibility shield around their campsite to protect against both Saul’s army and against random passersby like this. 
 
    “Which one of you two was responsible for the invisibility shield?” Finn asked through gritted teeth, keeping his voice low so that the newcomer couldn’t hear him. 
 
    Raven shrugged. “We hadn’t bothered yet. We figured since we were way out in the wilderness, there weren’t likely to be any humans out here. And there’s no way Saul’s army followed us here.” 
 
    Finn looked over at Raven in shock. “Are you freaking kidding me right now?” he asked in a hissing whisper. “I thought you were supposed to be one of the best soldiers in the Falcon Cross army, and yet you don’t even see the necessity of putting up a protective shield? You should never assume that we haven’t been followed. And, as you can plainly see right in front of us, there’s always a risk of hikers finding us.” 
 
    “Calm down, Finn,” Izzy said, keeping her voice low as well. “Perhaps we should have put a shield up, but there’s likely no damage done. This woman seems harmless enough.” 
 
    Izzy nonchalantly pointed her magic ring toward the woman and whispered, “Magicae revelabit.” 
 
    Finn blinked a few times, waiting for some sort of magical phenomenon to occur, but nothing happened. The newcomer was talking to Owen now, and pointing toward the deer that was roasting on a spit over the fire. Owen looked back at Finn with a helpless expression on his face, as if to ask what the hell he was supposed to say to this random woman. Finn ignored Owen for the moment, and turned back toward Izzy. 
 
    “What spell was that?” he asked. 
 
    “A revealing spell,” Izzy whispered calmly. “It can be used for a variety of things, one of which is to reveal whether there are any kind of magical spells around someone. I wanted to see if this woman was hiding a magic ring, or had any kind of magical shields around her. But there was nothing. I’m pretty sure she’s just a plain old human who happened to stumble across our campsite.” 
 
    “What are we supposed to do about her?” Raven asked. 
 
    Izzy shrugged. “Invite her to dinner.” 
 
    Finn balked at this suggestion. “No way,” he said. “We can’t let random people hang out with us. You can’t know for sure that she isn’t some sort of spy.” 
 
    Izzy gave him an impatient sideways glance. “Look, Finn, if we try to tell her she’s not welcome here, we’re going to sound a lot more suspicious than if we just act like we’re a normal, friendly group out camping in the woods. We have plenty of food. Let’s just invite her to dinner and then tomorrow morning make sure we head off in the opposite direction of whichever way she’s heading.” 
 
    Finn sighed. He hated to admit it, but Izzy was right. “Fine,” he said. “But let’s also make sure that tomorrow we put up an invisibility shield when we stop for the night.” 
 
    Finn glared at Raven, who scowled back at him in annoyance. Raven didn’t like to admit she was wrong, but this time she was. She was just lucky that there weren’t any enemy soldiers nearby. 
 
    “You probably should go ahead and put up a shield now,” Izzy said, giving Raven a kind smile. “Just in case there are any enemy soldiers around.” 
 
    “Well, there aren’t any,” Raven said stubbornly. “But if it makes you feel better, then whatever.” 
 
    She stood and went to the outer edges of the campsite. She began whispering and gesturing with her ringed hand. Finn saw the hiker, who was still standing by Owen, looking curiously over at Raven. Owen was glaring at Finn now, still unsure of what to do. Quickly, Finn stood and walked over toward the fire. He put a huge, jolly smile on his face and acted like he’d never been as happy to see anyone in his life as he was to see this woman right now. 
 
    “Well, well, Owen,” Finn teased. “Who’s your pretty new friend?” 
 
    Finn was startled to see as he drew closer to the fire how pretty the woman actually was. Her eyes were almost the same shade of deep green as his own, and her dark brown hair—pulled into a haphazard bun—had even more of a reddish tint to it than his. Her skin was smooth and flushed from the fresh air, but he could still make out several freckles on her nose and cheeks. Her smile broadened as Finn approached, and he couldn’t help but notice how soft and full her lips were. 
 
    Owen looked relieved that Finn was taking charge of the situation. “Her name’s Anya,” he said. “Anya Steele. She’s been hiking out here for the better part of a week, but she said we’re the first people she’s come across.” 
 
    Finn caught the underlying message in Owen’s words: this girl was alone, and the area around here was relatively deserted. Hopefully, Anya would be the only stranger they came across.  
 
    “Well, if you’d like some company, you’re welcome to stay for dinner,” Finn said, gesturing toward the roasting deer. “As you can see, we have plenty of food.” 
 
    Anya looked relieved. “I’d love to, if you really don’t mind,” she said. “I do love the solitude of hiking alone, but it does get a bit lonely at times.” 
 
    Finn smiled. “We don’t mind at all. Please, make yourself at home.”  
 
    Finn caught Owen’s questioning eye, and gave him an almost imperceptible shrug as if to say, “What choice do we really have?” 
 
    Raven must have finished her invisibility spells, because she came walking over to the fire now as well, followed closely by Izzy. 
 
    “Hi,” Raven said holding out her hand to Anya. “I’m Raven.” 
 
    “Anya,” Anya said, reaching to shake Raven’s hand. 
 
    “And I’m Izzy,” Izzy said. “What are you doing all the way out here by yourself?” 
 
    Anya smiled. “I’m actually hunting for plants,” she said. “I’m a botanist, and I’ve been out here cataloging what types of plants grow out here. Apparently, most people don’t think chasing down plants is very exciting work, because I usually have to make these trips on my own. Or maybe people just don’t like giving up all their creature comforts to camp in the woods for weeks on end. What about you guys? What are you doing out here?” 
 
    Finn froze at the question, but Izzy handled it beautifully. 
 
    “We’re camping for weeks on end,” Izzy said with a laugh. “We spend a lot of time in the city back home, but we all love nature. So we decided to use our vacation time this year to escape to the woods.” 
 
    “That’s great,” Anya said sincerely. “I couldn’t stand spending all my time in the city. How have you liked the woods so far?” 
 
    “It’s great,” Izzy said with enthusiasm. “We’ll be sad to go back.” 
 
    Anya nodded, then raised a curious eye toward Izzy’s shirt. “What’s with your clothes?” she asked. “I thought you guys were out here doing some sort of work, since it looks like you’re wearing uniforms.” 
 
    Finn felt his stomach tightening with nerves once again, but once again Izzy didn’t even flinch at the question. She got a somewhat sheepish look on her face, and then laughed. 
 
    “Well, if you must know, Raven here thought it would be fun to pretend we were part of some sort of survival expedition, complete with team uniforms. Silly, I know, but I guess when you spend all your time in the city you come up with crazy ideas like that. It’s a bit weird, but we humor Raven. And besides, the uniforms are surprisingly warm.” 
 
    Izzy laughed and gave Raven a friendly punch. Raven glared at Izzy but said nothing. Anya, for her part looked confused and a bit doubtful of Izzy’s explanation, but finally just shrugged. 
 
    “Sounds like fun,” Anya said. “So how much longer will you be out here?” 
 
    Izzy waved her hand dismissively at Anya. “A bit,” she said. “But our trip is boring compared to yours. I want to hear more about what you do. How did you get into botany?” 
 
    Anya smiled. “Well, okay,” she said. She started talking about how much she’d loved plants even in high school, but Finn didn’t stay around too long to listen.  
 
    “Let’s go refill our water bottles at the stream while the girls talk,” Finn said to Owen. 
 
    “The stream?” Owen asked, confused. “What stream?” 
 
    Finn gave him a pointed, exasperated look. 
 
    “Oh, right, the stream,” Owen said, then grabbed his water bottle and walked off into the trees with Finn. 
 
    “Damn it, Owen, you don’t make it easy to lure you away from the crowd,” Finn said once they were out of earshot. 
 
    “Sorry. I was distracted,” Owen said. He still sounded distracted, in fact. 
 
    “By what? How pretty Anya is?” Finn teased. Owen was a well-known womanizer. 
 
    “What? No, I hadn’t even noticed,” Owen said. For once, Finn believed him.  
 
    “Yeah, you wouldn’t have,” Finn said. “Not when you’ve been staring at Raven nonstop since we left Falcon Cross.”  
 
    This statement earned Finn a glare, and Finn laughed. 
 
    “Did you bring me out here just to make fun of me?” Owen asked. 
 
    Finn shook his head, still laughing. “Nah, I was just going to explain to you the plan regarding Anya, so that we’re all on the same page.” 
 
    Finn told Owen that Izzy had determined Anya was not a wizard, and that she had thought it best to be friendly to Anya tonight. He explained that they would make sure to go separate ways first thing tomorrow, and that Raven had put up an invisibility shield, just in case.  
 
    Owen nodded when Finn was finished speaking. “I guess that all makes sense,” he said. “I still don’t have a stranger at the campsite, but what can we really do under the circumstances?” 
 
    “Agreed,” Finn said. “There’s one more thing, too. It doesn’t have anything to do with Anya, but I thought I’d mention it to you since we have a moment alone. Izzy is worried that the dragon amethyst might not actually be in Devil’s Melt.” 
 
    To Finn’s surprise, Owen didn’t look surprised at all. “Yeah, she already told me that,” he said. “She’s convinced that if it was there then Saul’s army would have found it long ago.” 
 
    “She told you? When?” Finn asked. 
 
    “Yesterday afternoon,” Owen said. “She was trying to get me to talk to Noah or Peter and have them postpone the mission until her suspicions could be investigated further. But she’d already talked to Noah and Peter, and they didn’t think her claims had merit. I tried to talk to them again, but they remained firm in their decision.” 
 
    Finn raised an eyebrow in Owen’s direction. “Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked.  
 
    Owen shrugged. “I didn’t have a chance, really. Things were so busy with all the preparations to leave. And it doesn’t really matter, does it? If Noah and Peter don’t think Izzy’s claims have merit, then the mission is going to continue forward as is, regardless of what we think.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Finn asked, trying to read into Owen’s guarded expression.  
 
    Owen was silent for several long moments. Finally with a sigh, he spoke. 
 
    “I think Izzy is right,” he said. “I don’t think we’re going to find anything in Devil’s melt except enemy soldiers.” 
 
    With that, Owen turned and started walking back toward the campsite, leaving Finn alone to muddle through his confused thoughts. Izzy and Owen both thought the dragon amethyst had been moved? They weren’t the kind of people to make big claims like that with no justification. Then again, Noah and Peter were quite smart. If they thought the dragon amethyst was still in Devil’s Melt, they must have their reasons for thinking that, too. 
 
    With a sigh of his own, Finn walked back toward the campsite. He didn’t have much choice right now other than to continue forward with the mission as it had been planned out. That was the only choice any of them had, really. They were honor bound to follow the commands of their leaders, and their leaders were all telling them to go to Devil’s Melt. And yet, Finn couldn’t help thinking that perhaps Izzy’s suspicions were correct. Sometimes, you had to question everything you thought you knew before you found the truth. And Finn was beginning to suspect that the wizard Advocates, despite their intelligence, had not, in fact, questioned everything. 
 
    Finn’s eyes caught Anya’s gaze as he walked back toward the fire. Her beauty was breathtaking, especially in the warm glow of the fire, and he almost wished he’d met her under different circumstances, where he would have been able to get to know her for a span of time longer than one night.  
 
    Such was the life of a dragon, though. He was always on the run, always on the move. There was always work to be done, and, if Izzy’s and Owen’s suspicions were correct, the work required of him now was going to take much longer than any of them had originally thought. 
 
    With a sad sigh, Finn took the roasted deer meat that Owen offered to him. He found a seat that gave him a direct line of sight to Anya. If he could only enjoy looking at someone so beautiful for one night, then he was going to make the most of that night, at least.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Anya tossed and turned in her sleeping bag under the open stars. Sleep eluded her, despite her best efforts to calm her mind. She had decided not to set up her tent tonight, since her four new friends sleeping around her didn’t seem to have a tent with them. She figured her sleeping bag and clothes were warm enough. She would just join them in their open-air slumber. Except there was no slumber for her. They were all actually sleeping, and she was not. 
 
    She counted stars for a while, trying to trick her mind into drifting off to sleep. Sleep still did not come, but Anya enjoyed marveling at how brilliantly the stars shone. She’d spent months at a time out here before, but she never got tired of how beautiful the night sky was hundreds of miles from any city lights.  
 
    She’d also never seen other hikers this far into the wilderness before. Not recreational hikers at least. Once, she’d come across another group of scientists, and another time she’d met a national park ranger. But that was it. There was something fishy about the group that slept around her. 
 
    Perhaps that was why Anya could not sleep. Her four new friends seemed harmless enough, but Anya still felt wary. Their story did not add up. Why would anyone come this far out for a vacation, especially if they were normally city dwellers? Most city dwellers who were going on a big hiking trip for the first time stayed much closer to civilization, just in case. And, although this crew seemed well-prepared for the wilderness, with food, water, and water purification tablets, among other supplies, there were still some things about them that seemed quite strange. For one thing, the two girls were wearing giant gemstone rings. Who wore such expensive, showy jewelry for a hiking trip? Most of the serious hikers Anya knew left even their wedding rings at home. And whatever the rings on these girls’ fingers were, they didn’t seem to be wedding rings. They wore them on their right hands, for one thing. And the two men in the group were obviously not in a relationship with the women, although the one named Owen didn’t do a very good job of hiding how infatuated he seemed to be with Raven.  
 
    The one named Finn didn’t seem to have much interest in Izzy, though. Those two definitely were not an item. Anya was surprised to find that this knowledge made her happy. Why did she care what Finn’s relationship status was? Sure, he was quite handsome. Perhaps the most handsome man she had ever seen, in fact. And his eyes did crinkle up in the most adorable way when he laughed. But she was unlikely to ever see him again after they parted ways tomorrow. Besides, she wasn’t entirely convinced that he wasn’t a dangerous man. Actually, she wasn’t convinced that any of these four were actually who they said they were.  
 
    Anya glanced over to her left and frowned at the gently rising and falling chests of her new friends. They all still wore those ridiculous uniforms, and she wondered for the hundredth time what the real story behind the uniforms was. The insignia on the uniforms was unlike anything she’d ever seen before. It reminded her of something you might see on a medieval knight’s banner. Were these four really delusional enough to want to wear uniforms and pretend to be on some sort of survival team? That made no sense to her.  
 
    “They’re hiding something from me,” Anya whispered into the cool night air. A few feet away from her, Finn turned over. For a moment, Anya held her breath, thinking that perhaps he wasn’t sleeping after all and had heard her whisper. But no, there was no way he could possibly have heard her. It had barely even been audible to her own ears. A few moments later, she heard Finn’s breathing return to the steady rhythm of sleep, and she relaxed. 
 
    She felt a bit foolish for worrying about the group of them, when she really thought about it. Surely, if they were dangerous people, they would have harmed her by now. And if by some chance they were just an odd group trying to live out some sort of survival fantasy in the woods, then they might be nerdy—but that didn’t make them bad people. Anya furrowed her brow. Perhaps they were really scientists, and were working on some sort of secret project that they couldn’t talk to others about. That must be it. It made the most sense to her. Although, the giant rings still confused her.  
 
    Anya sighed, and closed her eyes again. She needed to sleep, otherwise she wasn’t going to be able to hike very far tomorrow. Not that it mattered. She didn’t have anywhere in particular she needed to be. She was on her own schedule out here, and she had the survival skills necessary to last indefinitely on her own. To tell the truth, she hadn’t been one hundred percent honest with her new friends, either. Oh, she hadn’t exactly lied to them. But they’d seemed to think that she was out here gathering information as a botanist for some big important employer, and she’d let them think that. People often looked at her like she was a little crazy if she told them the truth. 
 
    The truth was that she was out here on her own, indulging her own curiosity about plants and enjoying the solitude. She’d worked as a botanist for a big pharmaceutical company before, in their “natural remedies” department. But her heart hadn’t been in it, and after her father, a botanist himself, had passed away, leaving her a huge inheritance, she’d quit. Now, she had enough money to be financially independent. She didn’t need a job, but she did need nature. She needed plants. She needed time away from the hustle and bustle of “normal” life. She came on these trips often. She was writing a guidebook on the flora out here, but it was a fun project, not a moneymaker.  
 
    She was happy with her life, overall. She liked living mostly off the grid, and when she missed people too much she bounced back to her small hometown for a bit until she once again craved alone time. Sometimes, though, she wondered if she could really keep up this life forever. She was young, and should have had a lot of friends and perhaps a family of her own. At least that’s what society told her she should be doing. But instead she traipsed through the woods alone. Would she regret this one day? Would she wish she hadn’t turned herself into a nomadic hermit, and had actually settled down? 
 
    With another sigh, Anya tried to push these worries out of her head. No wonder she couldn’t sleep. Too many damn questions and worries running through her mind. She decided to try to distract herself by running through a mental catalog of all the plant specimens she’d collected today. This plan seemed to work, because within a few minutes, Anya had drifted off to sleep as well, finally at peace. She would not, perhaps, have felt so peaceful if she had been able to see that Finn turned toward her once again when he heard her breathing soften into a dreamy rhythm. He opened his eyes, which glowed slightly in the darkness like the eyes of an animal as he watched her. In her innocence, Anya had thought that all four of her new friends were sleeping. She didn’t realize that one of them would always be on guard, watching for any unusual movement in the night sky. 
 
    She slept soundly for about fifteen minutes before she was awoken with a start by a giant roar. And, in fact, even when she awoke, she thought she must still be asleep, and having some sort of strange dream.  
 
    Finn and Owen were tossing their large backpacks to Izzy and Raven, shouting something about Saul’s soldiers that didn’t really make sense to Anya. Light flashed from the giant rings on the women’s fingers. Izzy and Raven shrugged into the backpacks and then grabbed what looked like broomsticks from behind a large tree. Anya giggled in her dreamlike state, thinking how silly it was to have broomsticks out in the middle of the woods. Everything was so bizarre that she was sure it was all a figment of her imagination. She watched the supposed dream with amusement, not realizing that she was conscious enough to actually have the thought that her subconscious had managed to come up with some strange things. 
 
    In the next instant, she realized that this was definitely a scary dream, a nightmare of sorts. Izzy and Raven screamed out some words that sounded suspiciously like Latin to Anya, but they weren’t words she understood. The only Latin words Anya knew were the scientific names of plants. Izzy and Raven swung their legs over the handles of the broomsticks, the same way witches did in all the Halloween stories that Anya had ever read. Then, to Anya’s astonishment, the broomsticks rose up off the ground. The two woman were flying, hovering several feet off the ground and moving in quick circles. Anya could see their eyes by the light of the moon, full of fear. It did not occur to Anya to be afraid. She was watching this with interest, and a bit of annoyance. It was only a dream, but still, she did not appreciate her mind being filled with frightening images. 
 
    Anya glanced back at Finn and Owen, and her eyes widened in shock. She saw that they were stripping their clothes off until they were buck naked. Even though it was only a dream, Anya looked away, embarrassed. She turned her gaze back toward the flying women, but moments later the men were standing next to the women, shouting words Anya couldn’t quite make out to them as they stuffed their clothes into the backpacks on the women’s backs. Anya slowly stood, and began to walk toward the group. She wanted to hear what they were shouting about. As she walked, she heard a sudden, loud roar. Startled, she looked to her left, to where the noise had come from. Her eyes widened again as she saw several large lions charging toward them over and over. But each time the lions charged, they seemed to run into some sort of invisible barrier. Behind the lions, there were other beasts. Tigers, bears, and leopards charged as well. And behind them, there was a large group of people, all floating on broomsticks in much the same manner that Izzy and Raven were floating. From their hands, laser-like beams of light shot out. But the lasers seemed to be stopped by some sort of invisible wall as well. Anya strained her eyes to see whether these people were wearing giant rings like Izzy and Raven. She couldn’t see from here, but the light shooting from Izzy’s and Raven’s hands had looked similar to the light the other people were shooting. They must all have some sort of rings that shot light.  
 
    Anya chuckled again at the absurdity of her dream, and then turned to look back at her four friends. She walked toward them, and could hear now what they were shouting. 
 
    “How the hell did they find us?” Owen asked as he finished stuffing his clothes into Raven’s backpack, and then pulled the zipper shut. 
 
    “Probably has something to do with the fact that we had no invisibility shield up when we first arrived,” Finn said, his voice sounding bitter.  
 
    “Now’s not the time for arguments, guys,” Izzy warned. “They’re going to break through our protective shield any second. We have to get out of here.” 
 
    “What about Anya?” Finn asked as he finished stuffing his clothes into Izzy’s backpack. 
 
    Anya saw the four of them all turn to look at her. Even though she was fully clothed, she suddenly had an odd sensation like she was the one naked. She felt exposed as they all stared at her. 
 
    “We have to take her with us,” Izzy finally said. 
 
    “But—” Owen began. 
 
    “No, Izzy’s right,” Finn said. “The enemy is going to think she’s part of our group. If we leave her here, they’ll kill her.” 
 
    Anya saw Owen look over at Raven, who gave a small, sad nod. 
 
    “Alright,” Owen said in an unhappy voice. “She comes with us. This mission is off to a great start, isn’t it?” 
 
    No one answered his sarcastic remark. They seemed to be pressed for time, and kept looking nervously toward where the beasts and other people on flying broomsticks were still trying to break through the invisible barrier.  
 
    “I’ll take her,” Finn said. “Let me fly in front, and you guys guard my rear. Izzy and Raven, as soon as we’re up, do your best to throw an invisibility spell over us. I know it won’t be perfect when we’re moving so fast, but maybe in the dark it’ll be enough to allow us to lose them.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Raven said. “You guys ready to leave the protection of the shield? It’s not gonna hold much longer, anyway. They’ve got too many wizards throwing counterspells at it.” 
 
    “Ready as I’ll ever be,” Owen said. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    Anya watched them curiously, trying to understand what was happening, but none of it made sense. She supposed that was the thing about dreams. They never quite made sense. Although, usually, you didn’t realize a dream didn’t make sense while you were in it. You had to wait until you woke up for that.  
 
    Anya suddenly had the horrifying thought that she wasn’t dreaming. She shook the thought away just as quickly as it came. There was no way this was real. People don’t just fly around on broomsticks, she thought. And there are no lions or tigers in the forests of Idaho. Still, she decided to try to pinch herself just to be sure. But just as she reached for the skin on her arm, she was thrown backwards. She hit the ground hard, but sprang back up quickly. She had reflexively put her fists up in front of her, ready to fight whatever enemy had just knocked her over. But what she saw when she stood up caused the blood in her body to run cold. 
 
    There in front of her, covered in some sort of strange, glowing energy, were Owen and Finn. Except they weren’t exactly Owen and Finn anymore. They were changing right before her eyes, their human forms giving way to some sort of animal shape with a dark, scaled hide. Their hands and feet became sharp, clawed reptilian feet, and wings and tails sprouted from their ever-growing forms. Anya took a step backward in fear and awe. This was definitely a dream if people were turning into animals. But what kind of animal, exactly, were they? 
 
    She didn’t have to wait long to see. As their transformations completed, their heads became fearsome dragon heads, complete with teeth so large that each one was the size of Anya’s arm. She took another step backward, trying to understand how there were suddenly two dragons in front of her where Owen and Finn had just been. The dragon that had been Owen a moment ago suddenly pointed his head up and shot a long stream of fire into the sky. This seemed to be some sort of signal, because Izzy and Raven nodded and began rising higher into the air on their broomsticks.  
 
    “Alright, Finn,” Raven yelled. “We’re ready. Grab Anya and fly like the devil. We’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    “Wait, no,” Anya started to say. Even in a dream, she wasn’t sure how she felt about being carried around by a giant dragon. But Finn—er, the dragon that had been Finn until a few moments ago—didn’t stop to see how she felt about it. He started flapping his wings, rising almost instantly into the sky. As he rose, he reached out his giant, clawed feet, stretching them toward Anya. She let out a scream as she realized that he was going to grab her with those claws, but no one paid any attention to her protests.  
 
    Her eyes squeezed shut in horror as the impossibly large claws closed around her torso, but, to her surprise, she felt no pain. She opened her eyes again and saw that the dragon had somehow managed to pick her up without puncturing her. She felt a momentary rush of relief, but that relief did not last long. She realized that she was rising higher and higher into the air, and the dragon was beginning to pick up speed as he feverishly flapped his huge wings. She wanted to scream again, but the sound stuck in her throat. She was too overcome by terror. 
 
    She looked behind her, and saw the other dragon following. Behind him were Izzy and Raven, rising on their broomsticks and flying backward so that their faces were turned toward the mess of animals and broomstick people below. They held their right hands high as if ready to attack, but they had no weapons that Anya could see. The only thing they had was those ridiculously huge gemstone rings they wore. The rings, though, seemed to be some sort of weapon. Anya supposed you could knock someone out with one of those things if you hit them square in the face with it. She almost would have laughed at the thought, if she hadn’t felt so frightened at the moment.  
 
