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The Ryegrass rest stop stayed busy year round. Central Washington didn't exactly have a lot to offer, in particular on the dry hump of scabland rising above Vantage, but anyone crossing the state from the wet Seattle side to the wheat-infested east, usually ended up winding down this particular hill toward the Columbia River Gorge. 

I watched the traffic from a distance, perched on top of a 300 foot wind generator while my Kundalis dragon flirted with the gigantic white blades. 

Bored. 

"Li should be back soon." I held a silver wire toward the sunlight and poked the tip into a blue glass bead. My jewelry kit sat beside my knee. A tackle box I'd found back at school in Cheney, the green case sported enough compartments for my tools, wire, findings and as many colored beads as I could cram into the little plastic squares. "We can head for home as soon as we're done with the interview."

Home is also boring.

I ignored the jab and strung two more glass orbs onto my wire. Then, I fished out my needle-nose pliers and began to twist the piece into a dragon that only slightly resembled the snakey blue monster currently complaining in my head. 

The pendants had been born out of my own boredom. Not that I planned on admitting aloud that Blue was correct about that. Li had made the genius suggestion that we sell them online, and with the help of the ravenous media, our financial problems had been sorted out in the frenzy of Kundalis mania.

Which only lasted a few months, thank god.

You miss it.

"Only when our sales dip."

Blue twined between the blades of the wind generator and twisted his huge head in my direction. Thank god no one else could see him at the moment. The patronizing look he favored me with wouldn't be easy to live down in public. His whiskers trailed away on either side of his gargantuan dragon smirk, and I wondered, suddenly, what would happen if one got caught in the mechanism. 

Nothing. I am not physical at the moment.

"Let me fantasize, brat."

Li is back.  

I  stopped myself from saying, good. Glad to see Li was a new thing for me. Since our crew had all bolted with Doc and General, however, any company counted for something. We'd spent months in a state halfway like hiding out and the other half like being on tour. I'd done my best to plead to the media's sense of intelligence, and Li had spent her time proving to me that the media had no intelligence. 

Ever time I'd manage to get an article with a shred of fact published, she'd show up with a stack of papers about whacko dragon attacks, secret agendas and instructions on how to protect your children from being assimilated by our Kundalis cult. 

You had to love Li.

She keeps you grounded. 

Fair enough. The dragon had me there. Not that I'd ever needed grounding before he'd spawned from my navel like a rotten, sass-mouthed tumor. 

I twisted the wire into a curling tail, added a final smaller bead, and clipped off the excess wire. In my palm, a two inch mockery of my Kundalis caught the light and flashed from its facets. Li kept me grounded? Interesting. I was pretty sure I wanted that to be Doc's job.

I set the pendant into the bottom of the tackle box, on top of the other four I'd finished before Blue got impatient. I debated closing up shop or starting a new one, but before I could pick either, my partner in crime shot past our perch like a cranky, Asian bottle rocket. 

Li liked taking her dragon in a lot more than I did. Her black beastie could make her invisible, could put out fires, and when Li was feeling spunky, allowed her to pass through solid objects like smoke. Right now, however, she was more than visible, she hovered over Ryegrass like a anti-gravity goddess, long hair streaming behind her and nothing beneath her feet but open air and the transparent support of her Kundalis. 

She lifted slight arms over her head, spun a little pirouette for dramatic effect, and then lighted like a bird on the white housing in front of me. Almost blocking my view of Blue's face, almost less annoying than my own dragon's condescension. 

"I got the papers." Li took a step and her dragon slipped away, wafting out and upward until it stretched over her head like a black ribbon and left her less glowy, but just as snotty as ever. "Next time, you fetch."

"Sure." I didn't have the energy to argue with her today, or maybe, I'd just learned that agreeing saved me a lot of headaches. I cut a new piece of wire and picked up the pliers again. 

"Were back in A." Li dropped a stack of local newspapers and then sat cross-legged across the box from me. "But Teddy's been banished to the D section."

"He won't like that." I twisted a dragon snout out of wire and slipped an onyx bead on in honor of Li. "Poor Teddy."

Li snorted. She spun my tool box around and fished inside. "We got ten more orders."

"Really?" I set my half formed pendant down and reached for the top paper. "At least the attention is doing some good."

