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This story falls between the end of Heat Stroke, the second novel of the
War den

series, and Chill Factor, the third novel
| know |I've conpl ai ned about this before, but believe ne, 1'mgoing to
conpl ai n

about it again, so get used to it: Being human sucks. Especially after you've
been a Djinn. Granted, being a supernatural creature subject to a whole
different set of physics and laws brings with it some significant downsides
and Lord knows that includes a humiliating episode with a | echerous teenage
master and a Frederick's of Hollywood maid outfit -- but it also has sone

gr eat

advant ages. You don't get easily tired out, for one thing. You don't need to
sl eep as much

And you don't need to stop to pee when you're trying to prevent the | atest
Apocal ypse

"I'"ve got to stop," | sighed, and checked the sign flashing by on the
passenger

side of the car for information about what woul d be avail able at the next
exit.

The next exit, it appeared, was four miles ahead, give or take, and would
feature a Conoco station and a Dairy Queen. Probably in the same building. On
both sides of the freeway, desert blurred past in a continuous |oop. | had
started feeling sonme days back like |1'd entered a video game designed by a
lunatic with a cactus fetish, and I was nowhere near w nning, or even

cracki ng

the first level. Hell, | was starting to wonder exactly what kind of gane |
was

pl ayi ng.

My whol e body -- human, thanks very much, universe -- was aching with

exhausti on

and vibrating with road noise. My lovely Dodge Viper wasn't feeling the
strain

of this drive across the country (New York to Nevada) nearly as much as | was.
I

needed sl eep. | needed food that didn't contain preservatives. | needed ..
Vell, | just needed.

"There's a notel at the next exit," David said, fromthe passenger seat.
Speaking of need ... My Ojinn lover was confortably seated with a book in his

hands, reading as if he could do this forever. Which he probably could, being
supernatural and therefore not subject to the effects of small bladders and

| arge quantities of coffee. | glanced over at him He wasn't |ooking at ne,
he

was focused on the pages of the paperback he was hol ding -- ah, another

Rober t

B. Parker, he was on a Spenser kick -- but I could sense his attention
strayi ng

toward me. Behind the innocent round gl asses, those dark-brown eyes swrled
with



random whirls of hot bronze. |I found nyself glancing over to admire the

el egant

pl anes of his cheekbones, the fullness of his lips, and it occurred to ne

t hat

his comment hadn't been all related to an altruistic concern for my well being.
| cleared ny throat and reached for the cold coffee in the drink holder. Ugh.
I't

tasted nasty, oily and old. Really, it was about the sane as it had tasted
when

I'"d poured it at the last 7-11 we'd visited, but at |east then it had been
hot .

"I"mokay," | said. "l just need a bathroom"

"No, you need to sleep," he said, and turned the page. | didn't recognize the
title of the book, | realized. Maybe David was readi ng a book that hadn't
actually been published yet. | wouldn't put it past him "You won't be any
good

if you arrive in this condition. There's a battle ahead of us when we get

t here.

You need to rest."

Dinn. Always right, and always smug about it. You'd think it would get
annoyi ng, but fromDavid ... not so much.

| drove in silence for another four niles, which was about two minutes at the
current speed, and took the exit too fast. Mona whined in protest as |
throttled

her down. There was a gas station -- with a faded Dairy Queen sign on the
si de

-- and, just beyond it, a deserted-|ooking place called DESERT | NN
Descripti ve.

The sign al so prom sed CABLE TV and Al R CONDI TI ONI NG The buil ding was laid
out

in a long L-shape, one story, with about twelve roons. One dil api dat ed
1980s-era

Cadillac with dark-tinted wi ndows lurked in the | ast parking space, and the
VACANCY sign flickered on and off in red letters in the griny office w ndow
I'd never seen anything so beautiful in ny life. | could have witten poetry
to

it.

But we were on a tinetable, and frankly, sitting in one spot and waiting for

someone -- |ike, say, Kevin the Teen Psycho, now arnmed with the power of a
VI P

anong Djinn -- to notice that we were an easy target ... didn't sound like a
sl eep-i nduci ng i dea.

No. | just needed food and a bathroom | could always sleep in the car and
get

David to drive, if necessary.

David lifted his head fromthe book and | ooked at nme as | sl owed Mona down
even

nore, preparing to turn into the DQ parking area. He didn't say anything, but
I

knew he was thinking about it. W had a silent argunent. | won.

| drove up to the wi ndow and ordered a hanburger, fries, and a chocol ate
shake.

David had the sane, which made me mildly curious ... Djinn could eat, of

cour se,

but normally they don't bother unless they're trying to fit in. But David was
a

little bit odd, by Dinn standards. He tended to actually |ike being human,
or

humanoi d, or however you define it.

"What ?" he asked ne, raising his eyebrows as | stared at him thinking about



it.
| shrugged and handed over noney to the cashier, who | ooked |Iike she was

probably working in violation of child labor laws. | hoped she wasn't al so
t he

cook. At her age, | wouldn't have been able to turn out a hal fway decent
sandwi ch, much | ess actually operate a fry basket.

"Nothing," | said. "Just don't try anything funny."

"Funny?"

"Funny. "

Two bags and two shakes later, | drove around to the front of the gas
station,

hesi tated, and then continued through the conveniently cojoined parking | ot
into

the Desert Inn's domain.

Davi d said nothing, but when |I parked, he sucked on the straw of his

chocol ate

shake with evident satisfaction. Speaking of that ... | tasted mne, and
nearly
had an intimate nonent with the snmooth, creany taste of chocolate on ny
t ongue.

Wll, plus the way David's lips fit around that straw

"Are we going into the restaurant?" he asked, when | didn't put the car in
gear.

"I"'mthinking," | said. "Maybe | should just, you know, visit the Little
War dens

Room and then eat out here in the car
VWhat ever else |I'd been about to say dissolved into white noise as | watched
hi m

lick the taste of chocol ate shake fromhis I|ips.

"You bastard," | said.

"What ?"

"Don't do that."

"What ?"

He licked the taste of fries fromhis fingers.

"Dammt, stop it," | said. "I'"'mnot going to fall for that, so you mi ght as
wel |

He took ny hand in his and touched it to his lips. H s expression was

entirely
serious now. "Joanne. | can feel how tired you are. You need this, you need
sleep and rest. | won't |et anything happen to you."

"You can't promise that."
H s eyebrows quirked, then settled. "No?"

"No. Not when it conmes to, well, you know who." Jonat han
Davi d said nothing. There was really nothing he could say about that.
"I can keep going," | said. "Really."

