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Yellow is such a nasty, dry color. I sat on my ass surrounded by it, leaning back and peering through a sea of spiky yellow wheat. All I could think about was fire. One stray spark and this place would go up like the Hindenburg. I’d seen three smoky pillars in the distance, in fact, on the drive from Cheney to Ritzville, and if I’d had the energy or the inclination to twist back round toward the highway, I’d be able to see the closest, an angry black uprising of smoke that said, “Oh yeah, it’s summer in central Washington.”

Something is always on fire.

I popped a fat, deep-fried mushroom between my teeth and breathed in and out to cool it. Damn hot little buggers, but the burger joint in Ritzville is one of the last places that still serves them, and by God, I like a hot fried ’shroom as much as the next girl. The call of the deep fryer was one of the main reasons we’d stopped here. That and the fact my dragon wanted some exercise.

Needed some exercise, thank you. You’ve been stifling me all weekend.

“You’re out now, Blue.” I sighed and bit down. Hot juice burned my tongue, but the tartar cooled it to just short of blistering. Delicious. “Make the most of it while you can, but subtly please.”

I’m always subtle.

“Yeah, right!” Having a dragon in your life sort of takes subtle right out of play. Having one nattering on in your thoughts all the time puts you one dangerous step closer to a nice stay in the loony bin. Just ask Sly, former dragon gang leader, anchor of the nastiest giant flame dragon I’d ever seen and current resident of the “happy home” in Medical Lake.

My particular dragon, or my Kundalis, was a huge blue pain in the ass who did subtle about as well as I did sweetness and light, which is not at all. Currently, he was playing in the wheat field, projected—or able to affect the physical world—enough that anyone could see the grasses swaying around him. I wanted him to stay hidden, but I didn’t push the issue. Why tempt my already rotten luck, right?

“Why don’t you try over those hills a bit?” The area around Ritzville folded into rolling, empty hills. When he stayed low, he left a telltale wake of wriggling grasses. “But keep away from the road.”

Bossy pants.

He streaked away before I could comment, keeping low despite the need for subterfuge. The rippling wheat would still give him away but only to someone who was really looking, and though I caught a few flashes of blue as he snaked over the first hill, only I could see that. Unless other dragon anchors were around, which would be a bigger concern. I wasn’t nearly as worried about it as I sounded. We’d driven out far enough that nobody would see us except maybe a stray coyote.

But I’d made worrying into a habit, and I wanted to keep it that way. Maybe I had been stifling him, but I didn’t want to think what would happen to my already upside-down life if the world found out about dragons. In particular, I didn’t want them finding out about my dragon, the fifty-foot, storm-summoning monster who spent half his time attached to my navel and almost all of it complaining in my head.

Our head, really.

“Same thing.”

Exactly.

I ate another mushroom and scowled at the wheat. The shitty part was that I knew it would happen. Eventually we’d slip up. Or someone else would slip up. Inevitably, the whole dragon-in-my-belly thing would go public, and the idea of that made my stomach tie into icy knots that had almost nothing to do with the invisible, scaly blue tail sticking out of it.

We’d settled in up at Cade’s place, and I’d come to terms with the fact that I’d probably have to finish college via correspondence course. Everything I owned in the world was, even now, packed in the back of Cade’s truck. I’d spent the weekend checking out of the dorm, moving out of the space I’d shared with Steph, and trying really hard not to break down every time I found something of hers that her family had missed.

Steph hadn’t survived the car crash that introduced me to Blue. I’m not entirely sure I’d even survived it. Not yet. Most days though, I knew I was the lucky one. But if the inevitable went down, well, I’d spent the last three weeks trying to work out what I’d do then.

And what the rest of the world might do to us.

Somehow, it wasn’t just about me anymore. This was an even bigger problem. I scarfed down the next two mushrooms too fast and had to put out the fire with my milkshake. Nice job, Karin. Suicide by gluttony wouldn’t get me out of this mess. I had a whole passel of people relying on me now. They depended on me to train them, to tell them what we were supposed to do. At this point, I had next to no idea what that might be. I fell back on old tactics.

“Why are you here, Blue?”

Exercise, you said.

“That’s not what I meant and you know it.”

