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      Travis Springs usually didn’t hike in the national parks. He preferred his mountains dragon free, thank you very much, but his buddies told him this hike was safe and worth the risk.

      Everyone knew the best hikes were in the national parks, and Travis figured he’d have to get over his aversion to dragons if he was going to be serious about climbing mountains.

      The scenery was breathtaking. The valley below him shimmered in greens and yellows. Not to mention the mist that rose from the steam vents covering the entire Yellowstone floor.

      He stopped to take a drink. According to the map, he was a quarter of a mile from the top. This was one of the smaller mountains, and so it had to be safe. It was rumored that the dragons in Yellowstone typically didn’t come down from the very top of the tallest peaks.

      Travis looked up and saw a gold speck high in the sky. He shivered and watched the path as he walked. In his head, he repeated words he read and heard over the last few weeks. Dragons didn’t eat people. There were no documented cases. His fear was irrational, but then again most fears were.

      He concentrated on the ground and climbed up the rocky terrain. After about twenty minutes, he finally made it to the top.

      Travis refused to look up at the sky and instead surveyed the valley below him. In the distance, a herd of buffalo grazed in the plains. He took a few deep breaths and felt his fear subside. He’d been silly.

      He took a chance and peeked at the sky. The speck looked closer, and his stomach clenched. But then he reminded himself that because he reached the top, the speck would obviously be closer.

      Travis’s hands shook as he took a drink of his water. He convinced himself that he’d spend fifteen minutes or so and then head back down. But he didn’t waste all day climbing to the top, just to race to the bottom.

      Travis dug in his bag and found his camera.

      The air around him suddenly felt ten degrees warmer. Sweat beaded on Travis’s forehead. A hot wind whooshed from above him. He clutched at his camera and looked up.

      The golden underbelly of the dragon was only about ten feet above him, flying over him quickly. The thing had to be a hundred feet long from the snout to the tip of its tail. Travis felt his jeans go wet. If he lived to tell this tale, he’d leave out that detail. He reminded himself to breathe.

      As fast as it had come, it was gone. Travis couldn’t move. He watched the dragon turn and head back toward him. Travis clutched the camera and took a picture as the dragon opened its wide mouth. Its teeth were three feet long and wicked sharp.

      Seconds before the jaws clamped down on him, he dropped the camera. The air from the dragon’s throat blistered his skin, but it didn’t spew fire. Travis’s final thought was, What a horrible way to die.

      As the dragon flew away, thoroughly pleased with his meal, he didn’t realize he left behind not one, but two souvenirs. The camera.

      And a foot.
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          CHAPTER ONE

        

      

    

    
      The sea’s salty air reached into the hideout and woke Obsidian. Not ready to get up, he stretched his wing, feeling for Skye. Instead of finding her warmth, he met the grimy cave floor. A shot of panic zipped from his horns to his tail.

      She always woke him before she got up. Opening his eyes, he searched for her. She sat near the entrance to the cave, staring over the ocean, the early morning sunlight reflecting off her sapphire scales.

      She swiveled her neck and narrowed her eyes. Tears flowed down her ice-blue snout and over her smooth underbelly, forming a pool between her feet. She unfurled her great wings and shook her head, splattering teardrops on the walls.

      Skye never cried, at least not in the hundred and sixty-two years they’d been together. Her occasional tantrums caused entire forests to disappear and caves to collapse, but her silver eyes always remained dry. Obsidian moved forward to comfort her, longing to understand why she wept.

      Stop, she shrieked in his mind.

      Her sorrow became his. Obsidian took three deep breaths and tried to identify her emotions. He wanted the easy free flow of feelings they often shared, but he could barely keep his mind straight with the turmoil.

      As royal dragons, they could feel the emotions of those around them, a gift Obsidian usually appreciated. Except in situations like this. Now he wished for the gift of the canyon dragons, who could probe minds.

      He forced her feelings away, focusing on peace and quiet. When he pushed out all her sadness, he continued toward her, convinced if he were near her, she would calm down.

      Silvery blue flames erupted from her jaw. Obsidian ducked to avoid being singed, his mental block faltering, and a wave of desolation flooded his body. He shook, and his eyes watered. He squeezed them shut, fighting again to regain control of his emotions. He had to put a stop to this.

      What’s wrong? he asked and crept closer.

      Folding her wings, she moved her body toward the front of the cave. Her head struck the ceiling, stripping off the stalactites. Obsidian winced for her. The light disappeared as her body filled the opening, and smoke engulfed the enclosed space.

      Are you upset about last night? Obsidian asked. They’d argued about the future, a future she thought was in jeopardy.

      She didn’t answer. He took advantage of the darkness and moved to her, running the side of his jaw along her neck, something that always pleased her. She jerked, and he recoiled, her rejection stinging.

      Back off. I can’t be near you. Her voice, normally sweet in his head, was now icy and cold.

      Skye, he whispered, trying to understand.

      I mean it, Obsidian. Leave me alone.

      The distance she created was unnerving. Curse the rules he had to follow. Once again he wished he had been born into one of the different dragon races or at a different time. If that had been the case, their future would be sure. But he’d been born a royal dragon, a possible heir to the throne, and so far, his life was dictated for him.

      We could run away. Find the mountains in South Africa where the council could never find us. In a few years, the new king will be crowned, and we’ll come back. Obsidian knew that as soon as the king was chosen, he was off the hook.

      She shook, her wings rustling and her tail swishing. That won’t work. Not now. Two days ago we could’ve done that, but not today. You should go and present yourself to the council.

      Becoming human is not urgent. I’ll wait. I can’t stand to see you like this.

      You can’t wait! she roared. 

      Skye collapsed and heaved with sobs. Obsidian draped his neck across her, hating the rules he was bound to. Royal dragons had to go through the human experience before their five hundredth birthday. He put it off because he treasured the time with Skye. Plus, he hated his human form. They had to take it on occasionally in their lessons, but he’d never gone out among the real humans.

      You’re going to leave me. We’ll never be bonded, she whimpered.

      Obsidian sighed. This was absurd. I only have to be human for ten years. Maybe less if I finish everything early. We’ll be bonded as soon as I’m done. You know this.

      She pulled out from underneath him and spun around. Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Your Majesty. She spat out the words and leapt from the ledge of the cave, soaring over the sea. Her silver wings shimmered in the sunlight, her body still heaving as she flew south.

      Obsidian’s entire body tensed. He dug his claws into the cave floor. He’d never been called Your Majesty. He was a royal dragon, but he wasn’t the king. He closed his eyes and hurtled into the biting wind, heading north.

      Birds twittered. An airplane passed high above, and the waves of the ocean crashed below. Obsidian turned inland, heading for a quieter setting, drifting through the air and landing at the edge of a lake.

      The sharp scent of pine stung his nostrils. He cracked his eyelids a sliver, searching for his reflection. When he found it, his insides turned cold. His body, a glittering gold for four centuries, was now a deep coal black.

      Obsidian sat on the bank staring at his new self, disgusted. In the sunlight he could still see some gold, but mostly he was darker than the night sky. He hated what it meant for him. Skye left because she understood that in spite of all the plans they made, the inevitable had come to pass. They would never be together again.

      Obsidian’s heart ached. His mate would now be chosen for him, and Skye would never qualify. He sniffed and watched the black smoke float above him. His smoke used to be gold. He was glad he never sealed himself to her because then they both would’ve been killed as soon as he turned black.

      They’d had their silly little fantasies of what life would be like after he fulfilled his duties. Once one of his brothers was chosen, most likely Prometheus, he would have finally allowed himself to be sealed to her. Their children raised by the sea. Now Skye would never become his mate, because he had been selected.

      Dragons came in many colors—silver, gold, red, blue, orange, yellow, brown, and purple. But only one dragon was black.

      The king.
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          CHAPTER TWO

        

      

    

    
      Aspen’s eyes flashed opened and settled on the picture of a rust-colored dragon hanging above her bed. Her hands shook as she pushed her hair out of her face. It was just a dream, no biggie. Her right hand ached. Weird. She looked at it and found her knuckles red.

      Someone spewed curses from the other side of her room. She sprung out of bed, ready for a fight. Her dad danced around the room holding his eye. She must’ve hit him when she woke up. Damn nightmares. Damn Marc. Why’d he haunt her after all these years?

      “Oh, Dad, I’m sorry. I was having a bad dream.” Aspen leaned over, picked up his ranger hat, and handed it to him.

      “It’s okay. Next time remind me to yell from the door.”

      She chuckled, still trying to get a good look at his face. “Sure, I’ll remember to do that while I’m sleeping.”

      He grinned, and she touched the reddening skin around his eye. “That’s going to bruise. What are you going to tell them at work? That your seventeen-year-old daughter beat you up?”

      “Nah, I’ll come up with a better story. I know it’s early, but I’m heading to work, and I wanted to make sure you were packed.”

      Aspen squirmed. “Uh, not exactly. But I’ll pack tonight, I swear.”

      “We leave for Hawaii first thing tomorrow morning. Why not pack now?” He twirled his hat in his hand, smiling. He was just trying to get her to ask permission. Something she didn’t do on a regular basis.

      “Because I’m going rappelling, but I promise it’ll get done.”

      “Aspen, we missed our flight last time because you hadn’t packed.”

      “I know, but that was just California. This is Hawaii.”

      He winked and left the room, giving her that “Yeah, sure” look. He wasn’t the best at enforcing rules, and he never stayed mad at her long, even when she royally screwed up. He didn’t need to worry. She might end up with nothing more than a bathing suit, toothbrush, and camera shoved in her backpack, but she was getting on that plane. It was Hawaii for crying out loud.

      Aspen flitted around her room for a little bit. She dug out every single one of her cameras and lined them up on her dresser. It was unrealistic to take them all, but she’d never seen the blood-red dragons that flew around the volcanoes in Hawaii. She’d seen a few pictures, but no one was as good as she was at capturing them. Hell, most people didn’t dare to get that close to the dragons. Even those who liked them.

      Aspen’s whole goal in life was to become the Crocodile Hunter of dragons. But that would never happen if she stayed in her room packing on a perfectly good Thursday morning. She could pack tonight when the dragons were harder to spot. The clock read quarter to nine. If much more time passed, she’d spend an hour in traffic. Aspen threw on a pair of jeans, found her rappelling pack, and grabbed a banana before heading out the door.

      Yellowstone crawled with tourists during the summer. Aspen was glad the season was almost over and she could have the park to herself again. Her jeep wove carefully in and out of motor homes and minivans. She hoped she wouldn’t come across the all too frequent buffalo-in-the-road traffic jam. After a few miles, she found a hidden intersection with a small sign labeled “Authorized Personnel Only” next to a steep dirt road. She turned off the highway onto the road, kicking up a cloud of dirt. She sort of was authorized personnel—one of the advantages of being the daughter of two park rangers. All the rangers knew her, and if she got caught, they’d just laugh and tell her she was wasting her time. The golden dragons in this park were much harder to photograph because they never flew close to the ground. But she still tried. As she climbed the mountain, her skin tingled with excitement. This place was her best shot because last week she spotted footprints.

      When she was four, Aspen met an actual dragon. Ever since then, she had to settle for shooting them in flight. Which wasn’t bad, but she’d give anything to be face-to-face with one again. This road led to the best chance of that happening.

      She put the jeep in four-wheel drive to navigate the steep incline. The hair on the back of her neck rose. Her eyes flicked up to the rearview mirror, but the only thing behind her was dust from her tires.

      A dark shadow passed in front of the car, and she slammed on the brakes, spraying gravel and rocks into the brush. The jeep slid backwards. She pushed it into first gear and accelerated, trying to keep it from sliding. The ascent was slow, having lost all momentum. The rocky road went through a stand of pine trees. The shadow loomed larger as she moved closer to the top of the hill. She wanted to check out the sky, but the narrow road demanded all of her attention.

      The jeep crested the hill, and the rocky road gave way to a large plateau. On the far side, the grass ended, revealing jagged rocks and a cliff.

      Another shadow passed over the car, not just a shapeless cloud, but a shadow with wings. Aspen scrambled out of the car and looked up. The sun blinded her, and all she could see was a dark mass.

      She rushed to open the hatch and flung aside her gear in search of her rappelling pack. She found it. It was the one with her GoPro inside. She dug through the bag, tossing out granola bars and water bottles, but the camera was nowhere to be found. She thought back to this morning, and her heart sank. The camera was sitting on her dresser—waiting to be packed. Damn her foresight for Hawaii.

      She backed up and shielded her eyes, searching the skies. There wasn’t a dragon in sight. Not even way up among the clouds where the usual golden and silver specks flew. She’d just seen him.

      The ground shook, and she stumbled, trying not to fall. She spun around. Sitting not ten feet from her was a dragon.
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          CHAPTER THREE

        

      

    

    
      A gorgeous, humongous black dragon. Aspen’s pulse raced, and a huge smile formed on her lips. She needed her freaking camera. She didn’t dare move, afraid he would fly away.

      She’d never seen a black dragon before. He moved toward her until his gigantic head was nearly above her. Twenty feet up, but still right overhead. His wings quivered, and his jaw opened, revealing teeth as long as swords. Silvery black flames erupted from his throat. The forest behind her disappeared. He didn’t set it on fire; he disintegrated it, leaving only smoking ash-covered stumps.

      He closed his mouth and brought his head down. Aspen’s heart fluttered, and she took a small step backwards. Her palms began to sweat. He turned his neck so she could look straight into his eye, the sea-blue disk as large as her upper body. His lids clicked every time he blinked. His eyes were haunted, like he was carrying the weight of the world.

      Aspen traced one of the scales under his eye, marveling at the feel of it on her fingertips. She inhaled. He smelled like a campfire. A sharp pain stung her ankle, almost like a snakebite, and she jerked her hand away in surprise. As she lifted her foot up and looked down, the dragon jumped. Aspen took a few steps back in an effort to stay upright. His wings opened, and he hovered for a few seconds. Then he was gone.

      She’d waited years to come face-to-face with a dragon and could’ve done a thousand different things. Instead, she stood there like a dumbass. The highlight of her life and it was over in thirty seconds.

      Her ankle burned. It had to be a snakebite, and she cursed herself for being the third person in the history of Yellowstone to be bit by a prairie rattler. She hobbled back to the car, knowing the snake was long gone. Surely the reptile had warned her, but she was so in love with the sight in front of her that she ignored the ground.

      This would put a damper on the Hawaii trip. Aspen’s sister was going to kill her. She called at least three times a day for the last two weeks. Her parents wouldn’t be happy about this latest development either.

      The only hope was that it was a dry bite with no venom. Which was possible but not probable. Considering how bad her ankle burned, she wouldn’t be that lucky.

      This was the third time she’d been bit. The first had been a cottonmouth in Florida—a dry bite. The second had been a cobra, and that was just a result of stupidity. She was twelve and wanted to pet it, assuming since it was in a glass cage it wouldn’t strike. She ended up in the hospital for a week.

      She peeled away her sock in search of two tiny dots. Instead, a swirl of black covered her ankle. She gasped.

      The intricate inch-wide tattoo looped and swished, encircling her entire ankle. The pattern was deliberate, a marking of some kind. Where on earth had that come from? She thought for a minute of what would suddenly cause a tattoo to appear on her ankle. Unless it hadn’t suddenly appeared. Had she done something dumb the night before? She thought about the evening and couldn’t find any gaps.

      Could it have been the dragon? She never heard a dragon marking a person before. Then again, as far as she knew, no one ever got close enough to a dragon to touch one. Did he mark her so he could find her, or was it something that just happened?

      She looked up again and watched the black speck fly over Eagles Peak. Then she quickly slammed the hatch shut and got in her jeep. Rappelling would fall flat compared to touching a dragon. She headed his direction, determined to find him again.

      Aspen drove for hours, not finding even a hint he had been around. Tourists shivered when she asked them if they saw the black dragon. One young mother gave her a ten-minute lecture on politeness when her kid burst into tears and screamed about wanting to go home. The cloud-free sky contained not one speck of black. Though several gold and silver dots glittered high in the sky.