    Suddenly, she heard a rushing noise as though she were passing through a jet of water. The rushing noise only lasted a few moments, and then, suddenly, everything else sounded louder. The roars of the animals below became unbearably loud, and the shouts of the people on broomsticks seemed to have been amplified several times. Anya couldn’t make out everything they were shouting, but it sounded like they were yelling, “They left the shield!” over and over again. 
 
    Anya didn’t have much time to listen or try to figure out what they meant by that, though, because in the next instant, a huge battle broke out. The small legion of people on broomsticks rose in the air toward them, somehow shooting out laser beams of light. Izzy and Raven seemed to be shooting out laser beams as well, yelling things in Latin again while they swooped and twirled through the air on their broomsticks. The dozens of laser beams clashed in the air in a dazzling array of sparks that might have been beautiful to watch if Anya hadn’t felt so terrified.  
 
    The dragon that had once been Owen was joining in the chaos, breathing out huge streams of fire toward the people chasing them. He moved unbelievably quickly for such a large beast, and Anya watched in horrified awe as his fire sent person after person tumbling from their broomstick in a ball of flames. Finn did not participate in the battle. Instead, he flew forward ever faster, his wings never slowing as he pumped furiously against the cold night air. Anya glanced down at his large claws that encircled her, and she shuddered. A single claw could have easily pierced through her entire body, and yet, he was somehow able to hold her tightly without hurting her. 
 
    Anya shook her head back and forth vigorously a few times, trying to wake herself up. She’d had enough of this strange dream, and if this sort of nightmare was the price for sleeping, she didn’t want to sleep. She’d rather go back to the calm and sanity of lying sleeplessly under the silent night sky, with her new friends lying next to her in normal, human form. 
 
    But no matter how hard Anya shook her head, she couldn’t make herself wake up. In desperate frustration, she reached once again to pinch herself on the arm. If she couldn’t bring herself out of this nightmare, at least she could prove to herself that it was just a dream. But when she pinched her arm, she was startled by how sharp the pain was. Eyes widening, she tried again. Again, she felt a very real, very sharp pain when she pinched herself. Anya looked back at the battle in the air again, her whole body filling with a sickening sense of dread. It was not possible that all of this was real, was it? And yet, if it wasn’t real, then why couldn’t she wake up? 
 
    Anya felt hot tears starting to roll down her cheeks, and then, overcome by the madness around her, she felt everything going black. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Finn glanced over his giant dragon shoulders, relieved to see that everything behind him was dark. The moonlight illuminated the outlines of Izzy and Raven as they swooped back and forth on their broomsticks, still watching behind them for any sign of straggling pursuers. And he could also see the outline of Owen’s dragon, silently slicing through the night sky with his giant dragon wings. But other than that, the sky was empty. Their small group had managed somehow to outrun the much larger contingent of wizards who had somehow found them in the middle of nowhere.  
 
    Finn furrowed his brow as he continued to pump his dragon wings rhythmically. They needed to stop, and soon. He could feel Anya hanging limply in his large dragon claws, and concern filled him. More than likely, she had passed out from the shock of everything she had just seen. But there was always a possibility that she’d been hit by a stray attack from one of the enemy wizards, even though Izzy and Raven had done a good job of holding them off. Still, Finn was hesitant to stop so soon. He wanted to put more distance between his group and the enemy wizards. 
 
    They were far enough ahead that they should be safe, but, then again, Finn had thought they were safe back at their original campsite. How had Saul’s army managed to find them despite their invisibility barrier and protective shield?  
 
    Finn frowned. They had been without an invisibility shield for a short amount of time after they landed, true. And there was always a risk when flying that invisibility shields or chameleon effects were not properly covering the moving wizards and dragons. But Finn did not think that the Falcon Cross group had had any major slipups. They should have been safe from discovery. As evidenced by the attack tonight, though, they hadn’t been as safe as they’d thought. 
 
    Finn’s frown deepened. There was only one explanation. The enemy’s dark magic was growing stronger. Dark magic counter spells were stronger than normal counter spells. The enemy was using such spells to see through invisibility barriers and break through protective shields, and their techniques were only growing stronger.  
 
    Finn glanced over his shoulder once more, and made his decision. They would stop now. They were safe, for the moment at least. He had no idea how much longer that safety would last, but while it did, their best use of time was to regroup. They needed to check on Anya, who hopefully would revive quickly once they stopped, and they needed to figure out how to move forward from here. They had to find a way to get the dragon amethyst, but there was no question in Finn’s mind that going into Devil’s Melt right now would be a death trap. Their invisibility spells weren’t working properly, and the area was sure to be heavily guarded.  
 
    Slowly, Finn began circling downward. He almost felt as though his heavy heart was dragging him downward, its weight pulling him toward the cold, dark earth. He slipped silently through the treetops, managing to avoid all of the thick branches despite the darkness and his size. Behind him, Owen made it through silently as well. And, of course, Izzy and Raven did not make any noise either. They were much smaller than the dragons, and just as skilled at flying.  
 
    Not that their flying skills were doing them much good, Finn thought bitterly as he landed on the forest floor. If their invisibility spells didn’t hold against the enemy’s counter spells, it didn’t matter how skilled they were. They would still be found out, and, in Devil’s Melt, where they would be hopelessly outnumbered, they would quickly be killed.  
 
    Finn gently uncurled his long, fingered claws to release Anya onto the ground. She didn’t move, and he felt fear gripping his heart as he bent his dragon head to look at her. He might not know her well, but she’d been quite friendly to him and his friends. He hated to see anyone harmed in the cross fire of this war, but especially an innocent human who was as nice and beautiful as Anya. 
 
    Anya’s eyes were closed, and Finn could not tell while in dragon form whether she was even still alive or not. With a low growl and a rush of power, he began shifting back into human form. His thick dragon hide morphed back into tanned human skin as his tails and wings disappeared and he once again took on the shape of a human male. Beside him, Owen was shifting back to human form as well. Izzy and Raven had just landed, and were hopping off their broomsticks. Finn saw Izzy looking over at Anya’s still form with concern, and within moments of jumping off her broomstick, Izzy had shrugged out of the backpack she’d been carrying and was running toward their new human friend.  
 
    “Was she hit?” Izzy asked, not even looking up at Finn as she asked the question. Izzy’s doctor training had kicked in, and she was already checking Anya for vital signs. Raven was running over with the backpacks, and began digging in one of them for Izzy’s compact medical kit. Owen had grabbed the other backpack and was rummaging in it for clothes. Finn had not even considered the fact that he was still naked, but he realized as he watched Owen that getting dressed was probably a good idea. If Anya was still alive, it was probably better that he and Owen were fully dressed when she regained consciousness. The poor girl had already suffered enough shocks.  
 
    “I’m not entirely sure whether she was hit,” Finn said as he began pulling his clothes out of the backpack from which Raven had just pulled Izzy’s medical kit. “I didn’t feel anything that felt like a hit, but we were moving so quickly and everything was so chaotic that I’m not entirely sure I would have felt a jolt even if one of the enemy’s lasers did hit her.” 
 
    “She’s still alive,” Izzy said, her eyes moving rapidly back and forth as she took an inventory of Anya’s status. “And she doesn’t seem to have any injuries. I think she just passed out from shock. Someone hand me one of our sleeping bags so I can warm her up. Raven, can you elevate her feet a bit?”  
 
    Izzy continued to work quickly, doing her best to make Anya warm and comfortable. Finn let out a sigh of relief as soon as he knew for sure that Anya was still alive, but then he turned his attention fully to getting dressed. There wasn’t much he could do to help Izzy. If he tried to assist, he would most likely just get in the way. Once he was dressed, he watched carefully as Izzy worked, barking orders to Raven. Anya’s face looked pale, an effect enhanced by the silver light of the moon that filtered down through the treetops. Even so, it struck Finn how beautiful she was. His heart unexpectedly clenched up, and he turned away to look at Owen, searching for any distraction that would take his mind off the strange feelings that bubbled up inside of him when he saw Anya lying there so still.  
 
    “Do you think they’re still following us?” Finn asked Owen, even though he already knew the answer. Of course they were being followed. Perhaps not by the same group of wizards and shifters that had just attacked them, but Saul had an enormous number of soldiers at his disposal. Finn was quite certain that more troops had already been dispatched to chase them down. And the shifters who had been at their campsite were probably still following them on foot somewhere in the dark forest.  
 
    “Yeah,” Owen said, answering the question even though they both knew the answer was unnecessary. “They’re on our trail, no question about that. The only question is how long it will take them to catch up. Speaking of which, I don’t think Raven’s put up an invisibility shield yet. Raven!” 
 
    Finn saw Raven turn her head sharply at Owen’s urgent tone. Her eyes looked tired, but her reactions were still quick. 
 
    “We need a shield!” Owen said in a frustrated tone. “You guys need to stay on top of that!” 
 
    “Sorry that I was trying to help revive the human who is now hopelessly tangled up in this mess,” Raven said as she rolled her eyes at Owen. But despite the sarcasm and annoyance in her voice, she hopped to her feet and held her magic ring in the air, drawing large arcs around them as she started to cast protective shield and invisibility spells. 
 
    “Magicae arma. Magicae invisibilia,” she said over and over, drawing arc after arc with her ring while Izzy continued to bend over Anya. Finn turned to Owen with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Don’t be so hard on Raven. It’s not really her fault that we were found, you know,” Finn said. 
 
    “Not her fault?” Owen said, incredulous. “How can you say that? The enemy must have found us because we didn’t have an invisibility spell put up at our campsite immediately after we landed. That’s the only way they could have seen us. Not only that, but because we didn’t have a spell up, Anya found us and we now have to deal with her. That’s not going to be easy—think of everything she saw back there! Shifters, wizards, and protective shields. Not to mention that she was carried out of there by a dragon. I’ve seen enough of full humans to know that she’s going to be pretty freaked out when she wakes up.” 
 
    “I agree that Anya is going to be freaked out when she wakes up,” Finn said. “But I wouldn’t blame Raven for that. I don’t think Saul’s men found us because we forgot to put up an invisibility shield for a few minutes—” 
 
    “Because Raven forgot to put up a shield for a few minutes, you mean,” Owen interrupted. 
 
    Finn sighed. Owen could be so stubborn when he had decided that someone was to blame for something. And, of course, it was never Owen himself to blame. It was always someone else.  
 
    “We all are responsible to make sure proper precautions are taken,” Finn said. “If a shield should have been put up earlier, than we’re all to blame. But, anyway, I don’t think it matters when the shield went up. Even if it had been right away, Saul’s soldiers still would have found us.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Owen asked, narrowing his eyes at Finn. 
 
    Finn shrugged. “We flew that whole way under a cloak of invisibility, and we stopped off in a very remote area of the woods. What are the odds that Saul’s soldiers happened to be flying by there during the small window of time that we didn’t have our shields up? Not very high, I’d say. I think they’re tracking us in other ways. They know tons of dark magic spells. I don’t think even Izzy realizes how powerful their dark magic abilities have become.” 
 
    Owen was quiet for several moments, but his silence told Finn more than any words. Owen was always talking, so the fact that he had nothing to say about this meant he realized that Finn was right. There was no denying the fact that they had underestimated the enemy. Saul and his army had become more powerful than any of them had dared to imagine. 
 
    “If this is true,” Owen finally said, his voice slow and tight, “Then this pretty much dooms our mission. I mean, there’s no way we can get into Devil’s Melt and search for the dragon amethyst if they know we’re coming and can see us. There’s too many of them. They’ll slaughter us.” 
 
    “I know,” Finn said. “We’ll have to reevaluate our plans. But our first priority right now is to make sure Anya is taken care of. The Advocacy Bureau back in Falcon Cross is going to throw a fit when they realize that we let a human see shifters, wizards, and magic in action.” 
 
    Owen grunted in annoyance but said nothing further. The Advocacy Bureau was a wizard agency in Falcon Cross that, among other things, made sure that full humans did not discover that wizards and magic existed. There were all sorts of wizard rules and regulations to ensure that wizards did not accidentally use magic around humans, and, if any wizard discovered that a human had seen magic, that wizard was required to report the incident immediately. Finn wasn’t sure what all the rules were, but he imagined that the Advocacy Bureau was going to find a few rules that had been broken tonight. There was no way they were going to shrug off the fact that Anya had seen everything she did tonight. 
 
    Finn kicked at a tree root in frustration. He understood the importance of working closely with the wizards. This war was serious business, and the more help they all had the better. But he wasn’t used to dealing with so much government bureaucracy. Before his clan had teamed up with the Falcon Cross wizards, it had just been the ten of them, working on missions in whatever way they saw fit. There were no big government agencies telling them how to act. Finn didn’t like this new way of working, where he was always worrying about what the Falcon Cross agencies were going to think. He tolerated the agencies, for the sake of maintaining peace with their wizard allies. But there was no way in hell he was going to put up with being treated like some sort of disobedient child just because a human had gotten tangled up in their mission. Sometimes, shit happened. Things like this were bound to occur now and then. Besides, the shifters and wizards all had much bigger things to worry about right now. Like how the hell they were going to manage to get the dragon amethyst before Saul’s army did. 
 
    Finn’s thoughts were interrupted by a happy shout from Izzy. He looked over to see that Anya’s eyes were blinking open. He felt his heart leap in his chest with a mixture of happiness and trepidation. He was happy she was alive, but he wasn’t sure the group was going to like the way she reacted. 
 
    Anya sat up slowly, and Izzy urged her to move even more slowly.  
 
    “You’ve had quite a shock, Anya,” Izzy was saying in a gentle tone. “Take your time sitting up.” 
 
    “I…I think I had a strange dream,” Anya said. She looked around at the wizards and shifters, furrowing her brow in confusion. She took in their surroundings, and slowly seemed to realize that this section of forest was not the same section of forest where they had all spent the earlier part of the evening. 
 
    “Where are we?” Anya asked, a note of fear and suspicion creeping into her voice. “And how did we get here?” 
 
    Finn exchanged glances with Owen and Raven. Izzy had her eyes fixed on Anya’s face. 
 
    “Well, we, uh, had to leave our other campsite behind,” Izzy said, grasping for words.  
 
    Finn stepped in then. He knew that Anya was going to have a hard time processing everything she’d just seen. Hell, it was hard enough for humans to process just the fact that shifters existed. Add wizards into the mix, and Anya’s head was certainly going to be spinning with disbelief by the time he was done explaining things. But Finn had found, in the few times in his life when he’d had to inform humans of the existence of shifters, that straight, frank honesty was usually the best policy. The more you tried to soften the truth or dance around it, the more confused people got—and once they were confused it was even harder for them to believe the fantastical truth you were telling them. 
 
    “Anya, listen,” Finn said, coming to sit down on the cold forest floor next to Anya. “You’ve been caught up in some things that are probably hard for you to understand. And you’ve seen some things tonight that are probably hard for you to believe, but you weren’t dreaming.” 
 
    Finn paused and gave Anya a moment to respond. She merely narrowed her eyes at him, so he took a deep breath and then continued, gesturing toward Owen. 
 
    “Owen and I are what are known as shapeshifters. We have the ability to shift back and forth between human and animal form. There are actually quite a few types of shapeshifters in the world. You saw a few others tonight—there were lions, bears, and tigers attacking our campsite, if I remember correctly. But Owen and I are dragons. We have dragon genes inside of us, and can turn ourselves into dragons at will.”  
 
    Finn paused again, and this time, Anya spoke. 
 
    “That’s preposterous,” she said. “People can’t just change into animals at will. Especially not animals that don’t actually exist. Dragons aren’t real.” 
 
    Finn glanced over at Owen, who gave a slight shrug as if to say, what do you expect her to say? Indeed, Finn thought as he looked back at Anya. What did I expect her to say? 
 
    A common human reaction to the existence of shapeshifters was to deny that they could actually exist. Another common reaction was to freak out and think shapeshifting was contagious. If the growing fear in Anya’s eyes was any indication, she was struggling with whether she should laugh in his face or run from him in terror. He decided to try to explain further. 
 
    “I know it sounds crazy,” he said. “But dragons do exist. They used to roam the earth as freely as any other animal, but they were one of the first species on our planet to become extinct. They survive now only in shifter form. And, yes, Anya, shifters do exist. Certain people can change into animals at will, and I’m one of them. I know you saw me change into a dragon a little over an hour ago. I’m able to do that because of a genetic mutation that mixes human DNA with dragon DNA. It’s not contagious, so don’t worry about that. It’s just a genetic trait that some humans happen to have.” 
 
    Anya looked back and forth from Finn to Owen with suspicious eyes. “I must still be dreaming,” she said. 
 
    “You’re not dreaming,” Finn said gently. He wasn’t sure why, but he felt an overwhelming urge to take her hand in his. He listened to the urge, hoping that somehow his touch would be enough to make her believe that what he was saying was true. Her eyes shot up warily to meet his when his fingers closed over hers, but she did not pull away. He took this as a positive sign and continued speaking.  
 
    “Most shifters aren’t dangerous,” Finn said. “Owen and I certainly aren’t. Not to you anyway. There are, as you might have guessed from what you saw tonight, some shifters who aren’t very nice. Those shifters were trying to attack us, and we had to get you out of there. But don’t worry. You’re safe now. We aren’t going to hurt you.” 
 
    Finn watched Anya’s eyes as she continued to watch him and Owen carefully. Her hand was so soft, but so cold. He wanted to rub her fingers to warm them, but he was afraid that if he moved, she would startle and pull away. All he wanted right now was for her to calm down. The truth, of course, was that he didn’t know for sure that she was safe. None of them were guaranteed safety right now. But at least he knew that as long as he was alive, she was safe. He wasn’t going to let anyone harm her.  
 
    After a lengthy silence, Anya looked over at Izzy and Raven, who had been listening intently to Finn’s explanation. 
 
    “Well, even assuming that you and Owen really are dragons, what are they?” Anya asked, gesturing toward the two women with her chin. “They didn’t change into animals, but they, uh, acted quite strange.” 
 
    “They’re wizards,” Finn said. “They can do magic. I know you noticed their magic rings, because I saw you staring at them last night. Those rings aren’t just pretty pieces of jewelry. They work in a way similar to a magic wand, allowing Izzy and Raven to focus their magic and perform powerful spells.” 
 
    Anya gave him a deadpan stare. He would have laughed at how incredulous she looked, except it really wasn’t funny. Not to her, anyway. She’d just had her world turned completely upside down. Everything she thought she knew about what was possible was wrong. Perhaps one day she would be excited by these revelations, but that day was not today. Probably not tomorrow, either, if she was anything like all of the other full humans to whom Finn had explained shapeshifting. 
 
    After another long silence, during which Finn and the rest of the Falcon Cross group held their breath, Anya finally burst out into laughter. She threw her head back and laughed so long and hard that tears started streaming down her cheeks, and she pulled her hand away from Finn’s so that she could wipe them away. She kept laughing as she looked around at her new friends, shaking her head in bemusement.  
 
    “Okay, okay. Very funny, guys,” she said. “You got me. For a second there I thought you might actually be telling the truth, and that shifters and wizards actually existed. I have to say, you guys put on a pretty good show. How did you do it? How’d you make it look like you turned into dragons and were flying on broomsticks? And why’d you do it? That’s a lot of effort to play a trick on someone you’ve only just met.” 
 
    Anya laughed even harder, wiping away more tears from her eyes as she nearly doubled over from the hilarity of it. Finn, Owen, Izzy and Raven did not laugh. They looked back at Anya with somber, awkward expressions on their faces, until Anya realized that they were not laughing with her. Her laughter died in her throat as she looked back at them with widening eyes, finally fixing her gaze on Finn. 
 
    “You’re not joking, are you?” she asked in a small voice. 
 
    Finn shook his head no. “It’s all true,” he said. “Shifters and wizards exist. And it just so happens that we’re in the middle of a huge battle between good and evil right now.” 
 
    Anya looked over at Raven, then, with a mixture of fear and awe in her eyes. “Show me,” Anya demanded. “Show me some magic. Prove you can do it.” 
 
    “Uh…” Raven said, looking helplessly from Izzy to Finn and then to Owen. Finn knew that the prohibition against using magic in front of humans was deeply rooted in Raven’s psyche. It was Owen who stepped in to reassure her. He put a gentle hand on her shoulder as he spoke. 
 
    “It’s okay, Raven,” Owen said. “She’s already seen plenty of magic. One more spell isn’t going to make the Advocacy Bureau freak out any more than they already will.” 
 
    Raven took a deep breath and nodded, then raised her ringed hand. “Magicae scintillula,” she said. 
 
    Instantly, a huge shower of glittery, sparkling light shot out from Raven’s ring. Finn smiled as he watched it. He loved it when the wizards did tricks that were pretty much for pure show instead of for any truly useful purpose. 
 
    Anya stared at the shimmering show for a few moments, though, and then promptly passed out again. Izzy let out a groan of frustration, and looked accusingly at Finn as though the entire situation was his fault. 
 
    “Well, that went well,” Izzy said as she moved to check on Anya. Finn merely shrugged and grinned, much to Izzy’s annoyance. 
 
    He’d seen worse reactions to the revelation that shifters existed. Anya would come around.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Anya opened her mouth to scream, but she could not force any sound to come out. She was being tossed wildly around in the air as the dragon who grasped her with his claws flew faster and faster. Behind her, she could hear the whizzing of laser beams and the rushing sound made when a river of fire spewed forth from a dragon’s mouth. She strained her eyes to try to make out the figures flying behind her. But the darkness was too great. She couldn’t see anything beyond the tip of the tail that belonged to the dragon that held her. As she continued to strain her eyes, the darkness seemed to press in on her even more. Eventually, she could only see to the base of the dragon’s tail, not the tip. Then, she could only see the muscular tops of the legs that held her. The darkness grew, and she could only see the claws that surrounded her body, terrible and sharp, yet somehow not piercing her. Finally, all she could see was her own hand, inches in front of her face. Then, everything was black, and Anya screamed again. The darkness was alive, encircling her, blinding her, and suffocating her. The next time she tried to scream into the inky blackness, her voice caught in her throat, and terror overwhelmed her heart. 
 
    “Anya!” a loud voice spoke her name, and firm hands shook her shoulders. With a start, Anya opened her eyes. She winced at the bright light of day that greeted her, and struggled to focus on the fuzzy face in front of her. After a few moments, Anya finally saw that it was Izzy. One of the wizards. 
 
    The wizards, Anya thought, feeling somewhat sick to her stomach. A glance to her left revealed that Finn and Owen were still there, too, watching her with grave expressions on their faces. 
 
    “It’s alright,” Izzy said in a soothing voice. “You had a bad dream.” 
 
    Anya blinked a few times, trying to process what Izzy was telling her. She’d had a bad dream. It had all been a dream. Wizards and shifters didn’t really exist. Anya sat up slowly, feeling somewhat foolish.  
 
    “It was the craziest dream,” she said, shaking her head and trying to shake off the feeling of dread that pursued her even in her waking state. She looked around at the forest, thinking she would be back in the campsite she’d been in the night before. It all had been a dream. The attack, and the subsequent explanation. What kind of strange things had she been reading lately to fill her subconscious with the ideas of shifters and wizards? 
 
    But as she looked around, she realized that she was not in the same campsite she’d been in the night before. She was somewhere else entirely. She glanced suspiciously down at Izzy’s hand, and saw that a giant gemstone ring still graced the woman’s fingers.  
 
    “Is that…is that ring…special?” Anya asked in a small voice. She didn’t want to say the word magic out loud. Saying it out loud would make everything real. She desperately wanted Izzy to look at her in confusion right now, wondering why Anya was suddenly so interested in her ring. But Izzy’s face softened into an expression of sympathy, not confusion. 
 
    “It’s my magic ring, Anya,” Izzy said. “You didn’t imagine all of that. Shifters and wizards do really exist, and you saw a battle between some of them last night.” 
 
    Anya jumped rapidly to her feet, wanting to run but not knowing where she would go. It wasn’t exactly that she was afraid of Izzy and the others. They didn’t seem like they wanted to hurt her, and, if they did, it probably wouldn’t do her much good to run anyway. No, it wasn’t that Anya was afraid. It was just that she was overwhelmed by everything she’d just learned was true. It couldn’t be possible, and yet, looking around at the serious faces staring back at her, Anya knew it was true. Shifters and wizards existed. And by some strange, freaky coincidence, Anya had gotten herself tangled up in their war.  
 