You’ll figure it out.

He was romping now, further out than just a few hills, and I caught a signature flash of blue over the hilltops that sent me stiffening again, looking over my shoulder in case someone magically appeared beside the dusty, rarely used road where I’d parked Cade’s pickup. Blue’s satisfaction came through our connection loud and clear. He felt good, free and wild again. All the things I couldn’t be.

You should relax more.

“Bite me.”

Maybe you need to get laid?

“Blue!” I looked over my shoulder again—stupid reflexes. “Where the hell did you come up with that?”

Li says it all the time.

Li was one of my crew, though one I could definitely live without. She’d never liked me, and my taking over as head of the clan hadn’t helped our relationship at all. Plus, I suspected she blamed me for Doc leaving. Hell, maybe I was guilty on that count.

“I don’t want you listening to Li.”

How come you’ve never asked me?

“Asked you what?” Now I felt peevish. Thinking of Li did that to me, though possibly it had more to do with Orrin Birch, the once-upon-a-time doctor who I’d fallen hard for right before he up and ditched us all. He’d have had reasons, of course. Doc always had a good reason, but knowing that didn’t make the abandonment sting any less.

You’ve never asked me to find him.

Ice in my stomach again. The ache in my chest that always came at the thought of Doc. Orrin Birch had taught me how to handle Blue. He’d taught me about myself too, about what I could be and what I really wanted. He’d slept with me and then he’d left me. And no matter how hard I tried to be angry with him for it, mostly I just felt lonely.

Being with Doc had been like nothing I’d ever imagined. Being with Doc had felt like home. Which is probably why I didn’t mind leaving Cheney, why I’d moved into Orrin’s cabin and settled in to wait for him like some lovesick puppy dog whose owner kicked it a lot. It made me ill, really. But I couldn’t bring myself to move out either. So much for knowing myself, right?

I’m such a moron.

I completely agree.

“Thanks a lot, Blue.” I didn’t ask him to find Doc because I was afraid he couldn’t. I didn’t ask because I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer. Maybe I didn’t think I could take it. “Come back.”

Already?

“I want to stop in Moses Lake.”

Half of our gang lived in Moses. I made a point of not telling them what to do, but I still worried about them. Sly’s breakdown had spooked all of us, and the crew that chose to go back to Moses worried me when I wasn’t busy worrying about discovery, or Doc Birch, or whether or not I was destined to join Sly in the nuthouse. If I had to be honest, I was also ticked at Blue for bringing up Orrin.

You are being peevish.

Unfortunately, Blue had a talent for knowing what I knew. I could have let him run longer and still made it home before dark.

I ignored the jab and tugged on our psychic connection. Blue didn’t resist, only appeared suddenly, rising like a blue mist from my navel. Anchored, we called it, and like this nobody else could see him unless they had a dragon secret too. If they did, well, that opened up a whole different can of worms. I stood and picked up my Zip’s bag, stuffed the mushroom trash inside, and slurped the last of the milkshake before turning toward the truck. It wasn’t Blue I was pissed at, really. It was me. The fact that I hadn’t asked him for help was an obvious lapse. He’d only made a reasonable observation. Maybe I agreed with Li. Maybe I blamed myself for Orrin leaving too. I hadn’t asked because I was afraid of the answer, because I was afraid I’d never see Orrin Birch again. Even as I opened my mouth, my fear chanted at me: don’t ask, don’t ask.

“If I asked you to, and I’m not asking, could you find him?”

No.

“Damn it, Blue.” I stamped my foot like a temperamental four-year-old and waved the paper bag at the sky, at the invisible bastard rising like a balloon animal above my head. At the wide blue snout and waving yellow whiskers looking down on me with an obnoxious, toothy grin. “Why the...the hell did you...that’s just mean.”

I growled and wished I hadn’t stopped at all. He’d gotten some nice playtime while I’d gotten a punch in the gut. Not to mention the blow that my self-esteem did not need. God, I’d actually been hoping. The sick flutter of that wish curled tighter now, shriveled into a rotten lump in my throat, the threat of very stupid tears. I didn’t get it. Blue was a smartass, sure. He’d have to be. We were one and the same. But he’d never been cruel before, never shown any tendency toward nastiness.