      Around midnight, Aspen accepted the darkness wouldn’t make it any easier to spot him, and so she went home. Everyone in the house was asleep, which was odd because normally Rowan, her twin brother, stayed up late. She snuck into her room and closed the door with a soft click. The floor was difficult to navigate in the dark with clothes and climbing gear strung everywhere.

      She tripped and cursed silently, not wanting to wake anyone and draw attention to her late entry. After successfully making it to her bed, she turned on the light on her nightstand and peeled away her socks. In the dim light the tattoo looked more mysterious and ethereal. It was bigger than she originally thought, more like two inches wide, with an occasional loop escaping the careful pattern.

      Aspen’s parents would be livid. They were amazingly cool about a lot of things. She couldn’t remember the last time she spent a weekend at home. But unlike some of her friends with similarly cool parents, she did not spend the time passed out from alcohol. She spent her time in the backcountry camping, or crashed on the bunks at the airport so she could get an early start skydiving.

      But her parents did have a few rules to keep this freedom.

      Rule number six: no tattoos or body piercings. And Mom would laugh if she said she was marked by a dragon. She’d think Aspen broke rule number two: no drugs. Which of course, she hadn’t. Well, except once, but that was a huge mistake that tied in directly with rule number one. Funny, how sex and drugs often went together. And no, her parents didn’t say no sex. They said, “Take your birth control pills.” She still took her pills, but she didn’t see the point now. Sex was in the past, along with the drugs.

      When combined, they led to the worst two days of her life. Which involved Marc and her frequent nightmares.

      She kept her face free of piercings and her body inkless. She stayed away from drugs and took her pills. And she checked in with her folks every twenty-four hours or so. Less in the summer.

      The dragon marking would have to remain a secret. No flip-flops in Hawaii. She’d have to stick to scuba diving and volcano climbing. After a while, she found a clean pair of socks and drifted into dreamland filled with gigantic black dragons and sea-blue eyes.

      She didn’t set her alarm, Hawaii forgotten.
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      Becoming the dragon king had always been a possibility; Obsidian never thought it would become reality. Five of them were potential heirs: Kingston the pious, Raja the realist, Marcellus the arrogant, Prometheus the leader, and Obsidian the slacker. They spent years studying both their own history and human history, because royalty must walk the line between both worlds. The king always referred to the five of them as brothers even though they all came from different parents. He hoped it would instill a sense of family between them instead of competition because it was up to the gods who became king—nothing they did could influence who was chosen.

      Each one of them took a turn completing their human experience. Kingston and Raja were always on Obsidian’s case, constantly asking when he would be ready. He never saw the point because they all knew Prometheus would be the next king. Why bother? Obsidian played along with all the rules. Except that one. He hated his human form, taking it only when they were forced to read. Dragons could do a lot of things, but reading was difficult when the books were so small. Why would he subject himself to ten years of that wretched state? Humans were small and vulnerable. He couldn’t bear the thought of being like that for so long. Raja argued that it was his duty.

      Ice formed on his wings, forcing him to lower his altitude. Prometheus would hate him. He spent the last three months training by the king’s side, while His Majesty transitioned from this world to the next. Everyone expected Prometheus to take the throne. Especially Obsidian. Prometheus was his best friend and the most suited for the job.

      Obsidian thought back to the girl on the mountainside. Her pure excitement still flowed through his veins, even remembering all that had taken him there. It made this all bearable—the kingship, his ten-year hiatus from the dragon world, Skye, everything. He had hope. Hope that being human would not be horrible, that Prometheus would forgive him, and Skye would be happy. Strange though, as he flew home, his focus was not on Skye, but on the girl in the field.

      Raja met Obsidian at the entrance to the king’s cave.

      Where are the others? Obsidian asked.

      Marcellus and Kingston are with the body, waiting for you. Prometheus took off right after the rest of us arrived. He said to go ahead and perform the requiem without him.

      Do you know where he was heading?

      No. Come, we must perform the ritual, and then you must meet with the council.

      The king was stretched out on the floor, his black body faded back to gold. He looked peaceful. Obsidian took his position at the deceased king’s head. Marcellus sat at the rear, and Raja and Kingston each took a side. Obsidian would go last. Marcellus began.

      He opened his jaw wide and let out a jet of golden flame. It engulfed the tail, and the body of the king began to disappear. Raja and Kingston joined Marcellus when he reached the flank. The gold light was blinding. Soon all that was left was the king’s head. All three cut off their flames and waited. Obsidian looked at the face of his king one last time. A jet of black flames escaped him, and the king was gone. They each let out another blast of flame, and a gold gem appeared where the ashes had been. It would sit in the king’s hall with the rest of the dead kings.

      They sat in silence for a moment.

      Obsidian, it’s time to see the council, Raja said.

      Obsidian didn’t answer him but flew down the hall. The walls were covered with ruby gemstones. Torches with multi-colored flames lit the path. A sudden realization hit Obsidian—this was his hall now. His cave. He planned to change the gemstones to sapphires. The ruby stones looked too much like blood.

      The council met in a deep pit. It was large enough to hold a hundred dragons. In Obsidian’s lifetime, there had never been a need to hold such a meeting. Now only seven dragons inhabited the space. It was wide and well lit.

      Obsidian flew down to meet with them. Their eyes followed him. When he landed, they all bowed. The bow was unnecessary. They all knew he had no power at that point. They held the power and could have him killed if it was their wish.

      A menacing voice entered his head. Foolish dragon. You knew this was a possibility, yet you made no effort to be ready. Now you put us all at risk while you make your preparations.

      Anasazi, the large orange canyon dragon, sneered at him.

      Obsidian’s sister answered before Obsidian had a chance. Be nice. I’m sure he’s still in shock. Obsidian, the time has come for you to complete your human experience. When it is over, you will take the throne as a proper king. We all know that you becoming king wasn’t the ideal situation. But the Gods have chosen you. I see no reason to prolong this. Are you ready?

      Obsidian sat tall and looked at each member of the council. From the tiny underground dragon to the monstrous white dragon.

      I’m ready.
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          CHAPTER FIVE

        

      

    

    
      Obsidian squeezed his eyes, forcing them to stay closed. But he still couldn’t sleep. He kicked off the blanket and rolled over, the bed sinking. Air, he needed air, and a nice rock floor. The quest for sleep was pointless. The whole house was squishy, the floor, the bed, the chairs. The only rock he could find was the kitchen counter.

      Covered in dying vines, the battered brick manor, home to many dragons during their human experiences, had been empty for years. Obsidian’s house was bigger than most caves he’d lived in. Ironic since he was smaller than he had ever been. In the last few weeks, a crew updated the interior with all the modern conveniences but left the outside untouched. The inside of the house blinked, flashed, buzzed, and emitted noises like dying birds. It smelled horrible, unnatural. Obsidian missed the quiet of the forests, the fragrance of the wildflowers, and the companionship of Skye. Her absence left him empty.

      A door slammed somewhere in the house. It didn’t worry him. He assumed it was still some of the crew updating the house, or his mentor. He abandoned the many flashing boxes and went to the bookshelf, hoping to find something that could keep him occupied until his mentor showed up. He crouched down to look at the books on the bottom shelf.

      His fists clenched unconsciously, and anger flared in his chest. The feeling was not his own. He turned. Prometheus stood next to the door, his hands gripping the frame.

      Look, Obsidian said, standing up. I understand you are angry.

      “Angry? You think I’m angry? You stole my future.” Prometheus stalked toward Obsidian, his fist raised. The hand came toward Obsidian’s face with blinding speed. He registered pain as it connected with his jaw. Then he saw blackness.

      “Obsidian…Obsidian? You okay?” Prometheus’s face swam into view, his blonde dreadlocks tickling Obsidian’s nose.

      “Um yeah, I think so. What was that for?”

      Prometheus held out his hand. Obsidian grabbed it, and Prometheus pulled him up.

      “You sure you’re okay?”

      “Of course.”

      “Good,” he said and punched Obsidian again. His nose exploded with blood.

      “Why do you keep doing that?” Obsidian held his nose with both hands, the metallic taste draining down the back of his throat.

      Prometheus stood there, his chest rising and falling. His hands were up near his face, waiting.

      “Fight back.” Prometheus punched Obsidian in the stomach, causing him to double over. “Hit me back.”

      Prometheus’s rapid breath reverberated in Obsidian’s ears. He stood straight, still gripping his nose, the blood trailing through his fingers. His jaw ached, his nose throbbed, and his stomach felt like he’d eaten a live bear, but with each punch he could feel Prometheus’s anger subside a little.

      “Come on.” Prometheus motioned with his hands. “Fight me.”

      “No,” Obsidian said, pushing past him to get to the bathroom.

      What was Prometheus doing here? The only dragon Obsidian was supposed to have contact with was his mentor. Obsidian was under the impression that his mentor would be his sister or one of his parents. He washed the blood off his face and tried not to look at his swollen features in the mirror. Prometheus hated him, and he could do nothing about it.

      When Obsidian walked back into his room, Prometheus sat at the desk pushing buttons on several different boxes, which whirred and blinked and flashed.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, “but, dude, next time someone hits you like that, you need to hit them back, ‘kay?”

      “Uh, sure,” Obsidian said, confused by some of his words. Prometheus didn’t look up, but his fingers were flying across the board in front of the screen.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m your mentor. Ten more years in this glorious body.” Prometheus was not happy about anything right now. Obsidian could sense his sarcasm.

      “Why did you hit me anyway?” Obsidian asked.

      “I’m pissed as hell that you’re king. It’s not your fault, but I feel a little better now. Don’t you?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “My face feels like it exploded.”

      Prometheus surveyed Obsidian for a minute. “Yeah, sorry about that. It’ll heal quickly. You’re a dragon.”

      “Not right now. Remind me again how long I have to do this.”

      “Ten years give or take. Not that long really. Seriously, calm down.”

      “I’m good at being a dragon. I understand how my world works. This,” Obsidian said, gesturing around his room. “This is all new. I don’t understand any of it, and I have no idea how to interact with them. On top of all that, I’m king, which is something I never wanted.”

      “Dude, chill. You’re gonna be fine. Yeah, high school sucks, but you’ve only got to go through a year of it. College is much better. Except the girls don’t understand why we won’t mate with them.” He smiled. “But bro, that is a lesson for another night.” He whirled around in his chair. “I’ll teach you everything I know. Oh, and hey, don’t call me Prometheus either. Humans like simple names. I’m Theo, and you’re Sid.”

      Obsidian struggled to make sense of his words. Chill, girls, mating, dude, bro, Sid. He knew Prometheus finished the human experience in Laguna Beach about six months ago, but he didn’t understand how he could be so different.
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        * * *

      

      Your Human Years was a book that listed all of the things that must be done during the ten years a dragon spent as a human. From the start of the human race, dragons had kept this book. The list ranged from the mundane—learn how to boil water, to the outrageous—discover the stench of the sewer. From simple—have a conversation on a telephone, to complex—get a college degree. Every dragon who went through the human experience added to the list. Some only listed one or two new things, and others added pages. This list was thousands of entries long.

      All royal dragons had to go through the human experience since they were the liaisons between the dragons and the humans. They had to know how to communicate with them and relate to their ways of thinking. Sid had put off his own experience, but knew it was eventually inevitable. He didn’t expect to be king though. That changed how his experience would go. He’d be watched like a hawk.

      Sid closed his eyes and put his finger on a random spot in the book. “Get a Job.”

      Gardiner, Montana, a small town designed for tourists, sat just outside the north gate of Yellowstone. Sid’s driver took him into town. Once they hit Main Street, Sid asked him to stop so he could walk.

      Several signs hung in quirky shops advertising “closing for the season, everything 50% off.”

      “Wait here. I’ll be back in a bit.”

      The driver nodded.

      Sid wandered around for a while, observing the people. He often found conflicting feelings existing within the same human. A couple across the street argued. She had tears rolling down her face, and he clenched his fists. The girl put her hands on his chest and pushed. Sid could feel anger, hatred, and rage coming from them. Yet underlying that was a form of love. He walked away shaking his head.

      Sid looked for the signs that Theo told him about: “Help Wanted” and “Now Hiring.” After a quarter of a mile, the strip of shops ended, and enormous old houses began. Most had signs outside advertising their business. Lawyers, dentists, accountants, etc.

      He spotted one on an enormous house with two blue turrets that framed a whitewashed porch. The sign hanging over the porch read “The Purple Dragon.” Seemed like a good enough omen. The screen door slammed behind him as he walked inside. An intense bitter smell permeated the space. Tables and couches were strung around the room, and two cats slept on the window seat.

      Sid stepped carefully around the tables to avoid knocking off the chairs that were stacked on top of them. Someone said, “We’re closed.”

      The voice came from behind the bar. A young woman stood in the shadows. Her purple hair hung past her shoulders. She had a ring in one of her eyebrows and another in her painted black lip.

      “I’m sorry, but I’m actually here about the job,” Sid said.

      She came to the front of the bar and sat on the counter. She wore a black T-shirt with the letters “AC/DC” on it and short shorts with ripped tights.

      “You new around here? I thought I knew all the kids in town.”

      “Yes, my family and I moved here about a week ago.”

      “Where do you live?” she asked, popping her gum.

      “Down on Shelby Street.” The lone house on Shelby spooked most of the local residents, or at least that’s what Theo said.

      She snorted. “Yeah right, in the haunted house. Like I haven’t heard that one before.”

      “I don’t know about haunted, but my family owns the home, and we moved back in.”

      “Explain to me why someone whose ‘family’ owns King’s Castle needs money.”

      “My parents feel I need to learn how to work a real job.”

      “Huh,” she paused, twirling her hair. “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “You’ll need to find a ‘learning experience’ somewhere else.” She jumped off the counter and went back to the sink.

      “That doesn’t explain why.” Sid followed her, hoping to understand her immediate rejection of his possible abilities. He didn’t feel anger coming from her. On the contrary, she was attracted to him.

      She turned to face him, her shoes squeaking on the hardwood floor. Sid stood only a few inches from her. She inhaled and squeezed her eyes shut. He backed away, realizing he may have overstepped his bounds a little.

      “Because you obviously have no previous work experience, and as soon as it gets busy, you’re gonna quit. You’ve no incentive to keep the job. Offer me one good reason why you’ll still be here in November, and I’ll consider it.”

      Sid thought about everything Theo taught him over the last week. “My parents told me if I don’t get, and keep, a job, they will take away my car.”

      “Humph,” she said, smiling. “What do you know about coffee?”

      “Absolutely nothing except that it has a distinct odor.” She scowled at him and turned around again, wiping the counter. “But I’m an extremely fast learner. In one week I’ve learned how to use a computer, television, iPhone, Facebook, and Twitter.”

      “And why didn’t you bother learning about those things before last week?”

      “Because I didn’t have them before last week.”

      She grinned, and Sid could tell she was about to give in.

      “Where did you say you moved from?”

      “I didn’t.”

      She shook her head. “Never mind. I suppose we can try this for a week and see how you do. My summer help has all gone home, and Aspen isn’t back from Hawaii yet.” She handed him a piece of paper. “Call me Ella. Here’s a list of all the drinks we serve and their ingredients. Have it memorized by tomorrow morning and wear sneakers. The floor has a tendency to get slick. Any questions?”

      “Yeah. The name ‘The Purple Dragon,’ where did it come from?”

      “Aspen,” she said, pointing at a small picture next to the register. “She took that picture.”

      “Who took this picture?” Sid asked, walking toward it. In a crooked blue frame, the tips of pine trees lined the bottom of the picture and white clouds hung in the corners. Filling the middle of the picture was a violet dragon, Jolantha. Sid’s mother’s best friend.

      “Aspen. Have you been paying attention to me?”

      Sid looked at her. “What, oh yeah, but how’d she get it? Most people are terrified of dragons.”

      “Aspen is not most people.”

      “Can I meet her?” Sid asked, wondering if she could possibly be the girl he saw on the mountain in the park. Humans detested dragons. For there to be more than one person in the area who didn’t run from them would be too much to ask. Plus, he hoped she was the same girl. He wanted to see her again.

      “Yeah, she works here, but she won’t be back in town until Saturday. She’ll probably come to the party here Saturday night. Will you be going to the high school?”