"Great picture of you, too." She kept her voice level. It was hard to tell what Li was thinking on a good day, but I suspected she hid a barb in the comment somewhere. 

I ignored it and opened the newspaper, separating out section A and scanning the pictures. A month ago anything about us made the front page automatically. Two months ago we were the front page. Ever since Teddy and Rick Waters outed the existence of dragons on the late night news, my Kundalis might as well have been a Kardashian.

I hardly think.

I might have only imagined a note of pride in that. It washed away quickly enough when I found the picture Li had referred to. Definitely a barb, though she'd opted to let the photographer do her nasty for her this time. 

I looked like a circus freak in the photo, despite the title claiming: Metaphysical Heroes Assist with Wildfire Battle. Why did they always catch me with my mouth hanging open?

Because you never stop flapping your jaws?

I growled at my dragon and Li flinched. At least our public image was pretty. I could live with that. Li and I had worked our asses off all summer to live with that. 

I might have helped a little.

"Shhh." I closed section A and flipped the rest of the paper over. The back page, and no photo either. Poor Teddy. I read his article rather than stare at my own hideous image. Our self-appointed spokesman had gone from starlet to snore faster than I'd expected, but then, he hadn't taken his monstrous white Kundalis in yet. He couldn't control her, and so, he couldn't back up any of his talk with the fancy show that Li and I always managed to pull off whether we liked it or not. 

Teddy couldn't fly. He couldn't shoot lighting from his palms. As far as I could tell, all he did was talk and cause me trouble. 

Waters has arrived. 

A lot like the man we'd made an appointment with today, Rick Waters, metaphysical reporter and major thorn in my side. Unfortunately, he was also a necessary evil at the moment. Unlike poor Teddy. I didn't know much about the occult before my Kundalis forced an introduction, but I was pretty sure that Teddy currently suffered from a serious case of bad karma for blowing the public whistle on us. 

I stood up before Blue could correct me and stared down toward the rest area. A familiar silver Honda approached from eastbound I-90. 

"He's here."

"I should keep working on these." Li pointedly stared at the dragon she was twisting. "We have bills to pay."

"Come down," I offered. 

Li continued to act weird around Waters and I suspected she nursed a crush on the guy. She'd only just stopped stomping around about Curt and Chelle, but then, who was I to talk? I had my cranky moments. After all, I was stuck playing public figure and doing my best to literally put out fires while the rest of our gang got to be with Doc... Somewhere.

"Orders." Li stared too hard at the beads.

"We've got plenty made." I shrugged and left the final decision to her. 

Waters had already parked. Time to find out with the other papers were saying about us. Our deal with the Para-Times reporter included approval of all his articles in exchange for exclusive interviews, but he'd thrown in keeping his thumb on the occult community and keeping us in the loop. Without Cade around, I needed that more than I liked to admit.

You could ask the Reiki lady.

Ha. Waters might be a dirt bag in my book, but I'd take him over Rhiannon and her cats of doom any day. My stupid dragon liked her, though, and so did Doc. Which may have been a part of the reason I didn't.

Part?

"Come on, Li," I said. "Let's see what the kooky news is today."

I pulled Blue inside, felt the rushing in of his power like sparks under my skin. The blue glow flared in a halo around me, and I leaped up and hovered six feet above the wind turbine. Despite her protests, Li joined me fast enough. Below us, Ryegrass glowed golden with sunlight dotted by scraggly clumps of sage. At the rest area, a familiar blond leaned against his Honda, watching the sky and only feigning boredom.

On our side now. Well, mostly on our side. Waters had self-preservation down to an art form, but I felt we'd managed him neatly. We'd managed the media into a state somewhere between amicability and boredom. We'd diffused the shit storm, weathered the dragon mania, and managed to squeeze some truth into the steady stream of information circling about Kundalis dragons and their anchors. 

I felt pretty proud of it, in fact. Felt like we'd done a good job and maybe, eventually, there'd be a time on the horizon that I might relax for a damn minute. All of which should have tipped me off that my whole world was about to get ugly again. I should have seen it coming. Any second now, the sky was about to fall. 

"Come on, space cadet." My once nemesis turned partner grew impatient with my ruminations and swirled past me as a smoky shadow. She grinned. Another omen I should have noted, and dared me with a roll of her eyes and a wave. 

