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      It didn’t matter how often she made this journey, Hazel didn’t like the flight home or, for that matter, waiting in crowded airports. Especially when she was flying standby. She felt so out of control. Today was even worse since she was going home to search for her brother. That was something she never thought she’d do. She always figured she’d have to fly to the mainland because Aspen had gotten into trouble. But Rowan? He never left the house.

      Guilt pricked at her insides. Even after living in Hawaii for two years, she wondered if she’d made the right choice. Her family was super close, and no one understood why she went so far away. Not that she would expect them to understand. Maybe if she’d stayed home, Rowan would’ve never gone missing. But then she’d probably be married and stuck in Montana forever.

      Though if she’d never left, she would’ve been able to help. Her parents waited a whole week to let her know he was missing in the wilds of Yellowstone. In the middle of a freezing cold January. The chances that he was still alive were slim to none. She took a couple of deep breaths, inhaling the smell of pizza from the restaurant across the hall, and approached the gate counter again. A new gate agent had replaced the one she talked to fifteen minutes ago. He was young. Cute too. Dirty blonde hair and wide eyes.

      “Excuse me,” she said, and he looked up. Time to turn on the charm. She bit her lip and fiddled with the neckline of her shirt. “I really need to get on this flight.” She dipped her head so she could catch his eye and let him know she’d caught him staring at her breasts. The trick didn’t usually work. She’d been told her green eyes captivated most people, and they never bothered to look anywhere else, but she had more success with guys who took time to check out the rest of her slim figure. Match that with her jet black hair, and she earned the nickname Snow White in high school. But it didn’t fit anymore because she was too tan.

      He blushed and looked down at his computer screen. “What’s your name?”

      “Hazel Winters.” She almost reached over and touched the back of his hand but decided that might be going a bit far.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am, but you’ll have to wait until we see if there are any seats left after the final boarding call. You’re number one on standby, but right now the flight is completely full.” He said all this without looking at her. Plus he called her ma’am. Dammit. She’d have to try something else. She summoned a few tears and sniffed.

      “You don’t understand. My brother is missing, and I need to get home to help find him. This is the last flight out that will get me a connecting flight home. Please.”

      He looked up, and his face softened. She knew she’d gotten to him. He plucked a few tissues out from under the counter and handed them to her.

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Thank you,” she said, bringing the tissues up to her nose and lowering her eyelashes. She turned and found a chair as close as possible to the counter and stared at the cute gate agent. Unfortunately, it was under the air conditioner, and within seconds she was freezing. In her rush, she’d forgotten her hoodie.

      Every time he looked over at her, she dropped her gaze and played with her hair. Slowly, the seats around her emptied, and the line at the gate disappeared. The agent at the counter got on the loud speaker.

      “This is final boarding call for Flight 342 to San Francisco.”

      Hazel jumped up.

      “Can I get a seat now?”

      He looked at her apologetically. “There’s still one seat left, but it belongs to someone. If they don’t show up in the next three minutes, it’s all yours.”

      Hazel sat down and kept a close eye on the clock. One minute ticked by, then two, then three. As soon as the clock ticked to eight twenty-two, Hazel was back at the counter.

      The agent handed her a boarding pass and winked. “First class. Have a nice flight.”

      “Thank you,” Hazel said with a grateful grin, and raced down the jetway.

      First class. Miracles did exist. Or it was her flirting skills. He could’ve just as easily upgraded someone else and put her back in coach.

      She didn’t bother to look at her seat assignment until she stepped onto the plane. Three C. She’d never sat so far up, especially on a flight from Hawaii to the mainland.

      She put her suitcase in the overhead compartment, collapsed into the aisle seat, buckled her seatbelt, closed her eyes, and let out a breath of relief. She made it. She rubbed her hands along the edge of her seat, feeling the soft leather. This was way nicer than the scratchy seats back in coach.

      She’d been so nervous about making the flight she hadn’t worried about the gazillion other things. Like how she’d have to repeat this entire semester and that her brother was out there somewhere in the frozen woods. Alone. In sub-zero temperatures.

      “Hello,” a soft voice said to her.