      “Yes. I’ll be a senior.”

      “You should come. Most of the juniors and seniors will be here. I can introduce you.”

      He leaned closer to the picture. “Amazing. Does she take photos of dragons often?”

      Ella cackled. “You’re fighting a losing battle.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I can already tell. You’ll like her, but she won’t like you.”

      “Why would she dislike me?” Sid asked, shocked.

      “Oh, Aspen hates all the pretty boys. And you, my friend, are the very definition of a pretty boy. You look like you just pranced off the cover of GQ with your long black hair and smoldering eyes.” She smirked at him, and he stood there, embarrassed for the first time in his life.
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          CHAPTER SIX

        

      

    

    
      Aspen’s nightmare walked through the door of the Purple Dragon. It’d been three years since she saw the face that haunted her dreams. Marc should’ve never found her, yet there he stood, seemingly unsure of where to go. Stubble peppered his jaw, and thick eyebrows came together as he scanned the room. Bitterness crawled across her tongue.

      The burgundy mug slipped from her hand and shattered; hot coffee seeped into her sandals. She ripped her eyes away from Marc. Dark brown liquid carved a path through the crevices and slid into the cracks of the faded wood floor. Breathe, she reminded herself. The smell of coffee beans and chocolate chip cookies filled her nostrils.

      Brad glared at her from behind the espresso bar and reached for the broom and dustpan. Everything moved in slow motion. She looked toward the door, ready to face him again, but Marc was gone. Time sped up. She spun in circles, searching for him, praying he wasn’t behind her. He had disappeared.

      Was he really here? For a while his face had been a regular participant in that time between semi-consciousness and sleep. On those days, she pictured him everywhere. Except for the dream just before she left for Hawaii, she hadn’t thought of him in nearly six months. She wondered if she saw him because of the dream.

      She hated the fear consuming her. Aspen was the queen of everything dangerous. She played with bears, jumped out of airplanes, and chased after dragons. In third grade a boy at school dared her to jump off the top of the school—she broke her leg but won the dare. Nothing scared her, ever.

      Except him.

      “Aspen!” A squeal erupted in her ear. Tori hugged her from behind, and Aspen stiffened, still fearing what she couldn’t see. Then Tori dragged her over to a table, and Aspen sat down, looking everywhere for Marc.

      “Oh my gosh, I’ve missed you so much. At least you made it back in time for the party. It was so not cool that you disappeared on us for the last three weeks of summer. How was Hawaii? Lots of hot guys?” Her voiced squeaked a little, like it always did, sounding as if she were getting over a cold.

      Tori paused for a moment, reached across the table, and grabbed Aspen’s purse. She plucked out the Guava Lip Smackers. “Coty went home yesterday. I cried all night, and you were on a stinkin’ airplane. I think I’m in love with him, but how can I love him in California? He promised to call and text and e-mail every day, but I bet one of those beach sluts takes advantage of him.”

      Coty showed up at the beginning of the summer. Tori knew he was only a summer fling. He probably already had a girlfriend in Cali, but it was Aspen’s duty as BFF not to mention that. Besides, she felt woozy. Could she even stand?

      Tori pulled out a box of mints and looked up at Aspen. “Are you feeling okay? You don’t look so hot.”

      Duh. Of course she didn’t look good. Control was her thing—nothing rattled her—this was a fluke. Aspen wondered if Tori could see her shaking. Tori put on Aspen’s lip gloss and then tossed it into her own bag. If Aspen had been feeling normal, she would’ve been annoyed. Tori always took her things. Over the course of the last several months, she also changed her appearance so she looked more and more like Aspen. Her short red curls had morphed into straight blonde hair, except not as long as Aspen’s. As it was, tonight, Aspen didn’t care. This was one party she needed to ditch.

      “Jet lag, I think.”

      “You need something to drink. But first, tell me about Hawaii. I heard you missed your flight.”

      “Who told you that?”

      “Rowan. Normally I ignore his texts, but since you never had your phone on, he was the only way I had to keep tabs on you.”

      Aspen’s brother and his big mouth. He’d say anything to impress Tori.

      “Well, he exaggerated. We didn’t miss our flight to Hawaii. Just the one out of Idaho Falls. We caught the next flight and still managed to make the connecting plane.”

      “How was it? What’d you do?”

      “I got pictures of a fire dragon. Do you want to see them?” The red dragon hadn’t gotten close to her like the black one, but Aspen still got good pictures.

      Tori’s face scrunched up, and she shivered. “No. And don’t talk about them. They’re creepy.”

      “Then don’t ask,” Aspen snapped.

      Tori pouted, and Aspen backtracked. “Tori, I’m sorry. I’m not feeling well. I think I should go home.”

      “But you just got here. Let’s get something to drink, and you’ll feel better.” Tori gathered up her things, looped Aspen’s purse over her shoulder, and pulled her off the stool. Aspen looked toward the door, just to double check Marc wasn’t standing there anymore. Tori stopped, and Aspen ran into her.

      “What are you doing?”

      She grinned and pointed. “I think I found Coty’s replacement.”

      Marc stood in the doorway by the stairs, next to the espresso bar. He turned his head, and for a moment, stared straight into Aspen’s eyes. He gave her a crooked grin, and the acidic taste of bile rushed up her throat. She turned and threw up all over the floor.

      “Eww. Oh eww.” Tori’s feet pranced on the ground. Louder footsteps approached, and a paper towel appeared in front of Aspen’s face.

      “Thanks,” she mumbled.

      Aspen held the paper towel over her mouth and stumbled toward the bathroom, Tori following. She sat on the counter while Aspen washed her face.

      “You are sick,” Tori said as they walked into the crowd. “I’m sorry I didn’t believe you. Will you be able to make it home okay?”

      “Yeah, of course.” The crowd had gotten bigger, and the walls seemed closer together. The people pressed in on all sides, either ignoring Aspen or welcoming her back from Hawaii. She smiled, nodded, and forced her way to the front door, fighting both nausea and dizziness.

      Seconds before she pushed the screen open, a hand grabbed her shoulder. She froze, unsure of what to do. Everything was so loud, the voices, the chairs scraping the floor, the bass of the music beating along with her heart. Aspen turned slowly and came face-to-face with her deepest fear.

      All sound died. His lips moved but no words came out. Aspen’s ears were deaf to the music and the screech of the coffee machine. The only thing she heard was the blood rushing in her ears.

      Marc had a terrible, frightening, beautiful face. She noticed strange things—his one crooked tooth, the bare spot on his chin with no stubble, and the odd ocean-blue color of his eyes. Her vision blurred, and she swayed. Blue? Marc had brown eyes. His hand gripped her arm. Her eyes moved from his face to his hand that held on so tightly it almost hurt. Then her eyes rolled back in her head and everything went black.

      “Aspen, wake up.” Small hands slapped the side of her face.

      “That’s not going to work. Here, let me help,” a deeper voice said, still female. Ammonia stung her nostrils, and her eyes opened. Ella’s face hovered over Aspen.

      “Good. See, she’s fine.”

      Ella offered Aspen a hand, and she took it. Even unsteady on her feet, she surveyed those around her—Ella, Tori, Matt, and a couple of freshmen she didn’t know.

      “Where’s Marc?” Aspen asked.

      “Who’s Marc?” Tori asked.

      “Never mind,” Aspen said, grabbing her keys from the floor.

      “Oh, no you don’t.” Ella took them from her. “I’m taking you home. You can get your car tomorrow.”

      Ella’s Bronco sped down Highway 89. Aspen closed her eyes and let her mind wander. The last time she saw Marc, it was through her own swollen blackened eyes as he ran from her in the forests of Yosemite. She could still smell his sweat and the stink of alcohol on his breath.

      People didn’t come to Gardiner by accident, and they didn’t just pass through. The town got enough tourists, but by the end of August most of them had gone home. Plus, they didn’t come to the parties at the Purple Dragon unless someone local invited them. Did he come to find Aspen? She couldn’t remember if she told him where she lived.

      The face from the party floated in her head. In spite of what he did to her, she still found him attractive. Especially his eyes. Something about the thrilling deep blue color caused her face to flush.

      “We have to go back,” Aspen shouted.

      “Calm down. We’re a half-mile from your house. Whatever you forgot we can get tomorrow. You’ve already puked and passed out in my shop tonight, and I’m not taking you back.”

      “Please, I have to. I need to know.”

      “Know what?”

      How could Aspen explain? She never told anyone about Marc, not even her parents. Ella wouldn’t get it. Marc had brown eyes.
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          CHAPTER SEVEN

        

      

    

    
      Ella explained to Aspen’s parents that she threw up, fainted, and was hallucinating. Although, Aspen wasn’t sure where she got that from. Aspen’s mom, used to her brother’s frequent bouts of anxiety, handed Aspen a bowl of ice cream. She ate it without thinking and realized, too late, that her mom spiked it with Valium. Unaccustomed to the medication, Aspen was out in fifteen minutes and didn’t wake until Monday morning. Just in time to leave for school.

      Tori pounced on her as soon as she entered the school.

      “Oh my gosh, you missed an amazing party. There’s this new guy. Oh man, so hot. His name is Sid, and he’s going to be my new boyfriend.”

      Aspen smiled. “What about Coty?”

      Tori gave her a dismissive wave. “Ancient history. He’s in California, and Sid is here, available, and gorgeous.”

      Tori chattered on while they walked to homeroom. This was Aspen’s last school year ever. If she passed. She’d rather be in the wild, doing something crazy. For the most part she tried, but only to keep her parents off her back. Somewhere along the line, rule number five came into play: graduate.

      She didn’t really see the point. After all, as soon as she was done, she was going to find a film crew that was as crazy as she was and head out in the parks to get close to the dragons. But Aspen wasn’t dumb. She realized the possibility of making cash right away filming the dragons was low, and she needed a place to crash. As long as she kept her parents happy, she’d have a place to sleep. She’d graduate in the spring if it killed her. And it just might.

      Mrs. Dufour had been her homeroom, and favorite, teacher for the last three years. They shared the same love of photography. Though Mrs. Dufour preferred to get shots of the wolves in the park instead of the dragons. This morning Mrs. Dufour focused her attention on a frazzled Lila, class president and probable valedictorian. Lila always had something to worry about, and since most of her peers didn’t care, the teachers got to listen.

      Aspen headed to her normal desk, back right corner. But sitting in her seat was Marc—or whatever his name was—fiddling with a pencil, his long hair shadowing his face. What the hell was he doing here? This guy was supposed to have been a one-night freak, a friend of someone at the party.

      Graduation suddenly seemed so far away. No way would Aspen make it through the year if every time she turned around, he paralyzed her with fear. Time to drop out and tell Ella she wanted full time hours. She’d just have to work around her dream. Aspen spun and hurried out the door. Tori scurried after her.

      “Aspen, what are you doing? I want to introduce you to Sid.”

      “Who’s Sid?” Aspen asked, her head spinning.

      “You know, the hottie from the party at the Purple Dragon. Were you not listening to me this morning? He hung out with us for most of the night. He’s super sweet. You’ll like him.” She grabbed Aspen’s hand and tried to drag her into the room. Aspen pulled away and leaned against the lockers in an effort to keep herself upright.

      “What did you say his name was?”

      “Sid,” she said, crossing her arms and clicking her heels on the floor.

      “Are you sure?”

      Tori sighed. “Of course I’m sure. I spent half the night with him. Don’t you think he would’ve told me if I called him the wrong name? Now come on, he wants to meet you.”

      Aspen put her hands on her knees, leaned over, and took a couple of deep breaths. His name was Sid, not Marc. He was not the same person who destroyed her. But her throat was closing up, her brain was shutting down, and her mouth went dry.

      “Why does he want to meet me?” Aspen whispered.

      “He saw that picture in the PD that you took of the dragon. He couldn’t stop talking about it.” Tori grimaced.

      No freaking way. Aspen couldn’t even stand to look at him, and he wanted to meet her because of her dragons. How could he have such an effect on her? Aspen tried to remind herself of all the times she should’ve been scared but was not. Nothing came to her. Her head swam. Mr. Long Dark Hair made her feel like she was going to vomit. Fear was for little girls and psychotic brothers. Of which, Aspen was neither. She had to go in there and face him.

      She stood upright and moved toward the door. Tori grabbed her arm.

      “Listen, I really like this guy. Can you be nice to him?” Aspen nodded. That was one way to make sure he didn’t hang around. Most guys who went out with Tori disappeared when the relationship was over because she was a little obsessive.

      They walked in, and Aspen set her stuff on a desk in the front of the room, as far away from Sid as possible, even though that meant she couldn’t hide from Mrs. Dufour. Tori pulled her to his desk.

      “Sid, this is Aspen,” she said and hurried across the room to say hi to Dan. This was new. Usually Tori would stay and hover. Aspen only saw her act like this once before, and that was a year ago when a celebrity came to spend a summer here. Aspen couldn’t even remember his name, he wasn’t that famous, but Tori was crushing on him bad. She barely said two words to him, but she talked about him all the freaking time.

      “Hey.” Aspen’s voice was too soft, almost inaudible. Sid looked up, and she studied his face. Once again, his eyes captured her. They were the color of bluebirds—unnatural, but familiar somehow. Definitely not Marc’s. Everything else, the long thick lashes, the dark skin, and the strong jaw—looked so similar. They still dug up all those old feelings of shame. Sid smiled. Aspen’s knees buckled, and she sat in the desk in front of him.

      Marc—no Sid—leaned across his desk. “How’d you get a picture of a dragon?”

      “With a camera and a lot of patience.” It was her standard answer. Most people had never seen a dragon because dragons avoid densely populated areas. They were protected, so people were not allowed to hunt or capture them. Not that it would do any good to try.

      The national park system grew up around areas with large concentrations of dragons. Aspen was part of a very small group of people in the world who tried to find them. Most people feared them, though she had no idea why. Whenever she asked anyone, she got lots of “they’re so big,” or “they start forest fires,” and her personal favorite, “I’ve heard they eat people.” No one had ever shown an interest, except Sid—who made goose bumps rise on Aspen’s arms.

      He looked perplexed.

      “I like dragons. I do a lot of hiking and backcountry camping. My camera is always ready,” she explained.

      “Do you have pictures of any others?”

      Aspen didn’t want to look at him and see that face. “Here,” she said, handing him her phone. “These are the red ones I got last week.”

      She traced the edges of an old graffitied “John was here” on the desk, avoiding his gaze.

      “This is unheard of,” he said.

      Aspen looked up. He was a mere eight inches from her face. His eyes locked on hers. Fear and desire burned in her stomach. Her lips tingled with the memory of her first kiss, the one Marc gave her three years ago. Would Sid’s kiss taste different?

      “Welcome back.” Mrs. Dufour’s voice jarred Aspen out of her trance, and her face flushed with embarrassment.

      She slipped away and went to her own seat.

      After homeroom, Mrs. Dufour called Aspen up to her desk. Tori followed.

      “I wanted to show you some of the shots I got this summer.”

      Aspen thumbed through the pictures. She’d gotten some decent pictures of the wolves.

      “They are nice. Did you get a new lens?”

      “Yeah. You should know that your dragons were lower than normal when I was taking shots. You should join me next time.”

      “That’d be nice, let me know when you go.”

      Tori picked up one of the pictures and addressed Mrs. Dufour. “Maybe you can learn something from Aspen because her pictures are loads better than this.”

      Mrs. Dufour’s face flushed, and Aspen dragged Tori out of the room.

      “Why are you being so mean?”

      “She gave me a D in English last year.”

      “Tori, that’s because you lifted your final essay from the web. You’re lucky she didn’t fail you.”

      “Whatever. I don’t like her.”
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        * * *

      

      Biology was boring as usual, but at least Sid wasn’t in that class. Things were looking up. Most of the same kids who were in biology for bimbos were also in math for morons, so chances were he wouldn’t be in Aspen’s math class.

      Tori met Aspen at their lockers.

      “How’s history?” Aspen asked.

      “I have no idea. I slept,” she replied.

      “Was Sid in your class?”

      “Nope. What’d you think about him?”

      “He was nice.”

