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RUNNING ON EMPTY

Leaving Las Vegas seemed like a great idea to Joanne Baldwin. But
there’s no escaping her past—and there’s no time to recharge. The former
Weather Warden’s powers are at an all-time low just as the clouds of war

are gathering—and the biggest storm since Atlantis’s destruction is
heading for landfall.

Joanne is all-out exhausted. When not donning a rain slicker and camping
it up for the camera as a TV weather girl, she has to contend with a
vengeful cop on her tail, her newly divorced sister moving on—with a
charming but mysterious British beau in tow—and getting caught in the
middle of a supernatural civil war. Worst of all, her boyfriend in a bottle
can’t stop draining her powers and is fast morphing from the Djinn of her
dreams to the Ifrit of her nightmares.

As the agreement between the Wardens and the Djinn starts to self-
destruct, Joanne finds herself forced to choose between saving her lover,
saving her Warden abilities...and saving humanity.

Praise for the Weather Warden Series

“You’ll never watch the Weather Channel the same way again.”
—Jim Butcher

“A rollicking good ride. Caine’s prose crackles with energy, as does her fierce

and lovable heroine.”
—Publishers Weekly

“Fans of fun, fast-paced urban fantasy will enjoy the ride.”
—SFRevu
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A ROC BOOK
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The following brave writers have made their National Novel Writing goal
and wrote fifty thousand words toward a book in November 2004. I salute
their incredible dedication, and 1 was proud to sponsor the NaNoNov
community for 2004.

Jenny Griffee
Julie “GG” Sade
Donna Beltz
Silver Ink
Darice Moore
Leah Wilson
Jennifer Matarese
Crystal Sarakas
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PREVIOUSLY...
=l

E Contents |E| Next

My name is Joanne Baldwin. I used to control the weather, but I’ve given that up.
See, I’ve discovered that the Wardens—who are supposed to be protecting all of you
from horrible deaths from fires, floods, earthquakes, storms, and other fun rides
cooked up by a hostile Mother Nature—haven’t been entirely on the up and up, and
besides that, there’s the whole question of the Djinn they use to help them in their
work. I used to think it was okay to keep a magical being locked up in a bottle and
subject to your will.

Not anymore, not since I fell in love with one.

Having given up my day job, I’ve found it necessary to put the tattered remnants of
my normal life back together again... no easy task for a girl without many marketable
skills outside of the supernatural realm. Plus, there’s the whole issue of having been
dead, once upon a time. Kind of makes going home difficult.

And that really fast car I love so much?
Could be getting me into trouble.
Or maybe that’s just my natural state of existence.
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INTERLUDE
=l

It doesn’t take much to destroy the world as humans know it.

Unseasonably hot sunshine beating down on a small patch of ocean off the coast of
Africa.

The water warms up a few degrees. As it burns off into gray ghosts, rising up into
the air, it could be just another thing, another day, another balancing of wind and
water.

But it’s not. The air is just a few degrees warmer than normal, and it rises faster,
carrying the moisture as a hostage. Ghosts turn to shadows as mist condenses and
takes on weight. It spirals up into the sky, where the air gets thin and cold. At this
height, the water condenses from mist to drops, too heavy for the process to contain
them, and start a plunge back for safety of the ocean.

But the air’s too warm, and as the drops fall they hit another, stronger updraft that
sends them up again, dizzyingly high. Drops eat each other like cannibals and grow
fatter. Heavier. Head for the ocean again.

But they aren’t going anywhere; the updraft keeps short-circuiting gravity. The
cycle continues, driving moisture into the air and hoarding it, as thin white virga
condense and form clouds. You can feel energy building as hot sun and warm sea
continue a mating dance.

It’s no different than what happens every day in the Cradle of Storms.

But it is, if you know what you 're looking for.

If I'd been paying attention, none of this would have happened.
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ONE

|E| Previous E Contents |E| Next

I kept trying to tell myself, You 've survived worse than this, but it didn’t seem to
be working. Any second now, I was going to scream and kill somebody, not
necessarily in that order... You’ve been through worse. Yep. I had. It just didn’t feel
like it, right at the moment.

I stared blankly at the back wall of the studio and held my place under the hot,
merciless lights. The news anchors, seated at the desk about ten feet away from me,
were still doing happychat. Morning happychat, which is a whole yak-level higher
than the annoying evening forced camaraderie. I was sweating under a yellow rain
slicker and matching hat and stupid-looking rain boots. I looked like the Morton’s Salt
girl, only not as adorable.

The weather outside was clear, and there wasn’t even a hope in hell of rain from
the nice, stable system out there, but Marvelous Marvin McLarty, meteorologist
extraordinaire, was about to pronounce a seventy percent chance of downpours in the
next twenty-four hours. And this wasn’t the first out-of-the-blue (no pun intended)
prediction Marvin had pulled out of his... Doppler. Two nights ago, he’d been the
only one to accurately predict landfall of a tropical storm up the coast, while everyone
else including the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration—NOAA to the
weather buffs—had put it two hundred miles to the south.

This should have made him good. It only made him even more obnoxious.
Unlikely as that seemed.

Dear God in heaven, I never thought I’d miss being a Warden quite so much, but
right now—and for some time, actually—I wanted my old job back so bad that I’d
have crawled on broken glass for it.

I held onto my big, toothy smile as the red light lit up on the camera in front of me
and Marvin, who was standing next to me. He was a big man, bulky, with implanted
hair and big, overwhitened teeth, laser-corrected blue eyes, and a face made
unnaturally smooth by dermabrasion and Botox. Okay, the Botox was just a guess, but
he was holding on to his fleeing, screaming youth with both fists.

Camera Two lit up. Marvin sauntered around, quipped with the anchors, Janie and
Kurt, and then turned to the weather map. He started talking about a cold front
approaching from the southeast... only there wasn’t one; there was a front stalled at
the Georgia border that didn’t have nearly enough zippity doo dah to make it across
the state line anytime in the next, oh, year. Behind him, the Chyron graphics did all
kinds of cool zooms and swoops, showing animations and time-lapsed satellite cloud
movements, which meant zero to about ninety-five percent of the population tuning in.

Marvin was a certified professional meteorologist. A degreed climatologist.

Marvin knew dick about the weather, but he was damn lucky. At least so far as |
could tell, and believe me, I could tell a /ot.

He walked past the animated map, and the camera followed him and focused on
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me as he stopped in frame. I turned the smile on Marvin, wishing it was a really
big cannon.

“Good morning, Joanne!” he boomed cheerfully. He’d snarled at me earlier, while
pushing past me in the hallway on his way to makeup. “Ready to talk about what’s
coming up?”

“Sure, Marvin!” I bubbled right back, perky as a cheerleader on speed. I used to
have a real job. I used to protect people. Save lives. How the hell did I get here?

He wasn’t listening to my internal whining. “Great! Well, we know how rough the
weather’s been the past few days, especially for our friends up the coast. We already
know today’s going to be bright and sunny, but let’s tell our viewers out there in the
Sunshine State what it’s going to be like for them outside tomorrow!”

The camera pulled focus. I was center stage.

I held on to my smile like it was a life preserver. “Well, Marvin, I’m sure
tomorrow’s going to be a beautiful day for going outside and soaking up some—"

Marvin had taken the required number of steps out of frame, and just as I said the
word “soaking,” the bored, cigar-chomping stagehand standing off-camera to my left
yanked a rope.

About twenty gallons of water dumped from buckets directly over my head, right
on target. It hurt. The bastards had chilled it, or else it was a lot colder up in those
rafters than down here on the stage; the stuff felt ice-cold as it splashed off the plastic
rain hat, straight down the back of my neck, to splash down into the stupid yellow rain
boots.

I was standing in a kiddie pool with yellow rubber duckies on it. Most of the water
made it in. I gasped and looked surprised, which wasn’t hard; even when you expect
it, it’s tough not to be surprised by the idea that someone will actually do a thing like
this to you.

Or that you will not kill them for it.

The anchors and Marvin laughed like lunatics. I kept smiling, took my rain hat off,
and said, “Well, that’s the weather in Florida, folks, just when you least expect it...”

And they hit me with the last bucket. Which they hadn 't warned me about.

“Oh, boy, sorry about that, Weather Girl!” Marvin whooped, and came back into
frame as I shoved my dripping hair back and tried to keep on smiling. “Guess we’re in
for a few showers tomorrow, eh?”’

“Seventy percent chance,” I gritted out. It wasn’t quite so perky as I’d planned.

“So, moms, pack those umbrellas and raincoats for the kids in the morning!
Joanne, it’s time for our weather lesson of the day: Can you tell our viewers the
difference between weather and climate?”

A climate is the weather in an area averaged over a long period of time, you
moron. | thought it. I didn’t say it. I kept smiling blankly at him as I asked, “I don’t
know, Marvin, what is the difference?” Because I was, after all, the straight woman,
and this was penance for some horrible crime I’d committed in a previous life. As
Genghis Khan, apparently.

He looked straight into the camera with his most serious expression and said, “You
can’t weather a tree, but you can climate.”

I stared at him for about two seconds too long for television etiquette, then turned
my smile back on like a porch light and said to the camera, “We’ll be back tomorrow
morning with more fun weather facts, kids!”
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Marvin waved. I waved. The red light went out. Kurt and Janie started doing more
happychat; they were about to interview a golden retriever, for some bizarre reason. |
gave Marvin the kind of look that would have gotten me fired if I’d given it on the air,
and threw my wet hair over my shoulder to wring it out like a mop into the ducky
pool.

He leaned over to me and, in a whisper, said, “Hey, do you know this one? How is
snow white?... Pretty damn good, according to the seven dwarves. Ha!”

“Your mike is on,” I said, and watched him do the panic dance. His mike really
wasn’t, but it was so nice to see him make that face. The golden retriever, confused,
woofed at him and lunged; panic ensued, both on and off camera. I stepped out of the
wading pool and squelched away, past the grinning stagehands who knew exactly
what I’d done and wished they’d thought of it first. I stripped off the wet rain slicker,
stuffed the hat in the pocket, and escaped from the set and out the sound-baffling door.

Free.

Hard to believe that less than a year ago I’d been a trusted agent of one of the most
powerful organizations on Earth, entrusted with the lives and safety of a few million
people on a daily basis. Even harder to believe that I’d thrown all that away without
looking back, and actually thought that I wouldn’t miss it.

Normal life? Sucked. I’d become a Warden out of high school, been trained by the
elite, spent years mastering the techniques of controlling the physics of wind, water,
and weather. I’d been taken care of and coddled and had everything I’d ever wanted,
and I hadn’t even known how good that was until [ had to survive on a poverty-level
income and figure out how to make a jar of peanut butter stretch from one payday to
the next.

And then there was the magnificence that was my job.

I took a deep breath of recycled, refrigerated air, and went in search of a place to
sit down. A couple of staffers were in the hall, chitchatting; they watched me with the
kind of bemused expressions people get when they’re imagining themselves in your
place and thinking, there but for the grace of God ...

I ignored them as I squished by in my big, yellow clown boots.

In the makeup room, some kind soul handed me a fluffy white towel. I rubbed
vigorously at my soaked hair and sighed when I saw it was starting to curl—nice, rich,
black curls. Ringlets. Ugh.

That never used to happen before I died. I’d been a power. And then I’d had a
brief, wildly strange few days as a wish-granting Djinn, which was both a hell of a lot
more and less fun than you’d imagine. And then, I’d been bumped back down to mere
mortal.

But in the process my hair had gone from glossy-straight to mega-curly. All my
power, and I couldn’t even keep a decent hairstyle.

Maybe power was an overstatement these days, anyway. I'd turned in my
proverbial badge and gun to the Wardens, quit and walked away; technically, that
meant that even though I might have some raw ability—a lot of it—I was now a
regular citizen. Granted, a regular citizen who could sense and manipulate weather.
Not that I did, of course. But I could. For three months, I’d gone cold turkey, resisting
the urge to meddle, and I was pretty proud of myself. Too bad they didn’t have a
twelve-step program for this sort of thing, and some kind of cool little milestone
keychain thing.

The fact that I’d been told by my own former colleagues that if I so much as made
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one raindrop rub up against another they’d bring me in for a magical lobotomy
might have had something to do with my amazing strength of will. Some people
survived that process just fine, but with someone like me, who had such a high level
of that kind of power, getting rid of it all was like radical surgery. There was a
significant chance that things would go wrong, and instead of just coming out of it a
normal, unmagical human being, I’d come out a drooling zombie, fed and diapered at
the Wardens’ expense.

They weren’t likely to do that to me unless they had to, though. The Wardens
needed people they could trust. The organization had taken a lot of hits, from within
and without, and they couldn’t afford to burn bridges, even as shaky and unreliable a
bridge as I represented.

I sighed and rubbed moisture from my hair, eyes closed. There were days—more
rather than fewer, now—when I really regretted giving in to the impulse to fling it in
their faces and walk away. | was one speed-dial away from having my life back.