      Oh great, she was next to a stranger who wanted to talk. She had to spend the next six hours sitting next to him, so she didn’t want to be rude. She took another deep breath, opened her eyes, and smiled.

      “Hi,” she said, and her breath caught in her throat. She was sitting next to the most beautiful man she’d ever laid eyes on. That was saying a lot since she spent nearly every Saturday and Sunday out on the water with some gorgeous surfer boys.

      Deep brown eyes and eyelashes that went on for miles. He had shaggy dark hair and bronze skin. A chiseled jaw and completely kissable lips. Hazel almost laughed. She shouldn’t be thinking about kissing anyone right now. In any other circumstance, she’d be turning on the charm. She forced herself to look away from his face. He wore a short sleeved red polo shirt that revealed toned arms. He had on flip-flops and khaki shorts. Probably a rich boy visiting Hawaii on his way home to Cali. He’d be a nice distraction on the plane. Though, he had a book on his lap. He might not want to talk to her.

      “Are you scared of flying?” he asked with a nod toward her hands gripping the armrests. She hadn’t even noticed. These were just as rough as the ones back in coach though.

      She tried to relax her hands. It didn’t work. “A little. I’ll be fine once we’re up in the air. Something like ninety percent of all plane crashes happen during takeoff and landing. Bad things don’t happen once the plane is in the air.” The sky always held Hazel’s fears. She’d been flying since she was a child but had never been comfortable with it. Aspen used to tease her and tell her all the different ways a plane could crash.

      Which is why she always sat next to Rowan when they flew. He would rattle on about his stupid video games. She never had any idea what he was talking about, but it distracted her from the idea that they might crash. Her heart tightened. He might not ever be able to help her with that again.

      “I guess that makes sense. I’ve never been on a plane before.”

      Hazel snorted. “Really. You live in Hawaii, and you’ve never been on a plane? That’s hard to believe. Surely you’ve flown to one of the other islands.”

      He didn’t reply and looked out the window. Had she offended him? Before she could stop herself, she forged on. She couldn’t help it. Beautiful boys were her weakness.

      “What’s your name?”

      His eyes met hers again, and her insides buzzed.

      “Val.”

      “Why are you heading to the mainland?” The plane pushed away from the gate, and she clenched the armrests tighter, the plastic digging into her palms. She had to take deep breaths and inhale the stale airplane air, but she wanted to continue this conversation.

      “I’m going to see my father. I haven’t seen him since I was a young child. What about you? Why are you flying north?”

      “My brother has gone missing. I’m going to look for him.”

      “That’s awful. What happened?” Val placed his hand on top of hers. She wanted to shake it off, but she didn’t want to let go of the armrest.

      “They think a dragon got him.”

      Val’s eyebrows raised. “You mean the one in Yellowstone?”

      “That’s what they’re saying, but I don’t think so. Rowan doesn’t go outside. It’s more likely a friend played a trick on him, and he’s on a train to Canada or something.” At least that is what she hoped. She’d been trying to come up with every possibility so she didn’t have to think about him being dead. She kept her gaze locked on the seat in front of her as the plane taxied out to the runway. This was the worst part of flying.

      A balding man brushed past her, and a flight attendant intercepted him.

      “Sir, the fasten seatbelt sign is on. You need to take your seat.” Her voice was clipped and irritated. The kind that mothers use when they’ve told a child something for the thousandth time.

      “I was supposed to be bumped up to first class.” He held up his ticket, but the flight attendant didn’t even look at it.

      “As you can see, this is a completely full flight. I’m afraid there weren’t any seats to bump you up to.”

      The man pointed at Hazel. “She got on the plane late. Are you sure she paid for a first class ticket?”

      “Sir, we can work this out after the plane takes off. I really need you to take your seat.”

      “No. I paid for an upgrade, and I want it. I was told I had to sit back in coach until they figured out which seat was empty. That seat was empty until two minutes ago.”

      Hazel’s shoulders dropped. She knew this was too good to be true.

      Val leaned over Hazel. He smelled like the sea, and Hazel had to resist the urge to stick her nose in his neck.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to interrupt, but I couldn’t help but hear your conversation. Hazel and I are traveling together. She is scared of flying so she always waits until the last minute to get on the plane. This was her seat.”