      “Yeah,” Tori sighed. “Those eyes are to die for, aren’t they?”

      “That they are.” Aspen grinned, hoping she was convincing.

      Tori crossed her arms and glared at Aspen. “Hey, he’s mine. You understand?”

      “Defensive much? I’m not interested in him. I was just agreeing with you.”

      Tori moved her books from one arm to the other, and her blonde hair fell into her eyes. That was when Aspen noticed it.

      “Did you get colored contacts?”

      Tori looked up at her. “What? Oh yeah. Do you like them?”

      They were the color of Aspen’s eyes. What the hell was going on with her? The conversation shifted after that when several others walked up to them.

      Aspen dawdled in the hallway, chatting with Tori and Matt, Aspen’s puppy dog. He’d been after Aspen for most of her junior year. He was decent looking with tight curly brown hair and a nice build since he was a swimmer. Near the end of the year, she agreed to go to prom with him. They had a good time, but relationships and Aspen didn’t mix. Aspen deleted his texts and ignored his calls throughout the summer, but he was not to be deterred.

      Matt looked at his watch. “We’re going to be late, you coming?”

      “Yeah, just give me a sec.”

      “I’ll save you a seat.”

      Aspen nodded, opened her locker, and shoved in her biology book, knowing it would not come out again until the end of the year. The first day of school was the only day she used her locker, and that was just so she could store the books without losing them.

      The hallways were empty. She was about to be late to math. Her favorite class, yippee. Maybe she should go home and avoid Sid that way. Or maybe she should go to math, which was the opposite direction of Dr. VanDyke, the principal, who knew of her habit of skipping out.
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        * * *

      

      Aspen slipped into class one minute late. She was being stealthy, but Ms. Weber noticed anyway.

      “Aspen, how nice of you to join us. If you’ll take the desk in front of Mr. King, we can get started.”

      Sid sensed her panic as she slumped into the seat, took out a notebook and pen, and rested her chin on her hand without looking back. She had a knot on the back of her head with several sticks holding it in place. She emanated anger and hostility, so far the only person to feel that way around him. Which he found odd because she was the girl from the mountain. The one who felt excited to see a dragon, not scared. He couldn’t wait to get to know her.

      Ms. Weber droned on about equations. To Sid, school was pointless; he learned all this two hundred years ago. He wanted to talk to Aspen, to hear her voice, to understand her desire to chase the dragons.

      Near the end of class, Ms. Weber finally stopped talking. Sid leaned forward to talk to Aspen, but Matt, who was sitting next to her, beat Sid to it.

      “Have you heard anything about the missing climber?” Matt asked, pulling his chair to her desk.

      “Why, was he staying at your place?”

      “Yeah.” Matt fidgeted with his pencil, and it broke in half.

      “I wish I had more to tell you.” Aspen frowned. “My parents weren’t home when I left for school. Rowan said they’d been gone all night. Are the rest of the guests nervous?”

      “Yeah, he was a college kid, and his parents are freaking out. It’s always my folks’ fault when they decide to do something stupid and fall off a cliff.”

      “I’ll ask my mom or dad when I get home, but I gotta work after that.”

      “Great. I’ll stop by and see you, get some of this homework done.”

      The teacher walked up to her as Matt slid his chair back to his own desk.

      Ms. Weber sat on the edge of Aspen’s desk. “You’re a senior this year.”

      “I know.”

      “You’re still in Algebra I.”

      “I know.”

      “If you don’t pass my class, you don’t graduate. And to pass my class, you must do your homework.”

      Aspen shoved her notebook into her bag. “Have I ever failed one of your tests?”

      Mrs. Weber shook her head. “But you’ve never scored higher than a D+ either.”

      “Exactly. I sit here in your class every day, I pass my tests, and yet somehow I still fail. I don’t do homework.”

      “If you want to graduate, you will.”

      The bell rang, and Aspen stalked out of class, angrier than when she arrived. At least Sid knew it wasn’t just him she couldn’t stand.
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        * * *

      

      Still unsure of what to do after school, Sid drove over to the PD to talk to Ella. She was much easier to relate to than those he met at school, more at ease around him, not intimidated. Plus, she knew Aspen.

      The old house was empty except for Ella. The smell of burnt coffee assaulted his nose. Would he ever get used to it? Ella wiped down the counter and threw her towel into the sink. She had her back to Sid, and her head bobbed up and down.

      “Hey, Ella,” Sid said, sneaking up behind her.

      She jumped and yanked out her ear buds. “Sid, you scared me.” She picked up a towel and flicked it at him.

      “Sorry. Who’s working tonight?”

      “Aspen.”

      At the sound of her name Sid’s heart raced. He tried to understand his need to know her. She was the only human he’d met (and there hadn’t been many) who didn’t detest dragons. That in itself made him curious, but she despised him. He’d given her no reason to.

      “Who else?”

      “Me. The idiot who was supposed to work with her called in sick.”

      “I’ll work for you.”

      “Sid, that would be wonderful. I’ve been here all day.” She rubbed her hand across her forehead, leaving a streak of coffee.

      “Yeah, but you have to do me a favor,” Sid said, handing her a clean towel.

      “Sure thing.”

      “From here on out, you need to schedule Aspen and me together.”

      She grinned. “I told you you’d like her.” Ella understood his fascination with Aspen, probably better than he understood it himself. He didn’t understand his human feelings at all.

      “That’s still to be determined. She won’t talk to me. At all. I figure if I’m working with her, she’ll have to.”

      “Oh, don’t underestimate her. I’m sure she could go through an entire shift without uttering a word.”
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        * * *

      

      Theo sat at Sid’s desk, messing with the computer, and didn’t acknowledge Sid’s presence. The clock on the dresser said Sid had exactly thirty minutes to dress and get back to the shop. He didn’t want to give Aspen any reason to be irritated with him.

      “Find anything taboo on there?” Sid asked.

      Theo took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. “You know I have to do this. It’s my job.”

      “No one else had people snooping through their stuff,” Sid grumbled.

      “Actually, you’d be surprised. But, Sid, you’re no ordinary dragon. If I don’t do this, the council will send someone else who is more thorough.”

      “I know, but I’m not going to do anything stupid.”

      “Says the dragon who broke the heart of Winerva’s niece.”

      “I never gave Candide any reason to think I was interested in her. Why are you bringing that up? It happened over twenty years ago.”

      Theo chuckled. “I know. I’m just giving you a hard time. You working tonight?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Will that Ella chick be there? If so, I’m going with you.”

      “No. I’m working with Aspen. How do you know Ella?”

      “I scoped out the Purple Dragon today. She’s hot. I guess I’ll just have to wait until tomorrow.”

      Sid looked at the clock again, twenty minutes left. “Listen, Theo, I need your help with something, and I can’t have you blabbing. Can you keep a secret?”

      “What’d you do?”

      “Nothing yet. The council won’t approve, but I need your advice and master researching skills.”

      Theo leaned back on the chair and rested his bare feet on Sid’s bed. “Why?”

      Sid tossed him the Your Human Years book and grabbed his work clothes out of the closet.

      “Turn to Chapter Five,” Sid said, undressing.

      “Chapter Five. Romantic Relationships.” Theo snorted without opening the book. “Did you bother to read all the warnings before you read the tasks?”

      “Yes, and I know what I’m doing.”

      “No, you don’t.” Theo put the book down and walked toward him. “You’ve only been at this for three weeks. You still don’t understand human feelings. Chapter Five says do not try any of these until the sixth year for a reason. You’ll be sealed before you’ve realized what happened.”

      “I was with Skye for a hundred and sixty-two years and managed not to get in trouble. I think I can handle a human girl.”

      “No, you can’t.” He paused for a minute. Then he lay on Sid’s bed and spread his arms out, his expression far away. “I spent ten years living around them, and I was lucky I never got into trouble. Human girls are incredibly seductive. More so than any dragon I’ve ever met. They have ways of making you feel like you’re on fire.

      “I used to surf with a girl named Hazel. She had this smile to die for. We hung out for a summer, and I nearly gave up everything for her. She was the only human I kissed, and my lips still burn when I think about her.”

      Did he seal himself to her? Sid looked for the scrawled circle that marked the sealing, but saw nothing. Theo’s eyes were closed, and a small stream flowed from the corners of his eyes. Sid looked away, embarrassed. Theo never talked about stuff like this. In fact, he never had a mate that Sid knew of. He was the good one, saving himself for the queen. Not that the rest of them did anything to jeopardize their chances for the kingship, but they played closer to the edge of the cliff than Theo. Sid was really the only one who nearly sealed himself to someone. He was good and he didn’t, but there was a time with Skye that he thought about it.

      Theo spoke again, his voice cracking, “I don’t know how any of us make it through unscathed. You won’t be able to resist. Plus, you know what will happen if you seal.”

      Sid pulled on his shirt and buttoned it up. There had to be a way to convince Theo he wouldn’t let that happen. “This girl absolutely hates me. I’m not going to seal myself to her. I just want to get to know her. When I do, I’ll be able to cross several things off that stupid list, which gets me closer to going home. If I finish in less than ten years, they’ll let me be done.” Looking in the mirror, Sid pulled his hair back. He liked it better when it hung down, but Ella said if she found a long black hair in the coffee, he would be fired. The clock read ten to four.

      “I have to go,” Sid said. “While I’m gone, find out everything you can about Aspen Winters and her family.”
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          CHAPTER EIGHT

        

      

    

    
      Aspen got to work a half hour early in the hope that someone would do her homework for her. The math book somehow found its way into her backpack. Throughout her entire high school career, not one book had ever made it past her locker, and she managed to pass all her classes. Except math. Mrs. Weber made it very clear that if graduation was to happen, then she had to do her homework. Ugh.

      Ella brought Aspen a latte.

      “Homework? You?” Ella had on her Guns and Roses outfit today. November Rain played in the background. Aspen was more of an alternative rock fan, but she still appreciated Ella’s taste in music.

      “I think they’re trying to kill me this year. You wanna do this for me?”

      “Hon, I barely passed the first time. What makes you think I’d be able to help you with that?”

      Aspen shrugged and looked at her book, the numbers and letters swirling together.

      “Who’s working with me tonight anyway?”

      “The new guy.”

      Aspen groaned. She’d be better off alone.

      “Ella, you know I hate training.”

      “You won’t have to train him. He worked with me all last week while you were off playing in Hawaii, and he’s a fast learner. Give him two weeks, and he’ll be up to speed. In the meantime, be patient with him.” Ella crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes.

      “Fine,” Aspen said and looked at her homework. What was she supposed to do with all the Xes? Whoever put letters in math was crazy. Besides, all Aspen could focus on in class was the fact that the scary boy sat behind her. She found it odd that her mind could accept he wasn’t Marc, but her emotions couldn’t.

      Ella sat across from Aspen. “Hey, do you mind punching in a few minutes early? I’d like to get going. You can do your homework on the clock if you want.”

      “Sure, what’s up?”

      “Nothing.” Ella stood and went behind the counter before Aspen could ask her more questions.

      Aspen gathered her books and headed to the back room. Ella put on her leather jacket. She didn’t say anything to Aspen.

      “You okay?” Aspen asked.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. I’ll see you later.”

      Why did she want to leave so quickly? Aspen stared out the window as Ella walked to her car. A young man in a white button down shirt walked up to her. New boyfriend, maybe. He enveloped her in a big hug, and Ella smiled wide. Aspen watched, happy to have something to tease her about tomorrow.

      Ella tugged at his black ponytail and laughed. Then he turned and walked toward the shop while she drove away in her Bronco. He was soon out of Aspen’s sight, and she went around the counter and stocked the teas so he wouldn’t think she was snooping.

      A voice behind her said, “Hey, Aspen.”

      Aspen whirled around. “What are you doing behind the counter? Only employees can be back here.”

      “I am an employee.” Sid stood there with a stupid grin on his face.

      “You’re the new guy?” Aspen asked, her pulse racing.

      “Yes,” he replied, reaching around her to hang up his jacket. She closed her eyes, trying to make sense of the situation. He smelled of cedar and pine trees. If Aspen wasn’t hyperaware that he was standing inches from her, she could’ve imagined herself in the middle of the forest.

      “Unbelievable,” she said to herself. “How did this happen to me?” She took deep breaths to calm her nerves.

      He backed up. “This happens to be a good thing. I want to talk to you.”

      “Well, I don’t have to talk to you. Sid, I don’t mean to be rude or anything.” Aspen wasn’t sure he’d take a hint. She couldn’t be friends with him. Ever. “Okay, yes, I do. I don’t like you. I’m not going to like you, and we will never be friends. Let’s get through the night, and then I can talk to Ella about the scheduling. Nothing personal, but this isn’t gonna work.”

      “What’s not going to work?”

      “All of it, working together, hanging out, being study buddies. Whatever it is you want from me, you’re not going to get it.”

      “I don’t want anything from you. I just want to talk to you. Is that too much to ask?”

      Aspen couldn’t think of a response. The front door rattled, and Mrs. Little walked in. Aspen glared at Sid and went to the counter to ask what she wanted. Aspen wrote down the order and handed it to Sid. He looked at her for a moment then smiled that wicked smile of his.

      “I don’t know how to make a green tea latte. You’ll have to show me.”

      He seriously underestimated her if he thought it would be that easy. No way would he win that fast. Aspen grabbed a cup and waved it in front of his face, then poured the milk into the steamer container and handed the milk to him, pointing to the steamer. He smiled again.

      “Sorry, don’t know how to use that either.”

      Aspen ground her teeth. Liar. If he’d been training with Ella, then he knew how to use the steamer. He probably knew how to make the whole thing. Aspen stuck the container underneath the steamer and pointed to the thermometer. Sid came and stood behind her. The movement startled her, and she dropped the milk. It splattered everywhere, soaking her slacks, and he had the nerve to laugh. Aspen resisted the urge to yell and shoved the mop into his hands. The other machine, although not meant to be used on slow nights, warmed up quickly, and she made the latte far from where Sid cleaned up the mess.

      He kept his distance after Aspen handed Mrs. Little her latte. But he’d been waiting. When she accidentally looked at him, he spoke.

      “I’m sorry I laughed at you. It’s just that you’re trying so hard to ignore me. Am I really that bad?”

      Yes, Aspen thought. She looked past him and saw Wobbles sneaking around the corner. “Oh, no you don’t,” Aspen said and scooped him up. Wobbles was one of Ella’s coffeehouse cats. He knew he wasn’t allowed behind the counter, but that didn’t stop him from trying eight times a day. Aspen put him on the window seat with his sister Wiggles. He meowed and nudged her hand, and Aspen petted him. Mrs. Little was reading a magazine, and a couple of kids from school were doing homework. The night would be long and slow. Might as well give math another shot.

      A hole formed on the paper next to number thirty-four as she erased the problem for the third time. Sid sat across from her.

      “You having trouble with those?” he asked. Aspen gave him what she hoped was a nasty look and tried reading the problem again. It was no use; she was never going to understand.

      “Look,” he said, pointing to the problem. “All you need to do is subtract seventeen from each side of the equal sign.” Aspen handed him her pencil, and he demonstrated. If she talked to him, maybe she could convince him to do it for her. She was about to give up her vow of silence when Tori’s voice rang out across the shop.

      “I knew you’d be bored tonight. We’ve come to keep you company.” Aspen was grateful for the distraction; with Tori there she didn’t have to concentrate on ignoring Sid. Tori could do all Aspen’s talking for her. Matt, Lila, and Dan followed her into the shop. Aspen rolled her eyes at Dan kissing Lila as soon as they cleared the door. They were the school sweethearts and had this stupid ritual that involved kissing every time they walked through a door together. It was nauseating.

      Tori dropped her stuff on the table in front of Aspen. “You never texted me back. Where’s your phone?”

      Aspen shrugged.

      “I swear, you must be the only person on Earth who doesn’t have their phone attached to their hand.”

      Aspen used it, but she hated being stuck to technology. It didn’t work in the woods anyway.

      Before Tori could continue talking, Aspen turned to Matt, who sat next to her and flung his arm across the back of her chair. She moved her chair a few inches away from him, and he scowled but removed his arm. She smiled at him apologetically.