I thought of Sly’s dragon, Flame, and cringed. No. Not that. That wasn’t Blue at all.

He kept his mouth shut now, didn’t comment on my rage or my contemplation. I dragged my sad ass to the truck and threw the garbage onto the passenger seat. Milkshake residue dripped onto Cade’s upholstery. Shit. I scrambled in, dug out a scrap of napkin, and dabbed at the cloth.

Why the hell would he mess with me? Why suggest I ask him if he couldn’t even do it. Worse than that, if Blue couldn’t find Doc for me...I pushed the desperate feeling away. I didn’t want to find him. I reminded myself of that twice. I didn’t want to chase after someone who’d chosen to leave. I finished the cleanup and eyed the stain, hoping Cade wouldn’t notice it. I didn’t want to find Doc, but if I had, that hope winked out now. If Blue couldn’t find him, nobody could.

Actually...

“Shut up.”

I should have taken my own advice. I should have known. The stupid dragon always has to have the last word. He gets that from me too.

“Don’t say it.” 

Actually... 

“Don’t.”

You could find him.

Some days, the dragon wins.
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Sly’s abuela owned a horrible dive of a motel in Moses Lake. She sat in perpetual watch over the place, her plastic lawn chair perched just outside the sliding glass door to the unit she used as her main residence. She also let Sly’s friends, a large chunk of my dragon gang, live in the motel for next to nothing.

Blue and I brought her flowers. Abuela didn’t speak much English, but when she smiled at us, I could almost believe she didn’t hate me for getting her grandson into trouble. Almost.

With Sly locked up and Blue and me permanently ensconced in Elk Heights, running the gang had fallen to a guy named Mel. He kept tabs on the group, kept them together, but gave them a lot more freedom than I ever witnessed under his predecessor. He hadn’t liked the way things went with Robinson out at the dunes. He hadn’t openly supported me until Sly was gone, but I’d decided quickly enough that Mel was a nice guy.

When I rapped on the door to unit 203, he opened it and his tan face broke into a grin that made his cheeks seem even rounder than usual.

“Heya, chica.”

“How’s it going, Mel?”

“Slick as snot here. Real slick.” He held open the door and moved his beer belly out of the way. As usual, he wore a stained T-shirt that did nothing to hide his hairy navel, a pair of mostly clean jeans and a baseball cap that, as far as I knew, never left his head. I always imagined he slept in it too.

“C’mon in.”

“Thanks.”

It smells foul in there.

I ignored Blue’s commentary and slid past Mel with a faint smile and a valiant attempt not to visibly hold my breath. The room smelled like someone had spilled a keg on the carpet...months ago. The stale hops aroma almost drowned out the faint cigarette stink. Mel didn’t smoke, but more than a few of the others did. He either allowed them to partake in his room or else a previous tenant had smoked the place up good.

Neither discomfort, however, was enough to dim the cheer in Mel’s smile. “You hanging in there all right, chica?”

A good guy. I told you.

“That’s a good way to put it,” I said. “We’re settling in, getting them together, and I’m working on teaching as many as I can to take their dragons in.”

“Ah, that.” One of Mel’s hands reached for his belly on reflex. His dragon, a fat green monster only slightly smaller than Blue, didn’t currently perch there, but I understood. I’d caught myself doing that a lot too. “I meant to talk to you about that.”

“Really? Have you guys had any luck with it, then?”

“No, no. Not sure it’s a good idea now anyway.” Mel trundled to the room’s bed and sank down on the side of it. He leaned forward and put elbows to knees, staring at me from under the hat’s brim.

“Now?” We’d talked about this less than a week ago and he’d been all for trying out my ideas. I needed him to try my ideas. If I’d worked out anything about dragons, it was that they were easier to live with once you’d gotten the upper hand. Letting the dragon call the shots was a bad idea. I pulled out one of the chairs tucked beneath the room’s table, spun it around, and straddled it to face Mel.

“What happened, Mel?”

“You been watching the news?” The suspicion in his voice told me I should have been. It also sent a cold shiver right down to my toes.

“I don’t usually.” Watching the news gave me anxiety. It only highlighted all the horrible things in the world that I couldn’t do anything about. I didn’t want to ask him anything else, but I had to. The snort and the look on his face forced it out. “Why?”