      The man glowered at him. “Oh yeah, prove it.”

      The flight attendant pointed to the coach section. “Sir, if you don’t go and sit down, we’ll be forced to turn this plane around, and you won’t be going to San Francisco at all.”

      The balding man glared at Hazel again and then stomped back to his seat.

      Hazel waited until the flight attendant was out of earshot. “Thank you. You didn’t have to do that.”

      He shrugged. “I did it for my benefit, not yours. Who wants to sit next to a grump like that the entire flight?”

      Hazel couldn’t help herself and laughed. “Who indeed?”

      He settled back but kept his gaze on her. “My father lives near Yellowstone. Where does your family live?”

      “Gardiner.”

      “Really? That’s where I’m heading.” He rubbed his chin, and Hazel stared at his lips again.

      The plane turned onto the main runway, and Hazel squeezed her eyes shut. She really hated flying. She gripped the armrests again.

      “You know, I read that statistically you have a greater chance of dying in a car accident than an airplane crash.”

      Hazel nodded without opening her eyes. She spoke through clenched teeth. “I know. The fear is totally irrational, but it doesn’t change the fact that I’m terrified. I’ll be okay in a few minutes.”

      The plane picked up speed. She grasped the armrest tighter. Val put his hand over hers again, and she nearly opened her eyes. But he didn’t stop there.

      He dug his soft fingers underneath her palm and flipped her hand over, intertwining his fingers with hers. His hand was dry against her clammy one. Hazel tried to still her racing heart.

      The wheels left the ground, and Hazel crushed his hand. For some reason, it was more satisfying than the armrest. She opened her eyes a sliver and looked at him staring out the window. His profile was just as nice to look at. After a few more minutes, the plane leveled off and she relaxed. She let go of the armrest and pulled her hand out of Val’s, wiping her palms on her jeans.

      “Thank you,” she said and gave him a coy smile.

      His face lit up, and he turned in his seat. “You’re welcome. It helped? I also read that physical touch is always more reassuring than inanimate objects. Though I’m surprised you didn’t break my hand.” He flexed his hand.

      Hazel grimaced. “Sorry.”

      She pointed to the TV on the back of the seat in front of him. “Are you going to watch a movie?”

      He shook his head. “I’d rather talk to you.”

      Hazel’s stomach flip-flopped. She wasn’t sure what to make of him. He was gorgeous and smooth. Was he looking for an easy pick up, or was he genuinely interested? Only one way to find out.

      “I have a boyfriend,” she blurted. It was true. Sort of.

      “I’d still like to talk to you, if that’s okay.”

      Phew, he was only looking for someone to flirt with on the plane. That she could handle. Encourage, even.

      Hazel leaned back but slid her foot forward so it was touching his. He didn’t move. That was a good sign.

      “I guess,” she responded.

      “How long have you been together?”

      She watched his lips as he spoke. They looked soft. And she had no idea what he said.

      “What?”

      “Your boyfriend, how long have you two been together?”

      “Oh, three months. I think.” She dropped her eyes. There was no way she could look at him and concentrate on what he said with the sun outside the window reflecting off his hair.

      “Three months isn’t very long.”

      Especially when you considered that they had an open relationship. But she wasn’t about to tell this beautiful man that. She played with the neckline of her shirt, mostly out of habit, not because she was trying to get him to look. Though she wouldn’t mind. She needed to deflect the attention off herself.

      “How come you haven’t seen your father since you were young?” Hazel asked.

      Val frowned, and even that looked sexy. She forced herself to look into his eyes as he spoke. “He was sent to the mainland because he got in some trouble, and he wasn’t allowed to come back. Until a few weeks ago, I thought he was dead.”

      “Is he in jail?” She leaned closer to him, genuinely interested. She loved scandal and mysteries. Well, until it involved her family. Damn. She was thinking about Rowan again. Maybe he was in jail or something, and no one knew. It would be better than thinking he froze to death in the forests of Yellowstone. Or eaten by a dragon. But Hazel tried not to think of that possibility.

      Val shook his head. “But he’s not allowed to leave Montana. Well, now he could. But he’s very sick.”