Ri ght about then, Mona shivered in the middle of idling, and ny heart skipped
a

beat. Wen you're in tune with a car, you can feel that kind of thing like a
mal functi on of your own body. My hands tightened around the steering wheel
Mona si ghed, shuddered, and di ed. The engine vibration stopped, and for a few
seconds there was just the ticking of a cool engine, and the w nd bl owi ng
random

sand agai nst the wi ndows.

"You need to rest," David said, wthout enphasis. Careful about it.

| cranked the ignition. Nothing happened.

"I mean it," he said. "One night, Jo. One night, you sleep, we continue."

| kept cranking for a solid mnute, then stopped and sat back in the |eather
seat, staring out at the panoram c view.

"I don't like being manipulated,” | said.



"I know," David said. "But you're not |eaving me much choice. | won't let you
kill yourself."

The unspoken again vibrated in the air between us.

| sighed. | didn't want to fight, | didn't have the energy for it. And ny

f ood

was cal |l ing.

"Fine," | said. "One night."
Mona's engine vibrated to life the instant | turned the key. | turned her
wheel s

into the Desert Inn parking lot. My body was already craving a hot shower and
a

soft bed, now that I'd I et the thought sink in.

One night, | prom sed mysel f.

Yeah, nyself sneered back. Nothing can happen in just one night, right?

Ri ght.

#it#

The roomrate woul d have been reasonable for, say, a decent H lton featuring
crisp white sheets, turn-down service and conplinmentary guest robes. It was a
little high for a sagging mattress, yell ow ng beddi ng, indoor-outdoor carpet,
and a bathroom decorated in early Ugh, What The Hell Is That?

Still | ooked good to ne.

David and | sat on either side of the bed; he ate slowy, watching ne wolf
down

nmy burger and fries with every sign of fascinated amusenment. After a while,
he

di sposed of the remains of his neal -- he'd only eaten a couple of bites,

j ust

for taste, | suspected -- and took off his long dark-green coat. He tossed it
over the back of the unhappy-I|ooking arnchair, kicked off his shoes, and
stretched out on the bed full |ength. Ankles crossed.

Readi ng.

| sucked contenplatively on my mlk shake. Yes, | was bone-tired, but still,

there were parts of ne that really weren't all that tired, and were clanoring
for alittle attention. My eyes travel ed fromhis naked, slender feet up

bl ue-jean-clad | egs and narrow hips. H s checked shirt was |ying open over a
white t-shirt. He turned a page, apparently not noticing ny stare. | tossed
ny

DQ bag at the trash can, missed, and got up to throwit in; he nade a
gesture,

and the balled-up paper levitated itself up and gracefully out of sight.

I waited.

He read

"Well," | finally said, when 1'd noisily sucked up the | ast of the shake, "I
think I"'mgoing to take a shower."

He nodded and put an arm under his dark-auburn head w t hout conment.

| got up, turned around, and unbuttoned ny bl ouse. Slowy. Let it slide off
over

nmy shoul ders. The air conditioning whispered its way over ny skin | bent over
to

slide off my skirt with a |ot of unnecessary slow nmotion and sone equal |y
unnecessary w ggling.

| glanced behind nme while | was down there, hair dangling to the ground.
David was still reading. Spectacularly not watching my strip tease. Bastard.
| slamed the door behind me on the way into the bathroom reached in and
cranked the water to full blast. It heated up nicely. As steam fogged up the

age-spotted mrror, | shed nmy underwear and stared at mny pale face, ny blue
eyes. |'d always been fair-skinned, but it seenmed |ike com ng back to human
form

had been a real shock. | still looked kind of ill. Not to nmention really,

really



tired. Raccoon-eyes tired.

| twisted to |l ook at ny back. Yep, the bullet wound was still there, though
reduced to a fading scar. It only twinged a little, thanks to David's healing
touch. I was lucky to be ... well, | was just incredibly lucky to be,

actual ly.

The odds hadn't been with me for quite sone tinme now.

And here | was, going into sonething with even worse odds. Am | crazy? The

t hought wasn't new, but staring into the mrror, it seened nore pertinent

t han

usual . | should just turn the car around. Go honme. Find soneplace to |ive out
ny

life in peace and quiet, with a mni mum of people shooting at me or bl ow ng
ne

up or trying to kill me with tornadoes.

Because |'d just clinmbed out of a hospital bed and was heading for Las Vegas,
and near-certain death, and nobody was holding a gun to ny head to do it. |
could punk out. Nobody woul d bl ane ne.

Except me, of course.

The mirror fogged over again. The steamin the air was making ny hair curl,
which it never had before I'd done ny brief stint as an i mortal

al | - power f ul

bei ng, and where's the justice in that? Shouldn't you get a pass on bad hair
days after things like that?

I swi ped a pal mover the glass, clearing a noist path again to continue
nopi ng

at nmy reflection, and found that someone was standing right behind nme, in the
classic surprise! position of serial killers everywhere.

My heart gave a painful, unpleasant twist. |I instinctively jerked forward
into

t he bat hroom counter, and the man standi ng behind nme gave ne a slow, superior
smle. Tall, lean, nmediumbrown hair thickly salted with gray, eyes Ilike

bl ack

hol es.

| knew him H s name was Jonat han, and he was a Djinn. Well, not just a
Djinn

More like, the Djinn. Lord and Master. G and Pookah of the Universe. Et
cetera.

He didn't like me very much. | couldn't quite figure out if it was just a
personal thing with humans, or a particular thing with me; | suspected the
latter, though. He thought David was wasting hinmself on ne. He probably had a
poi nt .

"Just thought I'd drop in," he said, in a perfectly nornmal tone of voice, as
if

he hadn't noticed he'd cormtted a huge personal invasion of ny space, and
hel |l o, naked? | grabbed for a thin nmotel-quality towel. Not that he was

| ooki ng.

Jonat han seened to find me downright boring. | didn't even rate a reflexive
hmmm naked girl gl ance.

"CGet out," | said. | kept ny voice down, because the last thing | wanted --

t he

very last thing -- was for David to cone charging to nmy rescue and becone the

third leg of this triangle. Jonathan could, and had, overpowered hi m before,
and

David had to be tired. | sure as hell was.
"I have a nessage for you. Don't keep this up," Jonathan said, and | ooked
around

the bathroomw th an expression of disgusted disdain. Like a debutante faced
with a Porta-Potti.

"Don't keep what up? Showering? For humans, kind of necessary. Unless you
like



the funky snell of --
"Quit trying to stop Kevin,'

Jonat han continued, just like |I hadn't spoken at

all. He was still focusing on the nmissing piece of tile in the floor next to
t he

tub. "More to the point, quit trying to stop me. You can't get to Las Vegas.
Stop trying. I'll only kill you really, really hard."