But there were reasons why that was a bad idea, principal among them that I would
lose the one thing in my life that really meant something to me. I’d willingly live in a
crappy apartment and wear secondhand clothes and knockoff shoes for David’s sake,
for as long as it took.

That had to be true and eternal love.

“Yo, Jo.”

I looked up from vigorous toweling and found a steaming cup of coffee in front of
my nose. My benefactor and personal deity was a petite little blonde who went by the
name of Cherise, impossibly young and pretty, with a beach tan and limpid blue eyes
and a fine sense of the inappropriate. I liked her, even though she was just too damn
cute to live. Not everybody in my new life was a burden.

Cherise made the days just a little bit brighter.
“Nice ’do,” she said, poker-faced. “Is poodle-hair coming back in style?”

“Didn’t you get the latest Vogue? Next big thing. Poofy hair. And Earth Shoes are
making a huge comeback.”

“I don’t know, honey, you’ve got sort of a Bride of Frankenstein meets Shirley
Temple look going on there. I’d page the emergency stylist on call.”

She, of course, looked perfect. She was wearing a midriff-baring mesh knit top
with big yellow smiley faces, and a Day-Glo orange camisole underneath. I envied the
outfit, but not the pierced belly button. Low-rise hiphuggers showed off smooth,
sculpted curves. The shoes were designer flip-flops with little orange-and-yellow
jeweled bees for decoration. She smiled as I took inventory, lifted her arms, and did a
perfect runway twirl. “Well? What’s my fashion score of the day?”

I considered. “Nine,” I said.

Cherise whipped back around, offended. “Nine? You’re kidding!”

“I deducted for nonmatching nail polish.” I pointed at her toes. Sure enough, she
was wearing yesterday’s Lime Glitter Surprise.

“Damn.” She frowned down at her shapely toes, one of which had a little silver
ring. “But I got points for the new tat, right?”

I’d missed it during the twirl. “Let me see.”

She turned around and pointed at the small of her back. Just at the point where the
hiphuggers met the curve, there was an indigo-fresh...

I blinked, because it was a big-eyed alien head. Space aliens.
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“Nice,” I said, tilting my head to study it. The skin was still flushed. “Hurt much?”

She shrugged, eyeing a woman in a conservative black pantsuit who’d come in and
given her one of those blankly disapproving looks, the kind reserved for girls in
hiphuggers, tattoos, and belly button piercings. I saw the demon spark in Cherise’s
eyes. She pitched her voice to carry. “Well, you know, those tattoos kind of sting. So |
did a little coke to take the edge off.”

The woman, who was reaching for a coffee mug, froze. I watched her rigid,
French-manicured hand slowly resume its forward motion.

“Smoked or snorted?” I asked. Still the straight woman. Apparently, it was my new
karmic path.

“Smoked,” Cherise said blandly. “Best way to get my high on, but then I got all,
you know, nervous. So I smoked a couple of spliffs to calm down.”

The woman left, coffee mug clenched in white knuckles.
“HR?” I guessed.

“Yeah, drug testing. I’ll be peeing in a cup within the hour. So.” Cherise dropped
into the chair next to me as I applied the towel to my feet. “I hear you have an
interview for the weekend forecast position.”

“Yeah.” 1 wiggled my damp toes and felt the drag of clinging hose. “Not that I
have a chance in hell, but...” But it was more money, and would get me out of the
humiliation business, and I wouldn’t miss being Joanne Baldwin, Weather Warden
quite so fiercely if I had something else I could be proud of doing.

“Oh, bullshit, of course you have a chance. A good one, too. You’re credible on
camera, honest, and the guys just /ove you. You’ve seen the website, right?”’

I gave her a blank look.

“Your page is going through the roof. Hits out the ass, Jo. Seriously. Not only that,
but you should read the emails. Those guys out there think you’re damn hot.”

“Really?” Because I didn’t think there was anything hot about getting hit in the
face with buckets of water. Or standing around in walking shorts, an I Love Florida!
T-shirt, and oversized sunglasses with zinc oxide all over my nose. Too much to ask
that I appear in a decently sexy bikini or anything. I had to look like a total dork, and
do it on cheesy, cheap sets standing in rubber ducky pools or piles of play sand.

So not hot, I was.

“No, see, you don’t get it. It’s the theory of the magic glasses,” she explained.
Cherise had a lot of theories, most of them having to do with secret cabals and aliens
among us, which made her both cute and kind of scary. I picked up a brush from the
makeup table and started working on my hair; Genevieve, a burly Minnesota woman
with a perpetual scowl, bowl-cut hair, and no makeup, took the brush away and began
working on me with the tender care of a prison-camp-trained beautician. I winced and
bit the inside of my lip to keep from complaining.

Cherise continued. “See, you know in the movies how the really hot girl can slip
on a pair of horn-rims, and all of a sudden there’s this entire silent agreement between
all the people in the movie that she’s ugly? And then there’s the moment when she
takes them off, and everybody gasps and says she’s gorgeous? Magic glasses.”

I stopped in the act of sipping coffee and braced myself as Genevieve tamed a
tangle in my hair by the simple, brutally efficient method of yanking it out by the
roots. I swallowed and repeated shakily, “Magic glasses.”

“Like Clark Kent.” Cherise beamed. “The outfits are your magic glasses, only
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instead of everybody being fooled, they’re in on the joke. It’s an open secret that
you’re totally hot under all that geek disguise. It’s very meta.”

“You’re not originally from here, are you?” I asked.
“Florida?”
“The third planet from the sun.”

She had a cute smile, one side lifting higher than the other and waking a dimple. I
saw one of the office guys leaning in the door, mooning at her—not mooning her,
mooning at her—but then there was always somebody doing that, and Cherise never
seemed to notice, much less mind. Oddly, none of her admirers seemed capable of
asking her out. Then again, maybe they knew something I didn’t.

“How many hits?” I asked.

“Are we doing the drug talk again?”

[ eyerolled. “To the web page, geek.”

“Couple hundred thousand so far.”

“You’re kidding!”

“Um, not! The IT guys told me all about it.” This was not surprising, because I was
sure the IT guys tried to chat her up all the time. What was surprising was that Cherise
had actually listened.

“What were you doing listening to IT guys?”

She raised an eyebrow. “We were talking about The X-Files. You know?
Remember?

The show with Mulder and Scully and...”

Oh, right. Alien invasions. Weird occurrences. This was, strangely, right up
Cherise’s alley. Hence the tattoo.

The coffee was decent, which was a surprise; generally it was rancid stuff, even
early in the morning, because the station wasn’t exactly upmarket. Maybe somebody
had gotten disgusted and popped for Starbucks again. I consoled myself with sips as
Genevieve continued to torture my hair. She was backcombing, or possibly weeding.

“So? You got the rest of the day off?” Cherise asked. I was unable to move my
head to nod, so I flapped my hand in a vague yes. “Cool. I have to do some voice
promo stuff tomorrow, but I’m outta here for the day. Want to go shopping? I figure
we can hit the mall around ten.”

It was seven A.M., but that was Cherise. She knew the opening schedule of every
store in a tri-state area, and she planned ahead.

Genevieve picked up the hair dryer. My scalp cringed, anticipating third-degree
burns. I’d have stopped her, but the weird thing was that at the end of all of this
torture, I’d look great. That was Genevieve’s special gift.

“I absolutely need to shop,” I said. Shopping has a deeply therapeutic effect when
you’re trapped in a less-than-ideal life situation.

Shopping with money would have been even better, but hell. Can’t have
everything.

Fort Lauderdale mornings are beautiful. Soft cerulean skies, layered with pink and
gold. Smog is kept to a minimum by the fresh ocean breezes. When I stepped outside
of the big concrete box of WXTV-38, I had to stop and appreciate it as only a Warden
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can.

I closed my eyes, lifted my face to the sun, and left my body to drift up to the
aetheric level. It was a little hard to do, these days; I was tired, and out of practice, and
it felt sometimes like I had more than my share of worries. Hard to get metaphysical
when you’re tied so closely to the real world.

Up there on the aetheric, once 1’d achieve it, things were serene, too; glowing
bands of brilliant color, swirling and moving together, everything lazy and calm. Out
toward the sea there was energy, but it was carefully balanced, sea and sun and sky.
No storms on the way at the moment, and no rain, regardless of Marvelous Marvin’s
bogus predictions. Poor Marv. Statistically, he should have been right about eighty-six
percent of the time just by predicting sunny and warm in Florida, but no, he had to try
to be dramatic about it...

Speaking of which, how exactly did he beat the odds? He shouldn’t. I’d looked at
him a dozen times up on the aetheric, though, and he was nothing but what he
appeared: an obnoxious normal guy. Blessed with the luck of the entire nation of
Ireland, apparently, but a regular human being, not a Warden, no matter how deep-
cover. And certainly not a Djinn.

As I floated there, basking in the beauty, I felt something coming around to mess it
up. Not weather. People. I blinked and focused and saw three bright centers of energy
approaching me on foot across the parking lot. In aetheric-sight, you learn a lot about
a person. The one in the center was male, tall, stooped, and comfortable with
himself—he wasn’t trying to make himself look bigger or better or scarier than anyone
else. The other two, though... different story. One of the women saw herself as a
warrior, all steel and armor that was designed more from a book cover than actual
practical necessity—steel push-up bra and an impractical metal bikini bottom to
match, a sword too big for someone her size to draw, much less swing.

The third was also a woman... elegant, wispy, a little unsettling.
I knew two out of three of them. Ghost-woman was a mystery.

I dropped down into my physical form as footsteps approached, and turned with a
smile firmly in place. “John,” I said. “It’s really good to see you again.”

“You, too,” John Foster said. It was a friendly beginning, but really, there was no
reason for my former Warden boss to show up this early wanting a word, especially
flanked by muscle. In no way could this not be a bad sign.

John wasn’t much different in the real world than he looked in the actheric—tall,
well dressed, a little professorial if such a thing could be considered a downside. He
liked tweed. I regretted the tweed, but at least he’d gotten past the sweater vests of
earlier years.

My eyes drifted over to the shorter, darker, punker woman standing next to him.

Knew her, too, and the welcome wasn’t so welcome-y. She was glaring at me
through dark-rimmed eyes. Shirl was a Fire Warden, powerful, and the last I’d run
into her she’d been assigned to Marion’s Power Ranger squad, rounding up renegade
Wardens for that ever-looming magical lobotomy. She wasn’t exactly top of the list of
people I’d wished would drop in. We hadn’t bonded, back when she had been chasing
me across the country.

She’d added some additional facial piercings since the last time I’d seen her, her
dyed-black hair was tipped with magenta, and she’d taken up a close, personal
friendship with leather. Not an improvement.

The third woman remained a mystery. We’d never met, and I couldn’t tell what her
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specialty was; but if Shirl was here to cover fire, she was likely an Earth Warden.
“A little early for a social call,” I said, trying to keep it pleasant.

John nodded and stuck his hands in his jacket pockets. Awkward with conflict,
John. I wondered why they’d stuck him with the job. Maybe the more senior Wardens
were busy. Or maybe they knew I had a soft spot for him and wouldn’t be quite so
difficult.

“You already know Shirl,” he said, and gestured to her with an elbow, ofthandedly,
with a flat tone to his normally warm voice. Ah. He didn’t like her either. Nice to
know. “This is Maria Moore, she’s come over from France to help us out.”

Maria, the ghost-girl, was a wispy little thing in the real world, too. Older than
she’d looked, up a level, but still a twig. I hoped she wasn’t a Weather Warden; a
good strong breeze might blow her out to sea. She looked more like a Djinn than most
Djinn I’d ever met.

“Takes three of you to say good morning?” I asked.

“I need you to take a ride with me, Joanne,” John said. He had an interesting voice,
blurred with a North Carolina drawl; it always made him sound like he was in no
particular hurry or distress. So I couldn’t tell if this was a big deal, a little deal, or a
consultation he thought I could help out with... or whether I was taking a ride that
would end up with me dead or permanently disabled.

I decided I didn’t really want to find out.

“Sorry,” I said, not as if [ in any way meant it. “I really need to get home. I have
some appointments—”

“You’re coming with us,” Shirl said flatly. “Whether you like it or not. Get used to
the idea.”

I met her eyes. “Or what, Shirl? You’ll get all skinhead on me?”

She’d been kind of hoping that would be my attitude, I could tell. Her hand cupped
at her side, and a fireball ignited in her palm. “Or this is going to start loud and end
badly.”

I didn’t want to fight. Really. Especially with John Foster in the middle, not to
mention the French Ghost, who might or might not be someone I needed to piss off.

I glanced at John, who was stone-faced, and said, “Whoa, there, Sparky, I’'m not
picking a fight. I just would like a little warning if you’re going to drop in and disrupt
my day.”

“Get in the car.”