      “I was going to call you later,” Aspen said. Matt’s eyes lit up, and she hoped he wouldn’t be too disappointed in her reason.

      “If she can find her phone, that is,” Tori said.

      Aspen rolled her eyes. She was certain her phone was in the pocket of her jeans that she wore to school. She just forgot to bring it to work.

      “Anyway, I talked to my mom, and she said they found the climber’s camera.”

      “Only the camera?”

      “Not exactly, they also found a foot,” Aspen said, grimacing.

      “A foot? As in not attached to the body?” asked Matt.

      “Exactly.”

      “How the heck do they find just a foot?” Tori asked, wrinkling her nose.

      “No clue, bears are usually messier, and wolves don’t leave anything. The foot was off by itself, no blood trail or anything.”

      “Did they see anything on the camera?”

      “Nothing that suggested anything unusual. It looked like the last picture he took was in the middle of a cave. But there were no caves near the spot he was hiking.”

      “Aspen, you weren’t supposed to tell anyone,” Dan said. He shook his head and blew his shaggy hair out of his eyes. His parents worked at the park with Aspen’s.

      Aspen’s mouth had no filter. Her mom hadn’t exactly been talking to her this afternoon. She overheard her conversation with her dad. Although, Aspen didn’t see the big deal.

      “Who cares? People will know soon enough.”

      “No, they won’t. My mom told me they’re keeping the foot secret. The rangers don’t know what they’re dealing with, and telling everyone could create unnecessary panic.”

      “Oops.”

      “I bet it was a dragon. They wouldn’t leave much behind,” said Tori.

      Aspen scowled at her. “Dragons don’t eat people.”

      “How do you know?” Tori asked.

      “It hasn’t ever happened before. Why would they start eating people now?”

      “They’ve been eating people forever. We don’t hear about it because no one survives.”

      “Where the hell do you get your information?”

      Tori scooted closer to Sid. “Everyone knows it, but no one dares to say it in front of the mighty Aspen. We’ve been waiting for proof. Maybe now you’ll stop taking pictures of those creepy things.”

      Aspen burned with fury. Tori was her best friend, but in this instant she couldn’t stand her.

      “Aspen’s right. They don’t eat people,” Sid spoke up from next to Tori. He had a busted pencil in his hand and her math book open in front of him. He looked concerned. Aspen handed him another pencil. Indecision was etched across Tori’s face. Aspen almost laughed at her dilemma. Tomorrow Tori would be singing a different tune about dragons.

      Matt got up. “Thanks. I should tell my folks and let them know to keep it quiet.”

      Tori turned to Aspen. “Can you get me something to drink? I’m parched.”

      “Sure, what do you want?”

      “The usual,” she replied.

      “The usual? Tori you’ve been coming here for the last three years, and you never order the same thing.”

      Tori grabbed Sid’s hands, and he jumped. “What do you think I should get?” He stared at her hands for a minute and then at Aspen with a perplexed look. He didn’t realize Tori had it bad for him, and Aspen almost pitied him. He paused for a second then said, “A green tea latte.”

      “Oh, those are good. Can you make it for me?”

      “Only if Aspen shows me how.”

      “Never mind, Tori. I got it.”

      He followed her anyway.

      Aspen brought Tori her latte and left Sid behind the counter. A few minutes later Tori giggled. Aspen turned to see what she was looking at. Sid had both Wobbles and Wiggles up on the counter drinking milk from a bowl.

      “Stupid freaking idiot,” Aspen said, heading for the cats.

      “Ah, you talked to me!”

      Actually she didn’t. She was talking to herself. Let him think what he wanted though. Aspen picked both cats up and moved them to the window seat.

      Dan spoke up. “I think we should go. I need to tell my folks they’ll need to do some damage control. We know Matt’s parents won’t keep it quiet.”

      “Sorry,” Aspen mumbled.

      “Tori, you coming?”

      “Yep.” She grabbed her bag, gave Aspen a hug, and kissed Sid on the cheek. His face reddened, and he went back to the table and continued scribbling on Aspen’s math homework.

      “I gotta use the little girl’s room. Be right there,” Tori said to Dan.

      Dan waited until Tori was out of earshot.

      “There’s something else you should know.”

      Aspen snapped her head up. “What?”

      “They strongly suspect it was a dragon. They can’t prove anything, but you need to be careful.”

      “Are they reporting it as a dragon attack?”

      Dan shook his head. “But if they can’t figure out what it is, they might. Just to have an explanation. I know how much you love them.”

      Aspen bristled. They weren’t dangerous, but if everyone thought they were eating people, everything would change. Right now, they were left alone. If word got out, it’d be a witch-hunt. Aspen had to prove they weren’t dangerous. If she could just get close to one again, like she had with the black dragon, she could film him and show the whole world they weren’t responsible for the deaths in the parks.

      Aspen and Sid closed up in an almost easy silence. He didn’t try to get her to talk to him again. Sid brought her coat and offered to help her put it on. Aspen hesitated, not wanting to give him the wrong idea, but then she slid her arms in the sleeves. It felt natural, almost normal. So did Sid walking her to her car. Aspen even let him open the door for her, but she didn’t say anything to him.

      “Here’s your book. I did the assignment for you. You may want to copy it in your own handwriting.” Aspen took the book and looked up at him in the darkness. He smiled and shut the door.

      She drifted back three years to the memory of her first kiss. Marc had taken her to a movie and when they got ready to go home, he opened the car door for her. Before she got in, she looked up at him, and he smiled that same smile Sid had, bringing his face toward hers. She remembered feeling nervous because she’d never kissed anyone before. His kiss was soft like a gentle rain. Little did she know that gentle rain would turn into a major storm.

      Aspen came back to the present and found herself alone in the parking lot. She turned on the radio and took out her math homework. Sure enough, it was done, but each answer had detailed instructions explaining exactly how to solve the problem. And short comments were written all over the page. Random things Sid thought she should know. “You should name your dragons. I like Valentine for the red one and Jolantha for the purple.” “Wiggles and Wobbles don’t like you much.” “I wish you weren’t afraid of me.”

      Okay, so he wasn’t that bad. Sure, he was a tad annoying, but she probably presented him a huge challenge when she immediately gave him the cold shoulder. That was understandable. Challenges were meant to be attacked with no mercy. If the tables were turned, she’d be doing the exact same thing. It sucked to admit.

      Why was Aspen backing down from him? She hadn’t felt this kind of fear since, well, since she realized what Marc was going to do to her. She shivered. Maybe it was time for her to face this demon. Aspen wouldn’t run from him. She wouldn’t avoid him. She would attack this fear head on.
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          CHAPTER NINE

        

      

    

    
      Sid went straight home after work, frustrated by Aspen’s rejection. He had been unable to reach Theo on his phone to ask about his research on Aspen, so he raced up the stairs and stopped dead in his doorway. Seated on a chair next to Theo was Sid’s sister, Pearl, the last person he wanted to see.

      “You’re angry,” she said quietly as Sid dragged out his box of geodes, a newfound hobby, and sifted through them. “You shouldn’t be. Just because I’m on the council doesn’t mean I’m not on your side.”

      “Then why are you here?” Sid asked, digging under his bed for a hammer. “I thought I was allowed to have contact with my mentor, no one else.”

      “You’re the king,” said Theo sarcastically. “We’ve got to keep you safe. How am I supposed to do that without your sister?”

      “Theo seems to believe you got in over your head. Anytime a dragon decides that they want to get romantically involved with a human, that’s an issue. Especially within the first month. That’s why I’m here. He thought perhaps I could talk some sense into you. So you tell me why I am here,” said Pearl. She ran her fingers through her deep red hair. Pearl felt different somehow, a foreign emotion coming from her. She was usually solid and calm like the trees, but today she felt volatile like the ocean. Though she was radiating happiness and love. Sid forgot himself for a moment.

      “You’ve been sealed,” he said.

      “Yeah.” She grinned and stretched out her bare foot, revealing a thin golden script. The intricate pattern revealed no name.

      “Who is it?” Sid asked, dejected. Blank etchings only meant one thing. Whoever she sealed herself to didn’t love her back.

      “Raja.”

      “And his name is missing because?”

      “He wants to make sure you really become king before he allows himself to be sealed.”

      “That prick,” Theo interjected. “Sid’s gonna be king. Raja needs to give it up. Besides, he’s been after you a long time. Why would he make you wait?”

      She huffed and pulled her foot under her long silver skirt. “Raja’s just being cautious. I can wait ten years. Plus, it’s not exactly a conscious decision. He’ll seal himself to me when he’s ready. I love Raja. That’s not going to change. Enough about me. We are here to talk about you, Sid.”

      “So, talk. I’m listening.”

      “Why am I here?” Pearl asked once again, exasperated.

      “Did Theo tell you about Aspen?” Sid asked, turning over a geode in his hand, feeling the rough bumps to find its sweet spot. She nodded, and he continued. “I work with her. The first thing she said to me tonight was ‘Sid, we’re never going to be friends.’ Then she didn’t talk to me for the rest of the night.”

      “You mean like Winerva?” asked Pearl, her smile widening, and her eyes lighting up with laughter. “You do remember Winerva, don’t you?”

      “The evil white hag,” Theo muttered. “That was the summer Skye tried to kill him,” said Theo. “And poor Candide was heart—”

      “Enough with my lousy love life,” Sid said, pointing his hammer at them. “That has nothing to do with Aspen, and I’d rather forget about it. Find something else to gossip about.”

      Theo laughed, and Sid swung his hammer. With a loud thunk, the rock split exactly where he wanted, and showered Theo and Pearl with chalky dust and pea size chips; the inside revealed brilliant purple gems.

      “Anyway,” Pearl continued as though rocks had not rained down upon her. “It has everything to do with Aspen. Winerva hated you the moment she laid eyes on you.” She reached down and snatched half of his rock. “You couldn’t stand it. Obsidian must be liked by everyone,” she said rolling her eyes. “Was there anything you did that summer that didn’t piss her off?”

      “No,” Sid said, picking up another rock and setting it down. Without searching for a good spot, he swung the hammer again, and this time the rock shattered with a loud crack. Theo ducked as a shard flew past his head and splintered the computer screen.

      “Watch it, will ya?”

      Sid sighed. “Look, it’s been a long day. Can you guys leave me alone for a little while?” He dug through the box again.

      “No, I’m only going to be here for a week or so, and then I won’t see my baby brother for the next ten years. I’m not going to leave you alone,” Pearl said and sat on the floor next to him.

      “You’re not supposed to be here now, yet here you are.”

      Pearl laughed. “You’re in a mood, aren’t you? Maybe you’re right, and I’ll be back, but only if there’s trouble, so let’s hope I don’t come back. Since I’m here, you might as well enjoy my company.”

      “Why are you only staying a week?” Sid asked, holding his hammer high above another geode.

      “I have to start the search for the queen,” she said.

      Sid missed this rock entirely and put a hole in his floor. The search was starting early. The queen was the reason he never sealed himself to Skye. He knew Pearl would head up the search because she was the representative for the royal tribe, but he would know nothing of the queen until the council presented her before him for the testing.

      Sid gave up on the rocks. “Why are you starting the search already?”

      “It’s always this early. We need a few years to narrow the field, and then they have to go through extensive training before the testing.”

      Sid shivered, thinking of the horror stories he’d heard about the testing. He’d never witnessed it, but only about half of the potential queens made it out alive. Even fewer made it out sane. Most kings had to watch three or four candidates go through the testing before one was finally accepted. Again, that choice would not be his.

      “I talked to Skye,” said Pearl, interrupting Sid’s thoughts.

      His stomach knotted. Of course she talked to Skye. Was there any part of his life his sister didn’t stick her snout into? Sid waited, knowing that no matter what he said, Pearl would find a way to get her point across.

      Pearl continued. “She wanted me to tell you she is sorry for the way she left things.”

      Sid missed Skye. He’d give anything to have her sitting in front of him instead of Pearl. She had been the bright spot in his life, the one who made sure he always faced the sun instead of the clouds. Humanity would be more fun with her around.

      “Where is she?”

      “Back home in the Everglades. She stopped to see me on the way.”

      “Can I see her?”

      “No, you know—”

      “Would you like to know what I found out about Aspen?” Theo interrupted.

      “Absolutely,” Sid said as Pearl started to protest. Anything to escape the painful road his conversation with Pearl was heading. He picked up a shard of the shattered geode and ran his fingers across the tiny purple spikes.

      “Almost every bit of information I found on her was attached to dragons. Did you know she has pictures of us?”

      “Yeah, she showed me some this morning.” Sid dug into his pocket, remembering he still had her phone. He handed it to Theo.

      Theo thumbed through the pictures as Pearl watched over his shoulder.

      “She actually likes dragons,” commented Pearl, perplexed. “That’s a bit, um, unusual.”

      “So why do you think she hates me as a human if she likes dragons?”

      “Well, she doesn’t know you’re a dragon,” said Pearl, taking the phone from Theo.

      “She’s going to hate you even more when she finds out you jacked her phone,” said Theo, spinning around to the computer.

      “I didn’t mean to steal it. She ran off before I could give it to her, and then I forgot about it. I’ll give it back tomorrow.”

      Theo scowled and pulled off a piece of the shattered computer screen. “You’re going to have to replace this, you know. I wanted to show you the rest of the pictures she’s taken, but that will have to wait. Anyway, Stacey and Jason Winters, her parents, are park rangers. As a child, Aspen moved from one park to another. My guess is that’s where her fascination with dragons comes from; she’s lived near us her entire life. The info on her family is sketchy. It looks like she has an older sister and a twin brother. They lead a quiet life.”

      Sid sighed, disappointed in Theo’s research. They lead a quiet life. He thought Theo had better resources than that.

      “Aspen, however, is almost famous,” said Theo.

      “What do you mean?” Sid asked.

      “She’s a bit of a daredevil,” he said. “Aspen has two blogs. One with all her dragon pictures and one with the rest of her adventures. She skydives, hangs from ropes in the treetops, and has a black belt in aikido. Dude, she even swallows fire.” Theo sounded impressed.

      “So? We breathe fire,” Pearl said.

      “Yeah, but we’re dragons.”
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          CHAPTER TEN

        

      

    

    
      The next day, Rowan got all snappy with Aspen because she made him ten minutes late to school. But no way was she giving Sid the opportunity to talk to her. She raced to biology and walked to math two minutes late. To her surprise though, Mrs. Weber and Sid were standing outside of the classroom talking.

      “Sid, it is highly unusual for a senior to be in Algebra I. Where were you placed in your previous school?”

      “I was homeschooled.”

      “I thought so. I’d like you to take a placement test today, just to make sure you’re in the right class. I’d hate for you to be bored.”

      Sid nodded and caught Aspen’s eye. He smiled, and her heart raced. She couldn’t tell if it was because she was scared of him or attracted to him. Damn her feelings.

      “What happens if I do well?” Sid asked.

      “Then we’ll move you into Geometry or Algebra II.”

      Sid moved to step around Mrs. Weber when she stopped him. “The library is that way,” she said, pointing the opposite direction.

      “Oh, right.” He nodded to Aspen and turned.

      Aspen tried to sneak past Mrs. Weber, but she was too observant. “You’re late, Miss Winters.”

      “I know, but I did my homework.”

      Mrs. Weber raised her eyebrows. “Well, miracles do exist.”

      She disappeared into the classroom, and Aspen noticed that Sid still hadn’t turned the corner.

      “Hey, King,” Aspen called.

      “Yeah?” The eagerness in his voice betrayed his calm expression.

      “Do your best on that test.” Anything to get him out of that class.

      “Not a chance. I’m going to miss all of them. Just for you.” He grinned and disappeared around the corner.

      He still hadn’t come back by the time the bell rang. Which rocked. She ate lunch in the abandoned janitor’s closet, and he wasn’t in any of her afternoon classes.

      At her locker that afternoon, while she was getting her stupid math book again, Tori stopped to talk to her.

      “Why weren’t you at lunch?”

      “Detention,” Aspen lied.

      Tori nodded. That was a common enough occurrence she didn’t suspect anything unusual. She leaned against the locker next to Aspen’s and sighed.