      Hazel’s stomach dropped. She hated thinking about death. “I’m sorry to hear that. How much longer does he have?”

      Val creased his eyebrows. “What do you mean?”

      “He’s dying, right? How long will you have with him?”

      “He’s sick, but he’s not dying.”

      “Okay, sorry. I just assumed.” Now she felt like an idiot.

      “It’s okay.” He adjusted his legs and moved his foot away from hers. He took the book in lap and shoved it in seat pocket. A flight attendant handed them a menu. Val looked at his.

      Hazel glanced at her menu for just a few seconds then handed it back to the flight attendant. “I’ll have the chicken.”

      “And to drink?”

      “A Sprite, please.”

      Val gave back his menu as well. “I’ll have the same, but I’d like orange juice instead of Sprite.”

      The flight attendant disappeared.

      “Why are you in Hawaii?” Val asked.

      “I’m going to school. I got a scholarship, and I like to surf, so I jumped on it,” Hazel responded. That, and she was running from Paul, who thought senior year would be a good time to propose. She had planned to stay close to home, but as soon as he popped the question, she accepted the scholarship to U of H and left four months later. Because really, who proposes to a girl that has explicitly told them she didn’t want to commit to anyone?

      “What school do you go to?” She wanted to keep him talking.

      “I don’t. Not yet, anyway. I used to watch the surfers. Never went in the water myself though.”

      “Why?”

      “I can’t swim.”

      Hazel frowned. “You live in Hawaii, and you can’t swim? That sounds like torture.”

      “Yeah, sort of. But it’s not so bad. I’ve waded in a little bit. Mostly I spend my time near the volcanoes.”

      Hazel couldn’t help but be fascinated by him. He lived in Hawaii but had never been on a plane or swimming. That was like being a vegetarian in Texas.

      “I saw the active volcanoes a few months ago when my sister came to visit. Not many people live on the Big Island. Too many dragons.”

      “I like the dragons.”

      Hazel rolled her eyes. “You’ll like my sister. She’s totally in love with them.”

      “You make it sound like I’ll be meeting her.” He watched her expectantly.

      Hazel blushed. Not the response she was looking for from him. He was nice to talk to on the plane, but she didn’t want to see him again. He would be too much of a distraction from helping find Rowan.

      “Probably not. But really, what is there to like about dragons? They’re a nuisance at best and dangerous at the worst. They serve no practical purpose. All they do is prevent us from enjoying some of the most beautiful places on earth.”

      He frowned. “I think they add to the beauty. People avoid the places because of an irrational fear. You’re scared of flying, and yet here you are. Look at this gorgeous view.” He pointed out the window.

      Hazel snorted. “You’d see a lot more people visit the national parks if there were no dragons.”

      “Are you proposing killing all of them?”

      “Of course not. I’m just saying I don’t like them.”

      He crossed his arms and looked outside. Great, she’d made him mad. He took her mind off other things, like her brother.

      The fasten seatbelt sign went off, and Hazel jumped up and raced for the bathroom. Maybe she’d regain her dignity in there.
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      Val looked out the window and sighed. She had been so promising. Theo told him his primary job as a new king was finding a queen. So he looked everywhere for her. Hazel was the first woman he spoke to that he thought he might actually be able to stomach spending the rest of his life with.

      Part of him just wanted to find her so he could learn the rest of his duties. He liked Hazel. He shook his head at the thought of bringing her to the council and informing them that he’d found his queen. But there was one problem. She hated dragons. Oh well, he was told he’d have help finding his queen once he reached the mainland.

      He still couldn’t quite believe he was on a plane heading there. As a king. Until it happened, he thought it was impossible. Only royal dragons became kings. Val was a fire dragon.

      But exactly ten days ago, Val had been flying back from Lanai after visiting one of the exiled dragons with his uncle Rojo when it happened. The air was cool high up in the clouds. He felt no physical change.

      Valentine, please don’t panic, but you’ve changed. Rojo was calm. He was always calm.

      Val laughed. I’m always changing.

      No, you don’t understand. Your scales, they’ve changed.

      My scales?

      Yes, your scales.