She wasn’t taking any crap from me. That might have been because I’d kind of
kicked her ass the first time around, and she was worried about a repeat; she needn’t
have been, as I’d been running on Demon-Mark Power then, and now it was just plain
ol” me, and plain oI’ me was tired and drained and really not up to a big, magical,
hand-to-hand battle to the death.

Plus, I wasn’t dressed for it. Stains would never come out of this top.

Maria Moore silently gestured me to a smoky silver Lexus, which I knew for a fact
wasn’t John’s; Lexus wasn’t his style. Must have been Maria’s, and come with the
ghostly self-image. She was probably aspiring to a Rolls-Royce Silver Shadow. After
just enough hesitation to let them know that I wasn’t always going to be so easily
handled, I turned and walked to it, opened the back door and got inside. It was
cramped, but then I had longer legs than most women. Maria got in the driver’s seat. I
got Shirl as my companion in the back. Joy.
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“You want to tell me where we’re going?” I asked.

Maria and John exchanged a glance. “It’ll take us a while to get there,” he said.
“I’d suggest you call and cancel your appointments. You’re going to be out most of
the day.”

It was a little late to bitch about it, now that the car was moving. I pulled out my
cell phone and postponed Mall Day by twenty-four hours, much to Cherise’s
disappointment, and settled in for the long haul.

Which, in a Lexus, wasn’t a bad thing.

It was a quiet drive. I dozed, part of the way, because I’d been up since four A.M.
and besides, talking to Shirl the Human Pincushion didn’t make for entertaining
conversation. She had all the power of someone like Marion Bearheart, and absolutely
none of the charm. I missed Marion and all her centered, Native American, Earth
Mother attitude. At least she’d threatened me with style and class, and she had a clear
moral center. Shirl... well, I wasn’t so sure about any of that. Especially the style and
class.

Maria the Ghost sporadically nattered on with John in bright, liquid French.

John was multilingual, which surprised me for some reason. They seemed easy
together. Old friends? Current lovers? Couldn’t get a read. I made up dramatic scripts
in my head, in which John flew over the Atlantic to sweep Maria off her feet in the
shadow of the Eiffel Tower and the two of them ran around Europe getting into
wacky, farcical mistaken-identity bedroom adventures.

Hey, I was bored.

Three and a half hours later, the Lexus made a right turn off the highway, and |
started seeing signs of damage. We were entering the area where Tropical Storm
Walter had blown in two nights ago. It had been a really bad hurricane season, and
even though we were winding down, nobody felt very secure about it. The damage
was mostly superficial, it looked like—shredded palm fronds, blown-down fences, the
occasional busted sign or toppled billboard. Cleanup crews were out.

Power had already been restored, for the most part. The beach looked clean and
fresh, and the surf curled its toes in calm little foaming wavelets over the sand.

We drove about another fifteen minutes, and then John pointed off to the left.

Maria slowed the Lexus, and we passed a partially downed sign with construction
information on it. PARADISE COVE, it proclaimed, presented by Paradise Kingdom
LLP. With a whole bunch of subcontractors, like the special effects cast of a big-
budget movie. The artist’s rendering on the sign was of a hotel about fifteen stories
tall, avant-garde in shape.

It was a hell of a lot more avant-garde now, because what lay behind the sign was a
mass of twisted metal and slumping lumber. Looked like a war zone.

Construction materials had been scattered around like Legos after playtime for the
emotionally disturbed.

Maria put the Lexus in park.

All three of them looked at me.

“What?” I asked. I was honestly puzzled.
“Tell us what you know about this,” John said.
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“Well, I’'m no expert, but I’d have to say that between this and the Motel 6 down
the road, I’d have to choose the Motel 6...”

“I’m serious.”

“Hell, John, so am I! What do you want me to say? It looks trashed.” I suddenly
had a flash. It wasn’t a pleasant one. “This is what they were talking about on the
news. The freak damage from Tropical Storm Walter.”

“This 1s 1t.”

“Okay... and you think I know about it because... ?” They all exchanged looks,
this time. Nobody spoke. I rolled my eyes and said it for them. “Because you think I
did this. Grow up, guys. Why would 1? The Wardens have made it really clear that if |
screw around with the weather, somebody like good old Shirl here will come around
and put me on Drool Patrol. I mean, I don’t really like the architectural styling, but I
don’t feel that passionate about buildings.”

Predictably, it was John who jumped in. “Right at the present time, there are fewer
than ten Wardens in Florida,” he said. “Somebody directed the storm. We recorded the
shift.”

“Well, talk to the hand, because it wasn’t me.”

Another significant look that didn’t include me. John said, “Are you sure that’s
your answer, Jo?”

“Hell yes, I’'m sure. And you’re starting to piss me off with this crap, John. Why
would I do a thing like this? Why would I risk it, first of all, and why would I pick on
this particular section of coast?”

“It’s close to where Bob Biringanine’s home once stood,” Maria the French Ghost
observed.
“So, what, I have a grudge against a dead man? Don’t be ridiculous.”

I was starting to sweat. I mean, this wasn’t usual behavior from Wardens.
Suspected offenders got questioned, but usually by auditors, and rarely triple-teamed
like this. I was starting to feel a little bit like some poor Mafioso taking a tour of the
New Jersey dump, right before he joins the great cycle of composting.

“Look,” I said. “What can I do to convince you? I had nothing to do with this.”
After a few seconds of silence, I asked, “Was anybody hurt?”

“Three people were killed,” John said. “The night watchman had brought his two
kids with him to work. The kids were asleep in the front when the tornado hit. He tried
to get to them, but he’d lost a lot of blood. He died on the way to the hospital.”

Silence. Outside, the insects were droning, and the sky was that clear, scrubbed
blue you only get after a vicious storm. The few palm fronds surviving nodded in a
fresh ocean breeze.

Storms were natural. We—the Wardens—didn’t stop the cycle of nature, we just
moderated it. Buffered it for the safety of the vulnerable people who lived in its path.
But for a storm like this, we wouldn’t have bothered. It wasn’t that bad, and it was
necessary to correct the ever-wobbling scales of Mother Earth.

If somebody had messed with it, it was criminal, and intentional.
And murderous.
“It wasn’t me,” I said. “I’ll take whatever oath you want, John. But I’'m innocent.”

He nodded slowly, and turned back to face front. “Let’s get you back home,” he
said.
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“That’s 1t?” Shirl asked loudly. “Just like that? You buy it just because she says
it?”

“No,” Maria the French Ghost said, and turned her head slightly toward me. She
had odd eyes, not quite any color, and they looked a little empty. “Not just because
she says it.”

Shirl opened her mouth, sensibly shut it, and scowled out the window. Maria
started the car and reversed us back out to the highway.

It was a long, silent drive back, and I had a lot to think about.

I got home too late for any shopping, and way out of the mood anyway. I went
home to my grubby little apartment, made chili from a can with some shredded
cheese, and curled up on my secondhand couch with a warm blanket and a rented
movie. The movie was one of those warmed-over schmaltzy romantic comedies with
too much romance and not nearly enough comedy, but it didn’t matter; I was too
distracted to watch it anyway.

If somebody had been messing with Tropical Storm Walter, I should have known
it.

I’ve always been sensitive to those kinds of things. Of course, I could excuse it
with the fact that John Foster’s spider sense hadn’t tingled, either, nor—apparently—
had those of any of the eight other Wardens stationed in the state. So maybe I could
forgive myself a little.

I couldn’t shake the image of that father bringing his kids to work on a boring, safe
job, and facing the nightmare of his life. Struggling to save his family in the face of
someone else’s malice.

Wardens screw up, that’s a fact of life. Weather is difficult and tricky and it
doesn’t like to be tamed. It has a violence and vengeance all its own.

But this wasn’t a screwup, didn’t feel like a screwup, or a random event. It felt
targeted, and it felt cold. No wonder the Wardens were sending out hit squads looking
for an answer.

I did have to wonder why John Foster had accepted my word for my innocence. In
his place, I’d have wanted proof. I wasn’t sure that the fact he let me off so lightly was
a good sign.

I did some internet research, made some phone calls to neutral parties—i.e., not
Wardens—and put together a rough picture of what had happened. Tropical Storm
Walter had turned vicious at the last second, gathering strength as it roared up on the
coastline. It made a last-minute turn to the north instead of the south, and waded
ashore with near-hurricane-force winds and a complement of tornados.

So far as [ knew, the only one that had touched down had leveled the hotel.

It might have been selfish, but I had to wonder why the investigation had focused
on me. If they’d instantly focused suspicion on me, the obvious answer was that they
didn’t trust me—which, hey, they didn’t—but there must have been some connection I
wasn’t seeing. And not the hole in the ground that had once been Bad Bob
Biringanine’s house on the beach, either. Even the Wardens weren’t shallow enough
to buy the fact that I’d throw a meaningless tantrum and beat up a helpless coastline,
unless they suspected me of going completely wacko.

Then again, I was dressing up like the Morton’s Salt Girl on TV and getting water
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dumped on my head for money.
Maybe they had a point.

I felt alone. More alone than I had in quite some time, actually. I missed my
friends. I missed the Wardens.

Boy kissed girl, and the music came up and tried to tell me that love would make
everything all right with the world.

I missed David, oh God I missed David.

I curled up with my warm blanket and watched the rest of the movie, and fell
asleep to the cold blue flicker.

The next morning’s show went just about as badly as you might expect. No
dumping of rain today; apparently Marvin was forecasting a good day for outside
activities, so I got to pose in my stupid-looking walking shorts, oversized T-shirt,
boonie hat, and zinc smeared white down my nose, while Cherise wore the cute little
bikini and cheesecaked for the camera. One of us was happy. I got sand in my penny
loafers, so it probably wasn’t me.

But the worst was yet to come.

Cherise slipped into a thick terrycloth robe as soon as she stepped off camera—her
usual habit on the set—and we were talking about doing the mall when I felt a thick,
sweaty hand slide around my waist. A little too high to qualify as waist territory,
actually—we were getting into oh-I-don’t-think-so range.

Cherise looked startled, then grim, as Marvin’s other arm went around her.
Luckily, her robe was belted the wrong way for him to slide his fingers inside.

“Girls,” he said, and grinned, and squeezed. He’d definitely had his teeth whitened
recently. They looked so white I was afraid they might glow in the dark. “Feel like a
little breakfast? I’'m buying!”

“Gee, boss, I have to fit into this bikini later,” Cherise said. She wriggled free of
his hold. “Thanks for the offer.”

He didn’t let go of me quite so easily. “Whaddaya say, Jo? Few pancakes might do
you good! Sweeten you up a little! Come on, my dime!”

I blinked, torn between indignation that he didn’t think I was sweet enough, and
relief that he’d at least noticed my sour attitude. “Previous engagement,” I said.
“Thanks, though. Some other time.” At least he wasn’t trying to drag us out for drinks,
although I was pretty sure that if it had been a little later in the day—Ilike, say, noon—
it would have been Mojitos all around at the Cuban bar, and an expectation of a three-
way at his fabulous bachelor pad later.

Marvin managed to look both crushed and lecherous at the same time. “Okay, doll.
You girls go get your beauty sleep. Not that you need it!”

He was up to something. I gave him the flinty eye as he walked away, whistling a
jaunty tune. Cherise shook her head, and preceded me off the set and into the changing
room. She had to shower off body makeup; I just had to scrub off the zinc oxide and
try to get my hair to do something that didn’t look as if I was trying to take Best of
Breed at the Purina Cup.

I finished first, and yelled into the showers, “Meet you outside!”

“Fifteen minutes!” Cherise was deep into conditioning territory. I navigated the
tunnel-like hallways of the television station, avoiding harried interns and squinty-
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eyed techs, hid from the news director, and managed to get through the back door
without being stopped to help out with anything that wasn’t my job.

I walked over to the tiny lunch area, complete with palm trees, bolted-down picnic
table, and overflowing trash container nobody seemed to remember to empty. Not
exactly paradise, but it served, at times. I sat down on the cool metal bench, rested my
elbows on the table, and watched the morning arrive.

Another lovely sunrise. Wispy clouds out to sea that glowed orange and gold; the
ocean glittered dark blue, flecked with white foam. The sky shaded from turquoise in
the east to indigo in the west, and a few brave stars were still glimmering through the
dawn. A warm ocean breeze that slid over my exposed skin like silk.

It was a lovely way to pass a few minutes. I didn’t do this nearly enough, just
sitting, waiting, listening to the whispers of the world.

As I drifted up there I began to feel something inside me start to resonate.
Liquid light. A cell-deep hum. A deeply intimate feeling of coming home.
I had company again. The good kind, this time.

Down in the real world, warm fingers stroked my hair, and up on the aetheric I saw
a white, sparkling flare of power, like a ghost.

The tense curls of my hair relaxed, and David’s fingers dragged slowly through it,
straightening it into a glossy black sheet of silk that fell heavily around my shoulders.