    Anya felt a rush of dizziness as her body adjusted to the sudden change of position, but once that initial dizziness had passed, she did take off running into the forest. She ignored the shouts of protest behind her and kept running. Her pace was slow and her movements were clumsy, but she pressed forward anyway. She ignored the branches that scratched at her face, and only stopped for a moment to wince in pain when she stubbed her toe on a thick tree root. 
 
    She ran until her sides cramped up fiercely, and she could no longer force herself forward. She collapsed onto the forest floor then, finding herself in a mossy cool spot and relishing the way the soft moss felt between her fingers as she lay there, gasping for breath and trying to make sense of all the nonsensical details that swirled in her thoughts. 
 
    She looked behind her, but everything was silent. They had not followed her, then. She wasn’t sure whether she should be happy or angry about that. After all, here she was in the middle of the forest by herself. She had no supplies and no idea where she was. She had some decent wilderness survival skills, but it was still going to be a struggle to get out of here and back to civilization.  
 
    Anya sat up slowly and looked around, wondering if she should go back. But a stubborn anger and pride rose in her chest. If they didn’t care enough about her to make sure she made it out of the forest safely, then she didn’t want their help, anyway. 
 
    High above her, a bird began singing a happy song, as though nothing in the world was wrong. Bright sunlight lit the ground with a mottled pattern as it made its way down through the leaves and branches, and here and there Anya could see insects buzzing happily along. The whole forest seemed unaware that Anya’s whole idea of reality had just been smashed to pieces. The enormity of everything she had just learned weighed on her, and she fought the urge not to cry. She might have lost that battle and let the tears fall, too, if it hadn’t been for the sudden appearance of one of the dragon shifters. 
 
    “You should take it easy, you know,” he said. “You’ve had a couple nasty bumps to the head, and if you pass out again while running around like a maniac, you’re liable to get another one.” 
 
    Anya started and looked up. It was Finn. She hadn’t heard his approach at all, and she’d been too busy feeling sorry for herself to notice him walking through the brush toward her mossy oasis. 
 
    “If you don’t want me to pass out again then you shouldn’t sneak up on me like that,” Anya said. “You almost gave me a heart attack appearing out of thin air like that. Wait, did you just appear out of thin air? Can you do that?” 
 
    Finn chuckled. “No, not really. I can’t do magic like the wizards. I do have the ability to act like a chameleon when I’m in dragon form and blend into my surroundings. But I can’t do it while in human form. I snuck up on you using good old fashioned stealth skills. I didn’t mean to walk so quietly, though. It’s just a habit borne of years of practice living out in the woods.” 
 
    “Hmph,” Anya said, not knowing how else to respond. She felt embarrassed that he had nearly caught her crying, and she still hadn’t conquered the anger she was feeling toward him and his whole little crew for the way they had dragged her into a mess she’d never wanted to be a part of.  
 
    He took her non-response as an invitation to sit down, and plopped himself beside her on the mossy ground. He had a distinctive woodsy smell that was somehow separate from the smell of the woods around her. It was a deeper, richer scent. It reminded her of a redwoods forest she’d visited during her childhood. Her father had taken her to see San Francisco, and they’d split their time between the city and the nearby forests. Anya still remembered those hikes as some of the most gorgeous she’d ever been on, and she couldn’t keep a smile from crossing her face at the memory. 
 
    “You smell like California,” she said aloud before she could really stop herself to think about what she was saying. Finn looked over at her in surprise.  
 
    “I’m from California,” he said. “But I haven’t been home for several months.” 
 
    Anya shrugged. “Well, you remind me of some forests I visited there a long time ago.” 
 
    Finn chuckled. “Redwood forests?” he asked. 
 
    It was Anya’s turn to look surprised. “Well, yes,” she said. “I guess you must live near them?” 
 
    Finn smiled as he picked up a stick and began absentmindedly tracing circles in a nearby spot of bare earth. “I live in the Redwoods, actually,” he said. “I have a cabin out there with…uh…with some other guys like me.” 
 
    “You mean with other dragon shifters?” Anya asked. 
 
    Finn sighed. “Yes. With other dragon shifters. I wasn’t sure whether I should say the word ‘shifter’ or not. I thought you might take off running again if I did.” 
 
    Anya looked down at her hands. She caught the note of accusation in Finn’s voice, but she wasn’t going to apologize for running. 
 
    “You have to admit that it’s a lot to take in,” she said. 
 
    “It is,” Finn admitted. “And I’m sorry you got caught up in our world. Truly, I am. I know that most humans find it somewhat upsetting to learn that shifters exist, although I have to say it’s hard for me to understand why. It’s not as though you’ve ever been harmed by a shifter or a wizard. They’ve always been there, even though you were ignorant of their existence.” 
 
    Anya pondered this for a moment. “I suppose you’re right,” she said. “I don’t think I’m upset because I’m worried of being harmed, though. I’ll admit that fear did cross my mind. You can’t exactly blame me for wondering, when faced with a pair of giant fire-breathing dragons and their wizard sidekicks, about whether or not I was safe. But once I realized you guys didn’t seem interested in harming me, I had time to focus on a deeper, darker fear.” 
 
    “Which is?” Finn prompted. 
 
    “Well…what else is out there that I’m unaware of?” Anya asked. “And how can I be certain of anything anymore? My whole life I’ve believed in science. I trusted my senses, and that what I could see, observe, touch, and test was true. Now I learn that magic exists, and that humans can change into animals. I feel as though everything I knew was wrong.” 
 
    To Anya’s surprise, Finn smiled at her. “Well, I don’t think you have to throw in the towel on science just because shifters exist. Like I told you, there’s a perfectly good scientific explanation for it. It’s a genetic mutation, and my DNA is partially composed of dragon genes. You can observe my changing into a dragon and back again just like you can observe anything else in the scientific world. Now, as for magic, I’ll admit that it’s a little harder to comprehend. There’s not always a good explanation for what the wizards can do. But you can still see and observe the effects of magic, so it’s sort of scientific. The real problem, though, is when you say you’re worried you’ll never be certain of anything anymore. None of us can ever be truly certain of anything, Anya. We can only do the best we can with whatever information we have at the time. You can never know everything, so stop worrying about that and just enjoy the ride.” 
 
    Anya furrowed her brow and thought about what Finn had just said. It made sense. After all, even science brought surprises. New animals or new scientific phenomena were always being discovered. Even in the world of botany, new breakthroughs were made all the time. 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” she said slowly, looking over at him. The sunlight was shining directly on his face right now, and she noticed for the first time a large scar across his left cheek. It was a faint white line, but it was clearly visible when the harsh light of direct sun was on it. It only added to his rugged, fierce appearance, and Anya suddenly found herself wondering who this man was. She knew his name, and that he was part dragon, but little else. She’d been so overwhelmed with the sudden realization that shifters and wizards existed that it hadn’t occurred to her what a fascinating life Finn must have had. Had it always been filled with danger? Why was there a war going on in the world of shifters and wizards? Anya’s curious scientist side began to take over as she realized that she had just encountered a situation perhaps even more exciting than finding a new species of animal. She had essentially discovered a new species of mankind. In fact, two new species: shifters and wizards. Her anger and trepidation gave way to fascinated curiosity, and she turned shyly to look at Finn again. 
 
    “Can I ask you some questions?” she asked. “About shifting and stuff, I mean.” 
 
    Finn grinned at her and leaned back onto his elbows, settling into the soft moss as if he were settling into a soft couch for a long chat with friends. “Sure,” he said. “Ask me anything.” 
 
    Anya felt like a kid who’d just been told she could choose anything she wanted in a candy store. Where should she even start with all of her questions? She decided to start with the one that had been nagging at her the most since she’d first seen Finn and Owen morph into dragons. 
 
    “Does it hurt?” she asked. 
 
    “When I shift, you mean?” Finn asked. 
 
    Anya nodded. 
 
    “Not really,” Finn said. “It mostly feels like there’s a lot of pressure pushing down against your limbs. It’s not exactly comfortable, but it isn’t painful. And it’s over very quickly, anyway. If I haven’t shifted in a long time, it’s actually a relief to let myself morph into dragon form. My dragon DNA gets restless if I don’t let my dragon out now and then, so I try to shift at least once a month. Lately it’s been a lot more, though.” 
 
    “Because of the war?” Anya asked. 
 
    Finn nodded. “We’ve all been trying to keep our dragons in top shape, just in case we have to shift and fight at a moment’s notice. Which, as you saw, is a very real possibility.” 
 
    “What is the war about?” Anya asked. “And is it only shifters and wizards? There aren’t going to be attacks on humans, are there?” 
 
    “Well, if my side wins the war, there won’t be attacks on humans. If we lose, though, I fear for all of us.” 
 
    “That’s rather cryptic,” Anya said, frowning. 
 
    “I suppose it is,” Finn said. “I didn’t mean for it to be, but it’s a lot to explain and I’m not quite sure where to begin.” 
 
    “I’ve got time,” Anya said, leaning back in the moss on her elbows the same way that Finn had. He looked over at her and she was surprised to see how close their faces were now. His face crinkled into a smile, and, for a moment, time seemed to stand still. It had been ages since Anya had felt a true rush of desire, but she knew she was feeling one now. Finn’s smile went deeper than just his face. It reached his eyes, and he had somehow put his very heart and soul into that smile. If asked, Anya would have been hard-pressed to explain what she meant by that, but she somehow knew it was true. Her own heart and soul seemed to respond to the smile, and for a split-second she was overcome by the absurd notion that she should lean over and kiss his smiling lips. Something was passing between them, and she knew he felt it, too, by the way his eyes locked with hers and saw right into her. 
 
    But just as quickly as the moment happened, it ended. He looked away, staring up at the treetops as though they were the most interesting things he had ever seen. Anya felt like time began to move again. She could once again hear the birds singing and the rustle of the leaves. The forest around her came back into focus, and she could see things other than just Finn’s face. She desperately wanted to recapture the emotion she had felt only moments before, but Finn seemed determined to press forward with his explanations. 
 
    “The truth is,” Finn said. “Wizards aren’t the only source of magic in this world. In fact, centuries ago, dragons used to hold magical powers as well. Over the years, the dragons’ power weakened. Eventually, the dragons began to store their powers in different physical objects in an attempt to preserve those powers.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” Anya asked. She felt as though the more she learned about the shifter and wizard worlds, the more confused she became. 
 
    “I don’t know how to explain it, other than to say that it just works somehow. I’ve never had magical powers myself, so I’ve never been faced with the task of storing them in an old stone or pot or something,” Finn said. “Perhaps it’s easy to do, perhaps it’s not, but at the end of the day, the ancient dragons somehow found a way to do it. As a result, there are hundreds of ordinary looking objects scattered across the world that actually contain immense power. My clan, the Redwood Dragons clan, until recently spent most of our time searching for these objects. We recover them and take them back to our base in the Redwood forests for safekeeping. We believe that the world as a whole is safer when these powerful objects are kept in the hands of good shifters.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Anya said. “No matter what form power comes in, it’s always devastating when in the hands of the wrong people.” 
 
    Finn nodded. “Well, it turns out that there are four ancient artifacts that are exponentially more powerful than any of the other ancient artifacts. They are actually four gemstones—an emerald, a sapphire, an amethyst, and a ruby. Until very recently, we didn’t even know that these stones existed. They were created in secret by the ancient dragon kings, who put all of their power into the stones. The ancient dragon kings knew that they would not be able to stand against the forces of evil that were warring in the world at that time, so they preserved their power in hopes that a future generation might find the stones and use them for good. Well, for hundreds of years the stones remained hidden. A few decades ago, though, there was another big shifter war, and some of the good dragons discovered the existence of the dragon emerald. The dragon emerald was recovered, and put in safekeeping, where it remains to this day.” 
 
    “What about the other stones?” Anya asked, finding herself being drawn into the story. She was imagining an ancient world full of powerful dragons and wizards, similar to the fairy tales she’d always read as a child. 
 
    “Well, that’s where the trouble starts,” Finn said, a shadow passing over his eyes. “Not long ago, the wizards learned that the dragon sapphire had been located. They worked with us to recover the sapphire, and that’s actually how they became our allies. But we weren’t the only ones who had heard word of the dragon stones. A power hungry dragon shifter named Saul started building an army with hopes that he could find and recover the remaining two dragon stones, the amethyst and the ruby. He’s managed to gain a lot of ground and get a frighteningly large number of people to follow him. His army includes wizards, shifters, and even humans.” 
 
    “There are humans who know about all of this and are fighting a war over it?” Anya asked, incredulous.  
 
    Finn nodded sadly. “Saul knows how to win people over. He promises power and wealth, and that anyone who follows him will be leaders in the new world regime he plans to establish once he finds the other dragon stones and uses their power to make himself king of the world.” 
 
    Anya could not help giving a snort of laughter. “King of the world? Really? Sounds a bit dramatic.” 
 
    But Finn wasn’t laughing when he gave her a sideways glance. “Perhaps it sounds a bit dramatic, but that doesn’t mean it’s not possible. These stones are powerful. Each time we find one, it is more powerful than the one we found before. If any of them were to get into Saul’s hand, it could spell disaster for the entire world. Including humans.” 
 
    Anya frowned. “It still seems a bit extreme to think that someone could take over the whole world using a couple of small gemstones.” 
 
    “It doesn’t seem extreme to me,” Finn said. “Because I understand how powerful these gemstones are. The ancient dragon kings were more powerful than any ruler alive today. That power is preserved in those stones, and Saul would have no qualms about using it to cause great terror and destruction, all so that the whole world would fear him and obey him. You asked what this war is about, Anya. Well, the short answer is that it’s about power. Saul is an evil man, and he’s hungry for power. I shudder to think what will happen if he gets that power.” 
 
    “What makes him so evil?” Anya asked. She felt a strange, growing sense of dread filling her as Finn talked. The tone of Finn’s voice made it sound like Saul wasn’t just your ordinary, power-hungry dictator. There was something more to it than that. 
 
    “That’s also difficult to explain, but I’ll try,” Finn said. “In the world of magic, you see, there is good magic and dark magic. Good magic is just your normal everyday magic, and it’s what most wizards practice. There are, of course, some very powerful spells. But most wizards use those spells for good, and the wizarding community has a lot of rules and regulations about what is allowable in terms of magic use. Too many rules and regulations, if you ask me. But, anyway. That’s ‘normal’ magic, if you will.” 
 
    “Okay,” Anya said. “So I’m assuming this Saul guy doesn’t practice normal magic?” 
 
    “No, he doesn’t,” Finn said. “He practices dark magic, as do all of his minions. Dark magic is very, very powerful. You can do some truly awful things with it. The problem is that dark magic spells require bits of your soul to be effective. If you want to practice dark magic, you have to be willing to literally give up your soul.” 
 
    Anya shuddered. “That sounds pretty awful,” she said. 
 
    “It is,” Finn said. “The longer someone practices dark magic, the worse off they become. They grow more powerful, for a time. But you can only sell your soul for so long before doing so destroys you. No one can practice dark magic and survive. It kills everyone it enslaves. And the longer someone is practicing dark magic, the more impossible it becomes to bring them back to the side of good. I would imagine Saul is a lost cause by now. He’s worse even than a normal dark magic wizard.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Anya asked. 
 
    “Because he’s not actually a wizard. He’s a shifter,” Finn explained. “Ordinarily, only those who are born as wizards can practice magic. But shifters can gain magical abilities, too. After all, centuries ago many shifters were born with magical abilities. The only problem is that, in this day and age, the only way for a shifter to get magical abilities is through dark magic. The spell to give a shifter magical abilities is itself a difficult spell for even the most accomplished of dark wizards. Whoever performed the spell on Saul is probably dead by now. But he certainly left behind quite a legacy. Saul is destroying everything in his path, and if we don’t stop him he might destroy the whole world before dark magic destroys him. I know it probably sounds like I’m being dramatic once again, but it’s the truth. We’re on the edge of a world war unlike anything anyone has ever seen before.” 
 
    Anya frowned. “If it’s as dire as you’re saying it is, then why don’t you try to get more help? Talk to the humans about it! Get some governments involved. Or use the dragon stones you already have. You said they’re exceptionally powerful, right? Why can’t you use their power to defeat Saul?” 
 
    Anya watched as Finn looked up at the sky. He watched the treetops without really seeming to see them. When he finally spoke, his voice sounded sad, and he did not look at Anya. 
 
    “I wish it was that easy. But we cannot risk it. We don’t know who we can really trust, and Saul’s powers of persuasion have proven to be very strong. Our best hope of victory is not to raise an army, which might betray us and be swayed by dark magic, but rather to take away the source of Saul’s potential power. We must find the dragon stones before he does. If we have to use the other dragon stones to hold him off, we will. But only as a very last resort. We cannot risk them falling into the wrong hands. Of course, we may soon reach the point of last resort.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Anya asked. 
 
    Finn looked back at her then, and he looked into her eyes long and hard. He was searching for something, but what? 
 
    “You can trust me,” Anya said. “I may not have reacted in the best way possible to the news that shifters and wizards exist, but I’m not an evil person. I believe that good is worth fighting for, and I would never betray you to an evil shifter-wizard or his army.” 
 
    Finn must have believed Anya’s speech, because he nodded and even cracked a small smile.  
 
    “I suppose, if you weren’t trustworthy, I would have already told you too much,” Finn said. “I guess I made the decision to trust you the moment I explained to you how shifters and wizards exist. And I think it was the right decision. Hopefully you don’t prove me wrong.” 
 
    Finn looked up at Anya and winked, and the warmth on his face sent a funny little thrill through her body. It was so strange, she thought, to be sitting here having a conversation with a man who looks completely ordinary and yet can change into a dragon at a moment’s notice. She still felt like she was dreaming, but the dream was starting to feel less and less like a nightmare and more and more like an adventure. 
 
    “You made the right decision,” Anya said, winking back at him and feeling deliciously flirtatious as she did. “I’m completely trustworthy.” 
 
    Finn laughed, but only for a moment. His face sobered up again as he began speaking. “Owen, Izzy, Raven, and I are supposed to be on a mission to find the dragon amethyst right now. We have a bunch of old records that point to a place in Montana known as Devil’s Melt as the location of the stone. The only problem is that we stole these records from Saul’s army, so Saul knows that the stone is somewhere in Devil’s Melt, too.” 
 
    “So it was his army that attacked you last night, right?” Anya asked. Things were slowly starting to make more sense. 
 
    “Yup, that was his army,” Finn said. “But we aren’t sure how they knew where we were. We expected that Saul would be closely watching for us near Devil’s Melt. But we were hundreds and hundreds of miles away from Devil’s Melt last night. We should have been relatively safe, because we had been traveling under invisibility spells. They shouldn’t have had any idea where we were. Which means either they have dark magic that can see through invisibility shields, or they have spies in Falcon Cross.” 
 
    “Falcon Cross?” Anya asked. “Where’s that?” 
 
    “Oh, right,” Finn said. “I forget you’re still new to this group. Falcon Cross is in Oregon. It’s the wizarding village where Izzy and Raven are from. Some of my clan of dragon shifters are there right now, helping out with various military operations as we attempt to hold off Saul’s army and find the dragon stones. Falcon Cross has become a sort of command central for this war. If there were spies there, that would be a devastating blow. But I don’t really think there are. If that were the case, they probably would have attacked us much sooner. I think it’s more likely that the enemy’s dark magic abilities are growing. Our invisibility shields are strong, but the enemy is getting through them anyway.” 
 
    “So could they see us right now?” Anya asked, feeling suddenly worried and exposed. She peered into the thick brush of the forest, half-expecting to see evil eyes staring back at her. But nothing stirred except the occasional squirrel or bird. 
 
    “Yeah, they could definitely see us right now, if they were here,” Finn said. “But don’t worry. They’re not here. They might have some pretty strong spells, but they still suck at flying. We outflew them last night, and are far enough away now that they aren’t likely to look for us out here. We’re far enough away in the wrong direction, I should say.” 
 
    “The wrong direction?” 
 
    “We flew south instead of north,” Finn said. “They’re expecting us to fly toward Devil’s Melt, where the amethyst is. And that was our original plan. But there’s no way I’m heading into Devil’s Melt without some sort of reinforcement. If they found us in Idaho, they’ll definitely find us in Montana. I don’t know if you noticed, but the campsite we’re at now is different than even the first spot we escaped to last night.” 
 
    “I hadn’t noticed,” Anya admitted. “I was so confused when I came to the first time that I didn’t pay much attention to what the forest looked like.” 
 
    Finn nodded. “No big surprise there. You had a lot to think about. But just to catch you up, I’ll tell you what happened. After you passed out for a second time last night, we decided that we needed to keep moving. We were still relatively close to the area where we were attacked, and we didn’t want to chance another attack. So Izzy put a sedation spell on you and put you on her broomstick. Then we flew all through the night as far south as we could get. We’re somewhere in Utah right now. The good news is that we’re probably off the radar of Saul’s army, for the moment at least. The bad news is that we’re far, far away from the dragon amethyst with no idea how we’re going to manage to get to Devil’s Melt and find it. Our only option at this point might be to get the dragon emerald and dragon sapphire and use their powers to protect us while we search for the amethyst. But that decision won’t be mine to make. Oh, and, we’re also really far away from where we originally found you. I’m really sorry about that. We’ll find a way to get you home, I promise. Last night, though, the priority was to get away from Saul’s men. If we’d left you behind and they found you, they would have killed you.” 
 
    “And what if I don’t want to go home?” Anya asked.  
 
    Finn looked up at her in surprise. “Well, no one’s forcing you to go home. I just assumed that you’d want to. And I also thought you might be a bit pissed that you innocently went to sleep at a campsite in Idaho, then woke up in Utah surrounded by shifters and wizards.” 
 
    Anya felt her heart beating faster as she looked at Finn. She could hardly believe she was about to say what she was going to say, but she knew she didn’t have a choice. She still didn’t understand everything, but she understood one thing: this Saul guy could not be allowed to win. If what Finn was saying was true, then a lot of good people were at risk right now—shifters, wizards, and even humans. 
 
    “Listen, Finn,” Anya said. “The attempts your clan and these wizards are making to do things on your own are admirable, really. You’re sacrificing a lot, and now that I know that, I’m truly grateful. But if you think I’m going to go quietly back to my old life now and act like nothing out of the ordinary happened, you’re wrong.” 
 
    “What are you trying to say, Anya?” Finn asked, narrowing his eyes slightly as he looked at her. 
 
    Anya squared her shoulders. “I’m trying to say that I think you just found the first human soldier for the army against Saul.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Finn should have seen it coming, but he didn’t. Anya’s words took him completely off guard, and he stuttered as he tried to formulate a response.  
 
    “Anya, that’s…that’s very noble of you. But I’m not sure you understand the dangers involved here. You could die. Saul and his men would think nothing of torturing you and killing you.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid, and I’m not stupid,” Anya said. “I’ve heard everything you’ve been telling me, and I realize that there are risks involved. But it sounds like it’s a little late for safety, anyway. What happens if I go back home now and you guys aren’t able to get the rest of the dragon stones? I’ll still be in danger. The whole world will be in danger if Saul has that kind of power. Not only that, but I’ll have to live with the knowledge that I might have been able to do something to stop Saul.” 
 
    “No offense, Anya, you seem like a smart girl,” Finn said gently. “But what could you do? You don’t have any magical powers, and you can’t change into a fierce animal. The humans who have joined Saul’s army are the first to be slaughtered whenever there’s a battle.” 
 
    “And who do you think Saul will use as pawns if he finds the other dragon stones? The humans will be the first to go, I guarantee it. I’m not going to go home and sit around waiting and hoping that the world doesn’t come to an end. Let me help you. I may be small, but that doesn’t mean I’m not fierce. I have more heart than most people twice my size, I promise you.” 
 
    Finn was surprised by how insistent Anya was being. Usually, humans ran the other direction from shifters as fast as they could. When you added in the fact that he had just told Anya that the whole world was in danger of imploding on itself, Finn had expected her to be running as fast as she could away from the Falcon Cross group. Perhaps there was more to this fiery little character than met the eye. He took a moment now to look her over again. Her hair was even messier than it had been last night. The bun she’d been wearing it in had come out in the chaos of flying. Her hair hung in long tangled waves around her shoulders, but even in that state it was beautiful. The color perfectly set off her green eyes, and her smooth skin glowed in the light of the sun. A few freckles dotted her nose, and here and there she had a scratch on her face from running so frantically through the bushes. She was a mess, but a beautiful mess. 
 