      Val twisted his head around and looked at his flank. It was pitch black. Val dropped a few feet as he turned around the other way. Everything he could see of his body was black.

      How is this possible? Maybe it’s just a trick of the light. Am I sick?

      I don’t know, but we should go to the elders. They will know what to do.

      Val’s mind had spun as he thought of all the possibilities. There was only one black dragon, and he was always a royal dragon. The king. In fact, they just crowned a new king. His name was Obsidian. Val was a fire dragon. This was not possible. Was he sick? Would he die like his parents? No one ever told him how they died.

      Rojo changed direction and flew to Eros’s home, since Eros was the leader of their clan and council representative. If he was on the mainland, they could go see the other two elders who lived in caves close by. Eros’s cave was dark, so they immediately went to Hoa’s cave.

      She let out a small flame when she saw him.

      Your Majesty, she said, lowering her head. Val’s insides went cold. This was impossible.

      No, it’s just me. Valentine. We don’t know what happened.

      She raised her head and studied him. We need Eros, but he’s at the council. I’ll send an eagle.

      What’s wrong with me?

      I don’t know. Go home, and we’ll wait until we hear from Eros.

      Val waited. For nearly forty-eight hours. When Eros arrived, he brought a tall gold royal dragon with him named Theo, who studied Val for a few minutes before speaking.

      Have you ever heard of the Legend of the Three Kings?

      Of course, it was one of my favorite stories as a young dragon. Three kings will rise up and kill the Evil Witch of the North.

      Very good. But the legend is a prophecy. And you are the beginning of its fulfillment.

      Val shuffled back a few steps, trying to make sense of what Theo said.

      Are you saying I’m a king? Val’s muscled tensed.

      Yes. One of three. The third hasn’t been identified yet.

      But I’m not of the royal race. Something about this had to make sense. What was he missing?

      Eros spoke up. We’ve always suspected that the three kings would come from different races.

      But I’m not a leader. He was a low-ranking dragon. The fire dragons were laid back, none really aspired to leadership. They were peaceful, and their elders rarely had to deal with issues. Val figured he’d eventually find a mate and live out his years on the island. Now that dream was gone.

      Theo shook his head. You will be a leader now. We’ll be here for a week or so, and then we’ll head back to Montana. I can only teach you so much. Obsidian, the first king, will have to teach you the rest.

      Val didn’t know what to think, what to feel. The only thing he could do was move forward.

      What do we do first?

      Let’s give you a human form.

      And so it began. A week and a half of stumbling around on two legs. Reading books. Watching movies. Interacting with humans.

      The person behind him kicked his seat, and Val was brought back to the present. Secretly, Val was thrilled with the fact that he got to be a human. It was the only good thing that came out of becoming king. He never thought humanity was a possibility since only royal dragons got to be humans. His aunt and uncle had never understood his fascination with humans, but he’d spent most of his free time watching them. He wondered if he’d ever seen Hazel before. Probably. Surfing was one of his favorite things to watch.

      He shook his head. He couldn’t think about her. He had less than six months to find a mate, and she obviously wasn’t going to work.

      Instead, he thought of the news that had really rocked his world. Last night, while they were eating dinner, Theo asked him if he’d ever heard of Damien.

      “That was the name of my father. He’s dead.” Val took a bite of his cheeseburger. He wasn’t sure he could ever go back to eating as a dragon again. Human food was incredible.

      “He’s not dead.”

      Val spewed bits of burger and cheese. “Excuse me?”

      “He lives with the royal dragons, and he can’t wait to meet you.”

      Val’s appetite disappeared. “Why did no one tell me?”

      Theo had shrugged. “I don’t know his story. I know he’s not allowed to leave Yellowstone though.”

      Val knew he should be more focused on how to become a real king, not just a dragon that looked like one. But he couldn’t stop thinking about his father. Did that mean his mother was alive too?

      A man plopped himself down in the seat where Hazel should be. Val met his eyes. It was the man who had been arguing about Hazel’s seat.

      “Excuse me, sir, I think you have the wrong seat.” Val wanted Hazel sitting there even if she didn’t like dragons.

      “Nope, don’t think I do.” The man had a receding hairline, wore glasses, and had a blazer over a blue button down. He reached into his inside pocket and started pulling something out.