I turned. David was worth the resulting skipped heartbeat and raised pulse level on
a visual level alone—smooth golden skin, dark auburn hair that glittered with red
highlights in the sun, lickable lips, and eyes of an impossible bronze color behind a
pair of gold-rimmed glasses. He was back in his usual uniform: blue jeans, a
comfortably faded cotton shirt, an antique ankle-length olive coat.

David didn’t look like a Djinn, most of the time. At least, not most people’s idea of
one, since that included pantaloons, loopy earrings, and bare, rippling chests. Not that
his chest, when bare, didn’t ripple satisfactorily. Far from it ...

“I thought you were resting,” I said, to get my mind off of the image of him,
shirtless. I tried to make it sound stern, but he made it difficult when he leaned into my
space. He slipped his fingers through my magically straightened hair, tilted my head
back, and came very close to kissing me.

And, teasingly, didn’t. Warm, soft lips just barely brushing mine.
“It’s been too long,” he said. “I want to stay with you for a while.”

My pulse jumped into high gear. I knew he could hear it. Feel it through the brush
of our mouths. I’d left him alone in the bottle for more than a month, hoping he’d be
stronger for it, although I hadn’t capped the bottle and sealed him inside. I just...
couldn’t bear to do that. It was too much like prison.

“You’re sure?” I asked. My voice didn’t sound too steady. It sounded breathless
with excitement, actually.

“Just say the word.”

“Which one?”

“The one you didn’t learn from your mother.” He made a low humming sound at
the back of his throat, not quite a growl, not quite a laugh. I could almost forget how

fragile he was at the moment. My body wanted to forget, but then, it had Attention
Deficit Disorder, big-time.

“Are you—" I hated to ask it—it was like asking someone with cancer how the
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treatments were going. “David, be straight with me. Really. Are you feeling better?
Are you strong enough to—to do this?”

Because David had, since I’d met him, been through even more than I had. He’d
fought demons and split himself in two to give me life when I died, and he’d allowed
an Ifrit—a kind of Djinn vampire—to drain him nearly dry. He wasn’t really healed
from any of that.

Worse, | wasn’t sure he could really heal. Jonathan, high muckety-muck of the
Djinn world, hadn’t been all that clear.

But today, he looked almost... normal. Maybe 1’d been right. Maybe time healed
all Djinn wounds.

He smiled. At close range, that was a deadly weapon. “Don’t worry. I’m strong
enough to spend a little time with you,” he said. His eyebrows—fabulously
expressive, those eyebrows—canted upward. “Unless, of course, you have a date?”

Right on cue, the back dock door banged open, and Cherise began flip-flopping
down the steps to the parking lot. I looked over David’s shoulder and expected him to
mist away—Ilike Djinn usually did—but he just turned to take a look as well. Which
meant that he’d decided not to leave, but just to disguise himself with a minor use of
his powers, a don’t-see-me kind of magic that would direct Cherise’s attention away
from him...

“Whoa! Who’s the hottie, Jo?” Cherise asked, focused directly on David. She came
to a hard stop, wiggling her tanned toes in the designer flip-flops. Those bright blue
eyes swept him head to toe, narrowed, and sparkled. “My, my, my. Holding out on
me. Bad friend. No biscuit.”

It was possible that David was just in the mood to be part of the human world for a
while. He did that, sometimes; that was how I’d met him. It had taken me days to
figure out that he wasn’t entirely human, but in my defense, I was just a little
distracted at the time with people trying to kill me.

What I was afraid of, though, was that David was visible to Cherise because he
was too weak to magic himself out of being seen.

If that was the case, I couldn’t see any sign of it in his body language. He looked
relaxed, open, and friendly.

“Hi. My name’s David,” he said, and held out his hand. Cherise took it and made
the handshake look way too intimate.

“[I can be a friend. A really, really close friend.” She pursed shiny, Maybelline-
enhanced lips, and sent me a pleading look as she leaned into his personal space. “So,
when you get tired of him, can [ have him?”

“NO"’

“Trade you a date with Johnny Depp.”

“Cherise, you don’t have a date with Johnny Depp.”

She sniffed. “Well, I could. If 1 wanted. So I suppose the arrival of Mr. Hottie
means we’re not going shopping.”

“Would you go shopping if he showed up for you?”

“You’re kidding, right? I would have shopping surgically removed from my
system. And you know how much of a commitment that is for me.” Cherise gave me a
preoccupied kind of smile, tearing her attention away from David for about point oh

two seconds, and finally heaved a theatrical sigh. “I suppose I’ll just have to go abuse
my credit rating all by myself. Although I plan to shop keavily, and it would be handy
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to have some nice, strong man to carry my—"

“Go,” I said. She lifted an elegantly sculpted shoulder and flip-flopped off toward
her red convertible, hips swaying, alien tattoo doing a funky hula to the motion. Yeah.
She’d be carrying her own bags, sure. When hell opened a hockey rink.

“Did I interrupt something?” David asked, and moved back into kissing distance
again. “I know how seriously you take a mall visit. Wouldn’t want to stand in your
way.”

He was teasing me. I leaned in, too, brushed his lips with mine, and stared deep
into his burning bronze eyes. Teasing could go both ways.

His pupils widened and drank me in.

“The mall doesn’t open until ten,” I whispered into his parted lips. “Plenty of
time.”

His kiss took control and dissolved me into sparkles and tingles and a massive
surge of heat. Damp, urgent, passionate lips, demanding my full attention. I felt
myself collapsing against him, wanting badly to be horizontal somewhere with a
lockable door. Jesus, he made my whole body shake.

“I missed you,” he said, and his voice had gone low and rough, hiding in the back
of his throat. His thumbs caressed my cheekbones, drawing lines of heat like tattoos.

“Show me.”
“Right here?” He looked pointedly down at the gravel, asphalt, and thin grass.

“Looks uncomfortable. Then again, I remember how much you like public displays
of affection.”

“Beast.”

Those eyebrows went up again, dangerously high. His smile turned dark. “Oh, you
really don’t want to know how true that is.”

I felt a tiny little tremor inside. Sometimes, David could be like a pet tiger—
glorious and terrible. He wasn’t just a sweet-natured, nice, agreeable guy, although he
was certainly capable of being that. It was just that he was capable of anything.
Everything. Djinn weren’t fluffy little bunnies you kept as pets, they were dangerous.
David was gentle with me, I knew that. But sometimes, occasionally, I would see the
vast, dark depths underneath, and I’d get dizzy and breathless.

And hot. Dear God. Spontaneous-combustion hot.
He knew, of course. I saw it flash in his eyes.
I said, “I’m not afraid, you know.”

His hands—everything about him—went still. Wind brushed over us with curious
hands, ruffling my hair, belling his coat. It tasted of ocean. Palm trees rustled and
shook out their fronds over our heads.

“Maybe you should be. You don’t know enough about me.”

Well, he was right. He’d live for eons. He’d seen human civilizations rise and fall.
I barely knew a fraction of who David was, and what he was.

Sometimes I just forgot.

“Try me,” I said. Cherise’s glitter-bright flirting had reminded me, with a chill, that
I wasn’t some sweet young girl anymore, and next thing I knew I’d be buying in the
Women’s World section where dowdy clothes go to die. Reading Modern Maturity.
Learning to tat lace and make scrapple. I wanted to know David.

I wanted this to be something bigger and deeper and forever, or as far as my
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forever could go. “If we’re going to stay together, then you can’t just show me
your good side, you know. And I mean it. I’'m not afraid.”

He looked uncommonly solemn, and he didn’t blink. There was a hint of the tiger
in those eyes again. “I don’t think you understand what you’re saying.”

I heaved out a sigh. “Of course 1 don’t understand. Everything about the Djinn is
one big, dark, booga-booga secret, and just because I’ve been one doesn’t mean I got
the operating manual—"

He stilled my lips with his, in a damp, slow, breathless kiss. His hands slid up into
my hair, stroking those achingly sensitive places behind my ears, at the nape of my
neck... I lost my train of thought.

Which made me jump tracks to another one when he let me up for breath. “We
need to get you home.” What that really meant was, to put him back in his bottle—
yes, Djinn really had bottles, glass ones; they had to be glass and they had to come
with stoppers or a way to seal them, no exceptions. The worst case I’d ever seen had
been a soap-bubble thin ornamental glass perfume bottle; it was stored in the Wardens
Association vault in the U.N. Building in New York, because that thing would shatter
if you so much as gave it a hard look.

David’s was a somewhat sturdy ornamental kitchen bottle, the blue-glass fancy
kind that store flavored oils and decorative grains. I kept it in a very safe place, right
in my nightstand drawer next to oils, lotions, and other things I wouldn’t want casual
visitors to inventory.

Which inevitably led to thoughts of my bed, soft sheets, cool soft ocean breezes
sighing over my skin...

“Yes. Let’s go home.” His hands slid over my shoulders, stroked down my arms,
and lingered on my hands before letting me go. The heat from him stayed on my skin.
Afterimages of light.

My car was parked over in the far corner of the lot, away from casual door dings.
She was a midnight blue Dodge Viper, and I loved her dearly enough for her to
qualify as my second-favorite-ever ride. The first-place winner had been a Mustang,
also midnight blue, named Delilah, who had gotten scrapped around the time I met
David, as if I had to give up one really lovely thing for another.

David took the shotgun seat, and I prowled Mona through the morning traffic
toward my apartment. I’d been really, really lucky when I moved—had to move,
thanks to the overzealous actions of some real estate people, who thought that just
because 1’d had a funeral I’d broken my lease—and I’d ended up with a beachfront
second-floor sea view. All of my furniture was secondhand, and nothing matched, but
the bed was comfortable and the balcony was to die for.

The bed was the only thing that mattered right now.

I must have parked, but that part was a blur. Then stairs, and then we were in the
hall and I was hunting for my key. It was after morning commute time for most of my
neighbors, and the place was nearly silent, except for the distant, muted hum of a TV
somewhere down near the corner. Probably Mrs. Appel; she worked nights and liked
to wind down to a little HBO before nap time.

David came up behind me and put his hands on my shoulders, then let them drift
down my sides, stroking. Gentle, slow moves. Anyone watching wouldn’t have found
it terrifically sexual—we weren’t exactly humping in the hall—but I had to brace my
hands on the door and close my eyes. There was something magic about his hands,
about the slow, deliberate way he used them. They followed the line of my shoulders,
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circled my arms, and moved all the way down to my wrists.

He moved closer until he pressed against me like a second skin. I tried to fit the
key into the lock again. Missed. My hands were shaking.

“Jo?” His voice was velvet, with a slightly frayed edge that rasped like a purr.
“Maybe you’d better let me do it.”

I held the ring up. He took it from my fingers and leaned around me to fit the key
in the lock and turn it.

Which shouldn’t have seemed so suggestive, but maybe that was a combination of
my boiling hormones and the heat of his body pressed against my back. Solid
summer-warm flesh, hard in all the right places.

The door clicked open. I moved inside, flicked on soft, diffuse overhead lighting,
and kicked off my shoes and dropped my purse.

He was behind me again, and this time there wasn’t any holding back for the
neighbors. His hands went right around my waist and pulled me against him, and I
turned my head to look back at him.

Depthless black in his pupils, and the irises of his eyes were smoking-hot copper.

“I need you,” he said, and moved my hair out of the way. His mouth found the side
of my neck, licking and sucking, so fierce that it was right on the skin-thin border
between pain and pleasure. His hands slid up to skim lightly over my breasts. “I need
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you.

“I—wait, David, I don’t—are you sure you’re—" Feeling up to this was a straight
line waiting to happen. “—strong enough for—"

“You give me strength.” His mouth was doing absurd things to my self-control.

“You give me life.” He murmured it against that incredibly sensitive spot just at
the base of my ear. “You give me peace.”

Which might have been the sexiest thing any man—or male Djinn—had ever said
to me in my life.

“We going to talk all day?” I asked breathlessly, and felt him laugh. Not a nice
laugh, and there wasn’t much amusement in it, either. It was the kind of deep, rippling
chuckle you might hear from the devil right before he let you see the fine print of your
contract on that condo in Aruba, and dear God, it made my spine turn to water.

“That all depends on you,” he said, and the hands reversed course, moved in and
down. Demanding. Skimming up the thin fabric of my skirt in handfuls while he
pulled me back hard against him in the same motion. “Are you in the mood to have a
nice, long chat? Have some tea and cookies?”

It was not what [ wanted to do with my mouth.

We fell onto the bed with a bouncing jolt. I didn’t need to undress him; where my
hands landed, his clothes just misted away to reveal an incredibly beautiful expanse of
flawless golden skin. His eyes turned vague, half-lidded, as I stroked my fingers over
his chest and down. His muscles tensed underneath them, corded cable.

He rolled us over, his weight balanced on top of me. I couldn’t stop an involuntary
arch in my back, and once I saw the answering glitter in his eyes I kept moving my
hips. He moved back. Long, slow, hot torture.

“Yes,” I whispered.