"I'll race you down!"
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"Your buddy broke out of Medical Lake." Waters delivered bad news with the same hyena grin he used to say hello. "It hasn't hit the rags yet, but I caught it on the scanner."

"I didn't hear it." Li frowned and pulled her cell phone from the belt holster she'd picked up after Teddy shoved us into the spotlight. She'd downloaded an app that managed to satiate her police scanner addiction when we were away from home. Now she shook her phone as if she could dislodge the news about Sly's escape through physical force. 

For my part, the old gang leader's breaking out of the loony bin wasn't a surprise, but it definitely counted as a concern. So much for things going our way. I swallowed, felt my throat drying up just thinking about it. What if he tried to get his gang back? I didn't think Flame would challenge Blue again, but it still made my "the last thing I need to worry about right now" top ten. 

We can easily defeat them.

"Don't even think about it."

Both Li and Waters turned their attention to me. 

"Sorry," I mumbled and shrugged. "Dragon input. What else is in the works?"

Waters flashed his teeth and brushed one hand through his hair in a suave gesture that had to be aimed at Li. "You mean aside from a suspected murderer and your direct rival's being on the loose again?"

"Yeah." I shrugged. Sly didn't scare me... much. "Aside from that."

Waters smiled wider and looked up at the place over our heads to the spot where he couldn't see our Kundalis. Both the dragons had anchored which meant that no one without a beast of their own could see them. Blue's tail currently wrapped around my hips, and his body undulated straight up like a huge, ghostly extension of my spine, one that rivaled the height of the nearby wind generators.

I knew Waters was looking, trying to see what wasn't allowed to him. I'd seen that same expression on Doc's face too many times to count. Unlike Doc, I doubted Rick Waters wanted a dragon of his own. 

At least I used to think Doc wished for a Kundalis. After we witnessed Sly using his Flame to suffocate one of his gang members, however, I suspected that opinion changed. 

Still, Doc hung out with dragon anchors an awful lot. He trained them, oversaw the Kundalis program for the military, and despite all our screw ups and difficulties along the way, he still acted like he wanted me around. The look on Water's face reminded me of Doc all right, but I hadn't seen that wistfulness on him in quite awhile. 

"I need another exclusive," Waters said. "Personal stuff. Our readers have more questions, and our circulation went through the roof after the last interview."

"I already told you everything."

"Our readers want a more personal angle."

"No." I'd already seen the websites, the Kundalis fan clubs and the slash fiction. I didn't need to feed that particular monster.

"You wouldn't have to answer anything you didn't want to." Waters lowered his head and looked at me with a hooded, decidedly naughty expression. It gave me a good idea, that expression.

"Why don't you interview Li?" It took all I had not to flinch under the look Li tossed me, but Waters missed it. He rubbed his chin and looked up again.

"I don't know."

"Come on, I bet your readers want more than just one dragon interviewed."

"The numbers on the Teddy article were low."

"Because Teddy's a buffoon." I grinned. "And he's all over the other media. Give them someone new."

"I don't need this," Li said. "I won't do it."

I heard the lie in her tone. Odd, for Li, but I understood it. She didn't care for being second pick anymore than I would have. If I guessed right, in particular she'd hate being Waters's second pick.

"What can she do?" Waters gave Li a look I would have smacked him for. That he survived it only made me feel worse for Li. "Does she fly?"

"Fly?" I rushed in to the rescue, even though I knew that would get Li pissed off at me, too. I'd pay for it later, but I had zero intentions of doing another interview. "I've seen her stick her hand straight through a tree. And she can..."

Li vanished before I could complete my sentence. I watched Rick Waters's eyebrows raise. Impressed, but maybe he still needed convincing.

"She passed right through me, and she saved my life more than once. If your readers want a hero, talk to Li."

"Shut up." Li reappeared in time to snap at me.

"She's got an attitude." Waters continued to talk about my partner like she was still invisible. I'd have punched him for that, and I'm the nice one. "She's not exactly a people person."

"Your readers will love that. Pitch her as the bad girl of the dragon clan."

"I'm going to pitch you off the next windmill," Li said. Still, it didn't have her usual force behind it. I'd guessed right. She wanted to do the interview. Maybe, she wanted a little attention. After Teddy and Waters plastered pictures of me sparking like a lighting bug all over the nightly news, I'd kind of been shoved into the center of the shit storm. 