“Things happening, chica.” He sat up and reached behind him, and only then did I notice the stack of old newspapers spilling across the quilt. “Nothing obvious yet, but if you look for it...it’s there.”

“What’s there?” I have this problem with not knowing when to quit. Once the cork is out, my lips just keep moving. If I knew anything right then, it was that I didn’t want to know the answer to that question.

“Gang fighting on the rise,” he said. “String of wildfires in the south, missing people...” 

I sighed in relief. “That sounds like any day’s news, Mel.”

“Kid caught levitating.”

“Shit.” Levitating definitely didn’t sound like any day’s news. It sounded an awful lot like what I’d been trying to teach my gang for three weeks. “Where was that?”

“Back east, in Jersey.” Mel shrugged. “You see, chica. You put it all together and it’s there, in between the lines.”

It was there. Maybe not all of it was dragon-related, but it could be. And the kid levitating? Damn. If that was legit, it definitely meant a Kundalis was involved. I knew we weren’t the only dragons, but I’d hoped the others would be smart enough to hide too. Kids though...I could imagine what a kid might do if they worked out how to take in the dragon.

“Shit.”

“Amen, chica. You know it.”

“Does it say what happened to the kid?”

“No. See, that’s what worries me most. It definitely doesn’t say that.” 

“Thanks, Mel.”

“For what?” 

“Watching the news.”

He chuckled and put the paper back on the pile. “You gotta keep your eyes open all the time, chica. Sly taught me that.”

Well, he was right about one thing then.

“Listen, Mel. I still think it’s a good idea to learn the skills. I’m not gonna boss your crew around, you know? But taking the dragon in might be a good way, a better way to hide it. Or...” I tried not to think about my reasoning here. I tried to laugh it away, make it lighter. “We might need it if things get ugly. Who knows?”

“Who knows. Yeah. I’ll work on them, chica.” 

“Thanks, Mel.”

He’d try. I trusted that, but I had little faith that anyone in the Moses Lake crew would succeed in taking their dragon in. I’d learned the trick out of desperation with a whole lot of guidance from Orrin Birch. In three weeks working with my crew hands-on, we’d only managed to have two people do it successfully. The dragons resisted, and unless the anchor really understood, really got the fact that the dragon and the anchor were one and the same, nothing seemed to help the process along. Once it happened, the power shifted nicely to the anchor. The dragon knew that, and dragons had a natural, all-consuming desire to gather and keep power.

They didn’t give it away easily.

Blue had nearly torn me in half before I managed to bring him in. Once I had though, all sorts of possibilities opened up. I’d fibbed a bit about hiding better, however. When I took Blue inside, I glowed like a sapphire. Hard to disguise that. The best way to keep a dragon under wraps was probably to keep it anchored and invisible. But if the dragon wasn’t firmly under its anchor’s control, they could be headstrong. Blue had forced me to let him loose so many times it was a miracle no one had seen the evidence of his antics.

I’d fibbed about hiding but not about how important it was to get the power in hand. The symbiotic relationship between dragon and anchor could become very dysfunctional. Once the dragon had submitted, it became something so big that I was terrified of it. I still didn’t know everything Blue and I could do, but we’d summoned one hell of a storm that night, and I’d done a lot more than levitate.

I dislike the term submitted.

“It’s still important that they work it out.”

Agreed.

“Really?” That sent up a little red flag. Blue didn’t agree with me about anything that easily. I might have the power in the relationship these days, but it hadn’t slowed down his snarkiness in the least.

“There’s something else.” Mel stood and the bed squeaked. “Got a message for you.”

I shivered, and the lump in my throat returned. A message. I only knew of one person who could connect me to the gang here. Only one person outside my own crew knew we had people in Moses, too. My breath stopped, held in check by my refusal to hope. Orrin hadn’t left a note, hadn’t called once. No contact whatsoever. Mel held out a square envelope, and I stared at it. My hands were shaking. Fuck it all.

“Who’s it from?” My voice too, trembly and cracking. Damn. I kept my eyes on the note. One corner of the envelope had a red stain, nothing dramatic though. Looked a lot like marinara sauce. “How long ago did you get it?”