He kissed me. Not romantic, this time. Demanding. Driven by something I didn’t
fully understand. I’d never seen him like this before, full of a kind of frantic hunger, as
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if he wanted to consume me, possess me.
Own me.

This wasn’t equal. It couldn’t be equal, because I still held his bottle, and I’d
claimed him. It was a master-slave relationship, no matter how nice the master, how
willing the slave. It bothered me.

Just at this moment, I wondered if it bothered him, too.
He was too weak. If I set him free, he’d fade into smoke and hunger. Lose himself.
I couldn’t let that happen. Right or wrong, I couldn’t let it happen.

I lay awake, later, curled against his warmth as he drew lazy magical patterns on
my back. They must have been magical. Every place his hand traveled left pools of
pulsing silver light inside of me. Parts of my body ached. Other parts tingled and
burned. There was a bright, sun-hot throb on my neck, and another several on the
insides of my thighs, and I felt as if I’d been completely, breathtakingly destroyed. If
that wasn’t being totally possessed, I couldn’t imagine how much more I could take
without shattering.

His hand glided down to the small of my back and stayed there for a couple of
beats, and I felt a very, very small stirring inside.

I turned my head and looked at him. He didn’t meet my eyes.
“We need to talk,” I said.
“I know.”

“I don’t understand how this is supposed to work.” I rolled over, took his hand, and
placed it over my womb.

And we both felt the stirring inside. His eyes flared, then went dark.

“It’s been three months,” I said. “Nothing’s changed.”

“You’re not—" He stopped, shook his head, and those long, gorgeous fingers
stroked gently over my skin. Caressing me, but caressing inside me, too. “It’s hard to
explain.”

“But I'm pregnant. Right?”

“That’s what’s hard to explain. She won’t—grow like a human child. She’s like a
seed, waiting for the sun. Just... waiting.”

“For how long?”

He didn’t answer that one. “I should have asked you first,” he said, and his hand
moved again, drawing silver.

“It would have been polite, yeah.”

“I did it to protect you.”

“I know.” At the time, it had been the only way he had known to ensure I’d survive
a trip to Las Vegas; and facing down the one Djinn he couldn’t protect me from—his
best friend, Jonathan. And it had worked, too. Jonathan hadn’t killed me. He’d even

shown some signs of thinking I was a little better than pond scum, which was a huge
improvement. “Tell me how this is supposed to happen, then.”

He shook his head again, David-speak for I don’t want to talk about it. 1 waited
him out, watching his face. He finally said, “It may not happen at all. Djinn children
are rare. Even then, they’re only born to two Djinn. A Djinn and a mortal... it’s not...
She exists inside you as a potential, but—she may never survive.”
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“Jonathan said she could only be born if you die.”

His eyes slowly came up to meet mine. “That’s... probably true. We come from
death, not life.”

Djinn were very hard to kill, but David was fragile. When he made me a Djinn,
he’d fractured something vital inside of him into two pieces, one of which he’d given
me to keep me alive. Even when I’d been granted the gift of humanity again, that root-
deep fracture had remained. And then he’d gotten in the way of an Ifrit, who drained
him nearly to death.

And now he was hanging onto the fragile thread between life and that kind of
living death, of losing himself. If he stayed outside of his bottle for too long, or used
too much power, he’d become an Ifrit, a thing of ice and shadow. A thing bent only on
feeding on others.

As if he’d followed my thought, his hand on my back went still. I felt a shudder
run through him, and his eyes dimmed just a little.

“David?” I sat up. He eased back on the bed and stared at the ceiling.

“I shouldn’t have done this to you,” he said. “I should never have done any of this
to you. You deserve—"

“Don’t do this to yourself. None of it is your fault.”

He closed his eyes. He looked suddenly very, very tired. Human. “I didn’t hurt
you, did 1?”

“No! God, no.” I put my hand on his chest, then my head. My hair spilled dark
over his skin. “Well, not any more than I wanted you to, anyway.”

“I’m afraid I will,” he said. His voice sounded distant, worn smooth by exhaustion.
“No, I know I will; I can sense it.” His eyes opened, and the last embers of copper
flared in orange swirls. “You can’t let me. I mean it, Jo. You have to have defenses
against me. You have to learn...”

The fire was cooling under his skin, the light in him going out. “I have to go now,”
he said. “I love you.”

I kissed him, quickly, lovingly, and said, “I love you, too. Go back in the bottle
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now.

I felt the sudden indrawn breath of his passing, sank suddenly down in the welter
of disordered sheets, and when I opened my eyes again he was gone.

Nothing left but an indentation in the pillows.

I turned over, slid open the nightstand drawer, and took his bottle out of its
protective zippered case lined with gray foam.

I started to put the stopper in, but then hesitated. At some very deep level, he was
still part of me, drawing on the magic I possessed; putting the stopper in the bottle
meant cutting that connection, and although he hadn’t said so, I suspected that the
more [ could give him, the better. I’d have opened my magical veins if it could have
made him better. Hell, I wasn’t in the Wardens anymore; I wasn’t directing the
weather or saving lives. I was just a poverty-level member of the vast, unwashed paid
labor force.

I needed him for completely different reasons these days than making miracles
happen for other people.

I sank back on the pillows with a sigh. I didn’t actually know if he was recovering,
or, if he was, how quickly; I’d need the opinion of another Djinn to find out, but then,
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none of the Djinn had been around to visit since I’d left the Wardens. They were
staying clear. I figured Jonathan had something to do with it. The last thing he’d said
to me, in a flat, angry monotone, had been, You broke him, you fix him. The unspoken
or else had been daunting.

Jonathan hadn’t dropped by since I’d returned to Florida, but with the kinds of
powers he possessed, he hardly needed to. He was probably back in his house,
watching me through his big plate-glass picture window and sipping magically
imported beer.

Probably watching me right now.

I rolled over on my back, flipped the bird at the ceiling.
“Hope you enjoyed the show,” I said. “No encores.”
No reaction. Which was no doubt for the best.

I fell asleep with the bottle beside me, to the steady, pounding whisper of the surf
down on the beach.

I catapulted out of bed two hours later to a banging on the apartment door. I was
halfway to the door before I realized I was stark naked. Back to the bedroom to throw
on a floor-length silk robe, belted in front, and jam my feet into slippers.

“Coming!” I yelled, and hustled back as the knocking continued to thunder. I
started to rip the door open, then hesitated and used the peephole.

It took me about ten seconds—Ilong, full ones—to realize who I was looking at,
because she didn’t look like herself at all.

Oh. My. God.
I unlocked the dead bolt and flung the door wide. “Sarah?”’

My sister was standing there. My sister from California, my married, nonmagical
sister who, the last time I’d seen her, had been wearing the best of Rodeo Drive and
sporting a designer haircut with fabulous highlights. Sarah had been one of those
annoying girls who’d spent all her time scheming to catch a rich man, and ...
amazingly... had actually done it. 1 hadn’t expected her to be happy, but I had
expected her to hang on to her French millionaire husband with both hands and
emotional superglue.

Lots had obviously changed. Sarah was wearing baggy, wrinkled khaki shorts and
an oversized Sunshine State T-shirt; the haircut had grown into an unkempt shag, and
the remaining, faded highlights looked cheap as tinsel. No makeup. And no socks with
her battered running shoes.

“Let me in,” she said. She sounded tired. With no will of my own I stepped back,
and she came in, dragging a suitcase behind her.

The suitcase—battered, ugly, and bargain-basement—gave me a bad, bad feeling.

“I thought you were in LA,” I said slowly. The door was still open, and I
reluctantly shut and locked it. There went my last chance for a decent escape. I tried
for a pleasant interpretation. “Missed me, huh?”

She plumped down on my secondhand couch in an uncoordinated sprawl, staring
down at her limp hands, which hadn’t seen a manicure in weeks. My sister was a
good-looking woman—walnut brown hair, blue eyes, fine, soft skin she’d worked
hard to keep supple—but just now she looked her age. Wrinkles. My God. Sarah had
wrinkles. And she hadn’t been to a plastic surgeon and Botoxed them out of existence?
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Who are you and what have you done with my evil sibling?
“Chrétien left me,” she said. “He left me for a personal trainer!”
I felt behind me, found a chair, and sank into it, staring at her.

“He divorced me,” she said. Her already-tense voice was rising like a flood tide.
“And he enforced the prenup. Jo, he took the Jag!”

That came out as a true, raw wail of grief.

My sister—who’d always made me look like a piker when it came to composure,
style, and taking care of herself—blubbered like a little girl. I jumped up and found
some Kleenex, which she promptly used with enthusiasm, and fetched a trash can
from the bathroom to catch the soggy remains. I was not picking those up.

Finally, she was blotched, swollen, red-nosed, and done crying—for a while—and
gave me the rest of the tired, familiar story. Chrétien and personal trainer Heather
(Heather? Really?), meeting every Tuesday for a really intense private session. Sarah
getting suspicious because his workout clothes never seemed overly worked out.
Hiring a private eye to follow them. Dirty pictures.

Screaming confrontation. Chrétien invoking the dire terms of the prenup, which
had taken her house, her car, her bank account, and left her with her second car, an old
Chrysler she’d let the maid use for errands.

And no place to live.
My once-rich sister was homeless.

And she was sitting on my couch with a suitcase, blubbering, looking at me with
pleading, swollen eyes.

I silently returned the look, remembering all those childhood grievances. Sarah,
yanking my hair when Mom wasn’t looking. Sarah, telling all my friends and enemies
about my crush on Jimmy Paglisi. Sarah, stealing my first steady boyfriend out from
under my nose. We weren’t close. We’d never been close. For one thing, we weren’t
anything like the same. Sarah had been a professional woman... emphasis on the
woman, not the professional. She’d set out to snare herself a millionaire, which she’d
done, and to live the life she’d always wanted, and damn whoever had to suffer to get
her there. She’d signed the prenup because, at the time, she’d thought she had
Chrétien completely beguiled and could get him to tear it up with enough honeyed
compliments and blow jobs.

I could have told her—hell, I Aad told her—that Chrétien was way too French for
that to work.

Sarah was stranded on my couch: sniffling, humiliated, practically penniless. No
marketable skills to speak of. No friends, because the kinds of country club friends
Sarah had made all her life didn’t stick around after the platinum American Express
got revoked.

She had nobody else. Nowhere to go.
There was nothing else I could say but, “Don’t worry. You can stay with me.”

Later, I would remember that and pound my head against the wall. It was the
flickering warning light on a road where the bridge was out and, like an idiot, I just
kept on driving.

Right into the storm.

I set about getting Sarah settled in my tiny spare room. She’d been weeping with
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gratitude right up until I heaved her suitcase onto the twin bed, but she stopped
when she took a look around.

“Yes?” I asked sweetly, because I could see the words Where’s the rest of it? on
the tip of her tongue.

She swallowed them—it must have choked her—and forced a trembling smile.
“It’s great. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” I looked around, seeing it through her eyes. Her utility closet in
California hadn’t been this small, I was certain. The furniture wasn’t exactly au
courant—a rickety ’50s nightstand in grubby off-white French Provincial with a
cockeyed drawer, a campus castoff bed too hard and lumpy for even college students.
A scarred, ugly dresser of no particular pedigree, with missing drawer pulls and a
cracked mirror, salvaged out of a Dumpster with the help of two semipro football
players.

A real do-it-yourself nightmare.
I sighed. “Sorry about this. I had to move when—"

“—when we thought you were dead,” she said. “By the time they’d tracked me
down to give me the news, your friends already knew you were all right and let me
know, thank God, or I’d have just gone crazy.”

Which gave me a little bit of a warm, sisterly glow, until she continued.

“After all, I’d just found out about Chrétien and Heather. I swear, if I’d had one
more thing to think about, I don’t think even the therapy would have helped.”

I stopped feeling bad about the furniture. “Glad I didn’t set you back on the road to
recovery.”

“Oh! No, I didn’t mean—"

I sat down on the bed next to her suitcase. The frame creaked and groaned like an
exasperated geezer. “Look, Sarah, let’s not kid each other, okay? We’re not best
buddies; we never were. I’m not judging you, I’m just saying you’re here because I’'m
all you’ve got. Right? So you don’t have to pretend to like me.”

She looked just like me, in that second—wide-eyed with surprise, and a little frown
crinkling her forehead. Except for the hair. Even my current poodle-hair curls were
better than the badly grown-out shag she was sporting.

She said, slowly, “All right, I admit it. I didn’t like you when you were younger.
You were a bratty kid, and then you grew up into somebody I barely even know. And
you’re weird, you know. And Mom liked you best.”

No arguing with that one. Mom really had.

But Sarah kept going. “That doesn’t mean I don’t love you, Jo. I always have loved
you. I hope you still love me. I know I’m a bitch, and I’m shallow, but we’re still, you
know, sisters.”

It would have been a warm, tender moment if I’d jumped up and thrown my arms
around her and burst into tears. We weren’t that kind of Hallmark Card family.