"I guess that won't bother you," | said.

For the first tine, he met ny eyes in the mrror. Unsmling. Those eyes gave
nme

t he shivers, because they were like windows into infinity, the only rea

out ward

sign of the power he held within. "Yeah, can't deny there are upsides," he
sai d

blandly. "Also problens."” As in, David m ght never trust himagain. Killing
nme

nm ght destroy every vestige of friendship between them and for Ojinn as
powerful as those two, that couldn't be a good thing. "Do the smart thing.
Turn

around and go hone."

"I can't do that. You know | can't," | said. "Look, I"'mdoing this to help
you,

don't you get it? | went through being a slave to that kid, |I know how
terrible

it is. Help me get into Vegas, |'ll set you free." Because that had to be
what

he wanted, ultimately. Wasn't it?

But if it was, | couldn't tell it fromhis expression, which remained cl osed
and

tight. "You're feeling sorry for ne?" H's tone was dry and clipped. "Funny. |
was about to feel sorry for you."

Al my instincts kicked to life. "Wy?"

He rai sed his graying eyebrows, shrugged, and slipped on a pair of entirely
unnecessary sungl asses. Nice sungl asses, mind you, the kind made for cutting
t he

glare for Everest clinbers and hard-core bl ack-di anond skiers. But entirely
unnecessary, because the dimfly-specked bulb over the sink didn't exactly

gi ve

out a majestic eye-blinding glare.

"Ah, but that would be telling," Jonathan said. "Do yourself a favor. Go hone
bef ore you get hurt worse than you have to be." And he vani shed. Just I|ike

t hat .

| didn't trust himto be gone, either, but there wasn't anything | could do
about it if he chose to hang around in invisible form | made a short circuit
of

t he bat hroom pacing, and finally dunped the towel and got into the shower.

| was hal fway t hrough soaping ny hair when the hot water ran out. Cuess |I'd
spent too much tine staring into space and being intimnmdated by the npst
powerful Djinn in the universe.

Bei ng human sucks.

#it#

When | cane out, chilled and breathless, with ny hair wapped in a | oose

t ur ban

and ny body wapped in chill bunps, David was still flat on the bed, reading.
But he let his book fall to his chest and | ooked at nme directly. Maybe it was
the chattering teeth. "Cold?" he asked. | tried to nod, but the shivering
probably sent a clear yes anyway. He got up and came to ne, and put those
war m

broad hands on ny arnms. As he glided them down, fingers dragging on nmy danp
skin, heat bloomed. Water disappeared. By the tinme he got to my fingertips I
was



shaking for an entirely different reason, and warmas if |'d spent an hour
out

sunni ng nysel f by the pool

"Better?" he asked. His voice had a |l ow, rough edge to it, and as he raised
hi s

eyes | saw flickers of orange swirling. Hi s hands circled both ny wists, and
I

felt an inpulse in himto pull nme closer ... an inpulse he resisted. | could
feel things like that, thanks to this nifty new master/Djinn bond we'd
devel oped

since I'd finally clained him Feel the breathtaking, scary strength inside
of

him and how very careful he was about its use.

"David -- "

When he | ooked up, his eyes were shifting colors to bronze, a breat htaking,
alien color that sent shivers up and down ny spine regardl ess of the toasty

warnth. "1 know he was here," he said. "I was ready if he -- " Flares of gold
in

those eyes. His skin caught fire in a golden flush, entirely DOjinn; he
controlled it and kept hinmself flesh and blood and bone. "Jo, | don't know
how

we do this. He knows we're com ng. He's ready. He knows what you can do, what
I

can do -- and he can beat us. It will hurt him but he can win. CQur one
chance

was to get in under his notice, but if we can't do that "

"It doesn't matter. There are lives at risk. You know Kevin -- do you trust
hi m

with the kind of power Jonathan represents? Hell, with any kind of power? |
don't. W both saw what he did to his own stepnother." | bit my lip, watching
him He was still holding ny wists, and warnth pul sed up into me fromhis
touch. "David, this may not be safe, but it has to be done. Sonehow. "

"I know. "

"I just --" | was on verge of tears, suddenly. Adrenaline and exhaustion
carbonating together in my blood. "God, | just want to rest. | just want to
forget."

He et go of ny wists and put his hands on nmy face, tilting it up, and then
he

ki ssed ne, and all of the fear and exhaustion nelted away. H s |lips were danp
and hot and silken, and he tasted |like the chocol ate shake and a dark, nale
undertone that made nme mopan and suck the taste off his tongue, and God,

st oppi ng

at a notel ? Best idea ever

He broke it off and studied me with a warm yearning distance of about an

i nch

bet ween us. "You should rest.

H s breath noved over ne like his touch. H's

voi ce vibrated inside ne, deep inside. | resonated to his sound, his touch
everyt hi ng about him

Rest was just about the farthest thing frommny mnd. "Later," | prom sed
breat hl essly, and swayed toward him Qur |ips brushed, lingered, slid away.
Teasing. "Maybe | need to relax first,” | murmured. Another gentle slide of
our

lips, not quite a kiss. "Maybe | need to spend a long ... time ... relaxing."

And unspoken, we were both thinking that sonewhere out there Jonat han was

[ urki ng. Maybe focusing his attention on us. There was no hiding fromhim
David's eyes were brilliant, nolten copper, and his skin was a hot inhuman
gol d,

and he was beautiful, beautiful, beautiful

"Along tinme," he whispered, and we were breathing the same intoxicating air,
living in each other's space, each other's skin. He was hot enough to nelt



ne.
"Yes. | think maybe that's a very good idea."

He picked me up and carried me to the bed, and for a long, long, long tine,
Jonat han and the crappy notel décor and the world waiting to destroy us
beyond

the door ceased to matter

#it#

| woke up and it was dark and qui et outside, just a | ow plaintive noan of
wi nd

rattling the big windows. | rolled over on nmy side, instinctively searching
for

David's warnth -- the night had gotten cold, the way the desert does once the
sun di sappears -- but he wasn't there.

Wasn't anywhere.

| sat up slowy, listening, but there was no sound in the roomexcept for a

| ow,

slow drip of water fromthe tap in the bathroom The clock showed nme a dim

gl ow

that, when | squinted and blinked, read 3:27 a.m
| got up, found clean underwear and sone not-to-badly-winkled rolled up blue
jeans and a knit shirt in ny bag, toed on shoes and wal ked outside into the

still, chill night.

The sky was unbelievable. Cear fromhorizon to horizon, a black bow crowded
with stars. | stopped, staring, and craned ny neck back to get the ful

effect.