"The bad girl, huh?" Waters chewed on his lip and gave Li a different kind of look, one that made her blush. Something I'd certainly never imagined her doing. Success. "I think I can work with that."

"Good." I was off the hook with Waters, but probably in the doghouse with Li. Then again, that might depend on how the interview went. She looked a little bit too pleased to be sincerely furious. "Now tell me more about Sly."

"Cops said he started a fire in one of the buildings." Waters shrugged. "I'm guessing you'd say his dragon did it."

"Sly's Flame was pretty temperamental before Blue handled him, but we haven't been out there in awhile. Last time I saw him he'd tamed down a lot." I didn't add that Sly promised to stay at the facility. He'd even convinced me he was getting help, that he liked therapy enough not to have Flame spring him. 

"Well when they got the fire out, your boy and his Kundalis were long gone."

Uh oh. 

I opened my mouth to answer one of them, but before I could decide which, Li's phone howled at a pitch that jarred my thoughts right out of order. 

Waters squinted at her, and I think she might have tossed her hair twice in the process of pulling out her cell and looking at the screaming app with more cool than I'd mustered in my entire life. Her lips tightened and she nodded to herself and spoke without looking at either of us.

"Okanogan complex is flaring up in this wind. Time to fly."

"Right." I did my best to mimic her no nonsense attitude. Most of our summer had been occupied by wildfires. Fire duty we had down pat, but Li had me outmatched when it came to posturing. "Sorry Waters. Uh. We have to go fight a fire."

Li actually groaned at me. 

"Sure," our reporter still sounded impressed, even if I felt more like a geek than a superhero. "You can give me a call later."

"Whatever." Li tucked her phone away and tossed her hair again. Too much time hanging out with Cade maybe. It worked better when she did it though. At least, it seemed to work on Waters. He definitely wasn't watching me when we took off. 

Li pulled her black in fast and rocketed straight up, toes pointed and both arms held near her sides in a graceful angle. She'd probably practiced that. Good for her. 

I pulled Blue's energy into my body and did my best to launch in a clumsier fashion. If I could have dimmed the blue glow, I just might have for Li's sake. She was a pain in my ass, but she'd lost her boyfriend and her gang the same time I did. She'd been the one to think of using our dragons to help people out, and she'd worked like a dog all summer. I figured she deserved a break.  

Of course, I also wouldn't have wished Rick Waters on my worst enemy. Which settled it—they were meant for each other. 

Li stopped shooting upward long enough to execute a spin in mid-air. Then she blasted off to the north. By the time I caught up with her, we'd left Ryegrass in our dust. She'd slowed to a pace we could actually manage all the way to Okanogan without exhausting our Kundalis's energy and had reverted to her usual scowling.

I matched her trajectory, settling in at her side and letting Blue do most of the work.

All of the work.

The dragon had a point. Then again, he liked to remind me that we were the same person, so I figured sharing credit wasn't too much to ask. The dragon, if you followed the current theory, was a manifestation of the anchor's personal energy. So if my Kundalis was a smartass, then so was I. It made me wonder about Li's black. If her Kundalis had half the nasty she did, and if it nattered on in her thoughts half as often as Blue did in mine... Maybe she had a good reason to be cranky. 

I risked looking at her, sideways, and as covertly as I could pull off rushing above the ground at nearly top Kundalis speed. Waters couldn't do any better. Li had ass long black hair that currently rippled like silk in the air behind her. She wore a size I hadn't seen since junior high, and when she wasn't scowling, had a face like a china doll's.

She caught me watching her, and the scowl spawned in an instant. Her cheeks reddened, blushing again, but her voice was back to normal, nasty, all Li. 

"Don't." She curled her upper lip at me, and all was right with our world again. "Don't say a thing."
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Blue's body raced above the flaming treetops, rippling through the smoke and driving my vision ahead of it. After our first few appearances on the fire lines, we'd earned ourselves a ferocious talking to about civilians and risk. Now we fought above the professionals only by riding the dragon. Which meant we could see and direct the Kundalis, but our physical bodies remained safe, lying in a comfy if somewhat chilly base camp nearby. 

I could see the embers lacing across the ground between the trees, but I couldn't feel the heat. 

Lucky you. 

"Does it bother you?"

I'm a dragon, dummy. 