I thought it over and said, “I don’t really know you, Sarah. But I’'m willing to get to
know you.”

She smiled. Slow, but real.
“That sounds... fair.”

We shook hands on it. I stood up and watched as Sarah unzipped the suitcase and
started unpacking. It was a pitifully short affair. She’d left most of the good stuff
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behind, and what good stuff she had left was horribly wrinkled. We made a dry-
clean pile, a “burn this” pile, a Goodwill pile, and a keeper stack. That one was short.
It filled exactly one drawer of the dresser.

“Makeup?” I asked. She pointed to a tiny plastic case that couldn’t have held more
than lipstick, mascara, and maybe an eyebrow pencil. “Shoes?”

She pointed to the battered running shoes and held up a pair of black, squarish
pumps, something suitable for a grandmother, so long as Grandma didn’t care much
about appearances. | winced. “The bastard didn’t even let you keep your shoes?”

“He cleaned out the house and gave everything to the Salvation Army,” she said.
“All my clothes. Everything.”

“Jesus.” I had a sudden flare of suspicion. “Um, look, Sarah, not that I’'m doubting
you or anything, but wasn’t Chrétien the, um, guilty party... ?”

She had the good grace to look just a /itt/le ashamed. “He found out about Carl.”

“Carl?”

“You know.”

“Nope. Really don’t.”

She rolled her eyes. “Fine, if you’re going to force me to say it... I wasn’t exactly
guiltless. There. I admit it. I was having an affair with his business partner.”

“Jesus.”

“And the donkey he rode in on,” she finished, just the way she’d always done it
when we’d been in school. “But he didn’t have to get so personal about all of it. He
cheated on me, after all. You’d think he’d at least understand that it was... well...”

“Recreational?” I supplied dryly.

“Yes! Exactly!”

“Should have joined the bridge club, Sarah.”

She gave me a helpless, angry look. “I’m not saying I was guiltless, but... he gave

me a couple of hundred dollars and told me to buy replacements. In my new price
range. God, Jo, I didn’t even know where to shop!”

I took a deep breath and said, “Tell you what? I was going to the mall anyway with
a friend, so if you want to get ready—"

“I’m ready,” my sister said instantly.

I picked up the phone and called Cherise.

Cherise had, of course, changed clothes in the interim. She’d gone to a magenta
see-through mesh shirt with lime green tie-dyed patterns, over a lime green camisole.
It all matched the lime glitter toenail polish, which evidently she liked enough to
accessorize to.

“Ten,” I said instantly when she got out of her red convertible. “Maybe a ten point
five. You blind me with your magnificence.”

“But of course. Man, Jo, I knew you were a saint, but you gave up your hottie for
your sister? Damn. I’d have blown off taking my grandma to dialysis for that man!”

Sarah came out of the apartment behind me, wearing her wrinkled khaki walking
shorts and badly fitting button-down shirt. Cherise’s perfectly made-up eyes widened
into something usually seen only in Japanese animation.
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“Oh my God,” she said, and looked at me in horror. “You told me it was bad, but
damn, this is a seven point five on the fashion disaster scale. And what’s with her
hair?”

“Cherise,” 1 said. “I know it’s hard for you, but please. Sarah’s had a bad time. Be
kind.”

“I was being kind. That is way worse than a seven point five.”

Sarah said, “Jo? Did she just say you have a boyfriend?”

Trust Sarah, of course, to blow past Cherise’s fluff to get to the potentially
disastrous part of the conversation.

“Not just a boyfriend,” Cherise said. “Boyfriends are Ken dolls. Boyfriends are
safe. Her guy is the kind of hottie who needs to keep a fire extinguisher around, just to
hose down any passing women who spontaneously combust.”

I stared at her, amazed. For Cherise, this was, well, poetic.
Sarah was, meanwhile, frowning at me. “And you didn’t tell me about him?”

I didn’t want to bring up David yet. That was going to be a strange and difficult
conversation, with somebody as earthbound-normal as Sarah, and I couldn’t really
mislead her too far. Trying to keep him secret would only lead to low comedy and
farce. Not to mention put a serious cramp in my love life.

“He had to leave,” I said. Not a lie. “I’ll see him later.”

“I should have known you’d have a boyfriend,” Sarah said. She sounded bitter.
“What was I thinking? When do you not?”

“Kind of a "ho, isn’t she?”” Cherise asked. Sarah nodded wisely.
“Hey!” I said sharply. “Watch it!”
“Oh, come on, Jo. Your libido isn’t exactly on the low end of the curve. I’ve seen

you checking out the boys at work,” Cherise said. “Even, you know, Kurt. The
anchor.”

“I would never! That man is made of plastic!”

“Oh, the plastic ones are the best,” she said, and gave me a wicked look. “They
come with D-cell batteries, off switches, and you never have to meet their folks.”

Cherise worried me sometimes. “Please tell me you haven’t—not with Kurt—"

“Please. I have standards,” she said. “He may be an anchor, but he’s a morning
anchor. Hardly worth the investment.”

“Now who s your boyfriend?” Sarah began again. I hustled her toward the car.

Cherise broke ranks, rushed back, and flipped switches in her convertible. The
canvas top whirred up and locked in place.

“Marvin says it’s going to rain,” she said.

“Marvin doesn’t know his—"" I bit my tongue to keep from saying something that
might get back to him. “His meteorology from a rain dance.”

Cherise looked up at the cloudless blue sky, shrugged, and slid on her dark glasses.
“Yeah, well, easy for you to say. You don’t have to wet-vac. And you know all about
the Percentage.”

Yes. They liked to use that in advertising: Trust the Percentage. Because
Marvelous Marvin really did have the best percentage of forecast accuracy in our area.
Not that it was anything but blind luck. I’d asked him to walk me through the
calculations for his rainy-day forecast two days ago, and he’d happily brought out the
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charts, the National Weather Service models, the radar images, all the good stuff...
and proceeded to come to exactly the wrong conclusion.

But he was 91% percent accurate over the last two years.

Hard to argue with that, but I lived in hopes that today, at least, would be the
beginning of the end of Marvin’s reign of meteorological omniscience.

We piled into the Viper and headed for Shopping Nirvana, otherwise known as the
Galleria—150 shops, with everything from Sak’s to Neiman Marcus. I both loved and
hated living so close to it. It was like a diabetic with a sweet tooth living next door to
the fudge factory. We cruised along, drawing envious stares from teenagers in
gleaming low-riders, faded Yuppies in Volvos, soccer moms in enormous SUVs.
Mona was a sexy car. [ still pined for my beloved Mustang, but I had to admit, the
throbbing growl of power from the Viper was seductive.

Even doing something as tame as crawling from one red light to another on this
cloudless suburban day.

We’d only gone about three blocks when Sarah suddenly said, “Did you know
you’re being followed?”

We were heading down East Sunshine, and the traffic wasn’t exactly light; I looked
at her in the rearview (she’d been relegated to the back) and studied her carefully.
“Okay, you’ve been living in California way too long. This is Florida. We don’t get
tailed in Florida.”

She didn’t look behind her as she said, “Chrétien had me followed for six months; I
know what I’m talking about. There’s a white van with dark-tinted windows and a
magnetic sign that says it’s from a flower shop. It pulled out of the apartment parking
lot when you did. It’s three cars back.”

I blinked and focused on the traffic. She was right, there was a white van back
there. I couldn’t see anything about the sides, but the windows were dark-tinted.

“So? He dropped off some roses. Unfortunately, not to me.” And I so deserved it,
for putting up with Sarah.

“Change lanes,” she said. “Watch him.”

Couldn’t hurt. I spotted an opening and did one of those sports-car levitation glides
laterally from one lane to another, no signal, and then sped up and whipped back over
two lanes. Cherise yelped and grabbed for a handhold; Sarah turned to look back, just
a quick glance.

“He’s following, but he’s trying to look casual about it,” she said. I nodded.

It wasn’t easy to do in traffic, but I split my attention and sent part of myself up
into Oversight, to see what was going on in the aetheric.

It wasn’t a Warden behind us, at least. Nothing but normal human stuff happening,
not even the faint smear I’d come to recognize as a Djinn who didn’t want to be
spotted. I dropped back into my body, put my foot down, and felt Mona respond with
a fast, eager purr. “Hang on,” I said, and whipped the wheel over hard at the next
light. Cherise yelped again, higher-pitched; Sarah grabbed for a handhold and tilted
without making a sound.

“Hey!” Cherise blurted. “This isn’t the way to the mall!” She was much more
panicked about the idea of missing her shopping appointment than any sinister,
faceless stalker we might have picked up.

Hey, I never said she was deep. Just fun to be around.
“Back entrance,” I said. The van turned the corner, a block behind me, and
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accelerated. I eased back down to a regular street speed, mindful of any cops that
might be lurking and itching for a chance to ticket a Viper, and made another turn, to
the left.

I took the turn into the Galleria parking lot. It was a typical day, which meant busy;
I cruised around for a while, watching for the white van. It was still back there. When
I pulled into a space, so did it, several rows away.

All very sinister, suddenly. I didn’t like it at all.

“Cherise, you take Sarah and go on to Ann Taylor,” I said, and popped my door
open. “I’ll be right behind you. Sarah, you’ve got my Mastercard. Just—don’t buy big
ticket without me.” I realized that Sarah’s standards of big ticket might vary from
mine. “Um... that means anything over a hundred dollars.”

She looked briefly shocked, probably at the low-limit amount. Both of them started
to argue, but I slammed the door and kept walking, fast and purposefully, heading for
the white van that was parked and motionless several hundred yards away. I made sure
to stay blocked from it as much as possible by giant SUVs—who the hell needs a
Hummer the color of a yield sign, anyway?—and the ubiquitous Gran-and-Gramps-
do-Florida RVs, and came at it from the passenger side.

I knocked on the dark-tinted window. After a few silent seconds, a motor whirred
and the glass glided down.

I didn’t recognize the man in the driver’s seat. He was Hispanic, older—forty,
forty-five maybe—and he had graying hair, fierce, dead dark eyes, and a windburned
complexion.

Looked damn intimidating.

“Hi,” I said, and gave him my best, most confident smile. “Want to tell me why
you’re following me? If this is about Sarah, tell Chrétien that he can stick it up his
French...”

“You’re Joanne Baldwin,” he interrupted me. No trace of an accent.

“In the flesh.” Scars and all, which had fortunately faded with a little help from
silicone patches and the tanning salon.

“Get in the van,” he said.
“Oh, I really don’t think—”

He produced a gun and aimed it at my head. “No, I really do.” I wasn’t good with
guns, especially not identifying them, but this one looked big and serious about its job.
“In the van. Now, please.”

I felt an overwhelming impulse to do exactly what he said, but I also knew better
than to climb into some stranger’s van. Especially in Florida. I tried to focus past the
gun and hold his stare. “It’s broad daylight in a mall parking lot. You’re not going to
shoot me, and I’'m not getting in your damn van, either. Next subject.”

I surprised him. It passed over his face in a flash. Blink and you’d miss it, but it
was definitely present. He cocked one eyebrow just a millimeter higher.
“Why exactly do you think I wouldn’t shoot you?”

“Security cameras everywhere, pal, and my sister and my friend both have really
good memories for license plate numbers. You wouldn’t get back to the main road
before the cops cut you off.” I forced myself to smile again. “Besides, you don’t want
me dead, or you’d have shot me already and been out of here, and we wouldn’t be
having this lovely conversation.”

For a long, long second, he debated it. [ held my breath, and let it slowly out when
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he shrugged and holstered the gun again, with a move so deft it might as well have
been a magic trick.

“You know my name,” I said. “Want to tell me yours?”

“Armando Rodriguez,” he replied, which took me by surprise; I hadn’t expected a
guy who’d just pulled a weapon to introduce himself so readily. “Detective Armando
Rodriguez, Las Vegas Police Department.”

Oh, dear. I felt goosebumps shiver up the back of my arms.

“I’d like to ask you a few questions about the disappearance of Detective Thomas
Quinn,” he said. Which I’d already figured out.

Too bad I knew exactly what had happened to Detective Thomas Quinn. And there
was no way on earth I could talk to this guy about it.

“Thomas Quinn?” I didn’t want to out-and-out lie, but the truth was a nonstarter.
“Sorry, I don’t think I know the name.”

Rodriguez opened up a folder stuck in the side pocket of his driver’s side door and
slid out a collection of photos—grainy, obviously off of surveillance cameras. Me, in
a black miniskirt, being escorted by Detective Thomas Quinn.

“Want to try that one again?” he asked.

“I hear everybody has a double,” I said. “Maybe you’ve got the wrong girl.”

“Oh, I don’t think so.”

“Prove it.”

“You drive a blue Dodge Viper. Funny thing—we had a report of a blue Dodge
Viper driving away from an area in the desert where Quinn’s SUV was found burned.”
His dark eyes kept their level stare on me. “His truck was destroyed, like somebody
had loaded it up with dynamite, but we didn’t find any trace of explosives.”