      Hazel appeared, eyes blazing. “You’re in my seat.” She crossed her arms and tapped her foot.

      The man withdrew his empty hand. “No, sweetie, this is my seat. You can go back and sit in 27E. Nice middle seat in coach. Go on.” He waved toward the back.

      The flight attendant hurried to them. “Sir, you are disturbing the passengers. You must go back to your seat. If you don’t leave, the police will arrest you when we arrive in San Francisco.”

      The man glared at all of them as he got up and moved out of the first class section.

      “I’m sorry about him. If he bothers you again, make sure you alert us right away. Can I get you two anything?”

      Hazel settled back in her seat. “I’m fine, thanks though.”

      “Are you sure? We just warmed up some cookies. We were waiting for them to cool, but I can bring them to you now if you want.”

      “Chocolate chip?” Hazel asked. Val wondered what chocolate chip tasted like. He couldn’t wait to find out.

      The flight attendant smiled. “Of course.”

      “Not going to turn that down.” Hazel had a grin on her face, and once again Val regretted the fact that she didn’t like dragons.

      “I’ll be right back,” the flight attendant said and disappeared into the galley.

      “Geesh, he doesn’t know how to take a hint, does he?” Hazel asked.

      Val gave her a small smile and looked out the window again, even though there wasn’t much to see other than clouds. He wanted to fly to Montana as a dragon, but Theo told him he had to get used to the way humans did things, and planes were part of the equation. Theo was supposed to be sitting in the seat next to him, but had sent him a message a few minutes before boarding that he’d meet Val on the mainland.

      “I’m sorry,” Hazel said, her voice gentle.

      Val turned to face her, and her beauty struck him. He’d watched a lot of humans over the years, and for some reason she was more attractive to him than most. It was the combination of her wide green eyes and jet black hair. Her sun-kissed skin seemed to sparkle. She continued to speak but kept her gaze lowered.

      “I didn’t mean to upset you. I don’t like dragons. Can we forget about that and talk about something else? It’s what my sister and I do. We usually just avoid the subject of dragons.”

      He supposed talking couldn’t hurt. Maybe then he could meet her sister who liked dragons. Theo seemed to think that finding a queen was the most important job Val had as a king.

      “Sure.” He settled back and stretched his arms up. The flight attendant came back with the cookies and handed them each one. Hazel took a bite of hers and moaned.

      “That good?” Val asked.

      “Yes. And if you don’t eat that, I’m going to finish it for you.”

      Val tried his and was surprised by the sweetness. They were good, though Hazel seemed to enjoy hers more than he did his.

      After Hazel finished her cookie, she eyed him carefully. “How come you never learned how to swim?” Her eyes danced with curiosity.

      Val wasn’t sure how to answer that. He knew a lot about humans because he’d spent so much time observing them. He’d even hid out in the forests behind people camping and listened to their conversations. He probably had a better grasp of humans than the royal dragons, but he had no idea what she expected him to say. He’d learned it was better to give an answer that was expected, otherwise they got suspicious.

      He and Theo had spent a good deal of time inventing a human backstory for him, and it served his purposes now.

      “I grew up believing both my mother and father were dead. My aunt and uncle told me they died in an accident on the water. I guess I was just scared. An irrational fear.” He gave her what he hoped was an encouraging smile, and she leaned even closer to him. He wasn’t sure what she was up to, but he was thinking thoughts he shouldn’t, like what those lips would taste like and if the scent of jasmine coming from her hair would smell even stronger if he were to embrace her. The desire to touch her was almost overwhelming.

      “Tell me more about your parents.”

      He sucked in a breath. “Why are so you curious about my parents?”

      “I don’t know. I like mysteries, and this is a mystery. You already told me your father is alive, so if they didn’t die on the water, what happened?”

      He’d really hoped to learn about her, not tell her his life story. Most humans liked to talk about themselves more than listening to someone else. The flight attendant interrupted their conversation by coming around giving everyone their meals. She spoke with her coworker who was serving the row in front of them.

      “I still haven’t heard from my sister in Alaska. I’m worried sick.”