      “Sid sat with us. He’s so sweet. Is it possible to fall in love without even kissing?”

      Aspen held back her snort. “I don’t think so.”

      “Well, I think so. I don’t want to screw this up. What do you think I should do?”

      “Are you really asking me for advice? I haven’t dated anyone here.”

      “You went to prom with Matt.”

      “Only because you wanted me to. I don’t like Matt.”

      “But he loves you, and he’s not the first guy to fall in love with you. How do you do it?”

      “Tori, I don’t know. It’s not like I want Matt falling for me.”

      “You’re right. It’s just you. I’m so jealous, but whatever. I’m going to get Sid if it’s the last thing I do. I need to find something in common with him. But all he talks about is stupid dragons.”

      Aspen rolled her eyes. “There. You can use that. Just pretend to like them. Hello, you have me. I know more about dragons than anyone else.”

      Tori’s eyes lit up. “I could do that.”

      “Look, I gotta go, or Rowan’s going to have a panic attack wondering where I am. Why don’t you come over for family game night, and we’ll talk dragons and see how much we can say before Rowan pees his pants.”

      She laughed. “That’s not very nice.”

      “That’s the point. See you about seven?”

      Tori nodded. “I gotta go find Lila. See you later.” She gave Aspen a hug and disappeared into the crowded hallway.

      Aspen tried to escape to the parking lot, but Sid caught her just before she went through the doors.

      “You left your phone with me yesterday. I’m sorry. I forgot I had it.”

      “Thanks,” Aspen muttered. Tori would be pleased she could finally answer her million and one texts.

      “Wait,” Sid said.

      Jeez, what now? Aspen hesitated for a half second and pushed the door open. Whatever he had to say wasn’t important enough for her to hang around.

      “Aspen, wait,” he yelled. All the freshmen waiting for their parents stopped mid-conversation.

      “What?” Aspen kept her voice deliberately low and irritated.

      He stared at her without speaking, those gorgeous eyes boring into hers. If she concentrated on them, she could forget he looked like Marc. Though, then she might do something stupid like kiss him because his eyes mesmerized her. She squeezed her eyes shut for a second to clear her head. Then she looked at him again with her eyebrows raised to let him know she was waiting. He didn’t utter a word. Aspen rolled her eyes and made her way down the stairs.

      “Dragons,” he said, following her. “I know where you can find dragons.”

      Damn. That might be worth a conversation. Especially now. She had to prove they weren’t dangerous before the public started suspecting them for the all of the deaths in the national parks.

      “Where?” Aspen asked when they reached the bottom of the stairs. She couldn’t look at his face so she studied his tennis shoes.

      “Inside Yellowstone. Can I show you?”

      Dragons. Sid. Dragons. Sid. His shoes were the expensive Adidas. Black with white stripes. She tried to avoid focusing on her sweaty palms and the anxiety filling her chest. Sid could show her where to find dragons, but that would mean she’d have to go somewhere with him. Alone. This was ridiculous. If anyone else on the planet had offered, she would have had her ass in the passenger seat already. Even if they looked like Marilyn Manson.

      “Sure,” Aspen said. “But first I need to drop my brother off at home. Follow me.”

      On the way to her house, she thought of a gazillion different ways to lose him. But the prospect of finding more dragons was too good to pass up. He’d only been in Gardiner for a few weeks, so how could he possibly have found a place she didn’t know about? If he was lying, she’d finally have an excuse to use her aikido training.

      In the house, she grabbed a couple of water bottles and granola bars. If Sid showed her the dragons, she had every intention of stalking them tonight. Her camera made it into her bag last.

      Aspen climbed into Sid’s black Escalade and buckled her seatbelt in silence. The inside of his car smelled warm and earthy like a cedar chest. They drove around the bottom loop and past Dunraven Pass. Aspen kept her gaze out the window and crossed her arms.
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        * * *

      

      The silence was menacing. Words would not form in Sid’s head to speak to her, and she certainly wasn’t speaking to him. The scenery seemed to captivate her as they drove, though he was sure it was as familiar to her as it was to him.

      Sid parked in a small gravel lot at the head of a trail.

      “We are going to have to walk a bit. I hope that’s okay.”

      She nodded and dug in her backpack. He hadn’t noticed she brought it. She pulled out two bottles of water and handed him one.

      “Thanks. We’ll need to follow the trail until we run out of trees.”

      “I’ve been down this trail before. The tree line ends after about fifty yards.”

      Aspen disappeared into the thick of trees, and Sid chased after her. The trail sloped down, and the pines towered over them, providing him a view of trees he’d never seen before. The area was familiar, but it looked different.

      From above, the individual branches weren’t visible; the view was of a tree as a whole. From below, the details of the trees made them beautiful. Aspen hiked only a few feet in front of Sid, but never looked back. She was wound tight, and Sid had difficulty pushing her anxiety away. He had to breathe deeply to keep his chest from constricting. Pine needles crunched underfoot, offering the only sound in the silent forest.

      Sid contemplated several ways to break the silence, but each seemed forced. No one had ever rendered him speechless before. It was maddening. No coherent thoughts entered his head, and he was surprised when Aspen spoke first.

      “Tori would be furious if she knew I was here with you.”

      “Why?”

      “She’s madly in love with you. Surely even you can see that. And me, being here alone with you, she’d see that as her best friend encroaching on her territory.” Aspen talked without looking back, her braid swinging from side to side. She laughed, her anxiety easing a little.

      “Is that why you don’t like me? Because you don’t want to offend Tori?”

      “No, I have other reasons for not liking you. But really, I think you should give Tori a chance. She’s a little flighty, but sweet.”

      Her voice was soft but pierced the forest. Sid savored the sound of the words, but as happy as he was that she spoke, he didn’t want to talk about Tori. He took a chance.

      “Why are you so fascinated with dragons?” he asked, running his fingers along the bark of the trees.

      Aspen turned around and walked backwards a few steps. She studied Sid’s face for a moment. Her gaze held his for only a few seconds, but in those seconds the forest seemed to still. The energy passing between them was unlike anything he’d felt before. Sid stumbled, and the spell was broken. When he found his feet again, she had disappeared down a hill.

      When Sid caught up again, she spoke.

      “Aside from humans, dragons are the only intelligent species on Earth,” she said.

      Her emotions shifted. Aspen began the walk hissing, and now she almost purred.

      “What makes you think that?” Sid asked.

      “They have intelligent thoughts. They’re not like other animals. A dog can understand that an action is bad if he is taught, but ultimately he is driven by instinct. Humans and dragons think on their own. Instinct, to both dragons and humans, is a second nature, not first.” She spoke without once turning to check if Sid was listening.

      “How do you know?” he asked.

      “Have you ever heard of a dragon attacking a human?”

      “No.” Sid tried to walk next to her, but she moved faster, crossing her arms and keeping her eyes on the ground in front of her, the claws coming out again.

      “It is statistically impossible for it to have never happened. But I’ve researched every possible dragon attack. Not one was legit. If dragons were like any other animal, they would prey on humans. They are carnivores—we are meat.”

      “What if they don’t like the taste of humans? Or what if documented reports don’t exist because there are no survivors?”

      “I suppose that’s possible, but I don’t believe it.” She relaxed a little. Sid couldn’t understand her mood fluctuations. If she was talking about the dragons, she was content, almost happy. If she sensed his presence, she felt angry and scared. He couldn’t keep up.

      “Why?”

      “Sid, I’m only talking to you because none of my friends like hearing about dragons. You’re the first person to have ever asked.” She stopped and took a drink from her water bottle, glanced at him, and then looked away. “I’m going to call a truce today, but don’t expect it to last. I’ll go back to hating you tomorrow.”

      “Fair enough,” Sid said, although he hoped the truce would last longer. Surely, she wouldn’t change her mind again tomorrow.

      “Can I tell you a story?”

      “Sure.” She could tell him a thousand stories as long as she kept talking.

      “When I was four, I lived in the Everglades. My favorite place to be was on the water. My parents took me out at least once a day to search for alligators. One night, they got busy, and by the time dinner was over, my bedtime arrived. My mom put me to bed in spite of my kicking and screaming. After I calmed down, I climbed out of my window, hopped into a canoe, and floated into the bay.

      “The first half hour or so was fun, but then I wanted to go home. I didn’t know where I was and had no way to get back, and there was no oar. I leaned over the edge to paddle with my hands and fell in. I screamed and flailed and watched with horror as an alligator raced in the water toward me. I’ll never forget that moment.

      “Then, I felt the water drop away, and I was flying. I looked up and saw I was in the claws of a dragon. She landed at the edge of my driveway and put me down. I saw her clearly in the light of the full moon. She was gorgeous, silvery blue with sapphire eyes. Then she flew away.”

      Skye. Sid remembered that day. She came home the next morning all concerned she had done the wrong thing. She was afraid she hurt the little girl.

      “An animal wouldn’t have done that,” Aspen continued. “An animal would have let me drown. Or eaten me. A being with intelligent thought recognizes the need to save another. That’s why I’m not afraid of dragons. I fell in love that day. Dragons have a place in my heart that no boy could ever fill.”

      “Just like that?”

      “Yeah, in fact the next night I took a permanent marker to my pink My Little Pony pajamas. From that moment on they had wings and fire.”

      Sid laughed, picturing a four-year-old Aspen. He was shocked at how much she knew about dragons. She was right about all of it. They didn’t eat people. In general, they didn’t prey on predators. Deer, elk, buffalo, and cows were their main food sources. Humans would be the last creatures on which they would feast. They thought intelligently, and over the years the dragons had formed an uneasy truce with humans. Since they are able to take a human form, it would feel cannibalistic to eat one.

      “Have you managed to get close to a dragon since then?” Sid asked.

      “Only once, about a month ago. I went rock climbing, and this huge black dragon landed on a cliff next to me. He was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. I keep going to the same spot hoping he’ll be there, but I haven’t seen him since.”

      “Good thing you are on this walk with me then, huh?”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because I’m going to show you how to find that black dragon again.”
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          CHAPTER ELEVEN

        

      

    

    
      Matt Summers needed to get away from things for a bit. His folks were on his case about school, and the girl he’d been after for the better part of two years was off with the new guy. He punched the steering wheel.

      That guy was trouble. Aspen was the type to run off with a bad boy since she was an adrenaline junky. But Matt had his hopes.

      The park was good for thinking. It was one of a few spots he liked to go and just sit. He wasn’t a hiker, but the animals were nice to watch. As he drove around Dunraven Pass, he spotted Sid’s SUV.

      Prick.

      He hadn’t wasted anytime getting Aspen alone. Matt pulled over behind the Escalade. If Sid was putting the moves on Aspen and she didn’t want them, then Matt could take her home. Then maybe she’d realize he was better for her than that asshole.

      Matt grabbed his backpack and stepped out of the car. He didn’t plan on hiking, but if Aspen and Sid caught him, he wanted it to look like he was out there for something other than to spy on them. He peeked into the windows of the SUV and saw nothing. They must’ve hiked down the trail. Matt leaned against the car door and pondered his next step. Walking down the trail seemed like a stupid idea. If Aspen really wanted to be alone with Sid, then he’d look like a desperate loser. On the other hand, if Sid was giving her attention she didn’t want, Matt would be a knight in shining armor.

      He knew if he walked out into the field, he could see the end of the trail with the binoculars in his bag and see if they were out there.

      Matt traipsed into the middle of the field, set his backpack down, and rummaged for the binoculars.

      He heard a rumbling above like thunder. He looked up, not sure what he’d see since the sky had been cloudless when he headed out. The golden underbelly of a dragon whooshed over top of him. His stomach knotted, and he bit back a scream. If he was so inclined, he could reach up and touch it. Though that was the last thing he wanted to do. Instead, he scrambled backwards without taking his eyes off it.

      The dragon landed, and the ground shook, like a small earthquake. Matt fell over and froze, staring at the gigantic golden head heading straight for him. He didn’t want to see his last moment, so he squeezed his eyes shut. The heat from the dragon’s breath was unbearable, but it didn’t last long.

      The dragon knew he was getting careless. He hadn’t meant to land, but he was so focused on his meal that he wasn’t paying attention to his actions. This would get him into trouble someday, but part of him didn’t care. He’d tasted human flesh, and now nothing else would suffice.
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          CHAPTER TWELVE

        

      

    

    
      Sid and Aspen finally reached the end of the trail where the trees gave way to an enormous grassy plain. Lazy buffalo grazed on the yellowed field. At the edge of the grass, a mountain range began, starting with smaller hills and rolling into vast peaks.

      Sid stepped out from the trees behind Aspen and pointed to a small hill separating the field from the mountains. The heads of every single animal snapped up, and several birds, mostly eagles and hawks, settled in the trees directly behind them.

      “See that hill over there?” he asked.

      Aspen followed his finger. “You mean the one with the two trees?”

      “Yes, that one. Every time I come here at dusk, a dragon lands there and drinks from the pond on the other side of the trees. If you ever want to get close to that dragon, I’d say that would be your best bet.”

      “How often have you seen them?”

      “A few times. I don’t come out here that often.”

      “Thank you,” Aspen said, genuinely glad he brought her here. But her insides were starting to protest the close proximity. “We should go back,” she said.

      “Of course.”

      On the way to the road, Aspen thought about what he told her. He couldn’t have been here longer than a month or two.

      “You know, I’ve lived here for years and never found a spot where dragons land regularly, and I’ve been actively searching. How is that you just happened to find one?”

      She turned to see his reaction. He just shrugged. “I like hiking and finding new trails. Yellowstone is one of best parks in the world. A few days after we arrived, I wanted to get out and explore. I found this trailhead and got lucky. I like dragons, and so I came back a few days later to see if I could spot him again. Sure enough, there he was. I’ve probably been out here four or five times since then, and he’s always been there. Though I’m not quite as crazy as you. I didn’t actually try to get close to him. You’ll need to be careful.”

      Aspen grinned, and before she could stop herself, she asked, “Do you want to come with me?”

      Sid froze. He looked like he wasn’t sure what to say. “Thanks for the offer, but I think I’ll pass.”

      Aspen was confused. He’d been chasing after her, and the second she mentioned spending time with him, he bailed. Maybe he was one of those guys who just liked the chase. Poor Tori. She didn’t stand a chance.

      Back at the gravel lot, Sid’s car was not alone. Matt’s car was parked behind him.

      “I wonder what he’s doing here,” Aspen said.

      They walked around Matt’s car, but didn’t see him. “Maybe he hiked a different trail,” Sid suggested.

      “There’s no other trailhead. And Matt’s not the type to go wandering in the woods.” He must’ve stopped because he recognized Sid’s car. Did he see her leave with Sid and follow them? He had a crush on her, but that would be creepy. Aspen looked out into the field and spotted a blue bag of some kind. “Do you see that out there?” she asked, pointing to the blue lump.

      “Yeah, what do you think that is?”

      “It looks like a backpack.” She walked toward it, and Sid followed. As they got closer to the blue spot, the field was torn up like it’d been plowed.

      The blue spot was definitely a backpack, or what was left of it anyway. It looked like Matt’s. Aspen found the piece that had the Jansport logo. Most of the backpack was scattered in the field. She picked up some of the smaller pieces, and Sid went over to the biggest piece. She heard him gasp and turned to see him fall to his knees.

      Aspen ran to him. “Sid, are you okay?” she asked, kneeling down next to him.

      He pushed her away and jumped up. His face paled, and he spun in circles as if he were looking for something.

      “Get away from there,” he yelled, pulling on her arms. She’d been so busy worrying about him that she’d forgotten why they were in the field. She looked down where Sid had knelt. There on the ground was a freckled, severed arm.

      Matt’s arm.
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          CHAPTER THIRTEEN

        

      

    

    
      The stench of blood was burned into Sid’s nostrils. He rolled his windows down and allowed the cold night air to rush into his car, hoping to rid himself of the smell. He raced through the forest toward home, away from Matt’s arm, away from the sirens, past blurred trees. Matt was dead. He was only seventeen, a child. When Sid died, it would be on purpose and hundreds of years from now. Matt had no choice, no way to defend himself from the mouth of the monster that had killed him. He would never come back.