    He knew she was doing funny things to his heart. There was no sense in denying the infatuation that washed over him every time he looked at her. But thinking that she was a beautiful woman and acting on those thoughts were two different things. He could not afford to fall for her, no matter how much faster she made his heart beat. She might be brave and eager to help, but she was still human. He could not in good conscience bring a human into this war. Not after seeing what had happened to the humans who were part of Saul’s army. Humans were nothing more than easy targets in this fight, and he didn’t want to turn Anya into an easy target. 
 
    Besides, it wasn’t his decision to make. Any new clan members had to be approved by the clan leaders. Unless one of the High Council wizards or the lead dragons approved Anya, it didn’t matter so much what he thought. And he told Anya as much. 
 
    “Anya, I’m not the one who decides who is allowed to go on our missions or fight in our armies. I can’t give you permission to join us, and I can guarantee that those who do make those decisions will be wary of taking on a human. They don’t even like to allow new wizards or shifters to join us, for fear that a spy might get in.” 
 
    “You must have some sway with them, though,” Anya persisted. “Come on, you guys dragged me into this. You owe me a chance to prove that I can help. Tell them that I deserve to be part of this.” 
 
    “Anya,” Finn started to say again. He was trying to find the words to explain to her that he didn’t think he had that much sway and that, even if he did, he wouldn’t want to use his influence to convince his clan leaders to allow Anya to be part of a war that might get her killed. But before Finn could get any more words out, he was interrupted by Owen, who showed up in the forest just as silently as Finn had not even half an hour ago. 
 
    “You guys better come back to the campsite,” he said gravely.  
 
    Finn jumped to his feet, instantly alert. “Is something wrong? Did they find us again?” 
 
    “No, I think we’ve given Saul’s army the slip, at least temporarily,” Owen said. “But Peter and Knox are here. They want to discuss what to do about Anya.” 
 
    “Knox is here?” Finn said, feeling truly shocked. Finn had not seen their clan leader, Knox, in quite some time, since he had been busy helping to guard the dragon stones in Texas. If anything, Finn would have expected Noah, the second in command dragon, to show up. Even that would have been surprising to Finn, but perhaps he should have known something like this would happen. The wizards worried obsessively about humans discovering magic. Of course they would be over the top worried about a human seeing an attack by Saul’s army. Knox was probably coming to reassure Peter that everything was alright. Finn relaxed a little bit at that thought. Knox was levelheaded, and could talk some sense into the wizards. And it would be good to see his clan leader again. Finn felt excitement filling his heart as he turned to Anya.  
 
    “Come on,” he said. “The guys who can make a decision about whether to let you join the war are here.” 
 
    Anya stood and nodded, looking pleased. She wouldn’t look so pleased if she understood how hard it would be to convince them, Finn thought. Still, he felt a rush of happiness at her smile. He turned abruptly to walk in front of her, telling himself to get it together. He already knew how this story ended. Peter and Knox would listen to Anya beg for a chance to fight alongside the wizards and dragons. They would nod sympathetically, but ultimately decide that it was too dangerous for a human. Perhaps they would offer her extra protection as an incentive for her to go peaceably back to her home. But in the end, Anya would have to go home. Finn was sure of that. There was no sense in letting himself feel anything for her. And yet, he couldn’t help feeling like his heart was breaking a little as he watched her walking in front of them now. She was moving quickly, as if in excited anticipation. She thought she would be able to convince them to let her stay, but she truly didn’t know what she was asking for. 
 
    Finn glanced over at Owen, who had his mouth set in a grim line. Owen must be worried that we’re going to get chewed out for letting a human see us, Finn thought. Finn wasn’t too worried about that. He didn’t care all that much anymore. He’d been chewed out plenty of times in his life. What was once more? He was just happy that there was someone else here now to show Anya that she was asking for the impossible. Finn decided to talk to Owen about Anya, who was now far enough ahead of them that she wouldn’t hear what the men were saying if they kept their voices low. Maybe talking would loosen Owen up a bit and wipe that worried scowl off his face.  
 
    “She’s one of the most accepting humans I’ve ever met, you know?” Finn said. “I mean, yeah, she tried to run off at first. But after she calmed down and I explained more about shifting to her, she actually seemed quite curious. In fact, when I told her about the war and why we were attacked last night, she actually wanted to join our army. Can you believe that? I mean, there’s no way Peter and Knox will let her, but it’s pretty brave of her to even ask, don’t you think? 
 
    Owen did not seem impressed by this news, though. In fact, his scowl deepened. “Peter’s not going to be happy that you told her everything about the war. Did you explain about the dragon stones, too?” 
 
    Finn nodded. “Yes, but what was I supposed to tell her? We were attacked by people who obviously want us dead. There aren’t many easy ways to explain that, other than the truth. What’s with you, anyway? Usually you’re the first one to roll your eyes at the wizards and all their overly cautious rules. But you’re almost acting like you yourself think that I shouldn’t have said anything to Anya. Are you actually still worried that she’s a spy or something?” 
 
    Owen stopped walking for a moment and let out a long, annoyed sigh. Anya was quite far ahead of them now, rapidly heading back toward their latest makeshift campsite. 
 
    “I don’t think she’s a spy,” Owen said. “But Peter is freaking out about a human discovering magic, and the war.” 
 
    “That’s nothing new,” Finn said. “They’re always freaking out about that sort of thing.” 
 
    “No, but I mean, really freaking out,” Owen said. “Finn, they want to wipe her memory.” 
 
    Finn’s jaw actually dropped as he looked over at Owen. He opened his mouth to try to speak, but the only thing he could manage to say was, “What?” 
 
    Owen nodded in confirmation. “Peter’s not alone. He brought one of the most senior wizard Advocates with him—to perform the spell if they do decide to wipe her memory. That’s why Knox came all the way out, too. He’s trying to convince Peter that a memory wipe is unnecessary and a bad idea.” 
 
    “It is a bad idea,” Finn said vehemently, finally finding his voice. “Why would Peter risk all the complications just to keep one human from knowing about wizards? One human who wants to help us, no less.” 
 
    Owen merely shrugged and said nothing. There wasn’t much to say, really. Finn knew Owen agreed that it was a bad idea, but if Peter decided that it was necessary, there would be no stopping him. The old wizard was one of the wisest, kindest people Finn had ever met, but he was also one of the most stubborn. When Peter set his mind on an idea, it was virtually impossible to convince him to change it. 
 
    Finn felt his heart dropping as he considered the possibility that Anya’s memory would be wiped. Finn didn’t know much about magic, but he knew about memory wiping. Izzy had explained it to him one night when telling him about the horrible things that Saul’s army had threatened to do to her when she had been their prisoner. Memory wiping was not itself a dark magic spell, but it was rarely used among good wizards due to its risks. Dark wizards, of course, generally didn’t care about bad side effects. 
 
    And the potential side effects were many. The memory-wiping spell was a difficult one, and only the most talented wizards were allowed to even attempt it. Peter himself would defer to a senior wizard advocate if the spell was to be performed, because the senior Advocate would actually have a small amount of experience with performing the spell. Occasionally, if a human saw too much magic and was threatening to expose the wizards to the government, the wizards would decide to have an advocate wipe that human’s memory. Over the years, a few cases of memory wiping had been carefully documented, and most of them had not ended well. 
 
    In one case, the wizard casting the spell had erased too much of the human’s memory. The human had not been able to remember anything at all for the last ten years before the wipe. The human had no recollection of his job, his wife, or even of his newborn baby girl. The poor guy had been forced to go to therapy because the human doctors thought he was suffering from some sort of mental illness. In another case, the spell had destroyed the human’s ability to make new memories, and the human could not remember any new experiences he had for more than a few seconds. And there was more than one case where the person had just gone completely, irreparably crazy.  
 
    Finn shuddered. He barely knew Anya, but he already cared about her a great deal. He couldn’t imagine what it would feel like to see her go crazy, or forget about her life from the last ten years. She didn’t deserve that. No one deserved that. Finn knew the wizards were just trying to protect themselves, but it seemed like such a violation of basic human rights to wipe someone’s memory for no reason other than that person had accidentally crossed paths with a wizard.  
 
    And, of course, if Anya’s memory was erased, she would not remember him. Somehow, that realization cut deeper than all his other worries. The thought of never seeing her again, and having her not even remember meeting him, took his breath away. Finn watched Anya’s rapidly disappearing back as she raced through the woods, not knowing that she was racing toward potential doom. 
 
    “I’m not going to let them do this to her!” Finn growled, anger filling his voice. 
 
    “You can’t interfere,” Owen said, although he sounded sad when he said this. “I don’t always approve of the way the wizards do things, either, but we have to respect their traditions and reasoning. They’re our allies, you know. We need them. Knox will do his best to talk sense into Peter, but you have to stay out of it and let Knox take care of it.” 
 
    “Bullshit!” Finn said. “I’ve had enough of this bullshit. Yes, they’re our allies, and we do need to respect that they sometimes have different ways of doing things. But that doesn’t mean that I have to stand by and let them do something that’s clearly wrong. Anya is a good person. She wants to help us. She isn’t going to rat us out to the enemy, and there’s no reason to risk destroying her life and memory because we’re too afraid to admit that we screwed up by allowing her to see our campsite in the first place.” 
 
    Owen, who was usually quite a fiery personality, merely shrugged in response, then let out a resigned sigh.  
 
    “Well,” Owen said. “If you want to say something to change Peter’s mind then you better hurry up and go say it. I get the impression that he was in quite a big hurry to get this ‘threat’ taken care of.” 
 
    Finn’s eyes darkened and he quickened his pace as he followed Anya back toward the campsite. “Anya’s not a threat. She deserves better than this, and I’m going to fight to make sure she gets it.” 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Finn saw Owen’s eyes widening a bit in surprise. But Owen did not question Finn. He seemed to sense that, for some reason, Anya mattered deeply to Finn. 
 
    And she did. Finn himself wasn’t sure exactly why, but Anya mattered a lot. Perhaps more than anything had ever mattered to him before. The thought both troubled and excited him, but he didn’t have time to wonder about it now. First, he would go save Anya’s memory. Then he would sort through his feelings for her.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Anya stumbled into the clearing feeling full of adrenaline and hope, but she stopped short at the sight that greeted her. Izzy and Raven were there, of course, but neither one of them would meet Anya’s eyes. They were dressed in robes now instead of in the uniforms they had been wearing when Anya first met them, and they had brushed out their hair and washed their faces. Anya marveled at how much the simple change of outfits made them look so much more like the wizards she now knew that they were.  
 
    The truly impressive sight, though, was the three men standing near Izzy and Raven. Even though Anya had never seen them before in her life, she knew right away that two of them were wizards and one of them was a shifter. They were important men, here on an important mission. The three of them together made an awe-inspiring, almost fearsome sight, and Anya found herself dropping her eyes uncomfortably to her feet, unsure of where to look or what to say. 
 
    One of the wizards was an older man, with a kind face that was deeply etched with laugh lines. He wore a dark red robe, and a matching wizard hat that rose high above his head in a perfect point. He had a long white beard that reached down to his belly, and looked more wizardly than even his magnificent hat. He’d had his hands clasped in front of him when Anya entered the clearing, but now he stretched his right hand out to shake Anya’s. She looked up at him as he spoke. 
 
    “I’m Peter,” he said. “Head wizard of the Falcon Cross High Council.” 
 
    Anya wasn’t sure what a High Council was, but it wasn’t hard to figure out that this man was someone worthy of respect. She glanced down at his giant magic ring and admired the way it glittered in the morning sunlight.  
 
    “I’m Anya,” she said. “Anya Steele.” 
 
    The old wizard nodded and smiled kindly, and then gestured toward the wizard next to him. “This is Kirk Bryant,” Peter said. “He’s what’s known as a wizard advocate in our clan. It’s a job that requires a lot of different skills, but the main purpose of the job is the protection of our wizard clan from outside threats.” 
 
    Anya wondered as she politely shook Kirk’s hand whether she was one of those “threats.” She had a feeling that she was, and despite the smile on Peter’s face, she could feel the wizard sizing her up. She looked over at Izzy and Raven again, hoping for some sort of reassurance. This time, Izzy met her eyes, and gave a small shrug. Anya wasn’t quite sure how to interpret the shrug, but she didn’t have time to think about it. Peter was gesturing toward the man who looked like a shifter. The man must have been a good foot taller than the wizards, at least, and he was twice as muscular. He had the same green eyes and reddish brown hair that Owen and Finn had, but his hair was cropped much shorter, allowing Anya to see his ears. She was surprised to see that they had a slight elfish point to them, and she wondered if Owen and Finn had ears like that, too. Their hair was too long to see the tops of their ears very well.  
 
    “This is Knox,” Peter was saying, and Knox stretched out his hand to shake Anya’s hand. But before Knox could say anything to Anya, a loud whoop echoed across the clearing.  
 
    “Knox! You’re really here!” 
 
    It was Finn. Knox looked away from Anya as they broke off their handshake, and Anya saw a huge smile spread across the man’s face. She glanced back and saw that Finn was jogging across the small clearing toward Knox, a huge grin on his face as well. 
 
    “Finn,” Knox said. “It’s been too long.” 
 
    And then the men practically collided with each other. They slapped each other’s backs as they hugged and both spoke at a mile-a-minute pace. Anya couldn’t help but smile at the sight. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that these two were close friends. Owen came back into the clearing a few moments later, and walked over laughing.  
 
    “Hey, what’s going on with this bromance, guys?” Owen asked. “I didn’t get a big hug when Knox first saw me!” 
 
    “Aww, is someone jealous?” Knox teased. “Come here, Owen. I’ll give you some love, too.”  
 
    Owen tried to duck away, but Knox was too quick and grabbed him around the neck. Knox rubbed the top of Owen’s head vigorously, turning his hair into a complete mess while Owen shouted in protest and Finn laughed. The smile on Anya’s face widened. Perhaps these men were dragons, but she had no fear of them. They were good people, who cared about friendship and honor. What more could you ask for in a person? 
 
    Anya turned and caught Izzy’s eyes again, but the woman still was not smiling. She looked nervous, and Anya could not understand why. Anya knew that the newcomers were here to decide whether she could remain with the group or not, but, surely, Izzy would not have such a worried look on her face only because of that, would she?  
 
    Or would she? Anya’s smile faded a bit. Perhaps Izzy and Raven did not like her, after all. Maybe that’s why they had looked so upset when Anya came back to the campsite. Were they afraid that Peter would let her stay with the army? Because surely he would let her stay, once he saw how dedicated she was to the cause of good. She might not know much about wizards or shifters yet, but she knew right from wrong, and she wanted to do everything she could to fight for the side of right. 
 
    Anya turned to look at Finn, who was still laughing and catching up with Knox. But Finn stopped laughing when Anya caught his eye, and he seemed to remember that the moment was actually quite serious.  
 
    “Oh, right,” he said. “Um, Anya, have you been introduced to Knox? He’s the leader of my clan.” 
 
    “We’ve been introduced,” Knox spoke up. “Although we were somewhat interrupted by your arrival, Finn. Anya, it’s nice to meet you. I’m the clan leader of the Redwood Dragons, as Finn told you. I hope my boys have been treating you well?” 
 
    Anya wanted to laugh and make some sort of smart remark about how she supposed they had, since Finn had saved her life by carrying her away using dragon claws. But she caught the serious expression on Izzy’s face once again and decided that this wasn’t the time for jokes.  
 
    “They’ve been treating me very well,” she said, and left it at that. 
 
    Anya looked to Finn, trying to see in his eyes if there was some indication of whether he thought this little powwow was going to go well for her, but he wasn’t looking at her anymore. He was looking at Peter who was starting to speak again.  
 
    “Anya, I’m not sure whether anyone has explained to you why you’re here?” he asked, then looked at Anya expectantly.  
 
    “Well, yes,” Anya said, taking a deep breath and standing as tall and straight as she could. “From what Finn has told me, I know that it’s highly unusual for a human to discover the existence of wizards and shifters. And I know you don’t want humans to interfere with your war, so you’re here to decide whether to send me back home or to allow me to fight with you. I know you might not think I have much to offer, but you’re wrong. Just because I can’t shift into an animal or can’t do magic doesn’t mean that I can’t help you. I’m very smart, and I’m a very hard worker. I’m sure there are a lot of things I can do that will make a difference for you.” 
 
    Anya wanted to keep speaking, but she had seen a confused look cross over Peter’s face. She took a deep breath and forced herself to be quiet. If he had questions for her, let him ask them. She would clear up any doubts he had about letting her join the war. At least, she hoped she would. She looked at Finn again, trying to catch his eyes and plead silently with him to take up her cause. But Finn was staring intently at Peter, refusing to meet her eyes. 
 
    Anya felt her heart dropping. Was he really going to refuse to support her in this? She looked around at the other faces, but no one was meeting her eyes except Knox and Peter.  
 
    “I see,” Peter said, a slight frown on his face. “Well, Anya—” 
 
    “Peter, I think we should give the girl a chance,” Knox said, interrupting. All of the wizards except Peter looked at Knox in shock. Anya got the impression that they weren’t used to seeing anyone interrupt Peter, not even the head of the Redwood Dragons clan. Peter seemed unfazed though. He merely raised an eyebrow in Knox’s direction and gave him his attention. 
 
    “Oh?” he asked, waiting for Knox to explain further.  
 
    “Look, I know the wizards have their ways of doing things, and we dragons try to be supportive as much as we can. But I cannot stand by and support taking such drastic measures on a girl who has no idea what’s about to be done to her, and has given no reason for us to doubt her,” Knox said. 
 
    Anya was confused. “Drastic measures?” she asked. She did not like the sound of that. Something told her that Knox wasn’t just talking about sending her home. What were they going to do to her? And why didn’t they trust her? But, for the moment, she got no answers. Instead, Peter and Knox looked at each other, both with steely expressions. Anya glanced at Finn again, but he was still carefully watching Peter.  
 
    “Knox, we have to be more careful than normal. We’re in the middle of a war. You must understand our history! Wizards who are discovered by humans have been persecuted throughout history. Perhaps Anya accepts us, but it’s too risky for her to know of our existence. If she tells anyone else, then we are doomed for sure. We cannot defend ourselves against a human witch hunt at the same time we are defending ourselves against Saul’s army.” 
 
    Anya saw a flash of anger in Knox’s eyes as Peter spoke. 
 
    “You think my boys and I don’t understand what it feels like to be persecuted?” Knox said. “Trust me, humans are just as fearful of shifters as they are of wizards. I know what it’s like to be persecuted just for being who you are. But we can’t live our whole lives in fear. Humans are a very real part of our world, and we can’t freak out every time one of them learns of our existence. We could probably use a few humans on our side, in fact. Look at Saul! He’s using humans. We should, too. They think about things in slightly different ways than we do. That could be really useful. And besides, what’s to stop Saul from telling the whole world that wizards and shifters exist? He’s just crazy enough to do that, you know? And if he did decide to do something insane like that, it would probably help us to have a couple humans already on our side, you know?” 
 
    Peter stroked his long beard, considering what Knox had said. Anya could feel her heart pounding. She was sure that there was something here she was missing. Peter was talking about her like he wanted to get rid of her completely. Was he suggesting they kill her? Surely not? How could these wizards claim to fight on the side of good if they were murdering people? And yet, Peter’s remarks had sounded quite serious. There didn’t seem to be a way to explain them except to think he wanted to get rid of her permanently. Fear gripped Anya’s heart as she watched Peter thinking, but she forced herself to remain still and keep a calm expression on her face.  
 
    “I understand your point, Knox,” Peter finally said. “And I do value your opinion, as our closest ally. But I cannot simply allow a human who has seen so much to go back to her home. There is too much risk. I need some sort of assurance or promise that she will keep our secrets safe.” 
 
    “I’m not going to go blabbing about you to anyone,” Anya said, feeling exasperated. “In fact, I’m not even asking to go home. I’m asking to stay with you and fight with you.” 
 
    “Give the girl a chance,” Knox said. “She’s fired up to help our soldiers. Let her.” 
 
    “I can only bend wizarding law so far,” Peter said, with a glance at the wizard advocate. “The only way to allow her to stay is for someone to vouch for her. And you know what that means, Knox. Anyone who vouches for her is agreeing to suffer the same punishment as her if she betrays us. May I remind you all that the punishment for betrayal is death?” 
 
    Peter crossed his arms as though that settled the matter. He looked around at the group with a resigned expression that seemed to say that he hated to do what had to be done, but had no choice in the matter. Anya held her breath, looking around at all of the somber faces, none of which were looking at her. Her eyes finally rested on Finn, who was still staring straight ahead at Peter. She felt a rush of anger at his silence. How could he just stand there and let them question her sincerity like that. True, he hadn’t known her very long. But he had trusted her enough to tell her everything about the war already. Surely, he could trust her enough to speak up for her. 
 
    Anya felt her heart dropping with despair as the silence weighed heavily around her. Perhaps she was hoping for too much. She’d thought that she and Finn had shared some sort of moment back in the woods, but she was beginning to think she’d been wrong. There was nothing special between them. He seemed to like her well enough, but he wasn’t willing to risk his life for her. After all, that’s what Peter was asking him to do, wasn’t it? Pledge his life as a guarantee that Anya was trustworthy enough to be accepted into this army. Peter knew that no one here would want to do that. No matter how much they might like her—and Anya had no way of knowing how much they really did like her—speaking up for her would mean putting their own lives on the line for a stranger. 
 
    Anya supposed she couldn’t really blame Finn for not wanting to do that. He’d only just met her, and all he had to judge her character on was words, not actions. Still, she looked over at him, willing him to look at her and see the sincerity in her eyes. He did not look at her, though. Anya’s heart dropped further, and for the first time since Finn had chased her down in the forest, she truly felt afraid. She was all alone here in this group. She wanted nothing more than to help them, and yet, none of them trusted her. 
 
    She saw Finn clench his jaw, and she noticed the muscles in his arms tensing up. He took a few deep breaths, as though trying to steady his nerves, but he did not speak. Anya had all but given up hope when, suddenly, he turned to look at her.  
 
    As soon as she saw his eyes, she knew that she was safe. There was a heat in them that warmed her to her very core, and a fierceness that told her he would not let them harm her. Before he even spoke the words, her heart knew they were true. 
 
    “I will speak for her,” he said. His voice hung heavy in the air, seeming to echo through the silence. Peter looked up in surprise, as did Knox. All eyes in the group focused on Finn as he stood tall and began to speak. 
 
    “I will speak for her,” he repeated. “She wants to join the cause of good. Let her. She has shown us nothing but grace since the moment we were attacked. She could have immediately tried to go to the police in anger, but she didn’t. She could have lashed out at us for not telling her from the beginning that we were shifters and wizards, but she didn’t. She could have treated us like monsters or freaks, but she didn’t. She has tried to understand us and to understand where we are coming from. She deserves to have the same courtesy extended to her.” 
 
    Anya saw Peter look back and forth between her and Finn, an unreadable expression in his eyes.  
 
    “Finn, it’s very noble of you to offer this,” Peter said. “But you understand what you are saying, right? Speaking for Anya means that if she betrays us, you’re treated like a betrayer as well.” 
 
    “I know what I’m saying,” Finn said, his voice sharp and determined. “And I’m willing to say it because I believe in Anya. Has this war turned all of our hearts so cold that we cannot recognize truth and honor when it is standing right in front of our faces? It’s time for us to trust more, and to stop letting fear guide our actions. All of Saul’s actions are borne of fear. Why would we want to be like him? I say, if the humans wants to help us, let them. And so, I will speak for Anya. Let her join us.” 
 
    Finn looked back at Anya then, his eyes filled with intensity, but also with tenderness. Anya was overwhelmed with gratitude for the vote of confidence he had just given her. She knew that for as long as she lived, she would never forget this moment: this moment when a dragon shifter believed in her against all odds. 
 
    “Thank you,” she mouthed to Finn. She wanted to say so much more. She wanted to tell him that he would not regret this. She would not let him down. She would fight for his honor as well as her own. But now was not the right time. Now, she needed to be still and wait for Peter’s response. She looked at the old wizard, wondering how someone who looked so somber could have a face so full of laugh lines. Perhaps he wasn’t always this pessimistic, she thought. But right now, she felt like she hated the old man and all of his assumptions about her. Who did he think he was, to think she deserved death just because she’d accidentally discovered the existence of shifters and wizards? But before Peter could respond to Finn, another voice spoke up. 
 
    “I will speak for her as well.” 
 
    Anya looked over in shock. It was Owen. He had come to stand right beside Finn, and the two of them together made an impressive sight. Anya felt her eyes welling up with tears as she realized that she had two friends here, at least.  
 
    “I have only seen good from Anya,” Owen said. “And dragons believe in good. We must believe in good, now more than ever. Anya may be human, but she has a true heart. I will not stand by and see her abused with a memory-wiping spell.” 
 