Dizzying. | breathed in deep and felt clean, cold air fill ny lungs. | w shed

I
was an Earth Warden, because this seened to be a place where having a
connection

to the land woul d be amazing ... even dull as | was to that side of things,
could feel a kind of power here, a slow, strong pulse that made nme want to
| ay

down on the ground and let it flow through ne.

When | let out my held breath, it cane out as white nist. Colder than I'd

t hought. | shivered a bit and | ooked around. Except for my Dodge Vi per
crouched

inits space, looking like a wildcat ready to spring, there were only two
ot her

cars -- one, a sun-faded Ford pickup with a mssing tailgate, was parked at
t he

office, so |l figured it was the manager's. The other was the dusty old
Cadill ac

with its coating of road dust, parked in front of the last roomin the notel
As | stood there, wondering where David had taken off to, and why, | heard

someone open a door and close it. Wen | | ooked over, | saw that sonmeone had
cone out of the Caddy's room-- a nman, nedium height, slender, wearing a
bl ack

knit shirt and black jeans, with a sl eek-1ooking bl ack | eather coat over the
nmonochromati ¢ ensenble. He had cl ose-cropped brown hair, mlitary style, and
as

| watched, he | eaned against the cinder-block wall and lit up a cigarette.
realized | was staring when he cocked an eyebrow at nme, and went back to
studying the sky. The noon was alnost full, a big white eye staring back.

"I hope you're not a werewol f," the man said.

| looked at him startled. H's cigarette glowed hot red, then subsided to
enbers. He bl ew snoke out into the clear, still air, and it hung indecisively
bet ween us.

He nade a | azy gesture up at the sky with his free hand. "Moon," he said.
“"Full."

"Not quite," | said.



"Not quite full, or not quite werewol f?"

| showed teeth. "Either way, | don't eat strangers."

He sucked snpke and considered nme silently. | wasn't sure about him If I'd
really been what | appeared to be -- a young woman, alone, in the mddle of
nowhere in a deserted notel, vulnerable -- then |I'd have been deeply worri ed.
But | wasn't, and he was right about one thing: | was a man-eater when |
needed

to be. Even if David had taken a | ong wal k and woul dn't be around to defend
ny

honor, | was quite capable of doing it nyself.

| drifted up into the aetheric, which was just as still and silent as the
desert

inreal-wrld; it was layered in white and silver and velvet blues, and it
was

full of that silent pulse, too, that powerful sense of being. But the Man In
Bl ack was just a man, not a Djinn, not a Warden. Hence, nothing to be worried
about .

Except that his aetheric imge was ... unsettling. Mst normal hunmans don't
di splay well on the aetheric -- they're shapes, ill-defined, insubstanti al
Not

enough presence and power to manifest clearly. But this guy was different. In
the aetheric, he was bigger, nore muscular, and instead of being dressed in
bl ack he was dressed in white. O, it would have been white, if it hadn't
been

drenched in bl ood.

Bl ood running in thick streams fromhis hands as he lifted the cigarette to
hi s

lips. Pattering fromhis earlobes to his shoulders. Dripping fromhis el bows
and

the hem of his coat. He was standing in a pool of it, shining red, and he

j ust

kept dripping. | couldn't tell if the blood was soneone else's, or his own --
whet her he thought he was a murderer or a victim

Either way, it was disturbing. |1'd never seen anything like it. People saw

t hensel ves as supernodel s, yeah. Gender-swi tchers. Knights in arnor. Kick-ass
bitches in | eather junpsuits. Maybe the occasional pirate. People tended to
dress thenselves up in their soul-selves, and it was one big, |ong costune

party
up on the aetheric.
But he was just ... odd. So full of oddness that it made ne shiver.

| dropped back into my body with a snap, took one |ast deep breath of coo
air,

and wal ked away, toward the office.

"Hey," the guy said. | glanced back. He hadn't noved, but he flicked his
cigarette down to the ground and crushed it out with his boot. "Don't do
anything | wouldn't do."

| kept wal ki ng.

The creaking gl ass door brought with it a rush of too-hot air and a snell of
slightly stale cheap col ogne, tobacco, body odor gone just slightly rancid.
For

a second | wondered if 1'd be better off outside with the creepy guy, but the
man behind the counter was grizzled, sixtyish, had little half glasses and
crazed Al bert Einstein hair, and who could be scared of Einstein? He was
readi ng

a magazi ne he hastily stashed under the counter when he saw ne coming. |
didn't

i magi ne he was reading it for the articles, if you know what | mean.

"Hi," | said. He grunted, pale eyes studying nme. "Listen, you're probably an
expert on roads around here. 1'm|looking for sone way to get to Las Vegas
that's



not as direct as the freeways. Maybe a scenic route? Back roads?"

He frowned at nme, thick eyebrows rustling together, and |I resisted the urge
to

tell himthat if he wasn't careful they m ght stick together |ike Velcro; he
reached under the counter, runmaged around, and cane out with a big road map
that he unfol ded out onto the cracked vinyl -topped counter between us. He
didn't

bother to turn it toward ne.

"Scenic," he said. "Ain't a lot of scenic around here unl ess you fancy
desert.”

"I like desert."

"Al'l | ooks the sanme,"” he shrugged. "Seen one part of it, seen it all. Better
of f

sticking to the highway, get there quicker. You break down out here, you
ain't

got a lot of help com ng. Cell phones don't work a |lot of places. Sun gets
brutal ."

"I know," | said. | knew all about the sun in the desert. That was a nmenory I
didn't call up often, and flinched away fromit. "Just show ne."

He traced a couple of skinny little road map lines with a blunt, stained
finger

-- evidently, he worked on the Ford hinself to keep it running, and he'd
never

heard of those industrial-strength grease-cutting soaps -- and | nmade sone
not es

on a fly-specked piece of paper with a stubby pencil

The proprietor | ooked over ny shoulder as | wote, staring out through the

gl ass
door. He grunted again. | |ooked up, then back; Caddy Guy was out there,
snoki ng

another cigarette, strolling the parking lot and bl ow ng clouds at the sky.
"Friend of yours?" he asked.

"Don't know him" | said.

"Huh." He | ooked at ne, pale eyes bright behind the Einstein glasses. "Saw
you

with a young fella earlier. Not hin®"

"No, not him"

"\Where's your young fella,then?"

"Asleep,"” | said shortly. "Thanks for the info."