I lifted one shoulder, let it fall, and just looked at him. He looked back.

After a moment, he let one corner of his mouth lift in a slow, predatory smile.

It didn’t soften the harsh, hard eyes.

Quinn had managed to look coplike and friendly at the same time. Rodriguez just
looked coplike, and didn’t bother with any warm-and-fuzzy bullshit to make me feel
better.

“Quinn was a friend of mine,” he said softly. “I intend to find out what happened to
him. If anybody did him harm, I’'m going to see that that person suffers for it. You
understand me?”’

“Oh, I understand,” I said. “Good luck with that.”

Any friend of Quinn’s was definitely not going to be a friend of mine.

I pushed off from the car and walked away, heels clicking, hair ruffling in the
breeze. It was hot and turning sticky, but that wasn’t what was making the sweat run
cold down my back.

In retrospect, becoming a television personality probably hadn’t been the best
career choice I ever made, when a cop was missing and presumed dead, and I’d been
the last one to be seen with him. Guess I should’ve thought of that. I’d spent too much
time in the Wardens, where things got taken care of, and frictions with the rest of the
mortal world were smoothed over with influence and cash and—sometimes—
judicious use of Djinn.

Shit. 1 wondered about the Viper now. Since I’d actually stolen it off of a car lot in
Oklahoma. Was it listed as hot? Or had Rahel, my friendly neighborhood free-range
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Djinn, taken care of erasing it from the records? She hadn’t bothered to mention it.
I wasn’t sure how important she’d have found that, in the great scheme of things.

Hell, she’d probably think it was kind of funny if I got arrested. Djinn humor.
Very low.

I needed to take care of that, soon. I had the bad feeling that Armando Rodriguez
wasn’t going to just go away, and if there was anything he could find as leverage, he’d
start pushing. Hard.

Just as I started to think my day couldn’t get much worse, I heard a rumble from
overhead, and saw that a thick bank of clouds had glided over the top of the mall
while I was worrying about how not to get myself thrown in the slammer.

I stretched out a hand. A fat, wet drop hit my skin. It was as chilly as the water that
the stagehands had dumped on me in the studio.

“No way,” I said, and looked up into the clouds. “You can’t be happening.”

It peppered me with a couple of drops more for evidence. Marvelous Marvin had
been right after all. Somebody—somebody other than me, most certainly—had made
damn sure he was right. Looking up on the aetheric, I could see the subtle signs of
tampering, and the imbalance echoing through the entire Broward County system.
Worse than that, though, was the fact that as far as I could tell, there weren’t any other
Wardens anywhere around. Just me. Me, who wasn’t supposed to be doing any kind of
weather manipulation at all, under penalty of having my powers cut out of me with a
dull knife.

I was so going to get blamed for this.
And, dammit, I didn’t even like Marvin.

INTERLUDE

A storm is never just one thing. Too much sun on the water by itself can’t cause a
storm. Storms are equations, and the math of wind and water and luck has to be just
right for it to grow.

This storm, young and fragile, runs the risk of being killed by a capricious shift in
winds coming off the pole, or a high-pressure front pushing through from east to west.
Like all babies, this storm’s nothing but potential and soft underbelly, and it will take
almost nothing to rip it apart. Even as attuned as I am, I don’t really notice. It’s
nothing, yet.

But the weather keeps cooking up rising temperatures and the winds stay stable,
and the clouds grow thick and heavy. The constant friction of drops churning in the
clouds creates energy, and energy creates heat. The storm gets fed from above, by the
sun, and from below, by blood-warm water, and a generator starts turning over
somewhere in the middle, hidden in the mist. With the right conditions, a storm system
can sustain itself for days, living off its own combustion, an engine of friction and
mass.

It’s just a few days old, at this point. It won 't live more than a few weeks, but it can
either go out with a whimper, or with a bang.

This one can go either way.
It moves in a wide, slow sweep over the water. A wall of white cloud, drifting gray
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veils. No rain makes it to the ocean below; the engine sucks it back up, recycling
and growing.

As the moisture condenses inside the clouds, conditions get strange. Intense energy
sends water into jittering frenzies, producing even more power. The clouds darken as
they grow denser. As they crawl across open water they are getting fatter, spreading,
spawning, and that engine at the heart of the storm stores up power for leaner times.

And still, it’s really nothing. A summer squall. An annoyance.

But now it’s starting to know that it’s alive.
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TWO

|E| Previous E Contents |E| Next

By the time we broke up the Great Mall Trek of 2004 for lunch, Sarah, Cherise,
and I had enough shopping bags to outfit an Everest expedition, if the climbers were
planning to look really, really adorable and hang out extensively at the beach.

Sarah had always been a natural-born clotheshorse. Not as curvy as me, and with
the kind of perfect angular proportions that sparked envy and were held up as
examples by plastic surgeons to keep them in the lipo and sculpting business.

Life with the French Kiss-Off (as I decided to title Chrétien) hadn’t ruined her,
except that she had some lines around her eyes, a good haircut gone bad, ugly shoes,
and a generally sour attitude about men. A nice toning lotion took care of the lines.
Toni & Guy bravely addressed the hair issues. Prada was very willing to practice some
accessory therapy. I didn’t think anything could possibly help her with the attitude,
except massive applications of chocolate, which with her figure she wouldn’t accept.
After half a day of it, | was ready to send Sarah to the Bitter Ex-wives Club for an
extra session of getting in touch with her whiny inner bitch.

“He was a lousy lover,” she declared, as she was trying on shoes. She had perfect
feet, too. Long, narrow, elegant—the kind of feet men liked to think about rubbing.
Even the salesman, who surely must have had his fill of stinky, sweaty toes, was
looking tempted as he held her by the heel and slipped her into a strappy little pointy-
toed number. Personal service. It only happened at the best stores these days, but then,
he was trying to sell her shoes worth more than your average television set.

“Who?” Cherise asked, inspecting a pair of kitten-heeled pumps. She must have
missed the entire ongoing monologue about the flaws of Chrétien. I stared gloomily at
the ruby red pair of sandals I’d been saving up for, which were likely to go out of style
and come back again three generations from now before I could actually afford them
again, at the rate Sarah was shopping.

Not that I hadn’t asked for it. And it was in a good cause. But I really needed to
introduce her to the concept of outlet malls.

“The ex, of course,” Sarah replied, and tilted her foot to one side to admire the
effect of the shoe. It was, I had to admit, very nice. “He had this terrible habit; he’d do
this thing with his tongue—"

Okay, that was too much information. 1 shot to my feet.

“I really don’t think I’m ready for this level of sister-bonding. I’'m going to get a
mocha. You guys—shop.”

Sarah smiled and waved. As well she should. She had my Mastercard in her purse,
and I had exactly ten dollars and change in mine.

Being the younger sister sucked.

As I walked away, Sarah was amusing the shoe salesman and Cherise with an
account of something having to do with her husband, a Spider-Man costume, Silly
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String, and Velcro sheets.
I walked faster.

Outside, the mall was starting to buzz. It was packed with moms, squealing kids,
harassed-looking singles clutching shopping bags, and a grim flying squadron of gray-
haired mall walkers in heather gray sweats. Some had canes. I had to hug the wall to
avoid a rumbling wagon trail of mothers with strollers, and then a flock of
businesswomen with scarves and briefcases.

Men, apparently, no longer malled. Or at least, not alone. Every one that I saw had
a female solidly by his side, like a human shield.

The coffee shop was busy, but efficient, and I walked away with mocha gold. As |
sipped I window-shopped, and I was admiring a dress that was very, very me—and
very, very not my budget—when I caught sight of someone in the mirror-reflection of
the glass, watching.

I turned and looked. LVPD Detective Armando Rodriguez smiled slightly, leaned
against a convenient neon-wrapped pillar, and sipped on his own cup. Smaller than
mine. Probably black coffee. He looked like an uncomplicated sort of man, in terms of
his caffeine tastes.

I walked right up to him with fast, impatient clicks of my heels.
“Look,” I said, “I thought we were sort of done.”

“Did you?”

“You need to leave me alone.”

“Do 1?” He sipped coffee, watching me. Big eyes with warm flecks of wood brown
in an iris nearly as dark as his pupil. He was wearing a jacket, and I wondered if he’d
worn the gun inside—a pretty big risk, these days—or had stashed it in his van. Not
that I thought he’d particularly need it. Even his casual moves seemed graceful and
martial arts—precise. He’d probably have me on the ground and handcuffed inside of
five seconds, if he were given the least excuse. In the harsher light of the mall, he had
rough skin and a pockmarked face. Not a pretty man, but an intense one. Those eyes
didn’t blink.

“If you keep following me, I’'m going to have to call the cops,” I said, and was
instantly sorry I had when he smiled.

“Yes, do that. All I have to do is flash my badge and ask for professional courtesy.
Or I might possibly show them the surveillance photos, and request their assistance.
I’'m sure they’d be happy to help me out in questioning a suspect.” He shrugged
slightly, never taking his eyes off me. “I’'m a good cop. Nobody’s going to believe
I’ve driven all the way here to stalk you. And a word of advice: I don’t think a
drowning person really ought to be flailing around in the water. Could draw some
sharks.”

I didn’t say anything for a few seconds too long. A runaway five-year-old darted
between the two of us, brushing my legs; I took a step back as the mom charged after
and veered around us, yelling out the kid’s name. Both Rodriguez and I watched as
she caught up to the escapee and marched him back toward the Food Court, where
evidently a firing squad of fast food awaited.

Rodriguez said, still looking away from mother and child, “Quinn was my partner.
He was my responsibility. Do you understand?”

I didn’t like what I was understanding.

“I’m not going, sweetheart. Mira, you and I are going to get very, very friendly



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

until you tell me what I want to know.” He finally turned his gaze back on me.
Dead-eyed and intense.

“Don’t you have a job? Family? Someplace to be?” I was used to handling difficult
situations, difficult people, but he kept throwing me off my stride.

“Come on, this is ridiculous. You can’t just—"

“Quinn had a wife,” he cut in. Those eyes were glittering now. “Nice woman. You
know what it’s like, living with that kind of uncertainty? Knowing he’s probably dead,
but you just can’t move on because you can’t really know? You can’t sell the house,
you can’t get rid of his clothes, you can’t do anything, because what if he’s not dead?
His insurance won’t pay out. His pension’s locked up. And what if he comes walking
in the door and there you are, in a brand-new life you made without him?”

“I can’t help you,” I said around a sudden lump in my throat. “Please leave me
alone.”

“Can’tdo it.”

And I couldn’t give in to him, even if he’d hit me hard and in a vulnerable place.
“Fine. Prepare to admire my ass for an extended period of time, because it’s all of me
you’re going to see,” I said. “This is our last conversation.”

He didn’t bother to debate. I took off so fast I splashed mocha on my fingers.
As I sucked it off, I looked back.

He was still leaning against the pillar, watching me. Impassive and impartial as a
hanging judge.

I met Cherise and Sarah coming out of Prada with a fresh bag. I winced to think
what kind of bar tab this latest binge had run up, but smiled gamely and stepped back
to admire the effect. Sarah was now dressed in a peachskin sundress in splashes of
tangerine and gold, with lavender trim; her makeover at the Sak’s counter, like the
wave of a fairy godmother’s wand, had returned her gleaming skin and butter-smooth
sophistication. The shoes added just the right touch of sassy cool.

Of course, she was still broke. But she /ooked damn good.

And now I was broke. The karmic circle of life continued.

“So,” I said. “Lunch?” I walked them through the neon gates of Calorie Paradise.

About thirty culinary choices, everything from Greek salad to Diner Dogs.

“I’m starving,” Sarah admitted. “I could murder a prime rib. I haven’t had a prime
rib in ages.”

“It’s the mall, honey. I don’t think the Food Court does prime rib.”

“We could go to Jackson’s,” Cherise piped up cheerfully. She was loaded up with
bags, too, mostly having to do with hiphuggers and shiny belts. “They have prime rib.
And steaks to die for.”

“Do you know what it costs to eat at Jackson’s?” I said. She gave me a blank look,
because, well, of course she didn’t. Cherise wasn’t the kind of girl who picked up her
own check. “Think pocket change, people.” I steered them toward the choices I
could—barely—still afford. The ones with a bright-primary-color decorating
sensibility.

Eyeroll. “Fine.” Cherise marched—how one marched in jeweled flip-flops, I have
no idea—up to join the overweight queue standing in line at McDonald’s. “I am not

eating anything fried. I have a weigh-in coming up, you know... Do they have
anything organic?”
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“It’s food,” I pointed out. “It digests. By definition, organic.”