“This guy came through a few days ago.” Something about Mel’s voice brought my eyes up. He looked at his feet, and he fidgeted, shifted his weight.

Dragon. 

“What guy?” 

Big, white dragon.

Mel sighed and shrugged, but the gesture had nothing casual about it. “He runs the West Side,” he said. “Has over a hundred dragons in his gang. ’Cept he called it a tribe, wanted us to join right up, you know?”

Join up. A hundred dragons. I stared at Mel. West of the mountains was smaller, but the population dwarfed our side of the state. It made sense, but the images Blue kept popping in and out of my head confused me. So did the emotions. Blue was agitated. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say he was afraid.

Very large dragon. 

“Bigger than Flame?” 

Yes.

“Shit on fire.”

“Amen, chica,” Mel answered. His green showed up then, appearing around Mel’s wide hips.

I could feel Blue checking in, no doubt grilling his underling for information on this new dragon. The whole West Side. And he wanted my crew, too. This was big. Too much, but it had successfully drowned my disappointment over the note not being from Doc.

“Wait, what did you tell him?” Did I still even have a Moses Lake crew?

“Told him you were in charge and we didn’t do nothing without Blue’s okay.” 

“Thanks, Mel.” I didn’t deserve any loyalty from them, and I hadn’t ever asked for it.

Somehow it still felt good. Maybe Blue was a bad influence on me. I didn’t want to be the boss, but I’d taken to it a little too well. “What do you guys want to do, Mel? Do you want in this tribe?”

“We got nothing in common with the coasties,” he said. “Dunno. Might be safer in a big group if the news gets weirder. Might be safer going solo, too.”

“Yeah.” He didn’t know any more than I did. I got that. I also got that the gang here wasn’t all in agreement. “Listen, you tell everyone if it comes down to that, I want them all to choose for themselves.”

“You sure ’bout that?”

“I’m sure.” I wasn’t, but it was the right thing to do. It was exactly the opposite of what Sly would have done, and that much made me happy.

“You’re a good egg, you know?” 

“You too, Mel. Thanks again.” 

“Tell your man hey for me, too.”

Fuck. Breathe, Karin. Don’t crack. “He’s not really around anymore, Mel.” 

“Really?”

“You know how it goes.”

“Sorry. Man, I thought it was all good when he was here last week.” 

“It just didn’t—what?”

“He seemed good, you know. I mean...Not good, but like, normal.” Mel flushed and looked at his feet again. He’d seen Doc last week. He’d seen Doc here, in Moses.

“Doc was here? A week ago?”

“Yeah. Well, he wasn’t here, you know. We saw him down at the cat lady’s shop.”

Uh oh.

“The cat lady.” I felt my nails digging into my palms, but I couldn’t stop them. The cat lady was a New Age nightmare who owned a store and two obnoxious felines that delighted in tormenting me. Orrin, however, had gotten along swimmingly with her. Too swimmingly, apparently. And he’d paid her a visit last week.

“Yeah. Uh. Sorry.”

“Thanks, Mel.” I tucked the note into my jeans pocket and rounded on the door. “I’ll keep in touch.”

First I had to get in touch with the cat lady. I imagined getting in touch with her throat and just squeezing a little. I imagined grabbing one of her fancy crystals and shoving it...

Good idea.

Damn. I stormed out of Mel’s room and stopped myself a hair short of murderous. If Blue approved, I was off track. Still, something about that woman pressed all my stupid, territorial, insecure buttons. If Doc had paid her a visit, I should probably stay clear of her. Instead, I planned on heading straight there. I never really claimed to be a genius.

I told you; you should have let me eat her.

By the time I climbed into Cade’s truck, I was considering it.
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The sun-catchers packed into the shop window flashed annoyingly, forcing anyone entering to squint like an idiot. It also put the stupid cat, sleeping in the sunlight directly inside the entrance, in serious danger of being tripped over. I knew his routine though and managed to step around him without injury. He still glared at me.

Maybe he knew I wanted to kill his human.