"Fine." I directed him lower and watched the understory for our jumpers on the ground. "Do you see anyone?"

If I do, you do. 

"Right." We had a crew down there, and the wind had kicked up another notch before Li and I could get airborne. Now it swirled and bucked and changed directions faster than I could track. Dangerous weather. In a fire, deadly weather. One shift in the wrong direction and firefighters wouldn't make it. It happened way too often. 

Blue's muzzle dipped lower. He swung his big head from one side to the other. 

Wind.

"Can you work it?"

Yes. But I don't know where the crew is.

"Where's Li?"

On the leading edge, dealing with the largest flames.

Li's Kundalis could snuff out fire. It made a lot more sense to keep her where the action was, to keep us scanning for hot spots and firefighters in distress. 

I can put out fire.

He had a point, but Blue's rain trick only worked if he could pull enough moisture from the ambient air. In Eastern Washington during fire season, none of us were betting on the odds of that.

But I still can do it.

I let him have that for the moment and kept my attention on the spaces between the trees. On our side of the hills the forests were mostly pine. They stayed green year round, but they also dropped a dense carpet of needles. Fuel for a racing fire.

Blue's head continued to swing. I caught movement to our right, something that contrasted to the flickering of embers.

"There they are." 

Running. 

Sure enough, our base jumpers darted through the trees as fast as their gear would allow. I watched them through Blue's eyes, even as we lowered our belly, closed the distance so much that the tip of each pine tapped us on the scutes. I felt the danger before Blue announced it, sharing his senses as much as he shared my panic.

Wind shifting.

The air sang its intentions. The wind huffed and the embers hiding beneath the forest branches crackled and promised to flare. 

"Can we push it away from them?"

Around them, perhaps.

The country here sloped, making the fire fighter's job a nightmare of navigating blazing hillsides and deadly ravines. I could spy three men darting through the branches below us, but I could no more speak to them than a ghost might while riding the dragon. They wouldn't know we were above them, wouldn't know they had a dragon on their side today. 

The wind roared. Blue twisted, facing into the gale. We wound his body into a semi-circle around the firefighters, and our power stilled, centered, and prepared to force the air apart. Below, the men had stopped and huddled into a group. They'd know the futility of running by now. One of them already had a papery, reflective emergency tent free of his pack. 

I tried not to imagine the heat, the terror of holding position while the flames raced over you. Even under the silver tarps, safety was no guarantee. Every man down there would be thinking of the times that protection had failed. If they managed to think at all. 

Blue's body tensed. The wind spurred the embers until flame snapped below the trees. It came from upslope, a new wall of fire pushed back to life by the moving air. We held in a loop around the men, all down now, all tight beneath their foil cocoons. Blue's nose aimed up the hillside, and the fire washed toward us like a living avalanche, dancing, snapping fiery teeth. 

"Blue!"

Now.

Our power surged from Blue's scales. We threw his strength against the wind, hurled his energy against the flames and the two storms collided. The fire was trapped between the fronts, and it leapt higher, doubled in height but stopped its forward progress. The flames snapped to the treetops. Angry sparks danced into the branches and flared like stars against a green sky. 

Holding. 

The gale fought us. Blue pushed outward, but the wind howled and shoved him right back. The men under the foil couldn't see the battle, but I knew they'd hear it. They'd feel the heat already. Would they imagine dragons in the snarling of fire?

"Just keep it away from them."

Trying.

Okay that freaked me out a little. Blue did cocky better than most action heroes. That he struggled, I could live with, but admitting he struggled just didn't happen. He leaned into the oncoming wind, and I felt our forces butt together like opposite ends of two magnets. A weak resistance, but a bubble of hope just the same. If we could steer it around the silver lumps on the ground, that is. 

The flames fluttered in the center of our battle. The foil shimmered in the pine needles and I focused, pretended to inhale from my center, and imagined the flames parting. I pictured myself standing Moses style on a fiery beach, lifting my arms high and shouting...

There.

The onslaught gave just a little. Before I could order it, Blue rushed forward. The fire rippled and flowed to the sides. The wall became a ring of flame and then, mercifully, continued on its way past our men on the ground, downhill toward the front line where Li's black would be waiting to snuff it out. 

The men are out of immediate danger.

"Well done!"

Not to brag or anything.