      Sid desperately wanted to forget what he’d seen. Instead, his mind kept rolling through the scene. The arm, the broken pack, the distinct smell of sulfur, the deafening silence as he fell to the ground. And the strange footprints. Footprints only he would notice and recognize. Footprints of a dragon. Humans saw them occasionally but didn’t realize what they were. They tore up the land, but they didn’t look like footprints.

      Sid flung his car up the driveway and slammed on his brakes in front of his home, spraying gravel in the flowerbeds. Not a single light in the house was on. He flew up the stairs and into Theo’s room, flipping on the lights. The bed was neatly made up. He listened to the house breathing, the quiet hum of the air conditioner, the tick of the branches hitting the window.

      A scream interrupted the quiet house. Sid raced down the stairs and paused, unsure of which direction to turn. Curse this gigantic house. A woman screamed again, this time to his right, and began yelling incomprehensible words.

      Sid tore off through the library, past the Picasso his mother had bought, and into the east wing. His heart beat furiously as he tried to think of why someone would be screaming in his home.

      His footsteps echoed through the hall as he leapt up the short stairway. He stopped abruptly at the entrance to the movie room. On the wall on the far side, a masked man waved a machete at a woman. The woman turned to run, and the man grabbed her by her hair. Pearl squealed from the couch.

      Sid bent over, breathing hard, his heart slowing. In front of him, Theo and Pearl were sitting on opposite ends of the couch. Sid crept up behind them and rested his hands on the cool leather.

      “We need to talk,” he announced.

      Pearl jumped again, this time spilling popcorn over her lap. “Geesh, Sid, don’t do that. Come, sit down. It’s a great movie.”

      “We need to talk,” he repeated.

      “About what?” Theo asked, shoveling a handful of popcorn in his mouth, not taking his eyes off the screen.

      “After the hike today—”

      The woman on the movie screeched again, and Pearl covered her eyes. Sid was getting nowhere with the movie on. He grabbed the remote and pushed the pause button just at the man plunged the knife into the woman’s heart, bathing the wall in a gruesome red.

      “Hey,” Theo attempted to wrestle the remote back.

      Sid held the remote high above his head. “Look, I need to talk to you. You can go back to the movie in a sec. Will you just listen?”

      “Fine.”

      “A friend of mine was killed today.” Sid searched for the right words to express what he’d seen.

      “Oh, Sid, I’m so sorry. What happened?” Pearl put down the popcorn and turned to face him.

      Theo rolled his eyes. “Okay, can we get back to the movie now?”

      Pearl glared at him. “Seriously, Theo, this is the first human he has known that died. Have a little more patience.”

      Sid rubbed his sweating palms on his jeans. He still couldn’t believe a dragon had done this. Pearl brushed her hair away from her eyes.

      “Go on, Sid. Tell us what happened.” Pearl grabbed his hand and stared at him like an overly concerned mother.

      Sid wasn’t sure if anything could convey what had happened. Nothing brilliant appeared in his head, so he simply stated the facts.

      “He was eaten by a dragon.”

      Pearl pulled her hand out of his and looked away. Sid waited for a response, knowing it wouldn’t be a good one.

      “Did you actually see who ate him?” Pearl spoke slowly, as if speaking to child.

      “No, I didn’t see the dragon.” Sid paced in front of them.

      “Because there wasn’t one.” Theo snorted. He picked up the bowl of popcorn again and ate, anger pouring off him.

      Pearl’s emotions were indifferent as her ice-blue eyes shifted back and forth between Sid and Theo.

      “What makes you think it was dragon?” she asked.

      “The only part of Matt we could find was his arm, surrounded by dragon footprints.”

      Pearl rubbed her eyes. “Impossible, we don’t eat people.”

      “I know,” Sid said. He sat on the floor and dug his fingers into the carpet. “But, Pearl, I know what I saw. It couldn’t have been anything else. What are we going to do?”

      Pearl didn’t move. Theo continued eating and didn’t bother to look at either of them. Sid waited, hoping Pearl’s answer was the right one, or he was about to break a few rules and take care of it himself. Pearl finally spoke.

      “You aren’t going to do anything. I’ll deal with it.” She stood and her brilliant red hair flowed behind her as she swept from the room. He chased after her and found her in the driveway, her back to him.

      Her transformation took seconds. Her hair disappeared, and her neck elongated. Fingers became gigantic claws, and a tail sprouted from her back. Sid blinked, and she looked normal. His own skin itched; he wanted to join her. His human form was too confining and weak. He couldn’t do anything like this and wanted to be out there helping Pearl find this monster.

      “I should come with you.”

      She faced him. No, you are not allowed to become a dragon right now. You know that.

      Sid hated that she was always right. If he showed up to the council with her, there’d be hell to pay.

      Well, what am I supposed to tell the humans?

      Do they suspect us?

      No. When I left Aspen, her parents had arrived, and they were talking about searching for a bear or wolf pack.

      Then tell them nothing. No reason to let them think that one of us can’t control his appetite. It would cause too much drama.

      I am the king. Don’t I get some say in this?

      King or no, you don’t have the right to rule until you finish this wretched experience and take your queen. Right now, the council decides what will be done about this renegade dragon.

      Sid clenched his fists. She was right again. But that didn’t change the fact that more could die if the dragons didn’t tell them. They could at least warn them to close down the parks until the dragons took care of their own problem.

      I still think the humans should know. Wouldn’t it be better to tell them than to let them witness it firsthand? I don’t think this is the first human that has been eaten by him. He’s not going to stop.

      That’s not your decision to make. Give me two days, and I’ll come back and let you know what we decide. Can you wait until then?

      No, Sid said, sulking.

      Pearl spread her wings, spanning the width of the driveway, preparing to take flight.

      I am only looking out for you. You need to make it out of this alive. Take care of yourself. This isn’t the first emergency we’ve ever dealt with. Don’t worry. Everything will be okay.

      She took off and air rushed around him, smelling of the pine trees from the yard. Sid watched her retreating back and continued worrying. He worried for his human companions who were in danger, he worried for the dragon that was doing this because he knew his fate, but most of all, he worried about his ability to be a good king. He didn’t know how to handle any of this.

      The house behind him was silent. Theo hadn’t come outside. Sid sat on the edge of the pond and whistled, summoning the eagles. After a few moments, Talbot came into view, his wings opened wide and his bright yellow beak sticking out in contrast to his white head. Sid sighed, relieved it was him and not one of his brothers. For this task, he trusted only him. Talbot was Sid’s eagle, assigned to him the moment he became king.

      You called, Your Majesty. Talbot landed on the ground in front of Sid, bowing his head. Sid stroked the feathers on his neck, and Talbot looked up.

      “There is a dragon attacking the humans. I need you to keep your eyes open and report anything you see to me. Have the other birds help you. I want to know who is doing this.”

      Of course, Your Majesty. I will report anything the birds have seen. Will there be anything else?

      No. Let me know what you see.

      Talbot leapt and flew into the night sky. Sid watched until he became as small as the stars, breathing a little easier, glad he could at least do this.
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          CHAPTER FOURTEEN

        

      

    

    
      Tori showed up at seven on the dot. Aspen had forgotten she was coming over. Clearly, she hadn’t heard the news. No one was in the mood for games.

      “You okay?” Tori asked, pushing past her into the house.

      Aspen shook her head. “Something happened today.” Aspen didn’t know what to tell her. Matt’s parents had been notified, but Aspen didn’t know who else knew.

      Aspen followed Tori into the living room. Her parents both looked up.

      “I forgot I invited Tori to game night.”

      Aspen’s mom, Stacey, smiled a tight smile. “It’s okay. Come sit.”

      Tori threw herself on a bean bag chair. “What happened? Everyone looks like death.”

      Aspen’s dad, Jason, started to talk, but Aspen knew she had to be the one to tell Tori.

      “Matt died today. I found him.” Aspen almost said, “Sid and I found him,” but she knew Tori would take that the wrong way. Even in the midst of death, Tori would find some way to make it about her.

      Tori’s eyes widened. “What? How?”

      “I was out hiking, and when I came back to the main road, I found his body. Well, sort of.”

      Tori dropped her eyes. “What do you mean sort of?”

      Jason spoke up. “His arm was the only part of his body they found.”

      Tori’s eyes narrowed. “Dragons?”

      Rowan nodded. “That’s what I said too. But Aspen won’t hear of it.”

      Aspen threw her arms up. “That would be your first reaction.”

      “Because that’s the only explanation.” Tori stood and started pacing. “Is there evidence the body was dragged away?”

      Jason shook his head. “No. But that doesn’t mean anything. It could be a wolf pack or bears. For all we know, it’s a human. Whatever it is, it’s dangerous. That’s the second body in two weeks. Aspen, I want your keys.”

      “What? No.”

      “Yes. I’ve already talked to your principal. School’s been cancelled for the rest of the week. You’re the only one rash enough to go hiking. The park is closing for tourists for a few weeks, but you know how to get around. Keys.”

      “Tori’s not the only one who’s going to suspect the dragons. I need to prove they’re innocent. I can’t do that by staying cooped up in my room.”

      Stacey laughed. “And exactly how are you going to do that?”

      “By getting close to them. If I can prove they are friendly with humans, then maybe jumping to this conclusion every time someone dies in a national park will stop. This isn’t the first time.”

      Jason frowned. “Girls. Sit down, please. You’re making me nervous.” Aspen and Tori glared at each other and sat. “I know people unfairly accuse the dragons of a lot of things, but this is one of those situations where I think Tori might be right. These are the most unusual park disappearances I’ve ever seen. I’m usually the first one called when there is a death, so I’ve seen a lot. The areas around the body parts were clean, and we couldn’t find any animals tracks. Truthfully, I think this is either the work of a dragon or a serial killer. You tell me which sounds more probable.”

      “Serial killer,” Aspen said at the same time Tori said, “Dragons.”

      Jason shook his head. “Either way, it’s dangerous. You’re staying home.”

      Aspen dug her keys out of her purse and tossed them to him. This would blow over. Besides, she was more resourceful than that. She could find a way out. Her bigger problem was the dragons. There had been times over the years where people decided the dragons needed to be taken out because they were dangerous, but never in Aspen’s lifetime. As far as she knew, nothing ever came of those instances. She didn’t want to witness the first dragon killing in centuries. She had to prove they were friendly. That meant she had to get close enough to touch one again.

      Everyone sat in silence for a few seconds. No one was talking about the real problem. Matt was dead. A knot formed in Aspen’s chest. She hadn’t been interested in him, but he was still her friend. Finally, Stacey spoke up.

      “Do you all want to play Skipbo? It will take our mind off things.”

      Everyone murmured their assent, and within fifteen minutes, things were almost back to normal. There was still an air of sadness, but Aspen and Tori spoke to each other like the fight they had never happened. Dragons weren’t mentioned again.
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          CHAPTER FIFTEEN

        

      

    

    
      Getting out of the house proved difficult. The next afternoon, Aspen knocked on Rowan’s bedroom door.

      “Come in,” he yelled. Aspen cracked his door open and peeked inside. With the exception of the gaming chair, his room looked like a stark hotel room. No pictures hung on the walls, the desk spotless, and his bed was so tightly made up that a military general would approve. His messy blonde head bobbed in tune with his music, and he stared intently at the video game on his TV.

      After a few minutes, the screen flashed game over, and he turned to look at Aspen. Square spectacles covered his eyes that were green like hers, but bigger. Why did boys always get the pretty eye gene? It wasn’t fair.

      “What’s up?”

      “I’m going stir crazy. Wanna go for a drive?”

      “No.” He got up and thumbed through a book of DVDs.

      “Come on. Please.”

      “The last time we went for a drive, I ended up standing at the bottom of a mountain for three hours praying you wouldn’t fall off. They had to up my anxiety meds by 200 milligrams for the next month. I’m not interested in experiencing that again.”

      “You never told me that.”

      He shrugged. “I didn’t want you to feel guilty.”

      Rowan had been slightly off kilter since they were young. Aspen wasn’t the only twin to meander off in the Everglades as a toddler. They were both adventurous. Something happened one day when he wandered off by himself. They were six. When Rowan came back, he was paranoid. He never talked about it to anyone. Not even Aspen.

      The rest of the time they lived in the Everglades, he only went outside if an adult was with him, and if Aspen ever went exploring on her own, he would rock back and forth in terror in his room until she got home.

      For a while her parents tried to get help for him, but nothing worked. Eventually they accepted Rowan’s odd behavior and medicated him. Aspen was the only one who still remembered what Rowan was like before he became a pussy cat.

      In spite of that, they still got along pretty well. They watched geek movies and played video games together but never talked about his issues. Aspen did her best to respect them, but sometimes she pushed him a little because she wanted him to be normal. She had no idea the day she went rappelling she had hurt him.

      The clock was ticking. If Aspen wanted to get out of the house before dark, she had to act fast. That dragon would be there at sunset, and every second she begged, she risked losing the opportunity to see it.

      “We won’t even get out of the car. We’ll just drive.” Lies, lies, lies.

      “Not a good idea today. I didn’t take my meds this morning.”

      “Why?” Aspen asked, dumfounded. “You’ve been on meds for ten years. Why would you forget today?” She sank down on his bed, knowing the dragon would appear without her. Getting Rowan out of the house in this state of mind would be impossible. Her parents made it clear that if she wanted her keys, Rowan would have to go with her.

      “I didn’t forget. I chose not to.”

      “Why?”

      “Matt died.”

      Aspen’s stomach clenched. She’d been trying not to think about it. Dragons were a good diversion.

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      Rowan turned his chair to face her, and she sat. “Do you know what those meds do to me?”

      “No,” Aspen said honestly.

      “They remove my ability to feel. Anything. When Mom told me about Matt, I should’ve felt sad or scared or something, but I didn’t. I’m an empty shell. I don’t want to live like that forever. Life was meant to be experienced, not feared. If death came for me tomorrow, I’d have lived an artificial life. I’m not ready to die like that.”

      Whoa. “Did you tell Mom and Dad you stopped taking your meds?”

      He shook his head. “Will you help me?”

      “Of course, but you know living actually means you have to leave the house.” The sun was already setting; it made no sense to try to find the dragon tonight. “Will you go for a drive with me tomorrow?”

      He nodded, but a sheen of sweat appeared on his forehead.

      The next night Aspen’s parents let them go. Getting Rowan out of the house was more difficult than Aspen anticipated. By the time they drove away from their house, the sun was low in the sky. Rowan shook in the passenger seat, not saying a word. She tried not to think about what it would do to him when she left him in the car in search of the dragon. But Rowan was her only chance for getting out of the house. A few miles from the trail Sid showed her, the car sputtered.

      “What the,” she muttered.

      “What’s going on?” Rowan squeaked.

      “Nothing.” Aspen pushed the accelerator, but the car slowed down.

      She pulled the car into the grass and pounded the steering wheel, cursing. Would she ever manage to see the dragon that probably wasn’t there because Sid couldn’t possibly know what he was talking about? But still, she had to know. The sun had dropped below the horizon, and within a half hour, it would be completely dark. Even if she ran, she wouldn’t make it.

      “Stupid effing car,” Aspen yelled and put her head on the steering wheel. She couldn’t believe she ran out of gas.

      Rowan moaned next to her. He had brought his legs up into a fetal position and rocked back and forth. He looked at her, his eyes wide with fright.

      “You okay?” Aspen asked, knowing how stupid that sounded. Of course he wasn’t okay.

      He didn’t respond.

      “Look, nothing’s going to happen. I’ll call Mom and Dad, and they’ll come get us. No biggie.”

      Mom and Dad weren’t quite so understanding. They still didn’t know Rowan stopped taking the meds, and they questioned Aspen for hours after they towed her car home as to what she did that scared him so badly.

      For some reason, “letting my car run out of gas,” didn’t seem like a big enough reason for them.
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          CHAPTER SIXTEEN

        

      

    

    
      On Friday they finally had school again. It was supposed to be on Monday, but the funeral had been on Thursday, and the school board agreed that getting back to normal was the best thing for the kids.