"Checkout's at eleven a.m sharp," he said, and folded up the map with a snap
of

his wists and thick rustle of paper. | was right, those eyebrows were just
never separating again. He'd have to get out the scissors to cut them apart.
"You oversleep, you got to pay another day."

| wasn't about to oversleep. | could feel ny body craving rest, but it'd have
to

get by; no way was | going to shut my eyes at this point. Not with

bl ood-dri ppi ng-guy stal king the parking lot, and Slightly Creepy Einstein in
here watching ny every nove

| mssed David.

| left the office and avoided ny fellow notel visitor on nmy way back to ny
room

| unl ocked the door quickly with the chunky ol d-fashi oned key, |ocked it

behi nd

me with the push-in lock and the deadbolt and the slide chain, checked the
drapes to make sure they were fully closed, and sat on the cold, enpty bed
with

nmy | egs crossed.

| drifted up on the aetheric and sent out a wordl ess call along the shining
silver strand that bound nme to David, or David to me, or both of us to the



other. | felt it zip away, stretching off into the distance ... far, far away.
Wherever he'd gone, it wasn't just distant in terns of geography. | felt a
pul se

of reassurance along the link, sonething along the lines of |I hear you, back
as

soon as | can. Nothing clearer than that.

| meditated until mnmy back got sore, and then braced nysel f against the
headboar d

and picked up the book David had left behind. |1'd always |iked Spenser, and
t he

clean, crisp rhythm of Parker's words.

Even so, | was only three pages into it when | fell asleep
#it#
| woke up to scream ng. Cenuine, honest-to-God screanming. | flailed, dropping

the forgotten book to the floor, vaulted out of bed and | anded barefoot on

t he

thin carpet with ny heart pounding an erratic salsa rhythm | jerked aside

t he

curtains and wi nced at the sudden blinding blaze of light ... the notel faced
east, and the sun was well over the horizon. Qut here, you were strongly
rem nded that a star was a big ol' fusion reactor, because it | ooked

danger ous

and bubbling and radi oactive, closer than it did in safer clinmates.

The scream ng was coning fromthe Dairy Queen next door

| stuck ny feet into ny shoes, grabbed up the key and unl ocked the door with

shaki ng hands, then pelted across the parking lot. On the way, | was joined by
a

dark figure heading out of the |ast roomof the motel -- Number 10 -- who
paused

to pop the trunk on his Cadillac and retrieve sonet hi ng.

The scream ng had the high, panicked pitch of a kid in real trouble. |

ski dded

to a halt at the double doors of the DQ dining area and grabbed the handl e,
but

it was locked. | rattled it and nade a cave of nmy hands to try to see into

t he

shadows i nsi de

| saw the girl who'd served up ny shake pressed against the wall, fists
crammed

agai nst her nouth. Still screaming. Staring at something hidden behind the
counter. | banged on the door hard. dass and netal rattled. She dashed over
and

di d unl ocki ng things, and as soon as the door was open threw herself on ne
like

a shaking, girl-sized linpet. | couldn't make anythi ng out of what she was
gasping at me, so | peeled her off and edged over to peer over the counter
|'d seen dead guys before, but this guy was really, really dead. In pieces.
There was sonething particularly revolting about a dead guy in pieces on the
floor of the DQ under the brightly-colored posters advertising tasty frozen
treats and brazier-cooked neat products.

| swal | owed hard, several times, and tried not to breathe through ny nose
"I"'mno doctor," the guy in the black |eather jacket said casually, |eaning
over

the counter, "but that guy may need nedical attention."

Laconic, and not funny. | whirled toward him He had a shotgun propped
casual l'y

up agai nst his shoul der, and sungl asses pushed up on top of his head, and he
| ooked bland and utterly disinterested as he stared down at the pieces of
what

had formerly been known as Bob or Fred or Joe.



"Call the police," | said. | was facing Mystery Man, but | was talking to the
girl, who was hovering by the door. She pushed through and sped off at a run
hopefully for the phone in the notel office. "You know anythi ng about this?"
"Why woul d 1?" he asked.

"You cone fully equipped for killing people."

"Yeah, not for chopping theminto bits, though. And you seem awful |y dam
calm

about it," he pointed out. | wasn't, in fact. My heart was poundi ng hard, and
ny

hands were shaking, but | knew how to fake it. "Look, | was ki dding about

t hat

werewol f thing |last night, but ..."

"Can it." | could do a lot of things, but quipping over a corpse was a little

beyond ny gag lint. "Any idea who he is?"

"Not a clue." He studied me for a few seconds. "Let's take this outside.

V' ve

already | eft enough forensic crap on the scene of the crine."

He spun on his heel and wal ked out, el bowi ng the door open rather than using
hi s

hand. Fingerprints, right. 1'd left mne all over it. Qut in the sunlight, he
| ooked even nore normal than before -- not a remarkable face, dark eyes,

i nt ernedi at e-col ored skin, eyes and nose and nouth all in normal proportions.
Not hi ng you'd fall instantly in love with or photograph or renmenber five

m nut es

| ater.

Except for the deadly-Iooking shotgun he was hol di ng, of course. That nade
hi m

stand out.

He saw ne staring at it and dropped the barrel to point toward the ground.
"Precaution," he said.

"You always carry that kind of stuff?"

"Pretty much, yeah." He wal ked back to the Caddy's open trunk and stowed it
away

in a rack that seened specifically built for the purpose. O naybe it was
neant

to hold fishing rods. How would | know? "What's your nane?"

| wasn't planning to get chummy with the potentially crazy and definitely
well-armed. "Gail." Gail, as in gale-force winds. |1'd have gone for Wendy if
it

hadn't been so cute and associated with fast food. "You?"

"Brian McCall," he said. "Pleased to neet you." He slamed the trunk
pocket ed

t he keys, and | eaned agai nst the dusty car. "W've got about ten m nutes,
gi ve

or take, to get our story straight.”

"Story? | don't have a story. Maybe you have a story."

"Ch, |'ve got one," he said, poker-faced. "But |I'mtalking about the story of
the dead guy in the DQ Which, seeing as | don't think the little girl did

t hat ,

just | eaves a few suspects. You, nme, the notel manager, or sone crazy drifter
who happened to break into a Dairy Queen. The notel manager, he's |ocal

They' ||

like to have a nice easy answer, and you and ne, we're easy. Unless you' ve
got

an alibi."

| didn"t. | swallowed hard

"Didn't think so," he said, and rolled his shoulders in a gesture that wasn't
quite a shrug. "Me neither. I was thinking ... want to be alibi buddi es?"

"Not if you did it."
"Lady, if | didit, I'd damm sure be hal fway across the state by now and not



hangi ng around for the discovery of the corpse,” MCall snapped, and
bel i eved

him He | ooked like the kind who'd know exactly how to get away wi th nurder
"l

t hought you checked in with some guy. Were's he?"

"Of on an errand,” | said.