      “Did she live in the town that had the avalanche?”

      “No, one town over from the fire. But I heard buildings all over Alaska are catching fire.”

      “What happened in Alaska?” Val asked Hazel.

      “Uh, Alaska? Where have you been? It’s been on the news all week. Unexplained avalanches everywhere. One small town was completely buried. Then a huge fog moved into another town on the coast, and when the fog disappeared, buildings all over were in flames. It started a few days ago. Then yesterday, a cruise ship literally capsized. Everyone died. No one can explain it,” Hazel replied.

      “That sounds awful,” said Val.

      “It is. Some people are speculating that it’s the dragons up north. It’s like they’ve declared war on us or something. But no one has reported seeing one.”

      War. He wondered if she was right. Theo had told him that the war would begin soon and that it would be the arctic dragons against the rest of them. And he was supposed to stand beside Obsidian and the third king, and the three would lead everyone into battle.

      Hazel tapped his knuckles. “Your parents. What happened?”

      He squeezed his eyes shut and opened them again. Glad to have the distraction.

      “I don’t actually know what happened. It’s part of the reason I’m going to the mainland. To find out. I don’t know why my father had to go to Montana and why I couldn’t go with him. Also, I want to know how my mother died.”

      That was absolutely the truth, and he planned on getting that answer out of his father before he did anything else, even though he had new responsibilities as a dragon king. He frowned. He was never supposed to be king. Hell, he wasn’t even slated for leadership among the fire dragons. How was he going to do this?

      “You okay?” Hazel asked, studying him.

      He squirmed. “I’m fine, why do you ask?”

      “Because you look like you are about to throw up.”

      “I’m just worried. What if I don’t like the answers I get when I meet my father for the first time?” He liked talking to her. He didn’t know why he felt the need to say so much. She was comfortable. A lot more than Theo had been. He rubbed his forehead.

      “You probably won’t. But you’ll process through it and move on. We all do. If you want, after you talk to him, you can call me to process. I’m a good listener.”

      “Why do you care?” This girl was constantly surprising him.

      She shrugged. “I told you. Mystery. I like answers. My family tells me I’m too nosy for my own good. I can’t stand not knowing the end to stories.”

      “So you don’t care about my feelings, just satisfying your own curiosity?” He raised his eyebrows at her.

      She laughed and put her hand on his. “Sorry. I get caught up in the answers and forget about the human side of things.”

      He looked down at their hands, enjoying her touch.

      “Fine. I’ll tell you, but not over the phone. You’ll have to come to dinner with me.”

      “I told you I have a boyfriend.” She blushed.

      “I’m calling bullshit. I’ve seen girls with boyfriends, and you don’t act like it at all.” Maybe she did have a boyfriend, but if so, she wasn’t in love with him. He used to watch couples on the island, and he got good at identifying those that were in love and those that were just messing around with each other. Her attitude told him all he needed to know.

      She pushed her dark hair behind her ears. “No, I really do have a boyfriend, but we’re in an open relationship.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “That we can date other people. It’s pretty casual. I don’t really do commitment.”

      “Why don’t you do commitment? That’s the best part of relationships.”

      “Because that’s the easiest way to get your heart crushed. It happened to me, and I’m not really interested in recreating the experience.”

      “You mean to tell me that you would give up all the good parts of your relationship just because of one bad experience?”

      “Absolutely. If I could go back and erase that entire summer, I would. I’m sure my sister would too. We call that the summer of hell and don’t talk about it much. She finally moved on though. I never will because the heartache isn’t worth the rest of it.”

      Hazel’s hand was still resting on his. It felt warm and nice, and he’d be lying if he said he wasn’t starting to develop feelings for this girl. He thought about flipping his hand over so he could hold hers but didn’t want to spook her. He leaned forward.

      “I told you what I know about my father. I want to hear about this summer of hell.”

      Hazel hesitated, and Val had the irresistible urge to kiss her. He’d never kissed anyone before, but he’d seen it a lot. It always seemed so intimate to him though. Something that was done in private, not in an airplane surrounded by people.