We curled around the foil tents again, and Blue's nose lowered, giving us a close-up view of the flimsy shelters that I wouldn't have bet my life on for anything. The firefighters underneath did this as a matter of routine. Keeping their asses alive seemed like the least we could do. 

They are in acceptable condition.

Great. Acceptable. I lifted our dragon snout and eyed the flames rolling down slope through bowling ball-sized yellow eyes. What if there were more men in that wall's path? What about the fires we couldn't get to?

You should go back now.

"I'm fine." I heard the snap in my voice even before he snarled back.

Sure you are. 

"Okay. Fine." 

Rest.

"They don't get to rest."

I'll watch.

Which would be nearly as good as my staying. It might delay an order, the distance, but it wouldn't help Blue if I panicked either. And we both could tell how close I was to that. I couldn't hide much from the dragon. Maybe, I couldn't' hide anything from him. 

"I'll tell them where these guys are." That would help. The chief could get a truck up here, maybe. Or a copter. Of course, they might all be tied up elsewhere, but the idea softened my sense of guilt a little. I wasn't bailing on Blue, I was going to get help. It made it easier to pull away, to inhale deeply enough that Cade would have been impressed and draw my consciousness back into my own body. 

Rest.

I opened my eyes and glared at the canvas ceiling. Government issued, that ceiling screamed. I was safe, inside, and nothing nearby was on fire. Someone had draped a couple of muck-green blankets over me while I rode, and when the wind whistled through the tent flap, I was glad for them. I sat up and swung my legs over the side of the cot. 

Li lay on the next one over. Her satin black hair flowed over the edge, and her eyes flickered beneath closed lids. I settled my blankets on top of hers. Riding put the anchor in what Cade called "an altered state" or what I liked to call, time to wake up fucking freezing. As far as I was concerned, you couldn't have too many blankets. I didn't trust Li not to wake up and punch me for the gesture, however, so I hustled toward the door before she could notice the extra weight. 

Hopefully she was busy putting the fire out. Hopefully, they'd get it under control and handled any second now. In the meantime, I needed to pee. 

Base camp had been pitched just outside the fire zone with the help of a lot of local volunteers and the hard work of almost every firefighter in the county. All the ones who hadn't been assigned to one of the other blazes currently harassing the shit out of central Washington. The wildfires had managed a banner year, and as far as I could tell, half of Idaho and Montana were up in flames as well. Which, of course, made resources scarce. 

I didn't know if there were other dragons helping, but I hoped so. I hoped our efforts to get good press had inspire the sort of behavior I approved of. The kind that didn't involve crime, violence or territorial dragon battles at national monuments. 

Of course, when I start wishing for things like that, it's basically asking for trouble. 

I ducked between tents to the rear of camp where the porta-potties had been planted and did my best not to imagine what kind of crime someone with a dragon and no reservations might get themselves up to.

By the time I made it back to the tent, I'd invented a dozen or so versions of Kundalis super villains in my head. Also, Li was up and about. I found her scowling from the canvas doorway. 

"Where'd you go?"

"Had to pee, Li." I grinned at her, channeled Blue a little bit and risked egging her on. "How's the leading edge?"

"Under control now." She shrugged and ducked the rest of the way through the door and into the Eastern Washington sunshine. "Dragon sent me back though."

"Blue too. Do you think there's a reason?" We hadn't exactly tested our capacity to ride much before diving into rescue work. "Maybe there's a limit to how long we can be out."

"Cade was always out." Li shrugged. "But if it caused any damage who would have noticed."

I chuckled along with her, but it still worried me. Maybe we should be testing things first. Maybe, like I'd thought at least a hundred times since losing my crew, we should have gone with Doc. General's dragons were testing things. I doubted they let my crew sneeze without measuring it, and judging from my last conversation with Doc, some of the anchors were beginning to resent it. 

Orrin said the General had them on a tight leash, training, but not doing much else. At least nothing that he could share with someone who remained stubbornly outside the program. Maybe all the press Li and I got was riling them up, showing them what they could be doing if they'd stayed outside of General's influence.

And maybe that was the real reason I sought out the news. It didn't feel right, but I figured at least on some level, it came into play. I wasn't evolved enough not to feel petty about the others living and working with Orrin Birch. I still wasn't interested in playing the program's game. Not with General involved, but part of me didn't like that they got to. 