McCall fixed me with a stare. "The cops are going to be very interested about
why he bugged out in the mddle of the night. Not to mention how he bugged
out,

seeing as you canme in the sane car and we're in the ass of nowhere."

Lies were going to get too el aborate. | kept silent, staring back, and raised
an

eyebrow. MCall, unexpectedly, grinned at ne.

"I like you," he said. "You don't fluster."

"I"'mtoo dam tired to fluster."”

He started to say something, then stopped, face snpothing back into an
expressionl ess mask. H's eyes were fixed somewhere just over ny shoul der
"What?" | started to turn

"Don't nove," he said. | froze. "Stay here."

He hit the renote control on his keys and popped the trunk of his car, yanked
t he shotgun out of its brace, and headed for the office.

Great. My new alibi buddy was about to rob the place. My day was just getting
better.

#it#

| didn't stay put, but hell, | never do what anybody tells ne to do,
especial ly

armed strangers | barely know. So | trailed along behind Brian MCall as he
entered the office. He didn't seemto be wasting any tine al armi ng peopl e;

t he

DQgirl gave a full-throated shriek and made herself into a tiny little bal
in

the corner, and Einstein held up his hands in the world-weary posture of a

guy
who' d been through this before.
McCal | thunmped the shotgun down on the counter and said, "I need the keys."

For a second, nobody noved, and then Einstein cleared his throat |oudly and
sai d, "Wich keys would that be?"

"Master keys." | couldn't see McCall's face, but what | read of his body

| anguage seened no-nonsense. "Right now. W haven't got nuch tine."

"Should let the police handle this -- "

"I do that, nore people get killed. Keys. Now. "

Ei nstein nmoved one hand slowly toward a ring of keys and then thunped them on
the counter. MCall picked themup in a jingle of nmetal, shoul dered the

shot gun

again, and turned back to see nme standing there.

"You're one of those," he said, and wal ked past me back into the cool, bright
nor ni ng.

"One of those what?"

"Ones who don't stay put. Here. Make yourself useful." He tossed ne the keys.
"Open the roonms, one at a tine. Stay off to the side when you do it."

He marched ne over to Room1l. | slid the key marked 1 in the |ock, edged as
far

over as | could, and turned it. MCall hit the door with his booted foot, and
all of a sudden that shotgun was down, aimed and meani ng busi ness.

Not hi ng inside. He scanned it, went in to |l ook at the bathroom then joined
ne

out si de agai n and nodded at the next room

Room 2 yi el ded nothing. I was in Room 3. Roonms 4 and 5, al so nothing.
wonder ed

when the cops were going to roll up, and wondered what they woul d make of us



doi ng roomto-room searches of the arnmed and dangerous variety.

| was wondering about then when |I turned the key to Room6, MCall hit the
door,

and soret hing | oomed out of the dark inside and hit him back

He hurtled at | east twenty feet across the parking lot, hit, rolled, and | ay
there linmp. | hesitated, shocked, and whi pped ny head back to stare at the
open

door of the notel room

I nsi de, something |large and hul ki ng blinked | um nous eyes at nme, and | saw

t he

glint of teeth.

And felt a sudden hot gust of wind whip around nmy legs, swirl up ny body, and
twi st ny hair around ny face.

It took a step outside into the parking lot, and | had about a half a second
to

figure out what it was. What it wasn't was easy, because it damm sure wasn't
human. It was too big, too tw sted, too powerful. | instinctively used
Oversight, and damm if | didn't see a great, big red ball of fire, tw sting
in

on itself, full of agony and pain and breathtaking, jagged fury ..

Oh shit.

That was a Djinn. And not just any Djinn. That was a Djinn infected with a
Denon

Mark. It was destroying itself in the fight, losing itself, and it m ght be
abl e

to win and survive, but nmeanwhile, it was being eaten alive and the Denon in
it

wanted to feed ... to ..

| becane aware of three things: one, a police cruiser with flashing blue and
red

lights and a npaning siren was speeding up the road toward the notel; two,
McCall was crawling over the pavenent behind me; and three, that the body in
pi eces in the Dairy Queen had probably been a \Warden

And then the Djinn focused on ne, and the Denmon Mark recogni zed ne as a

War den,

and hunger flared in those gl owi ng white-hot eyes. It lunged for me, and
didn't have any time for finesse; | skipped backwards, scream ng, and reached
out for the wind. If the Djinn wasn't anchoring itself conpletely, then the
wi nd

shoul d di sperse it enough to give ne sone tinme ..

The wind did nothing but ruffle the rags the Ojinn was still barely wearing.
She'd been female, at some point, or at least liked to manifest in fenale
form

| slamed a harder gust of wind at her, well aware that | was draining energy
out of the atnmosphere and sonething was going to have to create bal ance for
it.

Mol ecul es rushed in to fill enpty spaces, vibrating faster; tenperatures rose
fromthe friction of atom agai nst atom

But it was too slow. Wnd wasn't going to stop this thing, and the weat her
system was way too stable for ne to get anything out of it in time to save ny
l[ife. No rivers around to redirect

Water. Strictly speaking, Djinn didn't need air to breathe; they could adapt
t hensel ves just fine. But one thing all cells need, no matter how artifi cial
they need water just to have form

I'd never done it before, but it cane to me in a blinding and rather scary
flash, and | didn't stop to think, | just acted.

| reached out ny power into a bubble, surrounded the Djinn, and called every
m croscopi ¢ speck of water out of it.

It was |ike watching sonething freeze-dry in tinme |lapse ... between one step
and



anot her, the insane Djinn went from huge and bul ky and twisted to dry and
thin

and twi sted, a husk of what it had been. It had nade itself too real, and
reality required human buil di ng bl ocks. Wthout water, its nuscles coul dn't
function to nove. Nerves couldn't conduct i npul ses.

It et go of flesh and becane vapor and flew at me, screanming. | threw up a
wal |

of wind and sl anmed the vapor back against the cinder-block wall and held it
there, pinned. It was strong, oh God it was strong, and it was full of hunger
and bl ack fury, and I couldn't keep this up all day. Too many variables, too
many witnesses ..

The Ojinn snarled and solid or not, proved it was capable of a little

weat her - mani pul ati on of its own; | sensed the wind com ng and braced nyself,
but

didn't dare let up on the Ojinn to summon up any kind of shield. It hit ne
hard

and fast, a linebacker of a wi nd packed with scouring sand, and | was knocked
of f bal ance and sprawled full length on the pavenent, and the w nd kept
how i ng,

growi ng, taking on a life of its own as it swept up sand and random trash
into

an unsteady broad circle around ne.

Trying to forma dust devil. Dust devils are a version of a tornado, one
wi t hout

the killing interaction of noisture and air; they're a dry-air phenonenon
and

lack the force to really kill.