She wasn’t behind the counter. Her other cat, Bastet, lounged there. She’d lost her pink bow, and her sleek black fur was adorned with reflected rainbows from the sun-catchers crowding the window. It was pretty. The bead trays in the front of the store were tempting. I ignored them and leaned on the counter and considered petting her, or maybe shoving her off.

Do it.

I found a little bell beside Miss Kitty and pushed that instead.

I dare you.

The cat, sensing my mood or else just annoyed at the intrusion, stood lazily and stretched, opening her mouth and offering me a view of pink ridges and white teeth. It was tempting, but I kept my hands on the counter, focused my evil intentions on the crazy chick responsible for these two hellions. As if on cue, she wandered out of the back room through a tie-dyed curtain that stank of patchouli and cliché.

“Karin?” She remembered my name. Joy. “Oh thank heavens, you’re all right.” 

“What?” I forgot I wanted to punch her for a minute. “What do you mean?” 

Come on, get her.

Blue’s amusement took the rest of the wind out of my sails. I needed to calm down. I didn’t go around punching other women. I didn’t get jealous and I didn’t have any solid claims to Orrin Birch in the first place.

“Your man was so worried about you,” she said. I considered revising my no punching rule. “And I’ve been watching the news.”

Apparently everyone else in the universe paid attention to current affairs.

“He’s not my man.” I sounded pouty and hated it. I tried for casual next and failed again. “Mel said he was here.”

“A few days ago.” She squinted at me. At first I thought it was the glare of the window, but she leaned forward and looked my belly straight in the eye. So to speak. “Wow.”

“Why?” I’d meant to be subtle, but the way she was examining my navel had me on edge. “What was he doing here?”

“You need another attunement.” She snapped back up and grinned at me. Her red hair flamed with the same rainbows that danced over her cat. She still wore yoga clothes, still had the body of an athlete and a face that made me want to do a mirror check. I hated her. Not kind, I know, but I never claimed to be evolved. That was Sly’s angle.

“What was Doc doing here?” Now my voice gave away everything. Even I heard the menace there. Stupid chick just grinned wider and poked me in the belly with one soon-to-be-severed finger.

Can I eat her now?

“Reiki two,” she said, oblivious to the danger. “And as soon as possible.”

“No way.” I shook my head and my hair blocked out the rainbows. It needed a cut, but I hadn’t had much time for personal grooming lately. “No more Reiki.”

The last attunement I’d had was forced on me by Steph’s whining. I swallowed and shook my head again. I was pretty sure it was responsible for releasing Blue in the first place. God only knew what would happen if I had another go.

It might be fun to find out.

“No,” I told both of them. I might as well have been talking to the cats. Reiki chick had already skipped back to her curtain. I hadn’t had the courtesy to remember her name, and right then I wished I had. I wished I could shout at her or just turn around and storm the hell out. Instead, I stood like one of the stupid statues she’d filled her shelves with and waited for her to scamper back.

The statues are less scowly.

“I might still let you eat her.”

Let’s do Reiki instead.

Reiki had gotten me into this mess. It involved almost no effort on my part, if I remembered correctly, just a lot of hand waving and feeling awkward. And I was pretty sure the whole idea was still hooey...even with its dragon side effect currently attached to my navel. I don’t change my mind easily. Sue me.

“Okay.” Cat lady emerged from the back room again. She clapped her hands like a cheerleader—one more thing I hated—and then waved one at me as if I’d just come when she called. “I’m all ready for you.”

“No.” I shook my head again. The first two times had apparently bounced off her thick skull. “No Reiki.”

“Hmm.” She rubbed her chin and squinted at me. “What do you think, Bastet? Does she need an attunement?”

Now she was discussing me with her cat. The beast in question winked an amber eye at me and rowred an answer that sounded like a yes, even to me.

“I thought so.” Crazy lady nodded sagely. “Desperately too.” 

“No Reiki.”

Aw, come on.

“What are you afraid of ?” The redhead moved one step closer to a punch in the nose. “It might help.”

“With what?” 

“You’re troubled.”

“Maybe because my boyfriend ditched me to come hang out with you.” 

“No. Not that.”

“Oh, trust me,” I snarled. I sounded like Blue now, like Blue before I’d worked out how to control him. “That is definitely troubling me.”

“I mean that’s not why he came by.”