      Aspen hadn’t taken the bait. For the past three nights Sid flew out to the pond and waited. Technically, Sid wasn’t supposed to be in dragon form. But he didn’t know how else to win over Aspen. He was careful and only flew in areas where he knew most dragons didn’t frequent. Besides, the dragons were busy looking for the human killer.

      But Aspen never showed.

      A lot of students were absent that day, and so Sid was surprised to see Aspen slip into math a few minutes late. She didn’t seem to like school, and he thought she’d take any excuse to stay home. Although, if she was anything like him, she’d been going stir crazy the last couple of days.

      During class, she held her head so still and did not look back, even if a friend or Mrs. Weber called her name from behind. Once again Sid envied the canyon dragons. Being one of them, he could have simply heard her thoughts, but no, he had been blessed with feelings. She tried so hard not to look at him, her long neck tense. Her hands shook when she opened her notebook. Sid couldn’t help himself. He leaned forward and whispered in her ear, “Hey Aspen.”

      She shivered and spun around, eyes blazing and nostrils flaring.

      “Could you not talk to me? Please. Can you just leave me alone for one day?” She gathered her things, shoved them into her bag, and stormed out the room.

      At lunch, Sid sat with Tori, Dan, and Lila. Wispy clouds drifted across the otherwise bright sky, and the outdoor lunchroom was crowded. Soon, it would be too cold to use it, so everyone took advantage of the nice weather.

      Tori kept scooting closer to him, and he kept moving away. Soon, he would be on the ground. Aspen came outside a few minutes after him and sat on the other side of Dan, which was about as far away as she could get from him and still sit with her friends.

      Sid was trying to listen to the conversation between Aspen and Dan, but Tori kept distracting him.

      “There was a press conference held this morning about the killings in the park,” said Dan.

      “I know. They’re starting to talk about the dragons. I’ve got to fix this.”

      Dan snorted. “How are you going to fix it?”

      “Prove that dragons aren’t dangerous.”

      Tori stopped trying to climb into Sid’s lap. “Yes, they are. They should be killed. Every single one of them. Everyone knows that but you.”

      Aspen’s anger flared. “How could you say that? Humans kill each other every day, and no one is calling for a mass extermination of us. Yet, two people die in the national park and people assume it’s the dragons with absolutely no proof, and suddenly everyone wants to kill them.”

      Aspen grabbed her bag and stormed over to the other side of the courtyard. The potential for war with the humans bothered Sid, but he knew their ambassadors would smooth things over. He wished he could tell Aspen everything would be okay, but then he’d have a lot more explaining to do.

      Pearl’s voice suddenly filled his head, startling him. I need to talk to you.

      Where are you? he asked.

      Down the street. I’ll be there in a minute.

      Are you driving or flying?

      Flying.

      Sid nearly laughed out loud. He got up and moved away from the table. You know I’m sitting in a courtyard with several humans, right? How do you think they’re going to react when they see you? Especially now.

      Doesn’t matter. I’ve spoken to the council about the boy who was eaten. I promised I would let you know what was decided.

      Why are you coming so close? You could tell me from there.

      Because I want to see you. I’ll be going away for a while, and I’m going to miss you.

      This would be interesting. Pearl being out in public and so close to people was going to cause an uproar. Sid stood and watched the sky.

      “Hey, Sid, whatcha looking at?” Tori jumped up next to him. She leaned into him, and he moved.

      “Nothing,” he replied. Tori looked up and saw Pearl at the same time he did. Pearl’s silver wings reflected the sunlight like mirrors, sending light fragments all over the courtyard. She was a tall dragon with a long neck and slender body.

      Tori screamed. Sid’s ears rung. By the time her scream died down, everyone had seen the dragon. Lunches were left on tables, and people scrambled inside. Sid’s own body froze with the fear surrounding him. Tori pushed him out of the way and ran for the door. By the time Pearl came to rest on the roof, everyone had gone inside but Aspen, who had eyes only for Pearl.

      Aspen had her camera out and was furiously taking pictures. Excitement rolled off her, and Sid’s heart raced.

      Pearl, could you give her a show? Sid asked.

      Pearl rolled her gigantic eyes. If it were anyone but you asking, little brother, I’d take his head off. I’m guessing that’s Aspen. She’s got guts.

      Pearl took off again and loop-de-looped in the air. Sid kept his eyes on Aspen as Pearl continued to chatter in his head.

      We aren’t going to let the humans know what’s going on. We’ll find this dragon and deal with him on our own. We’ll patrol the area and find him before he…

      Sid stopped listening to her. Aspen’s knot on the back of her head came loose. It hung in between her shoulder blades, resting on her red tank top, and Sid noticed for the first time that she wore short denim shorts revealing long bronze legs. He couldn’t see her face. The camera obscured it.

      His heart fluttered, and his stomach flooded with warmth. She was stunning, and he longed to have her. His head buzzed as he moved toward her. More than anything he wanted to stand at her side, to be in her space, to hold her. Sid wanted to see Pearl as Aspen did. Her passion became his, and he never wanted to be away from her.

      Without stopping to think about what he was doing, Sid sealed himself to Aspen.

      Unfortunately, Pearl felt it too.

      Sid, she screamed.

      I know, Sid said. I know. I didn’t mean for this to happen. His ankle burned and tingled.

      Pearl landed in front of him, sending tables end over end. She tossed her head and roared.

      Are you insane? What did you think would happen? You’ve been mooning after her for the last week and a half. Did you think you’d be able to walk away from her once she started talking to you? You idiot. You are going to ruin this for everyone. What if you blow this and Marcellus becomes king? Huh? Then what?

      She flung her tail from side to side and stomped her feet, crushing the ground beneath her. Hamburgers and Cokes went flying. Aspen, somehow unaware of Pearl’s anger, still snapped away. Aspen moved forward and touched Pearl’s wing.

      She snarled, and Aspen backed away. Aspen stumbled and lifted her foot briefly, a puzzled look on her face.

      Look at her. She thinks I’m her pet. Do I look like a pet to you? How could you do this? You had over a hundred and fifty years with Skye and you never let your guard down, yet in less than three weeks you pledge your undying love to this one?

      I didn’t plan this. Sid started to sweat, and he couldn’t think straight, unable to tell whether the panic he felt was his own or Pearl’s.

      That much is obvious. Have you planned anything recently? It’s time you got your priorities straight. You are no longer free to live out your little fantasies. You are here for one purpose and one purpose only, to prepare for your reign. Focus and lose the girl or I’ll find a way to lose her for you. I’m going to see if we can transfer you someplace else. Don’t do anything reckless while I’m gone. And stay away from that girl. As long as her feelings don’t change, you can still be king.

      I can take care of this myself, Sid said.

      You’d better. You really are shaping up to be a lousy king. I had hoped for better things from you. She let loose a volley of flames and took off.

      Sid watched her retreat and fought the urge to yell childish retorts.

      “Amazing,” Aspen said behind him. For a brief moment he’d forgotten about her.

      Her hair fell in blonde waves to her hips. As he walked toward her, he reveled in the tingling in his limbs, the butterflies in his stomach, the buzzing in his head. Love. It was intoxicating. Why would he run from that? He’d never felt so alive in his life. Who cared what Pearl said? He wasn’t about to lose this. Aspen wasn’t aware of his presence. Sid walked up behind her, and she turned to face him. Her face flushed, smiling. She smelled the same as she did on the mountain, of adrenaline and roses.

      “Did you see her?” she asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “I can’t believe she perched right on the school, did all those acrobatics and then the flames. Here look.” She showed him the picture on her camera. “It was almost like she wanted me to take her picture.”

      “Yeah,” Sid said. He couldn’t think of anything else to say. He was shocked she was talking to him, and he was afraid if he alerted her that he was Sid, she would stop.

      She continued flipping through the pictures. A door opened behind them, and Aspen looked up. But Sid didn’t take his eyes off her.

      “Oh, Mrs. Dufour, look,” Aspen rushed over to the teacher and showed her the pictures.

      “Pictures! I don’t want to look at pictures,” Mrs. Dufour said. “You could have been killed, you too, Mr. King. What were you thinking?”

      “Don’t you see? This proves they aren’t dangerous. She came so close to us and didn’t hurt anyone.”

      “Then you somehow didn’t see the same thing I did. She nearly bit your head off. They’ve never come into town before. They’ve had a taste of human flesh, and now they are searching for it.”

      Aspen sputtered.

      “Dragons are not dangerous,” Sid said and walked inside. The spell Aspen cast over him had broken when Mrs. Dufour came out, and he realized how much trouble he was getting himself into. He needed time to think away from the long hair and blazing eyes, to absorb what had happened to him.
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        * * *

      

      Theo waited with his arms crossed on a bench next to the fountain. The shadow from the house fell upon him. Sid felt disappointment when he climbed out of the car. He put his backpack down, hesitating. In human years, Theo was twenty-eight, but today he looked much older with lines etched around his eyes and forehead. Sid sat next to him and dipped his fingers in the water.

      “What are you going to do?” Theo asked.

      “About Aspen?”

      Theo snorted. “Who else?”

      “I’m not sure there’s anything I can do.”

      “That’s stupid. Of course there’s stuff you can do. Like let’s see, how about starting with ‘stay away from Aspen,’ and then you could always ‘stay away from Aspen.’ Of course you could always try ‘staying away from Aspen.’ Still think there’s nothing you can do?”

      It’s not that easy.

      Yes, it is.

      You weren’t supposed to hear that.

      Why are you letting your mental guard down? When’s the last time that happened? When you were ten? You’re falling apart.

      Theo was right. Sid needed to pull himself together. Especially considering he had to work with Aspen tonight.

      “You’re not going to work. I’ve already talked to Ella.” Theo picked up a stone from the driveway and chucked it out into the lawn.

      “Stop listening to my thoughts.”

      “You’re broadcasting them. Get a grip.”

      “Why am I not going to work tonight?”

      “I thought I made myself clear. Because you need to stay away from Aspen.”

      Shouts of protest followed Sid to his car and became muffled when he slammed the door shut. But Sid didn’t go to work. If Theo already called in, he would use the time to think. He drove into Yellowstone, spotted a little used trailhead, and pulled off the road.

      He climbed. The path was steep and narrow. Trees stretched out for miles on either side of him. He could feel the animals following him. The bears, the birds, the wolves, and the foxes. Sid didn’t see them. They kept their distance. They recognized him as their king even if the dragons thought he needed to wait a few years. He built a shield in his mind like Skye taught him years ago. He didn’t allow any thoughts out or in.

      Sid lay on the grass, the cool ground soothing his sorrows. He closed his eyes and released his shield. His mind expanded, and he pushed out the mental borders so he could hear the broadcasts of the other animals. A mother bear instructed her cubs on the best way to catch a fish, an owl argued with an eagle over a mouse. Sid pushed his mind farther and discovered the ants were nearly ready for winter and that the fish knew how to avoid sharp claws. They all whispered of him.

      One by one he shut the conversations off. Click, no ants. Click, no owl. Click, no more mother bear. Soon he was left alone to think. He practiced this exercise many times over the years. Unbeknownst to Theo, he’d never been particularly good at keeping his thoughts to himself. It was something animals had to learn and the first thing his mother taught him, but he never fully perfected it until he met Skye. Humans were one of only a few species on the planet who actually had to make a conscious effort to send out thought.

      Sid opened his eyes and found a wolf cub nose to nose with him. The cub blinked and ran away. Sid sat up and saw he was surrounded. The animals had come to see their new and mighty dragon king.

      They ran away when he sat up, most likely not wanting to disturb him. He was utterly alone in the woods, and his mind shut off once again. Sid finally understood how it was that humans could feel so complex. He loved Aspen, more than anything. But he could not allow himself to indulge that feeling or to pursue it. If she ever felt the same way, he’d be dead the minute the council discovered it. So while he felt like he was in paradise, he was also in hell.

      Sid wanted to see the etching that sealed him to her. As long as it remained a swirl of loops and patterns, he was technically still okay. If her name were to show up, it would be over. At the moment, that wouldn’t be a problem.

      He peeled away his sock and looked at his etching for the first time. The loops and swirls were there, but in the midst of them a single word was scrawled.

      Aspen.
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          CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

        

      

    

    
      Not one word, but six. Her name was on the front and back of his ankle and in between was the scrawling of the ancient dragon language.

      Aspen ~ Nin Bereth ~ Aspen ~ Nin Meleth

      He’d have to look the meanings up when he got home.

      Death was coming. The only question was how soon. He probably had until Pearl came back, as long as no one else realized Aspen had sealed herself to him. That could take days, months, or even years.

      Pearl had to find a way to call a full council and convince them to transfer him without revealing why. She was resourceful but would need help, and Sid hoped she wasn’t desperate enough to involve someone else.

      Sid paced among the trees and considered his options, limited as they were. They all ended the same, with the dragon council tearing apart his body. Sitting around and waiting for them to come seemed wasteful somehow. So he chose the only option that made sense.
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        * * *

      

      When he got home, the house was quiet. Usually, Theo watched television in the living room, but tonight silence reigned.

      Sid crept up the stairs, unsure why he was being sneaky. Noises came from Theo’s room, and he approached the door and listened. A female voice giggled. “I’ll be right back.”

      Ella bounded out of Theo’s room and into Sid’s arms. “Oops, sorry. What’re you doing out here?”

      “Nothing, I just got home.”

      “Which way to the bathroom?”

      Sid pointed down the hall. Ella, wrapped in a sheet, shuffled toward the bathroom. Anger rose in him like never before. He stormed into Theo’s room.

      “Dude, what the…” Theo hurried to cover himself up. The room was a mess. Pillows, blankets, and sheets were everywhere.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Nothing, I, oh man, Sid, you don’t understand.”

      “I understand perfectly well. Number one rule, no sex with humans. We mate for life. You just ruined your chances for parenthood.”

      “Rule number two, actually, not sealing yourself to a human is number one. And I only ruined my chances if the council finds out.”

      “Technicality.” Sid closed his eyes and took several deep breaths. The nerve Theo had, mating with a human. Sid tried to think of a way to fix this, to make it disappear. Several decades ago a cousin had mated with a human. He nearly married her, until his mentor found out and reported him to the council. Sid watched, along with Theo and the other potential kings, while the king tore him to pieces. His head landed right in front of Sid.

      Sid’s death sentence was already written since eventually his sins would be known because the sealing couldn’t be hidden for long. Theo had a life to live. His sin was a secret. No one had to know. Plus, Theo needed to be here with him. He couldn’t risk anyone else finding out about Aspen.

      “Are you saying you don’t love her?”

      “Of course not, I barely know her. She knows that. She doesn’t love me either.”

      “Then why are you mating with her?”

      “Sid, I know you don’t get it. But sex is different for humans. They don’t mate for life, and it’s not about kids. It’s about desire, excitement, and fun.”

      “But what about the rules? And what if someone finds out? You’ll be killed.”

      “I spent the last ten years denying this desire so I could be ready to be king. Then you become king, and I’m told I have to come back to this wretched human form for another ten years to watch over you. Sorry, I’m done following the rules. No one’s going to find out unless you tell them.”

      “What if I do?”

      Theo glared at Sid. “You wouldn’t.”

      As angry as Sid wanted to be with Theo, he was pleased with how well this fit into his plans. Although Aspen had obviously sealed herself to him, she didn’t seem all that keen to be around him.

      “I’m going to pursue this thing with Aspen, and you are going to keep me out of trouble. You will help me win her over, and you’ll keep your mouth shut about love.”

      “Obsidian, you’re the king. You can’t do that.”

      “Then you can’t have sex.”

      Ella toddled into the room. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt. I’ll just get my clothes and leave.”

      Theo’s eyes burned as he watched her scurry around the room. “Ella, stay. Sid is leaving.”

      She leaned over to pick up a pillow, and her sheet slipped, revealing a fairy tattoo.

      Theo turned to Sid. “I won’t say anything, but I’m not helping you.”

      Ella threw the pillow onto the bed and sat, hiking the sheet up to cover her chest. “What won’t you tell? I want to know.”

      “Sid’s in love with Aspen.”

      Ella grinned. “Yeah, I know. It’s time he figured it out. You are going to help and so am I. Starting tonight.”
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using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.