    Anya barely had time to wonder what Owen meant by “memory-wiping” spell before Knox was moving to stand beside Finn and Owen.  
 
    “I will speak for Anya, too,” Knox said. “I may not know her at all, but I know my men. They would not vouch for someone without believing that person to be worthy of their protection. If my men are willing to risk their lives for this woman, then I am as well. I respect the Falcon Cross wizards as our allies, but in this instance I think honor should outweigh tradition. With all due respect, Peter, there is no honor in performing a memory wipe on a human who is swearing to you that she wants to help you and your people.” 
 
    Anya’s head was spinning. Memory wipe? Was that what it sounded like? Had the wizards’ plan been not to kill her, but to wipe her memory? Anger filled her at the thought. Who did they think they were, to destroy her memories? Her memories were who she was. They might as well kill her if they were going to do that! Perhaps this Peter guy was a hot shot wizard, but Anya wasn’t going to treat him with respect if he thought her memories were disposable. She would tell him exactly what she thought of his “protective measures.” 
 
    But before Anya even had a chance to open her mouth to vent her rage, she saw Izzy moving forward out of the corner of her eye.  
 
    “I will speak for her,” Izzy said, standing beside Knox. “It’s high time that wizards stopped living in fear of all humans. And a good place to start would be with letting Anya, who has begged to help us in this war, be part of our army.” 
 
    Raven moved forward next, standing next to Owen. Anya saw Owen look over at Raven and take her hand as she looked up at Peter with her chin stubbornly pressed forward. 
 
    “And I will speak for her,” Raven said. “There isn’t much more to say than what my friends here have already said. I agree with them that we should trust Anya, and I vouch for her as well.”  
 
    Anya stood in awe as she looked at the line of wizards and shifters who stood together, elbows all locked now. Her eyes filled with tears, and she struggled to keep from letting them spill over. The show of solidarity on her behalf touched her deeply, though, and she found it difficult to keep her emotions in check. 
 
    She looked back at Peter to see that his face had broken into a broad smile.  
 
    “Well, it seems I have my answer, then. Kirk, no memory wiping spells will be necessary today.” 
 
    Kirk was the only one who looked disappointed about this.  
 
    “But, Peter,” he said. “The girl has seen so much!” 
 
    “So she has,” Peter said. “But as I said, our wizard law allows for humans to keep their memories intact when another clan member is willing to vouch for them. Judging by the line of people standing in front of me right now on Anya’s behalf, I would say her memory is quite safe.” 
 
    Kirk didn’t look happy about this decision, but he did not protest again. Peter turned to look at Anya then, and gave her a warm smile. 
 
    “Anya Steele, welcome to the Falcon Cross army. I hope you won’t hold our hesitant welcome against us. We have our laws that we must follow, but it seems that you have managed to overcome even the strictness of the laws. Anyone who can garner this much support must be a true friend of the side of good. We will start looking for a suitable job for you right away.” 
 
    “She belongs with us,” Finn said, speaking up in a loud, determined tone. Peter looked up with surprised curiosity, and Anya glanced questioningly over at Finn as well. He stepped forward, standing a few feet in front of the others as he spoke. 
 
    “She belongs with us,” Finn repeated. “I’ve always scoffed at the idea of destiny, but I can’t help but think that destiny brought her across our path for some reason. Our dragon amethyst mission needs to be completely reworked, and I have a feeling that Anya can help us with that. Perhaps we just need some outside eyes to take a fresh look at the situation.” 
 
    Finn met Anya’s eyes, and she saw that the fire in them was burning even hotter than before. She wanted to go to him, to fall into his arms and thank him. He was, after all, the one who had stepped up first. He had risked his life for her, and inspired others to do the same. She owed him her everything. But she did not move, not yet. She waited for Peter to respond, holding her breath as she did.  
 
    “Well,” Peter said, “This is a specialized mission, and it’s highly unusual for us to add someone to a mission like this after it has already started. But, it would seem that the whole dragon amethyst search team is rather fond of Anya, so I leave it to you all as a group to decide. The vote must be unanimous, but if you all want Anya on the team, then I will allow her to join you.” 
 
    Peter looked over expectantly, waiting for the group to make its decision. None of them hesitated for so much as a second. 
 
    “Finn’s right,” Owen said. “She belongs with us.” 
 
    “I agree,” Raven said. “She should be on our team.” 
 
    “No objections from me,” Izzy said, “We could use all the help we can get.” 
 
    Anya saw Finn’s smile broadening as he looked at his friends. Her own heart filled with warmth and gratitude. They wanted her on the team, and she would do her best to make sure their faith in her was rewarded. She didn’t know how she was going to do it yet, but she was going to make a difference in the search for the dragon amethyst. 
 
    “Looks like you’re in, Anya,” Peter said. “Welcome to the dragon amethyst search team. For the sake of wizards, shifters, and humans everywhere, I pray you are all successful.” 
 
    “We will be,” Anya said, not caring whether the others thought she was foolish and overly optimistic. “We will be.” 
 
    And she knew in her bones that it was true.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Finn sat on the hard ground a short distance from the fire with his knees drawn up in front of him. He had his arms wrapped around his legs and he held a cold beer in one hand, which was quite a treat out here in the wilderness. Knox had brought a stash of beer with him, which had made the dragons and wizards even happier to see him. Knox was a good leader, always taking care of his crew in any way he could, even if that just meant bringing some cold beers out to the woods.  
 
    And the beers were cold, thanks to the chilly weather. The calendar might say that it was spring, but some sort of weather system was moving through the area and causing the temperatures to drop rapidly. Finn decided he had one reason to be thankful that he wasn’t in Montana right now. The weather there was likely even worse. 
 
    Still, Finn thought as he watched the crackling flames, he did wish he was in Devil’s Melt, despite the weather. He wished he was searching for the dragon amethyst. He wished he was doing something. 
 
    He was tired of sitting around fires. Even with Knox here, talking and joking, Finn felt restless. It was good to see his clan leader, but he would have enjoyed a meal around the fire pit back home much better. Finn wanted this war to be over, and to be home in his own cabin again. No one else in the circle seemed to share his restlessness tonight, though. Peter and Kirk were laughing as Raven told them a story about falling off her broomstick during an official military flying presentation. Owen was, of course, sitting a little too close to Raven. Izzy was in some sort of earnest conversation with Knox, and Anya was listening in, nodding and smiling. Everyone seemed happy and at ease, but Finn could not find it in himself to relax right now. 
 
    There was a goddamn war going on, and the enemy was growing stronger with every passing day. Finn could not keep himself from constantly glancing at the sky, wondering whether they were being followed and whether their invisibility shields would hold. He hoped they were safe for the moment, since they were so far from Devil’s Melt in the wrong direction. But if the last twenty-four hours had taught him anything, it was that he could never be sure of safety. 
 
    His eyes fell on Peter again, and he scowled despite himself. The old wizard was known as wise, kind, and generous, and yet he had wanted to wipe Anya’s memory. There were some things about the wizarding world Finn would never understand, and he worried that the alliance between the wizards and shifters was growing weak. Knox seemed to think everything was fine, but Finn wondered how two groups with so many differences could truly align themselves as one against a threat as powerful as Saul. 
 
    Finn supposed that they had no choice in the matter, and that was why they were making things work. After all, neither of the groups were likely to win on their own. They needed each other. Finn saw Raven throw back her head and laugh, and watched as Owen reached over to squeeze her shoulder.  
 
    “I guess some of us need them more than others,” he said under his breath.  
 
    Several of his clan members had now found their lifemates among the wizards of Falcon Cross. Knox had been the first, when he had stumbled across a wizard named Bree in the middle of the Redwoods. Now, Vance, Zeke, and Myles had also found wizard lifemates. From the way Raven and Owen were acting, Finn had a feeling that Owen might not be far behind. 
 
    Finn smiled. He did like Raven, and he thought her spunky personality fit Owen quite well. In fact, all of the wizards whom his clan members had chosen as lifemates were wonderful people. But even though he approved of some of the individual wizards, he didn’t have to approve of the wizards’ barbaric, outdated laws.  
 
    Finn let his eyes move over to Anya again. She was still listening to Izzy and Knox’s conversation, although she had a slightly confused look on her face right now. Finn almost wanted to laugh. The poor girl had been thrown suddenly into quite a different world, and her mind must be spinning as she tried to take it all in. She was a smart girl, though. She’d catch up quickly. 
 
    Finn felt his heart twist up in his chest in a funny way as he watched Anya. The warm firelight enhanced her beauty, and he found himself admiring the radiant appearance of her skin under the reddish-orange glow. He still couldn’t say exactly why it had mattered so much to him that her memory be saved. He wanted to think that he had spoken up for her based solely on his belief that memory wiping was a horrid practice, but he knew his reasons went deeper than that. He felt something for her, but he was having a hard time admitting it to himself. 
 
    He had never been the “falling in love” type. He’d never had a serious girlfriend, even when he’d been on long missions that kept him in the same location for months on end. He’d always found it easier to keep his heart closed off and not feel anything for anyone. And who could blame him? Being a Redwood Dragon wasn’t an easy life. He and his clan members lived in the middle of nowhere, isolated out in the heart of the California Redwoods. They had no families, except each other. They spent their days doing dangerous work, chasing down powerful ancient artifacts. What kind of woman would want a part in that? 
 
    Finn had always thought that no woman would. But now, in the span of less than a year, four of the ten Redwood Dragons had managed to find lifemates. Perhaps Finn was feeling a bit jealous that they had someone to love and protect, and that’s why he had chosen to stick up for Anya. Yes, that was it. It wasn’t that he wanted Anya in particular. It was just that he wondered what it would be like to love someone. Or, heck, maybe he was just jealous that they got to get laid whenever they wanted. He loved his solo life, but could anyone blame him for sometimes wishing that he had someone warm next to him in bed?  
 
    Especially someone as gorgeous as Anya. 
 
    Finn frowned and tried to push away the thought. He hadn’t saved Anya so he could get laid. He wasn’t that shallow. He lifted his beer can to his lips to take another long drag and distract himself, then realized that the can was empty. Frustrated, he threw the can aside and stood to his feet. No one paid any attention to him as he paced back and forth in front of the fire for a few moments. They were all busy with their own conversations, and that was just fine with him. He wasn’t in the mood to talk right now. 
 
    In fact, he wouldn’t mind some time to himself, and he decided that now was as good a time as any to steal off into the woods for a solo walk. Maybe filling his lungs with some fresh, woodsy air would help calm him down. He took one last glance over his shoulder at the group around the fire. Knox looked up, seeming to sense that something was wrong. Finn’s eyes met with his clan leader’s eyes, and Knox raised an eyebrow at him, questioning. 
 
    Finn shrugged, and motioned to the woods. Knox gave a small nod, understanding even though no words were spoken. Everything was fine. Finn just wanted some space. 
 
    Finn slipped into the dark forest, every step taking him further from the light and noise of the fire. He breathed in deeply, savoring the scents and silence of the forest at night. The only sound now was the low hum of nocturnal insects, but that blended into the background so well that it could hardly be counted as noise. 
 
    After about a minute of walking, Finn felt a slight pressure on his body, and his ears filled with a noise like rushing water. He had reached the boundary of the invisibility and protective shield that surrounded the camp, but he did not hesitate to walk through it to the other side. After a few seconds, he was past the boundary and everything was quiet once again. He wasn’t worried about straying from the shield tonight. Despite his constant worry about enemy soldiers following them, Finn knew that it was unlikely that they were here tonight. And if they were, then so be it. He wouldn’t mind shifting into dragon form and burning up a few evil wizards right about now. Finn was in no mood to be messed with.  
 
    After about fifteen minutes of walking, Finn came to a small stream. He smiled as he sat down on the grassy bank and listened to the soothing babbling of the water as it gurgled around rocks and made its way onward. There was a break in the tree cover here, and the moon shone down brightly, leaving traces of silver in the swirling water. The simple beauty of it calmed Finn’s nerves, and after a short while he even found himself humming the melody of one of his favorite country songs. This moment would have been absolutely perfect, if only the threat of war wasn’t hanging over his head. 
 
    And if only Anya were here, too.  
 
    The thought popped into his head unbidden, and he pushed it away as quickly as he could. What was his problem tonight? He’d saved her because it was the right thing to do. It didn’t mean that he was going to start some sort of romantic affair with her. Heck, she probably wasn’t even interested in a romantic affair with a dragon. She was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, and he was pretty sure she could get any guy she wanted. Why would she choose a dragon shifter, with all the baggage that entailed? 
 
    Finn laid back on the ground so that his face was toward the sky, and began counting stars. He tried to focus on the little twinkling lights instead of on the unfamiliar feelings swirling in his core. If he thought about Anya too long, he began to stiffen between his legs. He could not allow himself to indulge thoughts of sleeping with her. The very idea was crazy. He had to work with her, now. He couldn’t have his dick standing at attention every time she was nearby. 
 
    “Twenty, twenty-one, twenty-two,” he said, counting and desperately trying to think of anything but Anya. “Twenty-three, twenty-four, twenty-five.” 
 
    “Counting stars?” a voice asked. Moments later, Anya’s face was right above his, blocking his view of the stars and sending a fresh rush of hot blood to the stiffening member between his legs. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” he said, sitting up so quickly that Anya barely had time to move her head and avoid being rammed in the face by his forehead. “I didn’t hear you coming at all.” 
 
    Anya fell back onto the ground beside him, laughing. “Now you know how it feels,” she said. “Serves you right.” 
 
    Finn looked over at her, his heart pounding from a mixture of nerves, anger, and passion. He wasn’t angry at her. He was angry at himself for being so wrapped up in his thoughts that he had completely stopped paying attention to the forest around him. He had dragon senses, after all. There was no way Anya could have snuck up on him like that if he’d been alert to his surroundings instead of counting stars. Thank god it had only been Anya, and not enemy soldiers. After a few seconds, though, the initial shock wore off and he began to see the humor in the situation. He even managed a small chuckle.  
 
    “I guess I sort of deserved that,” he said. “Although, I did stick up for you earlier today. I would have thought that would have been enough for you to not get back at me for sneaking up on you.” 
 
    Anya giggled. “Fair enough. But, truth be told, I wasn’t actually trying to sneak up on you. I was walking at a completely normal pace through the forest, stepping on twigs and everything. You were just so lost in thought that you didn’t hear me stomping around.” 
 
    Finn ran his fingers through his hair, somewhat troubled. “I was that out of it, huh? Good thing it was just you and not one of Saul’s soldiers stomping around out here.” 
 
    The smile froze on Anya’s face when Finn said this. “Do you think there might be enemy soldiers around?” she asked. Finn could tell she was trying to look brave, but her eyes looked fearful. He supposed that after the ordeal she’d been through last night, she was hoping for at least one night of peace and quiet. 
 
    “I don’t think Saul’s army is out here,” he said. “They wouldn’t know to follow us this far south, and, honestly, they might not care to bother us as long as we’re so far from Devil’s Melt. Their main concern is making sure we don’t get the dragon amethyst. There isn’t much danger of us finding it out here.” 
 
    Anya nodded, her face relaxing a bit as Finn reassured her. “I suppose it’s going to get pretty gnarly once we head back toward Devil’s Melt,” she said.  
 
    Finn laughed. “Yes, gnarly is a nice word for it. I’m not sure when we’ll be heading back, though. We need to find a way to make ourselves invisible despite their dark magic defenses. Either that or we’ll need to take a whole freaking army in there. It’s not an ideal situation. We would have been much better off if we’d been able to maintain some element of surprise, but we weren’t able to do that. We’ll just have to work with what we’ve got. Peter and Knox have been discussing the situation all day, but I’m not sure they’ve come to any conclusions.” 
 
    “Knox seems like a good leader,” Anya said, looking over at Finn uncertainly, as though worried he might contradict her. 
 
    Finn felt his chest swelling with pride. “Yes, he is. A very good leader. We’re lucky to have him at the head of our clan.” 
 
    “He’s not at all like Peter, is he?” Anya asked, her voice wary. 
 
    Finn exhaled deeply before answering. “Peter is not a bad guy. In fact, some think that he’s one of the wisest, kindest men that ever lived. The problem is that he’s stubborn, and that the wizards still have some very strict, very outdated laws in effect. Instead of changing these laws, the Falcon Cross wizards seem intent on following them to the letter. It drives me crazy, but there’s not a lot I can do about it. We need the wizards as allies, so we have to be respectful of their ways to a certain degree. Today, though…they wanted to go too far. I wasn’t about to let them harm you like that. That’s why I stood up for you. I hope you don’t throw me under the bus now.” 
 
    Finn gave Anya a lopsided grin. He wasn’t worried about her betraying the side of good in this war. He might not know her well, but it wasn’t hard to see that there wasn’t a single evil bone in her body. He wasn’t sure that she would be as helpful as she claimed she could be to their cause, but at least she would not betray them. He still thought she’d be safer if she went back home and stayed out of the way of the war, but she seemed determined to tag along on this journey. He worried for her well-being, but he had to admit that the thought of seeing her every day excited him. 
 
    He was growing excited between his legs again, too. He looked quickly away from Anya’s face, trying to distract himself by watching the water of the stream again. He was thankful that it was nighttime, and he hoped that Anya would not be able to notice his erection by the light of the moon.  
 
    Anya wasn’t paying attention to the space between Finn’s legs, however. She was looking at the water herself, a frown etched across her face. 
 
    “I won’t let you down,” she said. “I meant it when I said I wanted to help fight Saul’s army in any way I can. But I have to admit that, as much as I like Izzy and Raven, the wizards’ ways of doing things trouble me. I mean, they seem nice enough, but they can’t really be that nice, can they? Not when they were just standing there while Peter discussed harming me. It sounded like he wanted to kill me just for being human.” 
 
    Finn swung his head around to look at Anya in surprise. “Kill you? They weren’t going to kill you!” he said. “They were going to wipe your memory, which is still pretty awful in my opinion. But they weren’t talking about actually murdering you. Even wizards aren’t that backwards.” 
 
    “Oh,” Anya said in a flat tone that told Finn she was still very confused. “I heard them talking about memory wiping but I wasn’t sure what that meant. And everything they said at the beginning made it sound to me like they were just going to kill me to get rid of the problem.” 
 
    “Oh, Anya,” Finn said, his heart going out to her as she looked back at him with uncertain, questioning eyes. He was realizing now just how terrified she must have been, standing there being judged by wizards and shifters whom she thought were plotting to take her life. He reached for her hand tentatively, and to his relief, she did not pull away. She looked at him with wide eyes, and he had to resist the urge to pull her into his arms. As it was, the warmth flowing between their hands felt intoxicating. He took a deep, steadying breath, and then began explaining.  
 
    “They were not planning to kill you, but they were planning to use a magic spell that wipes your memory clean. It’s one of their stupid, backwards procedures. Whenever a human has seen magic or discovered that wizards exist, their standard procedure is to wipe the human’s memory clean back to the point where the human encountered the wizards.” 
 
    “That’s awful!” Anya said. “That’s a violation of human dignity. They can’t just wipe someone’s memory because they screwed up and let someone see magic. Besides, why are they automatically assuming that all humans are horrible people who are going to persecute them just because they’re wizards? Not everyone is so unaccepting!” 
 
    The more Anya spoke, the more fired up she became. Anger flashed in her eyes, and she squeezed Finn’s hand so tightly that he was sure she must be leaving red marks. He didn’t care, though. She was beautiful when she was angry. In fact, she was beautiful when she was happy, and when she was sad. She was so goddamned beautiful, no matter what. He had given up trying to keep hold back his arousal. Everything about her right now was turning him on, although, she still seemed not to notice. She was too consumed with rage at the wizards, and rightly so, he thought. Even though they had not intended to kill her, they had intended to violate her. 
 
    “I agree. It is awful,” Finn said. “And it’s why I chose to stand up for you today. Not only do I think wiping someone’s memory is an unacceptable practice in itself, but the memory-wiping spell is very difficult to perform. It’s easy to mess up and wipe too much, or to cause the person to go crazy, or a host of other problems. I wasn’t about to let them do that to you.” 
 
    Anya was silent for a moment, staring at the stream with a brooding expression on her face. She still held Finn’s hand, and he tried to memorize the way her palm felt in his. He wasn’t sure whether he would ever have a chance to hold her hand again, and he did not want to forget this moment. He wasn’t willing to admit to himself yet that he had any deep feelings for Anya, but he could not deny that his whole body wanted her. If she hadn’t been so distraught at the moment, he might have attempted to make a move on her then and there. If he thought she would have him, he would have rammed the space between her legs so forcefully that she would have trouble walking the next day. He wondered as he watched her, whether there was anything wrong with indulging in pure, carnal passion. Did she feel the electricity between them, too? Was she as desperate to find relief in someone’s warm arms as he was right now? 
 
    Her face gave nothing away. She stared at the stream still, but she didn’t seem to really see it. He held his breath and waited. For what, he was not sure. In that moment, he knew that, although she was not a wizard, she had captured him under her spell. For several minutes, she remained silent, and he remained captivated by the mere sound of her breathing. Then she turned to him and gave him a small smile. 
 
    “I came out here to thank you for saving my life,” she said. “But I guess I should be thanking you for saving my memory. I’m not sure which would be worse to lose.” 
 
    Finn let out the breath he hadn’t even realized he’d been holding. “Well, I’m glad you didn’t lose either,” he said. “And, by the way, don’t worry about Izzy and Raven trying to do any weird magic on you. They’re young, and very progressive wizards. They don’t agree with the methods that a lot of the older wizards use. They respect Peter, because the old wizard has done a lot for their clan, but they know that sometimes he is too set in the old ways for his own good.” 
 
    Anya nodded, then turned her gaze back to the water. “I like them a lot,” she said. “And they stood up for me, which is saying something.” 
 
    Finn smiled. “They’ll continue to stand up for you. We all will. You’re part of our team now, and we’re a close group.” 
 
    Anya nodded again, and looked at Finn as if expecting him to say something else. She still held his hand, even though the moment of urgency that he had grabbed it in had long passed. They stared at each other, and Finn felt an overwhelming urge to kiss her once again. He pushed it away, but he could not tear his eyes away from Anya’s gaze. Was he imagining things, or were her eyes filling with heat just as his were? Hot blood flowed through his body, urging him to throw Anya down on the ground then and there, and show her what a dragon body was capable of doing. But he held back. This was madness. His life had no space for a woman, especially a human. He could not let himself fall for Anya, but he was afraid that if he didn’t tear his eyes away from hers, he would tumble over the edge. And yet, he continued to look at her. 
 
    Their eyes remained locked until Anya dipped hers to look between his legs. The moon had freed itself from the occasional clouds and shone brilliantly now. There was no denying his arousal. It was there, saluting her and beckoning to her. Finn never took his eyes off her eyes as she looked at his manhood, considering. He felt his breath coming faster and ragged, and the more he tried to slow it down the more he lost control. He could feel a deep primal urge overwhelming him. He knew he needed to look away, but he could not.  
 
    He was still captured under her spell. 
 
    She finally raised her eyes to his again, and the heat in her gaze was now unmistakable. She watched him as he held his breath, and then slowly, torturously, she slipped her tongue past the part in her lips and ran it across her lower lip. Finn’s thighs trembled, and he wanted to roar at the top of his lungs before ripping off her clothes and accepting the invitation she was offering him. Still, he managed to hold back. 
 
    “Anya,” he said, his voice ragged and hoarse. “I cannot fall in love. I cannot promise you a life with me. I’m a dragon, with a wandering dragon heart.” 
 
    Anya smiled at him then, a wicked sultry smile. “Who said anything about love?” she asked, licking her lips again. 
 
    “You’re not doing this just because I saved your memory, are you?” Finn asked. It was growing more difficult to speak, and the fire within him was growing higher, getting harder to hold back. “You don’t owe me anything, you know that. I did the right thing to do, with no expectations of repayment of any sort.” 
 
    Anya threw back her head and laughed then. The musical sound seemed to echo all around Finn, and the rod between his legs felt like it was made of throbbing steel. It begged to be allowed to take her, but still he restrained himself. He would not do this unless she really wanted it for her own pleasure. He could make no promises of a future to her, and he required no recompense for his speaking up for her.  
 
    “Oh shut up and kiss me,” she said when she finally stopped laughing. “I’m not doing this because I feel like I owe you anything. I’m doing it because I’ve never seen anything quite so impressive as what’s between your legs right now, and I’d be a fool to let this opportunity pass me by. Who knows when I’ll be alone with you in the woods again.” 
 