“Oh.” I glared at her and tried to process what she meant. The whole confrontation wasn’t going the way I’d planned, and in hindsight, it was pretty obvious I hadn’t planned well at all. “Well, why did he come here, then?”

“What do you think? Should I tell her?”

Bastet turned her kitty butt to me, flicked her tail, and leaped down from the counter. I definitely understood that one. She stalked to her owner’s feet and sat loyally at heel.

I can definitely eat HER, right? 

“Bastet isn’t convinced.” 

“Yeah. I caught that.”

“But Loki likes you a lot.” She pointed at my feet at the same time something banged into my shin. The bandana-wearing cat, the boy if I remembered right, had come to support me for some reason. He rubbed his curved spine against my leg and then butted his head into me again. “He always did.”

“You have weird cats.”

“And you have a dangerous dragon in your belly.” 

“What did Doc say?”

“I’ll tell you.” She smiled, and I considered letting her live. I took it back after she finished. “I’ll tell you why he came after your attunement.”

I wanted to tell her to fuck off, I really did. Reiki was bad news. I was sure of it. Loki banged his stupid head against my leg again, however, and I thought of Orrin. Not a word in three weeks. No contact. No clue. I needed to know what he’d been doing here. Even if it was something awful, something I didn’t want to hear, I needed to know.

“It better be fast,” I said.

The nut job clapped her hands and grinned.

Oh goody.

“Shut up, Blue.”

Reiki time.
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“Just close your eyes and relax.” Cat lady waved her hands over my head and I stiffened. “Relax.”

“Not possible,” I said. 

“Breathe.”

Maybe I should have introduced her to Cade. Breathing was his favorite topic.

You should relax, you know.

Blue settled into the attunement faster than I could sit down. He purred in my mind, coiled deeper into my navel with each movement of the chick’s hands. It felt better than I’d expected, in particular since I hadn’t expected to feel anything. Heat, I thought. Her hands are close to my body and I’m just feeling the proximity as heat. Except I was feeling more than that and I knew it. I was feeling tingly, light-headed, like a soft thread was pulling me up and up through the top of my noggin.

Into the astral dance club.

Hey, we’re back.

I’d made a point of avoiding this place since Doc left. Now the Reiki had given me no choice, and if I knew anything about my dragon’s tone of snark, he’d known this would happen all along. No wonder he wanted the attunement. Now we were floating in dark space that went on forever; I cursed the dragon and the crazy lady too.

What did I do?

I ignored him and waited for the light show to start. Truth be told, I’d missed the astral, what I’d come to call my tripping time. Not that I was a junkie—that was Cade’s deal, always riding the dragon. I didn’t need to hang out in the void, but it was a hell of a way to get some peace and quiet.

Shhhhhhhh.

Except, of course, I always had Blue with me.

You love it.

Maybe I did. Having a dragon in my head felt normal here, and I missed normal. By now the darkness had fainter spots; the colors blossomed and the real show started. The nebulae, we called them, clouds of different colors and thin vibrating lines in Spirograph patterns. I didn’t know if it actually was space—the patterns probably meant it wasn’t—but I imagined this was how space felt, how it looked and sounded: “the music of the spheres.” Only this was more like a string symphony. Tones hummed in my disembodied mind and I was tempted to dance—hell, maybe I did dance. Without a body attached, it’s really hard to tell.

Here they come.

I stopped vibrating my booty and tensed. Our consciousness drifted toward the nearest nebula, and a subtle feeling of falling replaced the urge to dance. The star souls, Blue meant. All around us tiny, brilliant stars were winking into view. I’d worked out by accident that they were people during my first visit.

Excuse me.

And maybe with a little help from Blue.

Thank you so much.

“Shhhh.” I watched the soul stars bloom and enjoyed Blue’s irritation a little. The lights wiggled, the music hummed, and I knew what was coming long before I recognized his soul. Orrin Birch. Blue and Reiki chick had planned this all along. As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t even make myself angry about it.

I wanted to see him.

Not that the lights looked any different from one another. Just, here in the astral dance club, you knew stuff. I knew, for instance, that the one particular light dancing in our direction was Doc. My Doc. And I knew that I didn’t care why he’d left anymore. I wiggled in his direction.