Unl ess, of course, they' re powered froman outside force, like the Ojinn
was

trying to hold hel pl ess agai nst the wall

| felt my control slipping.

"David!" | yelled, and clawed ny hair out of ny eyes. "David, | need --
But my command was stopped in ny throat, ranmed back by a nonster punch of

wi nd

that nearly blew out nmy lungs. | was pulled off the ground, whirling. |I had a
great view of the wind dying around the Djinn, and it reformng into flesh
and

bl ood, staring up at ne and snarling as the dust devil tossed me around I|ike
a

toy. Heat lightning shinmered across the sky.

The police car, speeding toward us, suddenly left the road and flipped over
into

the air four or five tinmes, or maybe | lost count because of my own sickening
spin ... | sawit in flashes, the metal crunching, bits flying off, the
horri bl e

rendi ng shriek of rmetal

| had to stop this. Now.

| reached out for the wind, and tried to grab hold, but it was under the
Dinn's

control and fought nme, fought me hard, |ashed me bl oody with debris and then
dropped me with casual, cruel suddenness to the hard ground.

| rolled over, gasping, and saw the Djinn | oom ng over me, and there was
something in its nouth, something horrible and | remenbered it all too well,
t he

Dermon twisting its way into my body and soul ... never again, never again ..
A boom | i ke Armageddon tore the world in half. No, not the world, just the
Dinn. It staggered back, a huge hole in its mddle, surprise on that tw sted
face, and | snelled gunpowder and | ooked up to see Brian MCall standing
there

wi th his shotgun snoking in his hands. Pale and scraped, but upright. He



punped
it and pulled the trigger a second tine.

"You can't kill it!" | screaned at him and spotted something shiny lying in
t he

weeds growing next to the wall. | lunged for it, praying, and felt the Oinn
gathering its insane strength behind nme. When it struck, it wasn't going to
screw around; it was going to flatten ne, McCall, the nmotel, and everything
in

si ght.

O it was going to cone after one of us and put that Denon Mark down our
t hroat s.
Either way, | couldn't let it happen

There was a brown gl ass beer bottle half-buried in the weeds. | pulled it
out,

breat hl ess, shaking, and held it up to the |ight.

No cracks.

Al so, nothing to use for a cork

No time to worry about it. | felt the hot rush of power behind nme, rolled
over

on ny back and held the bottle up in both hands toward the sky and the Djinn
who was falling on ne Iike a storm and screamed, "Be thou bound to ny

servi cel!

Be thou bound to --
It grabbed ne by the ankle and yanked. | slid across the parking ot in an
abradi ng scrape of back on asphalt, and sonehow managed not to drop the
bottl e.

McCall had his shotgun ai ned, but there was no way he could do anything

wi t hout

hitting ne as well, and besides, | wasn't sure the Ojinn would even pay
attention to a little pellet spray, not with a Warden in its hands.

"-- to ny service! Be thou --"

It fell on ne, driving the breath out of ne; it felt exactly like a

t wo- hundr ed- pound wrestl er had dropped with both knees onto ny rib cage. |
felt

thi ngs crack, saw red flashing stars, and felt a jet of agony spray through
ne

like acid. My third repetition dissolved into an inarticul ate scream and
felt

the Ojinn's hand -- or whatever passed for it -- scrabbling at ny nouth,
trying

to hold it w de open ..

Sonet hi ng yanked it off.

| blinked, whooping in painful gasps, and saw that another Djinn was

mat eri ali zi ng behind the i nsane one -- bronze and gold, swirls of power, hot
nol ten eyes, fury ..
Davi d.

He put his forearmacross the other Djinn's throat and yanked it upright and
screamed at me, "Finish it!"
| could barely get ny breath, but | forced enough in and whi spered, " --
bound
to ny service," and the Denmon-infected Djinn dissolved in an expl osi on of
m st
and | felt the bottle in ny hand grow instantly cold and heavy. | slapped ny
hand over the top of the bottle.
"Cork," | whispered, but David didn't respond. He couldn't. Those were the
rul es

he coul dn't provide anything to do with bottles or corks, couldn't touch
hi s
own bottle or those of other Ojinn. "Shit. Forgot."
He knelt next to me, holding me up, conbing hair away fromny face. Frantic.



I

didn't have time for that, not now, | was too aware of the bottle | was
hol di ng,

t he energy contai ned by nothing nore than ny hand, and the darkness
unravel i ng

the edges of ny vision. | was going to pass out. If | did, ny hand would fal
off of the bottle, and ..

| looked up into the sky and called rain. It took a few minutes to get what
little noisture there was in the area crammed together, and rub the nol ecul es

t oget her enough to produce the energy necessary. MCall, who hadn't noved
from
where he was standing, shotgun still at half-mast, stared at me wi thout any

under st andi ng of what | was doi ng, but when a lightning bolt suddenly whipped
out of the clouds form ng above he ducked for cover

Rain fell in a hard silver curtain, brutally fast, hitting ny exposed skin in
cold slaps. | didn't care. The chill and pain anchored ne, kept ne awake. |

bl i nked away water and | ooked at David. Water didn't touch him just vanished
into tiny wisps of steama few inches fromhis body. He was staring at ne
with

an intent half-frown, and when the ground was wet enough, | smled and turned
the bottle upside down, renoved nmy hand and dug it into the nud. Screwed it
in

tight.

Mud squeezed into the nouth of the bottle three inches deep. | let go of the
rain and bled the energy off into sheet lightning, white flares across the
sky.

Static electricity craw ed power |ines and hunmed, but the rain stopped.

C ouds

swirled, confused, and the sun burned through in a matter of m nutes.

Only the sun was eternal, out here.

| didn't have power over that, but | did over the water; | concentrated on

t he

bottl e and yanked the noisture out of the nud packing the nouth and neck of
it,

jamming it tight as concrete.

And then | renenbered to breathe. Own It hurt.

David got me up to ny feet, mainly by supernatural strength. "Tell ne to hea
you, " he said.

"Yeah, good idea. Heal ne, would you?"

| felt it come over me in a hot golden rush, the feeling of his power noving
through me -- or ny own power, anplified and changed through him Gven form
The grating agony of ribs went away with sharp little glasslike stabs as
bones

knitted. | coughed and spat bl ood, w ped nmy nmouth and | ooked at the

i nnocent -seeming bottle in nmy hand. Sealed, it felt |like any other bottle
hal f-full of dry nmud. | could toss it at the side of the road and nobody
woul d

pay any attention

But sonething like this shouldn't ever be broken again.

| shook ny head and focused on David. He | ooked -- well, like David. Wth

j ust

an unsettling, unfamliar trace of exhaustion in his face, and a shadow in
hi s

eyes.