    That was all Finn needed to hear. He did roar, then, as he pushed himself over on top of Anya, flattening her underneath him on the cool forest floor. His erection pushed against his clothes and poked at her, seeking a release from the pressure building within it. Anya let out a squeal of delight as his body covered hers, but her squeal was quickly silenced by his kiss.  
 
    Her lips were soft beyond belief, and her mouth tasted faintly of orange, perhaps from the slight citrus notes of the beer they had been drinking around the fire. He slid his tongue against hers, attempting to taste every last millimeter of it. He kissed her deeply, running his tongue across the back of her mouth. She moaned, and lifted her legs up to wrap them around his hips.  
 
    The night no longer felt cold. In the heat of his passion, Finn was burning up inside as he never had before. He kissed Anya with an urgency, as though he were a man in the desert dying of thirst, and her kiss was water. He was so hot that he would not have been surprised to have opened his eyes and find that he was in a desert. He felt as though her were lying under the heat of a midday sun. It seemed impossible that he was actually under the moonlight of a cool forest night.  
 
    Anya seemed to feel the same urgency he did. She wrapped her arms around him, too, pulling him closer as he kissed her and thrusting her hips against his. She rubbed against his stiff erection, increasing the pressure and making him feel as though he was going to explode from the inside out. He growled, and nipped at her ear. She yelped in delighted pain, and sank her teeth into his neck, nibbling and sucking and claiming his body as hers. They were, in that moment, slaves to the carnal desire that rose within them.  
 
    It had been a long time since a woman had caused a stirring between Finn’s legs, and he had never felt an arousal this strong. He tried out of some sense of decency to slow things down. In the back of his mind, he reminded himself that women liked it when you warmed them up first. Wasn’t he supposed to be teasing her, and drawing the experience out? He couldn’t think clearly anymore, with all the blood in his body rushing to the rod between his legs.  
 
    “Oh, fuck it,” he said aloud. She was warm enough. In fact, if her skin was an indication of her internal temperature, she was burning up just as much as he was. He tore at her shirt hungrily, pulling it up and over her head. She reached for his shirt as well, returning the favor. They rolled across the ground, a tangle of arms and legs and fabric as garment after garment came off. They left a trail of clothes and pressed grass in their wake, kissing urgently even as their hands tore away at the cloth between them. Despite the cool temperature of the night, Finn was sweating. He could see that Anya was sweating, too. The moonlight glistened off the glow of sweat that covered her forehead, and he found himself turned on even more by the sight of it. 
 
    “Burn for me, baby. Burn!” he roared.  
 
    She responded by pulling him closer again, biting down on his lower lips and thrusting her hips against his. He roared again, the pressure nearly too much to take. The only piece of clothing between them now was her underwear. He could feel it as his dick pressed against it, obnoxiously blocking his way into Anya. The fabric was soaked through with her juices, and they began to coat his erection. It was not enough. He wanted more. he must have more. 
 
    He slid down to her hips, and tore at the panties with his teeth. She wriggled and squirmed to assist him, and in moments he’d managed to slide them down and off her legs—miraculously without tearing them in his frenzy.  
 
    He paused for a moment, just a moment. He wanted to take in her beauty. Just as he had memorized the feeling of her hand against his, he wanted to memorize the way her body looked in the moonlight right now, naked and glistening, her full breasts rising and falling with her rapid breathing. Her hair was a mess, a beautiful mess. He saw her eyes, wild with hunger, and he knew they mirrored his own eyes. This was reckless. They should not be here together, making love under a full moon with no protection while so many other pressing matters waited for them back at the campsite. And yet, neither one of them could stop. They were on this reckless ride together, giving in to the strongest desire either of them had ever felt.  
 
    “I’m going to ravage you,” Finn said, his voice a low growl now. The response in Anya’s eyes told him very clearly that she wanted to be ravaged. 
 
    He did not delay any longer. He slid over her, his broad chest brushing against her alert nipples, his taut, muscular stomach just above the soft curves of her feminine abdomen. He swayed his hips, letting the top of his dick probe, gently searching until it found what it was looking for: the soft, wet spot where her body would open to him.  
 
    He took a deep breath, and then rammed into her. Her eyes flew open and she squealed in surprised delight as he filled her. He was large inside her, pushing against her inner muscles and stretching her to conform to his shape. His eyes slid shut from the sheer pleasure of the sensation. She was so silky wet, and so hot. God, she was so hot inside. Her heat enveloped his erection, setting fire to the most sensitive part of his body. He thrust deeper into her, pushing until she covered his entire shaft, and then he thrust his hips forward. At first, he never even pulled out of her as he thrust. He just rocked his hips, groaning as the impossible heat of her body spread across his entire being.  
 
    Then, he began to move with a greater urgency. He slid in and out, coming down hard with each thrust. He rammed into her, showing no mercy as he filled her again and again, stretching her and reaching so far inside that he thought he might actually be hitting bone. 
 
    Her arms were around him, and her hands were on his back. She held on tighter with each thrust of his body, panting for breath with her eyes squeezed tightly shut. She screamed out as she came, and dug her fingers into his bare back as her body began to shudder. It was the most wonderful scratching sensation he’d ever felt. He wanted nothing more in that moment than to have her nails permanently etched into his back.  
 
    Her insides were so slippery with desire, and yet she held his dick tightly, clenching down on it over and over as her inner walls grasped at him hungrily. He felt the pressure building within him, and he let out a low moan as he felt himself ready to burst. That moan turned into a roar as he exploded into her. Fire shot from his body into hers, and he shuddered as he felt his body giving itself to her. He thrust several more times, giving up every last bit of his energy to extend the incredible tidal wave that was washing over him.  
 
    When at last both of their bodies had stopped pulsing, he slid out of her and collapsed next to her on the cool grass, trying to catch his breath. He felt a strange, burning sensation in his core that he had never felt before, and his heart filled with wonder. If he didn’t know better, he would have thought that he was experiencing the lifemate bond. It had always been explained to him as a warmth that occurred after making love with your destined lifemate.  
 
    But it wasn’t possible that this human he barely knew was meant to be his life partner, was it? Finn looked over to see her smiling at him. Her naked breasts still rose and fell from her rapid breathing, and her sweaty skin glistened in the moonlight. No, he thought, it was impossible that a creature so wonderful was his. He pushed away thoughts of love and lifemates, afraid to even consider the possibility for fear that he would be disappointed. Women like Anya didn’t fall in love with men like him—wild men with nothing holding them back from adventure and risk.  
 
    With a short sigh, he pulled Anya into his arms. He didn’t know what the future held, but he knew that he had this moment right here with Anya. And if that was all he ever had with her, he would still be the luckiest man alive.  
 
    She snuggled close against his chest, searching for his warmth. His dragon genes were kicking in as the heat of lovemaking mellowed out. His body was hot at its core, even in human form, and he pulled Anya even closer to warm her against the cool night. Behind him, he felt the cloth of his shirt. He reached for the discarded garment and draped it over Anya to warm her further. 
 
    “Finn?” she murmured sleepily. 
 
    “Yes?” he asked. 
 
    “Your ears. Are they elfish like Knox’s? I forgot to look.” 
 
    The question surprised Finn, and he smiled. “Yes. All dragons have a bit of an elfish look to their ears. Some more than others, but we all have it to some extent. A remnant of the days when dragons still had magic powers.” 
 
    “Mmm,” she said, her head still buried in his chest. “I thought so.” 
 
    A few minutes later, he felt her breathing slowly mellow out into the gentle rhythm of sleep, and, despite his own attempts to remain alert, he soon followed her into dreamland. He no longer needed to count stars to remain calm. He was more at peace now than perhaps any other time in his life, despite the knowledge that Saul’s war still raged around him.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Anya woke with a start as Finn sat up suddenly, his eyes wide and alert. Clouds once again covered the moon, filling the forest with darkness and spooky shadows.  
 
    “What is it?” she whispered, her heart beginning to pound.  
 
    Finn put a finger to his lips, indicating that she should be quiet. She nodded, but it took a great deal of self-control to keep herself from asking more nervous questions. He was peering into the forest with green eyes that almost seemed to glow, and she instinctively knew that he had heard something. Perhaps it was just a wild animal. In that case, Anya was not worried. She knew Finn could easily shift into dragon form and take down any wild animal that might be roaming through this forest. 
 
    But what if Saul’s soldiers had tracked them down once again? Anya knew enough by now to realize that she and Finn would be pretty vulnerable out here on their own, away from the protective shield that surrounded their campsite. She began to feel foolish for venturing out here on her own.  
 
    She did not regret sleeping with Finn—not even a little bit. The moments of passion that they had shared had been some of the most intense, wonderful moments of Anya’s life. But perhaps they should have gone back to the others afterward instead of so foolishly falling asleep out in the open. Not only were they unprotected, but there was no fire to warm them out here. Anya was realizing more with each passing second just how cold she was. Her toes and fingers felt like ice, and now that she was not pressed against Finn’s body, the rest of her own body was quickly freezing over as well. 
 
    Finn breathed in deeply, smelling the air. His brow furrowed further at whatever it was he seemed to smell, but before Anya had much time to worry about it, a twig snapped to her left, then another and another. Her heart pounded in her chest as she looked desperately into the dark forest, sure she was about to come face to face with Saul’s army.  
 
    Finn was jumping to his feet, too, and she thought he was about to shift, although she wasn’t sure how much good one dragon could do on his own against Saul’s army. But Finn didn’t shift after he stood. Instead, he walked quickly over to where Anya’s clothes were still strewn across the ground, and grabbed them up. He tossed them to her with a look of exasperation on his face and said, “You’re going to want to put these on.” 
 
    Anya wasn’t sure why it mattered whether or not she was naked if she was about to get killed, but she shrugged and started pulling on her shirt. At least it gave her something to do, which helped calm her nerves slightly. The snapping of twigs was growing louder, and Anya suddenly heard a familiar voice shouting out. 
 
    “I think they’re over here. Their trail goes this way!” 
 
    It was Owen. Anya’s heart leapt with hope. If he was out here then perhaps the others were, too. They could help fight. 
 
    But Finn still wasn’t shifting. Instead, with an annoyed grunt, he was pulling on his pants. Anya’s frown deepened. Why would he be putting clothes on if there was a threat at hand? The pants would only be ruined when he shifted. 
 
    A few seconds later, she had her answer. Owen, Peter, and Raven came bursting through the trees. Raven had some sort of flashlight beam coming out of her magic ring, and she swept it across the clearing until it landed directly on Anya, who was suddenly extremely grateful that Finn had told her to put on her clothes. 
 
    “What the…” Anya said, at the same time as Raven. Finn didn’t seem confused at all, though. He pulled Anya close by his side, and she noticed as he did that he still was not wearing a shirt. 
 
    “They’re searching for us,” he said in a low voice. “We’ve been asleep out here for who knows how long, and we left no word of where we were going. They’ve probably been worried sick. And now they’re going to be annoyed as hell that we were just out here having fun.” 
 
    Raven’s flashlight was still trained on Anya and Finn, the bright light making it impossible for Anya to see Raven’s face. She could see Owen’s and Peter’s faces, though, and their looks of concern were slowly changing to expressions of bemusement.  
 
    Raven realized what was going on a split second before Owen did, and hurriedly lowered her light. Owen, however, had no such sense of propriety, and he burst out laughing. Anya felt her cheeks turning red as everything slowly made sense to her. She and Finn had been caught together in the woods hurriedly throwing clothes on. There was no denying what they had been doing out here. She looked up at Finn, who was letting out a long sigh of exasperation and glaring at Owen. But Owen was not about to stop laughing, he was doubled over now, poking Raven in the arm and pointing over at them as if catching two grown adults making love together in the woods was the funniest thing he’d ever seen. 
 
    Raven continued to avert her eyes, looking embarrassed. At least, she looked embarrassed as far as Anya could tell from the dim, shadowed light of her flashlight, which now faced downward toward the ground. Peter did not laugh, and he did not look embarrassed. He did seem mildly amused though. 
 
    “I see,” Peter finally said, nodding slowly. “It all makes sense now.” 
 
    “For the record, I didn’t speak up for her because I wanted to mate with her,” Finn said. “I wasn’t planning on this at all. It just sort of happened.” 
 
    This confession only caused Owen to howl with laughter even more, and even Raven cracked a smile. Anya’s cheeks were burning so hot now that they must have been bright red, and she was thankful for the darkness. She was sure Peter was about to give them some sort of lecture, or, worse, say that she would not be allowed to stay with the group if she was only here to bang Finn. But Peter said none of those things. Instead, he turned and started walking back through the forest. 
 
    “Come on back to camp, Finn, and bring your girl with you. Oh, and put a shirt on. I don’t care if you’re a dragon, it’s still too damn cold at night for you to be prancing around half naked. The last thing I need is one of you guys getting pneumonia.” 
 
    Finn groaned, but said nothing as he pulled his shirt on over his head. Owen continued to laugh, but Finn ignored him now. Anya felt Finn grabbing her hand and firmly pulling her toward the forest in the direction Peter had gone. He walked briskly, so that in a few moments they were several yards ahead of Owen and Raven. Ahead of them, Anya could see another light beam bouncing through the woods, and she assumed that Peter must have turned his ring into a flashlight now, too. Finn and Anya had no light, and no way of making one, but Finn did not have any trouble walking through the dark forest. He never stumbled, and held Anya’s arm firmly so that she did not fall, either. 
 
    “You’re pretty good at walking in the dark,” she observed. She felt like she needed to say something to break the silence. This whole situation had turned out to be one of the most awkward moments of her life, and it unnerved her a bit that Finn wasn’t talking at all. After she spoke, though, he seemed to realize that he should say something.  
 
    “Dragon eyes,” he said. “I have really good night vision, even when I don’t have a flashlight.” 
 
    “Sounds useful,” Anya said lightly, then gripped his arm fiercely as she nearly tumbled face first over a tree root she hadn’t seen.  
 
    “Yeah. Quite useful,” Finn said, then grunted. “Listen, Anya, I’m really sorry that they stumbled across us like that. I should have known better than to stay out there by ourselves, especially naked. It’s not a good idea to be away from camp for so long with Saul’s army on the move, and if I would have stopped to think for two seconds I would have realized that our crew would eventually come looking for us.” 
 
    “Our crew,” Anya repeated in a low voice, liking the way the words sounded on her tongue.  
 
    “Huh?” Finn asked, thinking she had been saying something to him. 
 
    “Oh, nothing,” Anya said. “I just realized that you called everyone ‘our’ crew. Which made me realize that I’m included in that, too. I have a crew. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a crew. It feels good.” 
 
    Even in the darkness of the night, Anya could see the smile that lit up Finn’s face.  
 
    “Of course you have a crew now,” Finn said. “I’m glad that you’re focusing on that instead of being mad at me that we got caught naked in the woods.” 
 
    “Well, technically we weren’t naked when they caught us. I was already dressed, and you had your pants on. But, yes, it was still obvious what we’d been doing. I don’t have any right to be mad, though. I knew as well as you did that our friends were nearby and might come looking for us. I was just too caught up in the thrill of the moment to care. I must say, though, that Owen’s laughter is getting obnoxious.” 
 
    Finn snorted. “Don’t worry about him. I’ll make a nice comment or two about Raven and get him to shut up. He still won’t admit that he likes her.” 
 
    “Really?” Anya said, surprised. “I didn’t realize he wasn’t admitting to it. It’s so obvious.” 
 
    Finn shrugged. “He’s always been a player. I think he’s nervous about settling down. He wants to maintain his bad boy, ladies man reputation.” 
 
    Anya laughed. “Well, if he wants to maintain a reputation as a player then he needs to do a better job of hiding his feelings for Raven.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Finn said with a chuckle. They walked in silence for a few more moments, until Anya could see the soft glow of the campfire up ahead. She was about to comment on how they’d kept the fire going all night, when Finn spoke first and interrupted her thoughts. 
 
    “You know, people are probably going to treat us like a thing now,” he said. 
 
    Anya felt a strange, nervous emotion run through her. “And?” she said, trying to keep her voice even. “Does that bother you?” 
 
    Finn looked over at her, his face barely visible in the darkness. He paused for a moment, considering. “No,” he finally said. “It definitely doesn’t bother me. Does it bother you?” 
 
    Anya bit her lip to keep from smiling. “No,” she said. “No, it doesn’t bother me either.” 
 
    “Good,” Finn said. Then he took her hand as they walked into the campsite together. Anya did smile then. She wasn’t sure exactly what all of this meant, but she was pretty sure she liked it. 
 
    Her smile weakened a bit as they walked into the campsite. She’d heard the rushing sound that indicated they’d walked back through the protective shield, and she saw Knox and Izzy sitting around the fire, looking tired as they spoke with Peter. Anya felt a sudden rush of guilt. She’d been so caught up in the moment with Finn that it had never crossed her mind that people might worry about her. She wasn’t putting up a very good first impression of how well she was going to help this team, and she felt her stomach clenching up with worry again. Would Knox and Peter scold her? Would they go back on their decision to allow her on the team? Did Owen, Raven, and Harlow even still want her on the team? Anya walked toward the fire pit holding tightly to Finn’s hand, trying to find a measure of comfort and security in the warmth of his palm.  
 
    “What the hell, Finn,” Knox said, looking up as they approached. Anya steeled herself for a long lecture, but then to her surprise, Knox burst out laughing.  
 
    “If you were gonna go bang around in the woods, you could have at least warned us not to expect you back anytime soon. I’m glad you had fun, but we’ve been worried sick about you while you were off with your girl here.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I’m his girl,” Anya started to say, not wanting Finn to think that she was making assumptions about them. But her voice was drowned out by the loud laughter of Owen, who had just come back into the campsite with Raven. 
 
    “I thought you told me you’d never fall in love, Finn,” Owen said. “In fact, I remember you telling me once that you were definitely staying away from humans.” 
 
    “Easy, guys,” Finn said. “I’m sorry I made you all worry but do you have to give me such a hard time at two in the morning?” 
 
    “Three in the morning,” Knox corrected. “And yes, of course we have to give you a hard time. What kind of friends would we be if we didn’t?” 
 
    Anya felt her cheeks turning bright red again. She felt like her whole life was on display right now, and she wanted to say something in her and Finn’s defense, but she wasn’t sure what. 
 
    “No one said anything about falling in love,” she blurted out in protest, looking up at Finn in desperation. He raised an eyebrow, seeming somewhat surprised by this outburst. But Peter spoke up before Finn could reply. 
 
    “No one had to say anything, Anya. It’s obvious from the way he looks at you. I’m just surprised I didn’t see it before. I should have known the moment he first spoke up for you.” 
 
    Peter’s eyes danced merrily in the light of the fire, and the rest of the crew seemed to be just as amused, now that their worries about Finn and Anya being in trouble were gone. Anya opened her mouth to try to protest again, but Finn shook his head. 
 
    “It’s no use,” Finn said. “Their favorite pastime is giving people a hard time over finding love. Even the slightest hint of romance, and they start in on nonsense like this. The best way to get it to stop is to ignore it.” 
 
    “Oh, you can ignore all you want,” Owen said. “I’m not stopping anytime soon.” 
 
    Finn turned to Owen to say something to him, but Knox held up his hands for silence before any more words could be spoken. 
 
    “I think that’s enough for tonight. It’s late, and we all need rest. Finn, I’m going to chew you out properly for this in the morning, but right now I’m too tired to yell. Let’s all hit the sack. The last thing we want is to be caught off guard by the enemy when we’re exhausted.” 
 
    Finn didn’t wait to hear what anyone else would say to that. “Come on, Anya,” he said, grabbing her hand and pulling her toward his sleeping bag. “Knox is right. Let’s get some rest.” 
 
    Anya went with him, feeling self conscious that everyone was going to see her sleeping right next to him, but also feeling glad that she would be next to him and be able to share his warmth.  
 
    She was hopelessly confused about his feelings for her at this point. He’d made it sound like their time together in the woods was purely a chance for some physical fun. But now, he was acting like it had meant something more to him. Truth be told, Anya hadn’t intended to do anything more than have a bit of fun, either. But after experiencing what it was like to be close to Finn, she wasn’t sure she’d ever be happy being away from him again.  
 
    She lay down next to him, snuggling into his oversized sleeping bag and relishing the way the heat of his body washed over her. He wrapped his arms around her, and she felt her heart beating faster from the electricity of his touch. All around them, the rest of the group was settling down into their own sleeping bags as well. Anya had so many questions for Finn, but she was afraid to ask them. How could she talk to him without everyone else listening in? 
 
    She tilted her face toward his, her eyes filled with questions. She opened her mouth to ask him why he wanted her next to him, but he put a finger to her lips.  
 
    “Shh,” he whispered in her ear. “We’ll talk more tomorrow. For now, let’s just enjoy being together tonight.” 
 
    Anya sighed. She wanted to enjoy the night, but how could she when she was feeling so strangely desperate for him, and so worried that tomorrow they would be back to acting like just friends. As if Finn sensed her worries, he looked down at her and smiled.  
 
    “The first of many nights together, I hope,” he added.  
 
    Anya bit her lip as a huge grin spread across her face. She wasn’t sure what adventures lay ahead of them, or where, exactly, Finn thought this was going. But knowing that he thought it was going somewhere was enough for the moment. 
 
    Anya pressed her body closer against her dragon’s warm body and allowed sweet sleep to envelop her.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    When Anya woke up the next morning, she was surprised to find that Finn had already left the warmth of the sleeping bag. Feeling slightly disappointed, she sat up slowly and looked around the small campsite, but he was not there, either. In fact, the only other person she saw was Izzy, who was sitting close to the dwindling fire with her head bent over a stack of papers. 
 
    Anya quietly lay back down for a moment, feeling nervous and not quite ready to face Izzy on her own. In the bright morning light, the events of last night seemed even more embarrassing. How had she ended up having wild sex with Finn, getting caught with him in the woods half naked, and then still joining him in his sleeping bag in front of everyone as if she didn’t care what anyone thought? Anya’s cheeks flushed bright red, and she was glad no one was watching her at the moment. 
 
    Did she care what anyone thought? Did it matter to her if Izzy thought she’d been reckless last night? Anya wanted to make a good impression on her new friends, and she knew she and Finn shouldn’t have strayed so far from the campsite for so long. But surely, that was their only transgression. They were both adults, after all. What was to keep them from sleeping together if that’s what they both wanted to do? 
 
    Anya frowned up at the treetops high above her, which were swaying gently in the breeze. From what she had seen of the group that was searching for the dragon amethyst, they were a tight knit crew. She worried that they would feel possessive of Finn, and annoyed that she had swept in and started taking up a special place in his heart. 
 
    Anya wanted to believe that she was being ridiculous. After all, they were all adults here, right? And last night everyone had seemed to be in a relatively good mood once Finn and she were found safe. Owen had seemed especially happy for the chance to tease Finn. The group would have some fun with it and then move on, right? 
 
    Anya hoped so, but she still felt nervous to go talk to Izzy and face the truth of the situation. Lying there in Finn’s sleeping bag, Anya had never felt so human and small. Until she met the dragons and wizards she was now sharing a campsite with, she’d never had a reason to feel ordinary. She was smart, after all, and had lived a fulfilling life as a botanist. But now she felt unremarkable, like being smart wasn’t enough. In fact, perhaps she was wasting time worrying about what the others would think of a relationship between Finn and her. Perhaps Finn had come to his own conclusions in the light of day, and had realized that he didn’t want to waste time on a mere human. Maybe that’s why he had gone off somewhere with the others. Maybe he didn’t want to be there when she woke up in his sleeping bag. 
 
    Anya sighed and sat up again. The longer she lay here brooding, the more her mood was going to worsen. She might as well get up and go talk to Izzy instead of imagining a bunch of reasons why Finn wasn’t going to want to be with her anymore. Anya had never been an insecure person when it came to men, so this rush of emotions was new to her. But it was hard not to feel a little bit unsure of yourself when you were imagining how you measured up in a dragon’s eyes.  
 
    Izzy raised her head from the papers she was looking at when she heard Anya stirring. 
 
    “Hey,” Izzy said kindly, smiling at Anya. “Sleep okay?” 
 
    There was no hint of animosity or derision in Izzy’s voice, and Anya relaxed a bit as she slid out of the sleeping bag and stood to make her way over to Izzy.  
 
    “I slept alright,” Anya said. Every muscle in her body seemed to protest, but she forced herself to walk without wincing. Much of the soreness was from her energetic romp in the woods with Finn, or their subsequent nap on the cold, hard forest floor, and Anya didn’t want to give Izzy any reason to tease her. 
 
    But Izzy did not seem interested in teasing at all. After Anya sat next to her on the log that was serving as a makeshift bench, Izzy flashed her the warmest smile Anya had ever seen on the wizard’s face. 
 