Shameless.

“Damn straight.”

He might have had more to say, but I didn’t notice. Doc’s soul star twinkled close enough now that it had all my attention. The rays of light reached for me, and I let myself just twinkle on over to him regardless of Blue’s opinion. I missed Orrin so bad that I could taste it. If I’d still been in my body, I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t have been able to breathe.

We couldn’t exactly speak here, either. I could only hear the dragon in my own mind, which was frustrating as hell. I wanted to ask Doc a lot of questions. Maybe I wanted to yell at him a little bit too. But when our soul stars touched in the astral dance club, all I could really do was feel. It would be enough. Fuck it. It would have to be enough.

I reached for him mentally, and the light from our stars touched. The instant they did, I felt the rush of thought and emotion. Relief rose to the surface first. Then came comfort. Being with Doc, whether I liked it or not, was home, and touching souls felt a lot like having his arms around me. It felt safe, and that made the sudden surge of fear all the more weird.

I wasn’t afraid of Orrin, not for a second, and that could only mean the emotion was coming from him. I remembered that night when Flame snatched him from the gas station in Vantage. Doc had been caught in the middle of my dragon’s bid for dominance. He’d been abducted, threatened, and dropped by the biggest dragon I’d ever seen. All of the above would justify a little terror. It made perfect sense.

I just hadn’t wanted to believe it. Not after he’d come back with me, after we’d spent the night together. A wave of embarrassment swamped the fear. That came from me, of course. Had he been scared of me then? Maybe we had very different ideas about what it all really meant.

He’s not afraid of us.

“Stay out of it, Blue.” I couldn’t take that, couldn’t handle both of them at once. I pulled away, tore my light free from Doc’s and tried to back off in a non-threatening manner. Not an easy task when you had no back.

Stupid. 

“Shut up.” 

No.

Orrin’s soul star rushed forward again, but now I cringed from it. I was the monster. He’d told me as much that night, but then, he’d also told me it was okay. Had he had a change of heart?

Maybe it hadn’t meant anything to him. That didn’t feel right either, though. Doc still reached for me, still matched each dodge I made and tried to close the gap. Why would he even bother if I scared him that much?

He’s not afraid of us, dummy. He’s afraid for us.

Okay, that did make more sense. I should have thought of that. Then again, if Blue was me, I did think of that. Too late, though. Before I could regroup and change direction, the nebulae faded. The string music dimmed, and the astral dance club started to close down. I was coming out of it. Trust my luck to screw me over at just the wrong moment.

Or maybe I could blame the crazy cat lady. It was her voice that broke in before Doc could make contact again. It was her voice that told me to wake the hell up. I opened my eyes and caught her staring at my face. She’d leaned in too close and the crystal hanging around her neck bumped me in the chest. I remembered her name now. Rhiannon. She smiled at me and nodded, and I pulled Blue inside, drew him in like a breath and let his power fill my body.

Rhiannon backed away fast. Her eyes stretched wide, and though her mouth fell open, for once, she had nothing at all to say.
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I opened my mouth and let out a growl that was mostly Blue. Rhiannon squeaked, backed up until her ass poked through the hippie curtain. She had me sitting in the back room, a square space that served as both an overstock and a ritual area. The rug had a big sun on it, with some kind of zodiac symbols around that. I knocked over the chair when I stood, not on purpose, but it still worked to my advantage. The rest of the crazy lady vanished through the tie-dye as fast as she could scramble.

Are we really going to eat her? 

“I thought you wanted to.” 

Yeah, but it’s not like you at all.

He had a point. Of the two of us, I had the greater tendency toward peaceful resolutions. However, I could still feel the ache of Doc’s touch, and that squeaky bitch backpedaling through her shop had cut the connection on us. The second growl came from my belly, and it rattled the shelves hard enough to stop me short. It didn’t sound like me, did it?

I looked at my hands and stumbled back a step. The glow had always been subtle, something that gave me away at night, sure. But I’d been able to mask it during daylight hours a few times with a simple hoodie and scarf. Not anymore. Now I looked like a neon sign, and the power pulsed like one too, just under my skin. I could feel it like electricity, like potential waiting to be unleashed.
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