"Where were you?" | asked. He shook his head. "No bullshit, David. Were were
you? \Where were you?"

Rule of three. His eyes flared for a second, and then he said, "Talking to
Jonathan. Trying to -- trying to find a way for this to work."

"Any luck with that?"

| already knew the answer, fromthe frustration I could feel radiating off of



him "No."

| nodded wearily, and | ooked past himat Brian MCall, who'd evidently
deci ded

not to shoot us.

"What," McCall asked in a very reasonable voice, "the fuck was that?"

| looked at David. David | ooked at ne, raised his eyebrows and shrugged.

"That," | answered, "was a Djinn. So's this. And trust ne, you're not going
to

want to talk about any of it."

#it#

It took a little bit of time. 1"mnot an Earth Warden; altering nenories
isn't

all that easy, even for Ojinn, and it sure wasn't in ny normal skill set.
Davi d

fetched a second wrecked car (and that nearly w ped out what power reserves
had left) and we arranged the poor dead guy fromthe Dairy Queen in the

wr eckage, then woke up the cop fromthe police cruiser, who' d fortunately
benefited fromthe presence of airbags and seat belts. | patiently,

fraudul ently

expl ai ned the accident. Luckily, the girl had been too panicked to give
anyt hi ng

like a rational explanation on the phone, and with the DQ sparkly-clean and
nobody backi ng her hysterical story of finding himdead inside, the cop went
with the obvious.

I mght have helped that along a little by depleting the oxygen around her
and

letting her hyperventilate and pass out in the mddle of her story.

McCall didn't say a thing to contradict ne. H s shotgun back in the trunk, he
was the picture of innocence, his scrapes and brui ses explained by his
efforts

to get inside the weckage and save the dead nan.

Once the excitenent was over, we watched the wrecker clear everything away,
and

| said to McCall, "W need to talk."

"Figured that," he said. "You going to do some voodoo on ne?"

| turned to face him The sun was up and in full fury now, sweat stung ny
eyes,

and | reached up to tie nmy hair back with a rubber band fromthe pocket of ny
jeans. Possibly in deference to the fact that David was standing next to ne,
| ooki ng human but entirely dangerous, MCall didn't |lower his stare to ny
breasts while | did that.

"Why did you cone here?" | asked. "You were tracking it, right?"

He shrugged. "Nobody believed ne. Series of mutilations through the

Sout hwest ,

heading this way -- | thought it was sone kind of werewolf, actually. Never
thought it'd be -- what was it?"

"ADinn."

"Right. Always thought of those as being cute, dressed in pink and purple ..."
"Too much television," | said. "How | ong has this been happeni ng?"

"I tracked it from M chigan," he said.

"Show nme on a map."

He traced the roads we'd taken. Dammit. This thing had followed nme. If it had
just been heading for the same destination, it could have easily beaten us
there. It had been stalking ne, and 1'd finally allowed it to close in.

When | | ooked up, he was staring at ne with nothing at all in his face or his
eyes. "It killed a friend of mne," he said. "I watched her die, and

coul dn't

stop it. It tore her apart right in front of ne."

"I'm-- I"'msorry."

He ignored that. "lIs it dead?"



| exchanged a |l ook with David. "Not -- dead exactly. But confined. It's not

getting out."

"I want it dead, not confined."

"I know. |'msorry."

"No, you don't know. | want it dead, do you understand? | want its guts
strewn

over half the county. | want its fucking head on a pike!" The sudden burst of

fury out of himwas unexpected and shocki ng, because he did such a good job
of

hiding it behind that casual toughness. | swallowed, but didn't flinch. He
balled up his fists at his sides and took a step into my space. "Now you | et
it

out of whatever prisonit's in and give it tonme. I'lIl --
"You'll end up dead," David said flatly. He hadn't noved, but there was a
sense

that he had, that he'd gotten | arger, sonehow "CQuts strewn over half the
county. And it wouldn't bother to stop and put your head on a pi ke, because
you

woul dn't matter enough. People don't matter. They're only vessels, or neat.
What's in that bottle is insane, and it's powerful, and it's far out of your
ability to destroy." H's eyes went dark. "Now you need to take a step back
because | prom se you, |I'mnot going to |l et you touch her."

McCall said nothing. Hi s eyes burned, but they were just human eyes, after
all.

He didn't strike me as the type to step off froma fight, but this time, he
di d.

He nust have had the sense to know that David wasn't kidding.

| cleared ny throat. "Look, MCall -- you have to trust ne. I'mnot letting
this

thing go, all right? But you have to do sonmething for nme. You have to stay
qui et

about it."

He pulled his stare fromDavid to lock it on me. There was a bleak fury in
hi m

but a bl eak humor, too. "Fuck. | look like the chatty type to you?" he asked,
and jamed his hands in his pockets. "In ny line of work, keeping your nouth
shut is a condition of continued breathing." He shook his head and wal ked
away.

| watched as he got into the dusty Cadillac and drove it off the lot. No
good- bye wave. Not even a gl ance back

When | turned back to David and took his hand, | caught sight of the
proprietor

of the Desert Inn standing in his doorway, watching us. Amazing. He hadn't
bothered to come out for the excitenent, but now he was wat chi ng.

He tapped his watch. "Eleven thirty," he yelled. "You owe ne for another day.
| blinked. "Wat about hinP" | gestured at McCall's Cadillac as it crested

t he

hill and di sappeared into the vastness of the desert.

"What about hi n? That bastard's dangerous, | ain't asking himfor noney. You
you got to pay another seventy dollars. Plus damages for all those doors you
broke in."

Sone days, being heroic really doesn't pay.

#it#

W negotiated it down to an even hundred, and got Mona back out on the road
in

hal f an hour. Heading for Las Vegas. Since the notel owner was ripping me off

anyway, |'d borrowed a couple of pillows, and they were tightly tied around
t he
beer bottle. As soon as | had a chance, I'd hand it over to a Warden, who

coul d



get it back to New York to put into the vault.

Davi d was characteristically silent as | drove, the sun flickering over his
skin

and hair. He wasn't reading. He was watching the | andscape slide by outside
t he

wi ndow. Sand, cactus, nore sand. Not a lot to see.

"We're not going to make it," he said softly, after a while.

| hoped like hell he was tal king about Las Vegas.

"W will," | said, and held out ny hand.

He took it, and the warnth of it made ne smile and settle deeper into the
confortabl e seat, and urge another few niles an hour out of the Dodge Viper.
W were on our way to a fight | couldn't begin to imagine, but damrt, we had
each other, and that was, for the noment, enough.

-- end --
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