    “You’re probably wondering where everyone went,” Izzy said. “Peter and Knox took them on a scouting mission to see if there are any good places for some sort of semi-permanent headquarters out here. The plan is for us to hunker down and stay put until some sort of plan can be worked out for getting safely into Devil’s Melt. They would have taken you along but Finn insisted that you needed rest. You’ve had quite a time of it the last couple of days, after getting caught up in our battle and discovering the existence of wizards and shifters.” 
 
    Anya nodded, trying to look nonchalant but feeling an immense sense of relief that Finn seemed to have had a legitimate reason for leaving her behind. Anya’s stomach felt like it was churning right now from the strange mixture of emotions that filled her. She knew she needed to calm down, but it was hard to do. She hadn’t expected to feel so strongly for Finn after sleeping with him. She’d thought she would have a bit of fun, and that if they liked each other’s company they might continue to develop a bit more of a relationship. But she’d truly had no expectations other than a night of fun. Finn had made it clear that he didn’t want to fall in love, so Anya had put up a wall around her heart to prevent herself from falling in love, too. At least she’d attempted to put up a wall. She’d apparently failed miserably, because Finn was all she could think about now. She wanted to hold him in her arms right now, and she wanted him to love her back. And she wanted the rest of the group to be okay with her and Finn being together.  
 
    Izzy seemed oblivious to the mess of thoughts running through Anya’s head, although Anya had a feeling that this had more to do with Izzy’s being polite than with Izzy’s actually not realizing how turmoiled Anya felt at the moment. 
 
    “I was left behind to guard the campsite,” Izzy said, continuing on with her explanation. “Saul’s army isn’t anywhere near here, as far as we can tell. But still, we have to be careful. Especially since we have the amethyst records here. We have copies of them back home, of course, but we still don’t want Saul’s men to steal back this information. It’s the key to finding the dragon amethyst, although it’s not a very easy key to use. It contains a lot of riddles and information about the dragon amethyst being formed and then stored in Devil’s Melt, but there aren’t a lot of specific details about where, exactly in Devil’s Melt.” 
 
    Anya peered over at the papers in interest. “That looks like quite a messy assortment of information.” 
 
    Izzy sighed. “It is. It makes sense that it would be a mess, though. Whoever compiled this information would have wanted to keep the dragon amethyst safe, and so they tried to keep things as vague and convoluted as possible. Maybe a little too vague and convoluted. We can’t seem to make any progress on figuring out where in Devil’s Melt the stone is. The riddles are all too confusing. And we can’t go to Devil’s Melt without some sort of concrete search plan in place. It’s too risky. Every moment that we spend anywhere close to the area is a moment of mortal danger. The enemy’s dark magic is growing too strong. Our shields are less of a protection against them with every passing day.” 
 
    “But with every passing day you’re risking them finding the dragon amethyst instead of you,” Anya observed. “And if their dark magic is growing stronger every day, then the longer we delay in going to Devil’s Melt, the harder it’s going to be.” 
 
    Izzy sighed. “You’re right, of course. But we can’t go in blindly just because we know that time is of the essence. It would be a suicide mission. And yet, I worry that by the time we formulate a plan, the only option is going to be sending in an army and trying to take complete control of Devil’s Melt. Our army is strong enough to win that battle, I think. But it would result in a lot of bloodshed. Of course, if Saul gets his hands on the dragon amethyst, there will be plenty of bloodshed. I’m sure of that.” 
 
    Anya watched Izzy put her head in her hands. The young wizard’s whole body was hunched over in frustration, and Anya’s heart went out to her. Anya felt guilty, too, for sitting here worrying that Izzy was going to spend the morning teasing her about Finn. What a fool Anya was for thinking that anyone here was so wrapped up in her romantic life. They might have some fun teasing her when an opportune moment arrived—like catching her in the woods with Finn. But they weren’t sitting around thinking about how to give Anya a hard time. They had much more important things on their minds. 
 
    Anya should be focusing on those important things, too. She wasn’t sure yet how, exactly, she was going to help. But sitting around brooding about Finn wasn’t doing any of them any favors. She had to get started on this mission somehow.  
 
    Anya glanced at the pile of papers surrounding Izzy. Perhaps reading up on the information they did have would help her. At least she would be on the same page as everyone else as far as knowledge of Devil’s Melt went. And besides, Izzy had made it sound like a lot of the information was in riddle form. Anya had always been good at riddles. Perhaps she could solve a few of them for this crew.  
 
    “Can I look over the records?” Anya asked, pointing toward a particularly large pile of papers that sat at Izzy’s feet. “I’m not doing anything else important right now, and who knows, maybe a fresh set of eyes will help.” 
 
    Izzy’s face brightened at the suggestion, as though she had wanted to ask Anya to do that very thing, but hadn’t known how to suggest it. “It would be great if you could look through everything,” Izzy said. “Are you sure you’re up to it, though? Finn will kill me if he thinks I’m pushing you to work instead of rest.” 
 
    Anya rolled her eyes. “It’s not like it’s that taxing to sit here and read. And besides, I’ve rested plenty. I don’t think I could sleep anymore now if I tried.” 
 
    Izzy smiled, although she still looked uncertain. “As long as you feel up to it,” she said. She started to slowly gather up some papers to hand over to Anya. “This stack of papers here is probably the best place to start. It’s a lot of background information on the stone and on its arrival in Devil’s Melt, as well as a lot of general information about the Devil’s Melt area. I know reading through all of this can feel a bit dry, but I think doing so gives you a good foundation when you start reading some of the other documents that have riddles and other less straightforward information.” 
 
    Anya nodded. “I can handle a bit of dry reading,” she said. “I did plenty of that in university, trust me.” 
 
    Izzy laughed at Anya’s little joke, but then sobered up a bit.  
 
    “Anya, are you sure you want to come with us?” Izzy asked. “Don’t get me wrong, I like you a lot and I’m happy to have you come along. But don’t you have a life back in Idaho that you want to get back to? Surely, your friends and family must be wondering where you are? And it sounds like you had a promising career in botany. What will happen to your job?” 
 
    Anya snorted. “I had a life in Idaho, but I’m not sure it’s one that I want to go back to. It was a fairly lonely life. My dad passed away, and I don’t have any other family. I work for myself, doing freelance research on plants in the Idaho area. And I don’t have a lot of close friends. To me, it makes sense to come on this mission and help as much as I can to get the dragon amethyst and keep the whole world out of danger. I know you all think that I don’t truly understand the danger I’m getting myself into, but I do understand. I know I might not make it out of this alive. But the truth is I would rather risk everything on an adventure than play it safe and keep living a normal, boring life like everyone else I know.” 
 
    Izzy grinned. “Alright, then. As long as you know what you’re getting into.” 
 
    “I like to think I know,” Anya said slowly. “Although, I have been a bit surprised by some of the wizard laws. Like threatening to wipe my memory even though I promised to protect you all. That doesn’t seem just.” 
 
    Izzy’s face darkened. “So you do know what was going on with that meeting.” 
 
    “Finn told me,” Anya said. “He doesn’t seem to be much of a fan of the wizard’s memory wiping techniques, either.” 
 
    “Nor should he be,” Izzy said, a frustrated tone filling her voice. “I’m really sorry about that. I don’t agree with the practice of memory wiping, but some of our elder wizards really hang onto it. Peter is a wise old wizard, but he likes to follow wizard law to the letter. Please try not to let it get to you. And don’t let it ruin your opinion of wizards on the whole. We’re very nice people, I promise. Even Peter himself is a wonderful man. But wizards still have a hard time sometimes knowing how to live in harmony with humans. We’ve been persecuted quite badly over the years, and we’re still trying to figure out how to reconcile the pain of the past with the reality of the present. We’re a work in progress. And trust me, if it were up to me, memory wiping would be abolished completely. But changing wizarding law is a long, long process.” 
 
    Anya smiled at Izzy. “You don’t have to apologize to me. You didn’t write the laws. And you stood up for me, at great risk to yourself.” 
 
    Izzy winked at Anya. “Yeah, so please don’t go deserting us. It would really suck if I had to be killed because I spoke up for you and then you turned out to be a traitor. Although, truth be told, I don’t think Peter would actually follow through with executing a bunch of his top shifters and wizards. Even he doesn’t follow the law that closely.” 
 
    “Well, I have no plans of deserting you or turning into a traitor, so you have nothing to worry about, anyway,” Anya said. “So, now that that’s settled, let me get down to business and start reading through this stack.” 
 
    Izzy started to hand the stack of papers over to Anya, then paused again. 
 
    “So, wait,” she asked, somewhat shyly. “Are you and Finn really a thing?” 
 
    Anya hesitated, unsure of how to answer. Part of her wanted to say yes, but she wasn’t sure if that was the correct answer. She’d been agonizing over this very question all morning, but she didn’t want to admit that to Izzy. So she just smiled coyly and shrugged. 
 
    “You’ll have to ask Finn,” Anya said. Then she grabbed the papers from Izzy’s hands and settled in to read without another word.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Several hours later, Anya looked up blearily, rubbing her eyes and realizing for the first time that she hadn’t eaten anything all day. The hunger pangs in her stomach were becoming more insistent, now, and would not be ignored. But Anya didn’t have her own bag of supplies anymore. Her things had all been left behind when Saul’s army attacked, and right now Anya was alone. She didn’t feel comfortable digging through her new friends’ backpacks, but if Izzy or the others didn’t get back soon, she might do it anyway. 
 
    Izzy had wandered off about forty-five minutes ago, saying she was going to look for a stream. She promised not to go further than the protective shield, and told Anya to yell at the top of her lungs if anything suspicious happened. But everything had been quiet and still since Izzy left. Even the air was motionless—the usual breeze that rustled the treetops was noticeably absent. It almost would have been peaceful, if not for the fact that Anya worried about how fast, exactly, Izzy would be able to get back to her if Saul’s men did attack. Anya wasn’t much of a fighter, especially not when faced with wizards shooting laser beams and fierce shifters baring their teeth. Anya quickly pushed away such thoughts. Izzy had promised to stay close by, and, besides, the rest of the crew would be back any minute now. Everything would be fine.  
 
    At least she hoped it would. To take her mind off her worries about being attacked with no defenses, Anya decided to get over her discomfort and start searching for food in one of the bags. Surely, no one would fault her for grabbing a small snack when she’d been left here alone in the middle of the day. 
 
    Anya opened one of the packs and started searching for something edible. The pack she had opened had a lot of clothing in it, a flashlight along with several batteries, and another folder of papers that must have been more information about the amethyst. Anya pulled out the stack of papers so that she could reach further into the bag, and her persistence was rewarded. She came across a stash of meal bars. 
 
    “Bingo,” she said, grabbing one of the bars and then carefully replacing the clothing, flashlights, and batteries. She started to put back the papers, then paused. It was only a small folder. Perhaps she should look through this one. She had been reading through a long history of the dragon amethyst, and she wouldn’t mind switching it up a bit. Anya left the folder out and closed the backpack once again, then took her meal bar and the folder over to sit on the log bench again. The fire had long since died out, and Anya stared for a moment at the charred, crumbling logs while she slowly munched. Her mind was far away though, lost in another time and place as she thought of all she had read today. 
 
    The dragon amethyst had a long, convoluted history, and reading through the information Izzy had given her made it clear to Anya that big chunks of that history were missing from the records. Enough had survived, though, to piece together a rough idea of where the mysterious stone had come from.  
 
    One of the ancient dragon shifter kings had been banished to the cold of what was now northern Alaska after his clan had been defeated by an army of evil wizards. The wizards had thought that if they locked him up in a cold prison in the snow, heavily guarded by their most powerful wizards, that they would be able to break his spirit and take his magical powers for their own. But the dragon king had known they would try this, and so, the night before they had captured him, when it was clear there was no hope of victory for his clan, he had created the dragon amethyst. 
 
    He’d needed a wizard to help him. Thankfully, one of his longtime friends and most trusted advisors was a wizard. The wizard assisted him in draining all his magical powers and storing them in the dragon amethyst, thereby preserving his clan’s greatness for all time. After the stone was created, the dragon king had sent the wizard away into the night, under a strong invisibility shield, to hide the dragon amethyst. The dragon king hoped that, one day, some surviving members of his clan might find the stone and reestablish their clan’s former glory. 
 
    The dragon king’s hope of a future uprising of his clan was never realized. The dragons were on the decline, and the age of evil wizards was rising. Over the next several centuries, shifters and wizards would battle back and forth, destroying many great clans in the process. Through it all, the legendary dragon stones, including the dragon amethyst, were nearly lost to history. 
 
    Luckily, the wizard who hid the dragon amethyst made some records of his journey, which were carefully copied by scribes and handed down through the centuries. The surviving records were found about one hundred years ago by a group of young lion shifters who, hungry for power, made fresh copies of the records and hid them across the country in inconspicuous places, such as the records of county courthouses. The lions had been killed off in another clan war, however, and the records had almost been lost to history again until Saul’s men managed to find them. But then, a dragon and wizard from Falcon Cross had managed to steal the records from Saul. The problem, though, was that even with the records, the location of the dragon amethyst was far from clear. The records were incomplete, and full of riddles that didn’t seem to make sense. According to Izzy, Anya hadn’t even gotten to the most confusing portions of the record yet. But Anya was already confused.  
 
    With a sigh, Anya put the last bite of her meal bar into her mouth, chewing slowly as she mentally reviewed everything that she had learned about the location of the stone. The wizard who had hidden it had originally taken it to what was now northern Canada, where the dragon king was to be banished. Perhaps the wizard had hoped that the king might be rescued, and then have his power restored by taking possession of the dragon stone. But the dragon king had never been rescued. Bereft of his power, he had been beaten down and quite likely killed by his enemies while in captivity, although no actual records of his death existed. The wizard who held the dragon amethyst had started taking the stone south, then. His intentions had been to take it to a dragon clan that was in the southern part of the north American continent, but he had never made it that far, either. The wizard had made it as far as Devil’s Melt, which at the time was mostly a deserted, snowy wasteland. There, the wizard had died of pneumonia, and there the records of the dragon amethyst seemed to stop.  
 
    There were a few other notes from dragon shifters who knew of the stone and had come searching for it over the centuries, but no one had ever found it. At least, there was no record of anyone ever finding it. Perhaps someone had, and had never made a record of it. Or perhaps the records had been lost to history.  
 
    Anya frowned. The more she learned about this quest, the more she thought it didn’t make sense to risk all of their lives by heading into Devil’s Melt. The records showed that many searches had been done there, thus showing all of the places that the dragon amethyst was not. But, in Anya’s opinion, the fact that the records they had left off with the dragon amethyst being hidden in Devil’s Melt was no solid indication that the stone was still there. Why was everyone convinced that it was? Was she missing something, here? Perhaps she just had not read enough of the records yet. There might be something more in the later records and riddles that proved the stone was still in Montana. 
 
    Thinking of later records reminded Anya of the folder she had pulled from one of the dragon’s backpacks. She turned to it now, opening it to glance over it and see what information this random folder might contain. When she opened it, though, she was disappointed to find that the papers in the folder were mostly handwritten notes by Raven. The notes seemed to have been taken during a meeting back in Falcon Cross, because the handwritten script across the top said, “Meeting with F.C. Advocacy Bureau re: Amethyst location.” It must have been a long meeting, because Raven had drawn several doodles along the margins of the paper, including a couple doodles of her own name. The notes from the actual meeting were haphazard and messy, and didn’t make much sense to Anya. She flipped through the pages anyway, chuckling a bit at Raven’s hand-drawn artwork and looking for any information that might stick out as important.  
 
    Nothing caught her eye though, until the last page. There, Raven had written “Dragon Claw to Forest Claw?” in bold, capital letters, and underlined it several times. Anya furrowed her brow. Something about the phrase rang a bell in the back of her mind, but she could not think why. She didn’t have long to consider it, either, before Izzy walked back into the campsite, nearly causing Anya to jump out of her skin in surprise. 
 
    “Sorry I took so long,” Izzy said. “But I found a great spot where the stream curves really close to the campsite and is deep and clean. It’s a nice place to freshen up and take a bath of sorts. The water is pretty warm, too, I guess because it pools up a bit there and the sun shines on it through the trees. You should go check it out. Relax for a bit.” 
 
    Anya laughed. “I must look like I need to relax right now. You scared me witless just now. How do all of you walk so quietly? I didn’t hear you at all until you were right beside me and started talking.” 
 
    Izzy looked sheepish. “Sorry. Habit, I guess. But really, you should go for a swim and clean up before the rest of the crew gets back and all want dibs on the stream. Speaking of which, I’m a little surprised they aren’t back yet. It must be after noon already, and I don’t think they took any food with them.” 
 
    “Yeah, speaking of which, I hope you don’t mind but I raided one of the bags for a meal bar. I was starving,” Anya said. 
 
    Izzy slapped her forehead. “Sheesh, I should have thought of that. Of course I don’t mind. I should have told you before I left to help yourself to whatever you wanted. I wasn’t planning on being gone so long, but still. I don’t think you even ate breakfast! I’m so sorry!” 
 
    Anya shrugged. “It’s alright. I had so much on my mind that for a long time I didn’t even realize myself that I was hungry. I’m better now, and I might take you up on a swim in the stream. My head is spinning from everything I read this morning, so I could definitely use a break.” 
 
    Izzy nodded. “It’s a lot to take in. How far did you get?” 
 
    “I read through most of what you gave me. I think I probably had about ten pages to go when I stopped for lunch. But then I got distracted by a folder of notes I found while looking for food. It looks like it was just some of Raven’s handwritten notes though.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” Izzy said, with a dismissive wave of her hand. “Those must have been from our meeting with the Advocacy Bureau before we left. One of the Advocates, Harlow, said that when she was spying on Saul’s soldiers in Falcon Cross they seemed to be obsessed with the phrase ‘from dragon claw to forest claw.’ I was with Saul’s soldiers for a while and never heard them say that, but Harlow was spying on the field scouts and said that they said it a lot. She thinks it’s important, but I’m honestly not sure why. It’s just one more riddle that doesn’t make sense to me.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Anya said, furrowing her brow. 
 
    “Why?” Izzy asked, suddenly curious. “Do you think it sounds important, too?” 
 
    “I don’t really know,” Anya confessed. “It reminds me of something I’ve heard before but I can’t think what. And my brain is so fried right now.” 
 
    “You’ve read a lot this morning,” Izzy said, looking down at the stack of papers piled next to Anya. “You should really go and take a swim and let your mind rest. Maybe you’ll have some new insights after a break.” 
 
    Anya nodded and wrinkled her nose. “Yeah, you’re right. Besides, I wouldn’t mind rinsing off. I haven’t had anything close to a bath in at least a week. Even for a wilderness lover like myself that’s a bit much.” 
 
    Izzy laughed. “I know what you mean,” she said. “That’s the biggest reason I wanted to find a branch of the river that came close to camp.” 
 
    “Is it safe to go by myself?” Anya asked uncertainly, looking toward the sky as though some of Saul’s evil soldiers might suddenly appear out of thin air. 
 
    “Perfectly safe,” Izzy said. “Saul doesn’t know we’re here, and, even if he did, the portion of the river I found is close enough that it’s still covered by our protective shield. Even with all their dark magic, it still takes Saul’s soldiers a bit of time to break through our shields. I would know there was an attack going on long before anyone could get to you.” 
 
    “Alright,” Anya said, feeling somewhat reassured. “I’ll go, then. How do I get there?” 
 
    Izzy gave her quick directions to the spot she’d found, and even found her a fresh set of clothes from one of the backpacks.  
 
    “It’s a Falcon Cross military uniform,” Izzy said. “I hope you don’t mind wearing it, but we don’t have many extra clothes so it’s all I can offer. You can wash your own clothes in the river and put them back on once they dry.” 
 
    “I’d be honored to wear a Falcon Cross uniform,” Anya said. And she meant it. Despite her misgivings about the wizards and their outdated laws, she was happy to be part of this group. Izzy and Raven had stood up for her and been nothing but kind to her, and Anya was finding herself growing excited at the prospect of actually making a difference in the search for the dragon amethyst. She still wasn’t sure how she was going to do that, but she was determined that she would. 
 
    “Do you want anything else to eat,” Izzy asked as she handed over the uniform. “We have more meal bars, and some trail mix and stuff like that.” 
 
    Anya shook her head no. She was a bit hungry still, but not overwhelmingly so. And, right now, she wanted some time to soak in the water and think. She had a feeling that whoever Harlow was, she was right. There was something about the dragon claw and forest claw riddle that held the key to finding the dragon amethyst. Anya was determined to figure out the secret, and water had always helped her think more clearly.  
 
    With resolve in her step, Anya waved to Izzy and started walking toward the stream. She was going to prove that she had something to offer, even though she was only human. Perhaps she might even impress Finn a bit. 
 
    Anya smiled at the thought and quickened her pace. She hoped that Finn would be back at camp by the time she was done with her swim. She was intending to have some riddles solved by then.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    The water swirled around Anya, the warm ripples soothing both her body and mind. She was naked and on her back, with only her face, breasts, and small bit of her torso poking above the surface of the small pool. She closed her eyes and imagined that she was floating on a cloud, far away from the worries and troubles of her present life. For a moment, her imagination did carry her away. But her mind would not be silent for long. The chaos in her head insisted on pushing its way through, no matter how hard she tried to act like it wasn’t there. 
 
    Izzy had been right about this section of the river. The river had carved out a bit of an inlet into the forest here, and the water inside of it was still, peaceful, and warm. It felt heavenly, and getting rid of the dirt and grime that a week in the wilderness had caused felt positively luxurious. Anya had taken her time, using her bare hands to scrub water across her skin until there was not a speck of dirt left on her shimmering wet body. Once she was clean, Anya had pushed onto her back to float, and she had been like that for nearly half an hour now. The skin on her fingers and toes had crinkled into a raisin-like texture, but Anya paid it no mind. She was at peace to think about the riddles of the amethyst records here, and that’s what she was doing. Thinking, thinking, thinking. She rolled the words ‘dragon claw’ and ‘forest claw’ over and over in her mind. But still, no answer came to her. She was growing slowly frustrated. She knew that those words meant something to her, but she could not remember why. 
 
    She was close to giving up and heading back to the campsite, when the sound of a twig snapping startled her out of her aquatic reverie. Another snap came, and another, and Anya sat up as quickly as a lightning bolt, keeping her body below the surface of the water even though the river was so clear here that one could easily see anything below its glassy top. Her cheeks started to turn red as she looked around to see who was coming. For a moment, she had a flashback to what it had felt like to be caught lying naked with Finn in the middle of the woods. Who was about to come upon her naked now? Surely Izzy would have warned the men in the group that Anya was taking a bath out here. 
 
    But as Anya’s gaze darted wildly around, it finally settled on the person responsible for the snapping twigs, and she relaxed. Finn. Her physical nakedness in front of him did not cause her embarrassment, although, perhaps, her emotional nakedness did. The insecurities she’d felt on his account came rushing back in an instant, and she felt exposed. She dipped her eyes slightly as he approached the edge of the river, his boots crunching the ground with exaggerated noise. 
 
    “Was I loud enough this time?” he asked, a grin on his face as he came closer. “I know you don’t like it when I sneak up on you.” 
 
    If he was aware of the discomfort she was feeling right now, then he did a damn good job of hiding it. He sat on the edge of the river and began to take his boots and socks off. He rubbed his feet as he did, his eyes wincing a bit in apparent pain as he tried to get the circulation going. 
 
    “I thought there was an elephant coming,” Anya said, trying to grin as well. She didn’t want him to see the pain and confusion in her eyes, so she tried her best to hide it completely. He wasn’t so easily fooled, though. He gave her a searching look as he rolled up his pant legs and then dipped his feet in the water.  
 
    “I’m sorry I wasn’t there when you woke up today,” he said, his voice cautious. “You were dead to the world this morning, and Peter and Knox wanted to head out on a scouting mission at the crack of dawn. I thought it was better to just let you sleep.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Anya said, her voice sounding unnaturally high despite her efforts to sound normal. She smiled warmly, but Finn was still watching her carefully, as if trying to see into her very soul. 
 
    “No, it’s not fine,” he said. “We made love in the forest the night before, and I told you we’d talk about it when we woke up. But then I up and disappeared on you. I’m sorry. I hope it didn’t cause you too much anguish.” 
 
    Anya was surprised by the tenderness in his voice. He might be a tough dragon, but he still had a soft heart. At least, when it came to her he seemed to have a soft heart. She looked away from him to try to hide the emotion in her eyes. She focused on the treetops above her and shrugged. 
 