      She sighed and turned in her seat so one knee was brought up. She tucked her foot under her other leg. “I guess I owe you one. My parents are park rangers. One summer they did a stint in California. In spite of growing up in the parks, I’m not all that crazy about mountains and trees. I like the water better. I liked living in the Everglades a helluva lot more than I liked Yellowstone, so when they went to Yosemite, I was ecstatic to be closer to the ocean. But it’s still a three to four-hour drive to a beach. My aunt lives in San Francisco, so she let me stay whenever I wanted. I had never surfed before, and I met this guy who offered to teach me.

      “His name was Teddy, and he was a few years older. I never found out how much older because he was vague about his age. He taught me how to surf, and I fell hard. For two glorious months we were inseparable. I still remember how his lips felt on mine. No one could match his kisses.” Her eyes glazed over a little, and he finally understood what jealousy felt like. Val thought it was odd that she was so open about it. She seemed almost wistful.

      “One weekend, I had to go to Yosemite to spend some time with my family, and when I got back to the beach, he was gone. Disappeared. He blocked my calls and texts. Someone told me he moved to L.A.”

      The kind of behavior she was talking about seemed abhorrent to Val. Love was not something that was trifled with or made light of. Teddy needed his head examined.

      “The worst part is I have no idea what happened. One minute we were happy, and the next he was just gone. Took my heart with him too.”

      “Sounds like someone needs to give your heart back to you.”

      “Or not. The rest of that summer was awful. My sister and I holed up and ate a lot of ice cream. I enjoy my life now. It’s more fun without commitment. No worries about doing the wrong thing or hurting someone. I’m upfront with anyone I get involved with.” She brushed her hair over her shoulder.

      “Sounds lonely.”

      “Not really. I never lack company.”

      Of course she didn’t. With those bright knowing eyes and smile to die for, she was gorgeous. He couldn’t help himself. He leaned forward and traced a finger along her jaw. “That’s because you are beautiful and interesting. I imagine you’ve hurt more than your fair share of men.”

      She batted her eyes. “I doubt that’s true. But thank you.”

      She looked away from him, and he wondered what she was thinking. If he was a canyon dragon, he could tell, but he wasn’t. He was a fire dragon. His gift was a bit useless around humans. Fire dragons were the reason all the rest could breathe fire. They were also pretty charming, but he didn’t want to win Hazel over with his charm. He wanted her to genuinely like him. Why, he didn’t know. She would never agree to be a dragon queen. Which was too bad. He’d been talking to women all week, wondering who would be suitable. He hadn’t liked any of them. Now he’d be comparing everyone to her.

      “What are you thinking about?” he finally asked when the silence stretched for too long.

      She looked at him and opened her mouth like she was about to say something, but then pulled her bag out from under the seat in front of her.

      She wouldn’t meet his eyes. “This plane ride has been very unexpected. I think I’ll watch a movie now. It’s been a nice conversation.” It all came out in a rush, like she wanted to say the words before she forgot them.

      Panic bloomed in his chest. She was going to shut him out.

      “No, wait. I’m sorry. I don’t know what I said, but I’d like to keep talking to you. I’ll avoid the topic of your beauty if that helps.”

      She laughed, settled her bag in her lap, and smiled at him.

      “Surfers are the most romantic guys on the block, and I’ve hooked up with my fair share of them. Every single one tells me I’m beautiful. But there was something about the way you said it. It was like you didn’t expect anything from me.” She creased her eyebrows.

      He caught her eye. “Why would I have any expectations?”

      She held his gaze for a few seconds and then broke away and dug around in her backpack. “That’s the problem. If you weren’t heading to the same place I was, I would probably indulge this. It’s easier than thinking about my brother. But Gardiner is a small town, and we’ll run into each other. You seem like a really nice guy, but I don’t have time for a fling while I’m home.” She gave a small smile and patted his hand.

      She pulled out a pair of headphones and shoved the bag underneath the seat. He looked at the screen in front of him with their flight information. Four hours left.

      He thought about kissing her, but that might be going a bit too far. Instead, he grabbed her hand.

      “I have no expectations beyond this plane. There are four hours left. Can we have a four-hour, uh, fling as you called it?” He had no earthly idea what he was doing. This wasn’t like him. At all.
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