"Here comes the chief." Li snapped to attention behind me. Doing official good deeds suited her. Her sharp edges only made her look more like a hero. 

"Ah." I continued to bumble about like a spaz no matter how many fires we put out. 

The unit chief marched toward us with something black draped over one arm and a grin stretching across his ruddy features. He waved the hand that was free and trundled to a stop before brandishing the fluttering cargo in our direction. 

"Boys wanted to make sure you two got these." He handed each of us a t-shirt with the department logo and number on the front. "Season's winding down and all."

"Thanks." Li took the smaller shirt and held it up to admire. "Cool."

"There are three men on the slope," I took the shirt, but didn't manage to match her enthusiasm. It was cool, felt good that they guys here wanted to show us support, but my head still swam with flames and little silver shelters. "Blue kept the fire off them, but they're right in the midst of it."

"They radioed a few minutes ago." The chief nodded, but his grin didn't fade or tighten. "Hot spot flared up over the ridge in that gust. Good thing you were on the job, too."

"Are they okay?"

"A lot better than they would have been without..." He cut off mid sentence and spun to the right. No need to guess why, The trees behind the camp made a green wall between our base and the foothills beyond which the fire raged. Now a line of flame exploded like a fountain from base camp's backyard, twisting up over the trees in a vertical river. "Shit. Get back! We've got a... it's..."

I put a hand on his wrist, lowering the walkie-talkie he had halfway to his mouth already. Li gave me a look, nodded almost imperceptibly, just enough to let me know she'd recalled her black. I pulled Blue's leash as well, gently, but enough to get his ass back here as fast as possible. 

The chief sputtered, his eyes rolling at the fire now, the line of flames that didn't spread, didn't do anything but twist like a courtyard fountain high over the trees. 

"Easy, chief," I said. "That's one of ours."
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Flame is here.

Blue’s voice reached me before he did, but moments after I’d worked out the same thing. Flame. Of course. Sly had slipped out of Medical Lake with his monster orange dragon, and now, they’d found me up here in the middle of the very element they’d feel most at home in. 

Also Teddy.

“Hurry up.” 

Crap. Teddy I liked even less than Sly, if that was possible. The stoner anchor of the gigantic white dragon was directly responsible for the whole universe knowing I was a freak. 

“What can I do?” The fire chief’s voice came out even fainter than my dragon's at the moment. I’d forgotten about him, to be honest, but he still held his walkie-talkie in shaking hands, and his eyes hadn’t left the flame spurt. As we watched, that beckoned to me like a monstrous, flaming finger. I tried not to imagine which one, but knowing Sly, I was getting the elemental version of the bird. 

He has taken the Flame in.

“Nothing.” I tried to reassure the chief, but my voice shook as much as his hands did. “This one is all on us, I’m afraid.”

He nodded without actually looking at me. Can’t really blame him. Sly’s pyrotechnics made a terrifying display this close to a real life, out of control wildfire. Bad taste, if you ask me, which Sly of course hadn’t. 

Odd that. 

Since Blue had challenged Flame and won dominance over our clan, the dragon had been fairly tame about taking orders. In fact, Blue should have known they were coming. He should have warned me a hell of a lot sooner than this. 

Then again, Sly hadn’t ever taken the Flame in before. Everything about the current situation added up to a whole new sort of trouble. 

“Your black on the way?”

“Yup.” Li nodded, but she watched the sky too, watched the flames making lewd gestures at us and watched for the first sign of her Kundalis. 

“You know how close they have to be to take in?” I squinted at the flames and tried to sense how far away Blue was. Not quite in hand yet, though I could still feel him answering, the ghost of his power building. 

“I was hoping you did.” 

Something else we probably should have been testing. I didn’t want Doc to be right on this. In particular, I didn’t want to admit he might be right. But all of a sudden I could think of all kinds of things his training program might have had to offer. 

“She’s here.” Li put her arms up, and I watched them shift to hazy, engulfed in her Black’s powerful aura. “Should I wait?”

“Is it line of sight?” I frowned at the fire and reached for Blue. Couldn't see him yet, and Sly’s dancing fire had taken on an impatient tremble. Or maybe I projected that. Either way, the idea of waiting any longer stunk.

“A little bit closer than that.” She hovered now, the toes of her boots staring me dead in the eye and reminding me that with Blue out of reach, I might as well be dragonless. 
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