    “You told me before we slept together that you couldn’t fall in love. What we did wasn’t about feelings or a relationship. It was about the fact that we both had an itch to scratch and we scratched it. There’s no need to apologize for being gone when I woke up in the morning.” 
 
    Finn let out a long sigh, then stood and started to take off his clothes. Anya watched him from the corner of her eye, avoiding his gaze but not able to keep from stealing glances at his muscular body as he stripped. Within a minute, he had removed all of his clothing and dumped it in a pile on the ground next to Anya’s pile of clothes. The next thing she knew, he had slipped into the small pool and swum over to her. When he reached her, he tilted her head upward toward his. 
 
    “Look at me,” he ordered her, his voice deep and gravelly. Anya tried to look away, but he held her chin firmly. 
 
    “No, look at me,” he said. “I want you to see my eyes when I say this. I thought I couldn’t love a human. I thought there could never be anything more between us than just a couple of friends having fun. But I was dead wrong. I think I only said those things because I was scared to admit the truth to myself. And the truth, Anya, is that I’ve known since the moment I met you that you were someone special. I was attracted to you instantly, and, at first, I thought it was just because you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. I thought it was just a case of insane lust due to your incredible beauty.” 
 
    “Sweet talker,” Anya joked, her voice light as she tried to pass of Finn’s words as flirtatious flattery. But he wasn’t having any of that. 
 
    “No, I’m serious, and you know it,” he said. “You’re perfection, Anya. I’ve seen a lot of beautiful woman before, but never someone as beautiful as you. And I thought that if you were willing to have a bit of fun, well, then why not? We’re two grown adults after all. But you know as well as I do that after we slept together everything changed.” 
 
    “Did it?” Anya asked, her voice small and trembling as she looked up into his eyes. His hair was glistening with water droplets from the short swim over to her, and little trails of water ran down his tanned face. He blinked as one of the water trails hit his right eye, but he never moved his hands away from Anya’s body to try to brush at his face. He kept one hand firmly on her chin, and the other firmly on her hip. She could feel his dick, standing erect and poking at her stomach as they both stood there, naked in the water. Her eyes pleaded with him, although she wasn’t quite sure what she was pleading for. He smiled at her, then, and the warmth of his smile felt like it melted her very soul. 
 
    “You know it changed,” he said, bending his head down to nuzzle her nose with his nose. “There was a connection between us that went beyond just the physical. The moment I locked eyes with you while inside of you, I knew that there was no turning back for me. I had fallen in love, just like that. Do you hear me, Anya? I love you. I wanted to tell you last night, but I was trying to come up with some sort of romantic speech and felt woefully inadequate. Then, when the crew found us and dragged us back to camp, I didn’t want to try and explain my feelings for you with a bunch of nosy ears listening in. I thought I would steal away with you this morning and just tell you how I feel, even if my attempt at a romantic speech turned out to be far from perfect. You can imagine my frustration when I was forced to go scouting instead. But here I am now, finally alone with you and finally telling you how I feel. I love you.” 
 
    Anya could hardly breathe as she looked up at him. “But…you’re a dragon. And I’m a human. And…” 
 
    Anya trailed off, afraid to say the words she wanted so desperately to say. Finn waited, never taking his eyes from hers as he waited for her to complete her sentence. 
 
    “And I love you, too,” she finally said. 
 
    The broadest smile she had ever seen spread across his face. He pulled her in close for a kiss, his tongue quickly slipping past her lips as he wrapped his arms tightly around her. The water swirling around them felt cool now. It was no match for the heat of Anya’s body as she filled with desire for the man who held her. Finn, too, was burning up. She could feel his skin, hot to the touch even below the surface of the water.  
 
    Something in the back of her mind tried to tell her that this was crazy. Her rational side tried to insist that they were going to be caught and teased again, that they didn’t know each other well enough to throw around the word “love,” and that a dragon and a human could never make it together in this world. Anya pushed away each objection as it came. Perhaps dragons and humans were worlds apart, but that didn’t change the fact that their worlds had just collided. 
 
    Finn raised his hands to her breasts, enveloping their round fullness with his large, strong palms. He massaged them as he continued to kiss her, continued to drink her in. She felt a trembling between her thighs as her body responded to his attention, yearning to have him inside of her. Heat filled her, radiating out from his palms and his tongue and setting her whole body on fire. It’s hot business, loving a dragon, Anya thought. Then she giggled, amused by her own thoughts.  
 
    Finn pulled back from their kiss for a moment and raised an eyebrow. “What’s so funny?” he asked.  
 
    Anya looked into his emerald green eyes and gave a small shrug, trying to look coy. He growled in return, a mischievous glint in his own eyes as he pulled her back into his kiss. This time, he dropped one hand from her breasts and let it slip below the water, searching until it found the soft warmth between her legs. She moaned slightly as his finger explored inside of her, rubbing against the most sensitive part of her body and sending streaks of hot fire radiating out from between her legs. 
 
    She closed her eyes as he drew circles on her inner walls. Her mind was beginning to quiet now. It was impossible to think of other worries when Finn was driving her crazy like this. Her thoughts became mercifully consumed with him and only him. Sweet, pressure-filled heat flooded her, and every nerve ending in her body began to tingle with electricity. The electricity grew, until she felt that surely anything she touched would be shocked by the powerful passion that filled her. Finn thrust another finger inside of her, and the wide span of the two fingers pushing against her was too much to take. She felt herself going over the edge, and in the next instant she let out a yelp of surprised pleasure as spasms began to rock her body. She trembled, falling against Finn’s body as she shook, his heat and electricity taking her to heights she had never been before. He kissed the top of her head, then gently nuzzled her ear. He kept his fingers inside of her as her insides clenched around them, and wrapped his other arm firmly around her bare back.  
 
    She had never felt so safe. She had the strange sensation that she was falling apart, but in a good way. She let the feeling wash over her, and, when it had subsided, she rested her head on Finn’s shoulder. He held her there, stroking her mess of tangled wet hair and seeming to enjoy just being together. Anya could still feel his erection pressing against her lower stomach, but he was not in a hurry. He was drinking in this wonderful moment, just as she was. 
 
    To her surprise, after a minute or two of this, he spoke.  
 
    “Humans don’t really know of the concept of lifemates, do they?” he asked. 
 
    Anya tilted her head back so she could see his face. “No, I guess not. I’ve never heard that term before.” 
 
    Finn nodded slowly. “I think it’s just a shifter thing,” he said. “The wizards don’t really know of it, either.” 
 
    “Lifemates,” Anya said, repeating the word. She liked the sound of it. She could somewhat guess what was meant by the term, but she asked anyway. “What are lifemates?” 
 
    Finn’s smile deepened, causing his eyes to crinkle up merrily as he looked down at her. “It’s sort of like the idea of a soulmate, but more intense. In the shifter world, we believe that each person has someone they are destined to be with. From the moment of your birth, fate and destiny are working together to bring you across that person’s path. When you do meet them, you’re almost always instantly attracted to them—although I have heard of instances where two lifemates initially did not like each other. But, in any case, things usually start out feeling like your run-of-the-mill, normal infatuation with someone you’re attracted to.” 
 
    “And then?” Anya asked, feeling slightly breathless as Finn looked happily down at her.  
 
    “And then,” he said, “You end up sleeping with that person. You might think it’s just having a bit of fun together, which is what I thought we were doing last night. Or maybe I knew it was more, but I was afraid to admit it to myself. Whatever the case, as soon as you make love to your destined lifemate, you form a bond with that person.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Anya asked, her breathlessness increasing. She had a feeling she knew where this was going, but she forced herself to wait and let Finn talk. 
 
    “Well, once you’re bonded to your lifemate, you can never truly be separate from them again. Oh, sure, you might be apart physically, but your very souls are intertwined. Your destinies are one. You feel it when they feel pain, even if they are far away from you.” 
 
    “But how do you know that you’re bonded?” Anya asked. Her heart felt like it was going to pound out of her chest now.  
 
    “You just know,” Finn said with a shrug. “I mean, you can feel the physical effect of the bond when it’s happening. It feels like a hot warmth at the very core of you. But the bond itself is so much more than that physical sensation. It’s a deep knowing, an understanding, that you and this person are meant to be together. It’s a connection of your souls, if you will.” 
 
    “I...I felt a warmth when we made love last night,” Anya said. “I’d never felt anything like that before and I wasn’t sure what to make of it. But I’ve felt different ever since. I’ve had this strange sensation that almost makes me feel like I’ve found a new home, and I haven’t been able to think of anything but you.” 
 
    Finn brushed a wet strand of hair back from her eyes. “That’s the lifemate bond,” he said softly. “I felt it, too. And it’s why I can tell you that I love you, even though we’ve only known each other a few days. I don’t need more time to know the truth. We’re bonded. We’re lifemates. I swear to you, Anya, I will spend the rest of my life protecting you, and fighting to make you happy. I don’t know how all the details will work out. I know I’m a dragon and you’re a human and we have different lives that we have to figure out how to entwine into one. But I promise you, we will figure out how to do that. Because I know now that I cannot live a day without you, and that there is nothing in the world that I want more than to be with you. I hope that you feel the same, because whether or not you do, I’m a lost cause. There will never be anyone else for me but you, Anya. I love you, with every fiber of my being.” 
 
    Anya bit her lip, but could not keep the silly grin from spreading across her face. “I love you, too,” she said. “I told myself that there was nothing serious between us, but there’s no use trying to deny it. I don’t know how this will all work either, but I know deep down that it will work. We’re meant to be together.” 
 
    Finn smiled tenderly at her, his eyes heating up again. “You’re really something special, you know that?” he said in a husky voice. “I’ve never met anyone so enchanting.” 
 
    He pulled her close to him again, putting his lips on hers and thirstily kissing her again. Anya immediately felt a thrill of excitement run through her body. The space between her legs, which had barely stopped throbbing from the attention of his fingers, started tingling again. The heat and electricity that had been fading a bit instantly surged back, and she moaned happily as his tongue danced in her mouth. He put his arms around her, pulling her close to his chest so that her hard nipples were pressed against his rough skin. The rubbing sensation sent a fresh wave of hot desire through her, and she squeezed her eyes shut even tighter, trying to take in all the wondrous sensations that being with him caused. It was an overwhelming symphony of pleasure, and she could not imagine feeling happier than she did in that moment.  
 
    But she was about to feel happier, because in the next instant she felt his dick pushing at her, seeking her soft warmth. The water swirled around them in warm circles as Finn moved his hips until he was perfectly positioned right in front of her. And then, with one long, ragged sigh, he slid into her. 
 
    Anya felt like fireworks were going off inside her body. He stretched her inner walls and filled her in the most intoxicating manner, and even the very slightest movements that he made hit sensitive nerve endings and sent shocks through her. She pressed her hips forward to meet his, filled with wonder at how impossibly far into her body he reached.  
 
    He rocked his hips back and forth in a steady, thrusting motion that caused the fire burning in Anya’s body to slowly build, hotter and hotter. She felt the pressure within her building to the point of explosion again, and her breath came in an increasingly rapid rhythm. Just before she reached the climax of her passion, she opened her eyes. She wanted to memorize the way everything looked in this moment. Finn’s face was inches from her own, his eyes squeezed shut in perfect concentration as he moved in her. The water droplets in his hair still glistened in the bright sunlight. Behind him, the deep green of leaves was accented by the rich brown of tree trunks. The sky above them was robin’s egg blue, and the water swirling around their hips was clear as crystal. Anya looked down to see the skin of Finn’s chest pressed against her breasts. The sight of her own full breasts pressed against his muscular body turned her on, and she shuddered from the fresh wave of electric passion that rushed through her.  
 
    Finn felt her shudder, and opened his eyes to look at her. She looked up at him, and lost herself in the deep green of his gaze. His eyes seemed to burn as he looked at her, and the intimacy of looking at each other while their bodies were connected was too much for her to take. She could hold back no longer, and let out a stifled scream as she came again, hard and fast. Her inner muscles squeezed his dick tightly, and her mouth opened wide as she gasped for air, trying to catch her breath as the glorious waves of passion washed over her. She never closed her eyes, though, and neither did he.  
 
    He continued to look at her, seeming to see right into her soul as he thrust again and again, his powerful hips claiming her for his own. And then, while she was still trembling from the aftershocks of her own pleasure, he stiffened and thrust into her even harder than before. She could feel his steel shaft throbbing inside of her as he gave himself to her. The movement prolonged her own throbbing, sending a fresh rush of heat through her body.  
 
    Their eyes never moved. His gaze remained locked with hers, and in that intimate moment, she felt like she was seeing into someone’s soul for the first time in her life.  
 
    His was a dragon soul. Perfect, noble, and hers. She did close her eyes then, leaning against him with a soft whimper of happiness. She had never imagined that happiness could reach so deep into the very fabric of one’s being, but she knew in that moment that Finn had made her the most joyful woman alive.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Finn lay on his back on the mossy riverbank, completely naked as he stared up at the azure sky above him. He smiled as his fingers curled around Anya’s, still unable to believe that she was actually his. The last thing he had expected when he had flown out of Falcon Cross last week was to find a lifemate in the midst of the search for the dragon amethyst, but he sure as hell wasn’t complaining. No wonder his clan members who had found love were always so happy. If he’d known that finding your lifemate felt so amazing, he would have been searching for Anya long ago.  
 
    Of course, he probably wouldn’t have found her until now, anyway. That was the funny thing about destiny. You could try to control your fate all you wanted to, but somehow things happened when they needed to happen. Trying to speed up the process only resulted in frustration. 
 
    No matter what the reason that it had taken this long for Anya to cross his path, Finn was just glad she had crossed it. She made him feel complete as a man, a feeling he hadn’t even realized he’d been missing. And, of course, it didn’t hurt that she was the most beautiful, intelligent woman he’d ever met. He could not possibly have hoped for anyone better.  
 
    Finn could have lay there forever, but he knew they needed to get back to the campsite. If they stayed out here too long, one of the others would come looking for them again, and they would have to endure a fresh round of teasing. Not that Finn minded all that much. After all, there were worse things to be teased about than winning the affection of a woman like Anya. With a sigh, Finn sat up and let Anya’s fingers slide from his. She looked over at him with a quizzical expression, shadowing her eyes with the palm of her hand so she could see him. She was still naked, too, and he paused for a moment to admire the way her curves glowed in the afternoon sunlight. But only for a moment. 
 
    “We should get dressed and get back,” he said. “Peter and Knox are going to want to discuss what our next steps are. I’ve already stayed away much longer than I should have. I was sent to fetch you, not to make love to you. Although, I’m sure they figured we were going to have a little fun.” 
 
    Finn winked at Anya, and a pink blush crept up into her cheeks. She groaned.  
 
    “Are we that obvious?” she asked. 
 
    Finn laughed. “It’s hard not to be out here, with everyone in such close quarters at the campsite. It’s pretty clear what we’re doing if we sneak away together.” 
 
    Anya sighed. “I suppose you’re right. All the more reason to find the dragon amethyst as soon as possible so we can spend some time together without everyone being in our business. What are the next steps, by the way? Do Peter and Knox have a plan?” 
 
    “Not really,” Finn said, and he could not keep the hint of frustration from his voice. “We covered a lot of ground, flying around the area to see whether Saul’s soldiers had followed us at all. But nothing looked suspicious. They either didn’t see us come this way, or they just don’t care that we’re here. But I don’t see what the point was in scouting out this area, anyway. Peter and Knox want to set up a temporary headquarters, but it doesn’t do us much good to sit here, even if we are safe. The dragon amethyst is still under danger of falling into the wrong hands, and we still have no idea how we’re going to get it. We’re wasting time right now, and we don’t have time to waste.” 
 
    Finn saw Anya frown and furrow her brow, then shake her head slightly.  
 
    “You’re going to think I’m crazy for saying this,” she said. “But I don’t think the dragon amethyst is in Devil’s Melt.” 
 
    Finn raised an eyebrow in her direction. “Why do you say that?” he asked. 
 
    Anya shrugged. “Just a hunch,” she said. 
 
    “A hunch?” Finn said, unable to keep the frustration from his tone. “Anya, we’ve had a lot of really smart people looking over the amethyst records, and they all agree that the amethyst must be in Devil’s Melt. Saul’s men obviously think so, too. Unless you have a solid reason for that hunch, I’d say it doesn’t do us much good.” 
 
    “Well…” Anya said slowly. She looked like she wanted to say more, but then she clamped her mouth shut. Finn didn’t tell her that Izzy and Owen also thought the dragon amethyst wasn’t in Montana. Unless someone could give him a solid idea of where else it might be, he didn’t see the point in turning their focus away from Devils Melt. 
 
    Finn pulled his clothes back on, and tossed Anya the Falcon Cross military uniform that was lying on the ground beside the river. Izzy must have given her that to wear so that she would have fresh clothes. Anya dressed in silence, but her brow never unfurrowed. When she was finished pulling on the uniform, Finn let out a whistle.  
 
    “That looks good on you,” he said. Anya blushed, but looked pleased.  
 
    “It was nice of Izzy to lend it to me,” she said. “Although I think it actually belongs to Raven.” 
 
    Finn laughed. “Nice of Izzy to give away Raven’s clothes, eh?” 
 
    Anya smiled, and her face relaxed a bit. She gathered up her other clothes, which were still hanging on nearby tree branches to dry.  
 
    “Shall we head back?” she asked. “I can hang these by the fire later to finish drying.” 
 
    Finn nodded. “Yeah, let’s get back to camp.” 
 
    They fell into step beside each other, both lost in their own thoughts for a few minutes. Finally, Anya broke the silence.  
 
    “Speaking of Raven, I read some of her notes from a meeting about the dragon amethyst.” 
 
    “Oh?” Finn asked. Izzy had told Finn that Anya had spent the morning looking over notes about the dragon amethyst, but he didn’t really expect Anya to have any new insights. There was a lot of information to go through, and most of it was only background information. It didn’t offer much in the way of clues as to where the amethyst might actually be. 
 
    “Yeah, it looks like she was really interested in a riddle about a dragon claw and forest claw. Do you know which one I’m talking about?” Anya asked. 
 
    Finn could not keep himself from laughing. “Oh, I know that riddle,” he said. “One of the wizard Advocates, Harlow, is obsessed with it. She’s convinced it’s the key to finding the dragon amethyst, but I don’t know why. It doesn’t seem to me that it’s any more important than any of the other riddles. And if you spent as much time reading through our amethyst records today as Izzy said you did, I’m sure you saw that there are a lot of damn riddles. And most of them don’t make any damn sense.” 
 
    “There are a lot of riddles,” Anya agreed. “But I think Harlow’s right. I think the claw riddle means something important.” 
 
    Finn did his best not to let out a sigh of exasperation. After all, he’d told the rest of the crew that it would be good to have a fresh set of eyes on the amethyst records, and Anya was providing that fresh set of eyes. He should let her have her say.  
 
    “Why do you think that?” Finn asked, trying to keep his tone neutral. But Anya only shrugged, adding to Finn’s frustration. 
 
    “I dunno,” she said. “It just reminds me of something. But I can’t think what.” 
 
    Finn chewed his lower lip to keep from making a smartass comment. He knew Anya was smart, but she wasn’t showing it right now. This war would not be won on hunches and feelings. They needed concrete answers on where the amethyst was. 
 
    They walked in silence for another minute or two, and had almost reached the campsite when Anya stopped short and snapped her fingers.  
 
    “Oh my god,” she said. “I know where the amethyst is.” 
 
    Finn stopped short, too, then. “What? Where? And how do you know?” 
 
    “It’s not in Montana at all,” Anya said. “It’s in the California Redwoods.” 
 
    Ordinarily, Finn would have snorted in laughter at a suggestion like that. He’d been born and raised in the California Redwoods, and knew those forests better than almost anyone. If you’d asked him just twenty-four hours ago, he would have told you that he was certain that there were no dragon stones in the redwoods. 
 
    But twenty-four hours ago, he’d also been sure that he would never truly love a woman, especially not a human. Yet here he was, head over heels for his beautiful, human lifemate. And even though his head screamed at him that she didn’t know what she was talking about, his heart whispered to him to listen to her. He chose in that moment to listen to the whisper. 
 
    “How do you know that?” he asked, his heart pounding as he waited for her answer. He did his best to suspend disbelief. Was it truly possible that she knew where the dragon amethyst was, and that it had been hiding right under their noses this whole time? 
 
    “I remember now why I thought the riddle sounded so familiar,” Anya said, her voice growing more excited with every word she spoke. “My father was a botanist, too. He loved nature, and especially plants, and he took me on a lot of trips with him to see different forests and expose me to many different kinds of vegetation. Once, when I was very young, we went to see the Redwoods in northern California. I mean the ones in the very north of California, almost at the border of Oregon. I know we hiked and camped for days, although I don’t remember a great deal from our trip. I do remember that my dad seemed to always be looking for something, although he didn’t say what it was he was looking for.” 
 
    “Was it the dragon amethyst?” Finn interrupted, unable to believe that he had somehow run across a human whose father had known about a dragon stone. But Anya was shaking her head no.  
 
    “I don’t know that it was the amethyst,” she said. “I’m not sure he knew that such things existed. But he was looking for what he called the ‘forest claw.’” 
 
    Finn felt the hair on the back of his neck standing on end as Anya spoke. She was onto something, and he knew it. The excitement in her face was causing her skin to practically glow, and Finn reached out and took her by the shoulders, unable to stand still any longer. 
 
    “And did he find it?” Finn asked. “What was the forest claw?” 
 
    Anya was nodding vigorously. “He told me later that he’d only heard rumors of it, and he wasn’t sure that the rumors were true. But he did find it in the end. The forest claw is a large redwood root that sticks out from a cliff into open air right in front of a waterfall. The root is shaped like a giant claw. It almost looks like a dragon claw, in fact. Behind the waterfall is a hidden cave. I never saw the cave. My dad climbed up the rocky cliff next to the waterfall and disappeared behind it into the cave. He wouldn’t let me go with him, because I was so young and he was afraid I would fall from the cliff if I attempted the climb. But I’ll never forget his face when he came back from looking at the cave. I asked him what he had seen, and he shook his head in wonder and just said, ‘Anya, it’s true. The place is magical. Actually magical. I thought the guy who told me that was out of his mind, but it’s true.’ That’s all he would say. I don’t know how he knew about the place, or who the man was that told him where to find it. I was so young, so everything from that trip is a bit fuzzy in my memory. My dad did take a picture of me in front of the forest claw waterfall, though. He framed it and it hung on his wall until the day he died. He always said it was one of his favorite pictures of me, but he never actually referred to the scenery as the forest claw after we left the redwoods, which is why I’d forgotten where I’d heard the name.” 
 
    “Do you know how to find the spot again?” Finn asked. He was trying to remain calm, but his heart was pounding faster with every passing second. He knew deep in his soul that Anya was right. Somehow, this forest claw waterfall was the key to finding the dragon amethyst. 
 
    “I don’t have any idea how to get there,” Anya said. “But my dad kept meticulous notes anytime he was exploring a forest. When he died I couldn’t bear to throw them out, so I still have them all. They’re in a small storage unit back in Idaho. If we find the notebook from that trip, I’m sure we’ll be able to find the spot again.” 
 
    Finn squeezed Anya’s shoulders and then pulled her tight against his chest. “Anya, Love, I think you might have just won this war for us,” he said.  
 
    He felt Anya shrug. “Well, don’t get too excited yet,” she said. “We have to see first whether we can find the spot again. And even if we find the spot, who knows whether there will actually be an amethyst there or not. There are still a lot of things that might not work out the way we want.” 
 
    But Finn was having none of Anya’s modesty. “Are you kidding me?” he said, pulling back to look at her. “You just described a magical place known as the forest claw. And our smartest wizard Advocate is convinced that the forest claw is the key to finding the amethyst. I have a feeling this is the big break we’ve been looking for.” 
 
    Anya looked back at him with eyes that still held uncertainty. She was opening her mouth to say something when Finn heard foot, I think you might have just won this war for us,” he said.  
 
    He felt Anya shrug. “Well, don’t get too excited yet,” she said. “We have to see first whether we can find the spot again. And even if we find the spot, who knows whether there will actually be an amethyst there or not. There are still a lot of things that might not work out the way we want.” 
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    Anya looked back at him with eyes that still held uncertainty. She was opening her mouth to say something when Finn heard foot, I think you might have just won this war for us,” he said.  
 
    He felt Anya shrug. “Well, don’t get too excited yet,” she said. “We have to see first whether we can find the spot again. And even if we find the spot, who knows whether there will actually be an amethyst there or not. There are still a lot of things that might not work out the way we want.” 
 
    But Finn was having none of Anya’s modesty. “Are you kidding me?” he said, pulling back to look at her. “You just described a