We bickered companionably about the usual food-related topics, which had to do
with all-natural and bug-munched versus pesticided and bug-free, as the line wandered
up toward the counter. The three sulky teens in front of me giggled and whispered.
Two of them had tattoos. I was trying to imagine what would have happened if I’d
gone home with a tattoo at their age, and decided I had enough nightmares in my life
and besides, it made me feel old. Even Cherise had a tattoo. I was starting to think that
I’d missed an important fashion trend.

Someone joined the line behind Sarah. I glanced back at her and caught an
impression of a tall, lean man with slightly shaggy caramel-colored hair, and the kind
of beard and mustache that always makes men seem to be faintly up to no good even
while giving them a debonair kind of mystery. It looked good on him.

He was scanning the menu and smiling gently, as if he thought the whole
McDonald’s experience was about to be very amusing.

“Sarah?” I asked. “Anything look good?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “What about the cheeseburger? Oh, no, wait... salad ...
they have so many kinds!” My sister, the decisive one. This, I remembered from
childhood. She sounded on the verge of panic. Salad choices apparently unnerved her.
“I don’t know what to get.”

“Well, I wouldn’t recommend the caviar,” the guy behind her said in a warm
voice—not to me; to Sarah. He had bent slightly forward, not quite intruding. “I have
it on good authority that it’s not really Beluga.” Definitely not a Florida accent...
British. Not upper-class British, more of a comfortable working-class sound to him.

Sarah turned to look at him. “Were you talking to me?”

He snapped upright and out of her space, eyes going wide. They looked blue or
gray, but it was tough to be sure—a changeable kind of color. Depended on the light.
“Er... yes, actually. Sorry. I just meant—" He shook his head. “Never mind. Sorry. I
meant no disrespect.” He took two steps back, clasped his hands together, and tried
hard to look as if he’d never opened his mouth.

Cherise had turned around at the sound of his voice. She grabbed my wrist and
squeezed, dragged me close, and hissed, “Jesus, what’s your sister doing?”

“Confronting,” I said. “She’s in a mood.”
“Is she nuts? Look at him! Cute British guy! Hello!”
“She’s on the rebound.”

“Well, get her ass off the court and let me play!” All of this delivered in a fast,
rapid-fire hiss that wouldn’t carry even as far as Sarah’s ears, much less those of Cute
British Guy, who was looking increasingly uncomfortable as Sarah continued to stare
at him.

“Oh, you get enough court time, believe me. Go order,” I said, and nudged Cherise
toward the tired-looking order-taker at the register, who mumbled something about
being welcome to McDonald’s. Cherise gave me a theatrically harassed look and
made a production of ordering a salad, interrogating the pedigree of every tomato and
carrot while she was at it.

Cherise’s performance was distracting enough that I missed the historic moment of
détente, when Sarah overcame her bitter hatred of men. When I looked back, she was
extending her hand to Cute British Guy. “Sarah Dubois,” she said, and I saw a tremor
go right through her. I could just hear her thinking, Oh, Jesus, not Dubois, you idiot,
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that’s Chrétien’s name, your name is Baldwin!

Unfortunately, it was a little late to backtrack on the surname. At best, it would
sound loopy. She covered with an especially glittering smile, greatly enhanced by the
new Clinique lipstick we’d bought for her earlier.

Cute British Guy folded his fingers over hers in a friendly grip, and wow, those
were some long fingers. About twice as long as my own. Concert pianist hands, well
manicured and soft and graceful. “Eamon,” he said, and gave her a slightly shy smile
and an inclined head that was like a hint of a bow. “Lovely to meet you, Sarah.”

She glowed like a sun at the attention. I mean, honestly. This, from a woman who
was bitching half an hour before about how she’d rip the liver out of any man who
tried to buy her a drink. She might have just set a new land speed record for
rebounding.

Cherise grabbed my shoulder and yanked me off balance. I tottered on my high
heels, caught my balance, and turned as she shoved me up to the order window.

“Get something fattening,” she said. “If you’re forcing me to eat here, I want to see
you suffer.”

Just for sheer perversity, I went with the Quarter Pounder with Cheese. And fries.

Sarah, locked deep in conversation with Eamon, ended up snacking on a side salad
and bottled water at another table, and forgot all about us.

I half expected Sarah to run off into the sunset, drop me a postcard from London
thanking me for the use of my now-devastated Fairy Godmother Card, and live
happily ever after until her next marital emergency, but no. The nice lunch with
Eamon ended on a handshake parting that looked like no handshake I ever got from a
lunch date, all eyes and smiles and long, beautiful fingers wrapping all the way to her
wrist.

And then she was back with us. Glowing and smiling like the Madonna after a
visitation.

“I’m done here,” she announced. Cherise, who was clearly not enjoying her salad,
glared, but hell, at least she’d bought herself some nice hiphugger capri pants and
matching shoes. Except for coffee and Mickey D’s, I hadn’t spent a dime on myself.

But then, my shopping enthusiasm was somewhat dampened by the dark, relaxed
figure of Armando Rodriguez, who had taken up a seat at a table about twenty feet
away, sipping even more coffee. Apparently, he intended to never, ever sleep again.
Or leave me alone.

“Fine. Let’s go home,” I said, and piled trash on my tray. The place was giving me
a headache, anyway. Too many people, too much noise, too many flashing, blinking,
spinning lights.

By the time we were out of the mall, the rain was over, but the parking lot shone in
slick black puddles that rippled and shuddered in the wake of passing cars. Humidity
was murder, closing warmly around me like a saturated, microwaved blanket. I herded
Cherise and Sarah and the profusion of bags to the car; by the time we were getting
inside, our preferred, close-in space was being scouted by an eagle-eyed old vulture in
a shiny Mercedes and a determined-looking teenybopper with the ink still wet on her
learner’s permit. I pulled out and fled before the combat could get up to ramming
speed. A few sullen raindrops spattered the windshield. Overhead, the sky was lead
gray and utterly wrong; the patterns were definitely wonky. There was wobbling all up
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and down the aetheric, and little sparks of power as some other Warden made
slight corrections. Nobody seemed too exercised about it, at least not yet; it was
obviously not developing into the storm of the century. What was worrying to me
about it was that I was supposed to be the only free-range talent out here. And
somebody had messed with the weather to make this happen.

Thunder rumbled on cue. Resentfully.

“His name is Eamon!” Sarah said, leaning forward over the seats as I made my
way toward the road. “Did you hear his accent? Isn’t it adorable?” Sarah always had
been a sucker for a foreign accent. Hence, the whole French Kiss-Off debacle.

“Yeah. That’s Manchester, by the way, not West End London,” Cherise said, and
inspected her fingernails in the sunlight to admire the glitter effect.

“Probably hasn’t got a dime, Sarah.” Never mind that she was tripping all over
herself to get his attention before Sarah had captured the English flag. “I wouldn’t get
my hopes up if [ were you. He’s pretty, but he’s probably... you know.”

“What? Gay?”
“Nabh, didn’t feel gay to me. Kinky. Most English guys are.”

“You think so?” She sounded interested, not alarmed, but then Sarah, I
remembered belatedly, had stories about Spider-Man costumes and Velcro sheets.

Oh dear God. Top of the list of things I didn’t need to know about my sister ...

I felt compelled to run the train off the tracks. “Oh, ¢’mon, he was just being
friendly,” I said.

“Who are you kidding? He was jaw-droppingly cute,” Cherise said. “Cute guys are
never just being friendly when they throw out pickups in the fast-food line.”

True. Cherise was heartless, gorgeous, and very perceptive. “It wasn’t like he
kissed her or anything. It was a handshake.” I shrugged. “I’ll bet he didn’t even give
her his phone number.”

“Actually...” Sarah said. I looked in the rearview mirror. She was dangling what
looked like a crisp, white business card.

“Oh, kill me now,” Cherise sighed, and slumped down in the passenger seat. “I
schlepped around the mall all day carrying another woman’s packages and what do I
get? Dissed by a Brit. Man, I may just have to go seduce Kurt to restore my self-
image.”

“Set yourself a challenge, at least,” I said. “Go for Marvin.”

“Ewwwww. Please. I need to have a self-image at the end of it. That’s just gross.
You go for Marvin. He’s hot for you, you know.”

Sarah was reading over the business card. I distracted myself with that, to drive
away the image of Marvin in his skivvies, leering at me. “So what does he do, your
knight in shining tweed?”

“And don’t tell us he’s got some kind of title and a castle, or I really will commit
suicide by Marvin,” Cherise said.

“He’s a venture capitalist. He’s got his own company. Drake, Willoughby and
Smythe.” Sarah ran her newly manicured finger over the card type. “Raised printing.
He didn’t just run it off on a laser printer or anything.” She frowned. “Although I
guess he could be broke. Did he seem broke to you, Jo?”

“Hey, he could have lifted the card off of some guy he murdered at the airport,”
Cherise said. “And then he stashed his body in a steamer trunk and checked it through
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to Istanbul. He’s probably a serial killer.”

We gave a moment of silent homage to the fact that Cherise’s mind actually
worked that way. At least she’d steered away from any explanation involving aliens
and body-switching.

I felt duty-bound to try a defense, even though I barely knew the guy. “First,
Cherise? Way too many scary movies; second, Sarah, it might be a little early in the
relationship to run a full Dun and Bradstreet on the poor man,” I said. “So? Are you
going to call him?”

“Maybe.” That secret little smile again. “Probably.”

I couldn’t be too unhappy with that. If Sarah was dating, she wouldn’t be looking
to hang with me quite so much, and her stay in my guest room would be very limited.
Nothing like potential romance to get a woman motivated to be independent.

“Hey, Jo? That van’s still following you,” Sarah said. She was looking out the back
window again, frowning. “I thought you said it was no big deal.”

“It’s not.”

Cherise piped up, “Then why’s he following you? Don’t tell me you have a stalker.
You already have a boyfriend; it’s not fair you have a stalker, too. You’re not that
cute.”

I eyed the van in the rearview. It was weaving in and out of traffic fluidly, not
drawing attention but staying glued to my tail. Detective Rodriguez wasn’t worried
about anonymity; he wanted me to know he was watching. A little psychological
warfare.

He’d have to step up some to equal the stress of squiring around both Cherise and
my sister.

“He’s not a stalker,” I said grimly. “He’s a cop.”

There was a short silence, and then Cherise said, “Cool. You’re two-timing the
cute boy with a cop? Man, Jo, that beats Cute English Serial Killer Guy. I didn’t know
you had it in you.”

The clouds cut loose with a vengeance, torrential curtains of silver rain shimmering
like silk and pounding like hail against the windshield. I flipped the wipers into
grumpy motion and slowed down; Mona didn’t like the rain, and I didn’t like the idea
of controlling a skid in these conditions. Or repairs to a Viper, perish the thought.
Paying off Sarah’s binge would take the rest of my working life as it was.

Behind me, the white van ghosted out of the rain and kept pace. I felt a snap of
energy up in the aetheric, and a lightning bolt tore the sky with a sound like ripping
silk, followed by vibrating thunder. I also felt the Wardens responding, this time with
more force. /t’s not me, not me... How exactly was I supposed to make myself look
innocent? Actually being innocent wasn’t going to do it. I knew the Wardens far, far
too well. They were already out for blood.

Cherise said, “I’m glad I put the top up on the car. You know, Marvin’s percentage
keeps holding. I mean, no doubt he’s a total tool, and a real pervert, but he knows his
weather.”

I bit my tongue. Hard.
I was going to have to look into Marvin, and the Percentage.

Cherise took off for parts unknown upon arrival at her car, walking the five steps to
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her convertible under the protection of an umbrella big enough to shelter an entire
football team. No way was she going to get so much as a drop on her flawless shell.
Sarah and I divided up the packages and ran for the apartment door, breathless and
soaked to the skin in about five seconds flat.

The rain was hard-driving and cold, and it stung with the force of tiny, hard pellets.
Shimmering silver curtains of it flared and billowed in the glow of streetlights. It was
dark enough to be twilight, but it was—I checked my watch—only a little after two in
the afternoon.

There was nothing currently brewing up out in the open waters off the coast of
Africa... even if I hadn’t had a vested interest in the weather, as a Warden, I would
still have known what was on the radar. Floridians follow hurricane season with at
least as much attention as they give to professional sports.

There weren’t any tropical storms out there, at least none big enough to register at
this point, though there was a low-pressure system hanging out there, waiting.

But this storm didn’t make sense. It shouldn’t have been here, and it didn’t look
like it had any intention of moving on. And I couldn’t seem to really get a decent look
at it, either. I was sluggish on the aetheric. Slow.

Maybe I really was tired. It had been kind of a full half day.

We made it to the apartment, dumped packages and wet shoes, and I squelched
back to grab towels for us. Sarah’s hair fluffed out to look gleaming and fabulous.

Mine just looked frizzy. I glared at it in the bathroom mirror and decided on a hot
bath and something tasty for dinner.

As 1 was laying out tomatoes and onions, the better to make some homemade
Mexican food, the doorbell rang. I put the chopping knife down and tapped Sarah on
the shoulder. She was sitting at the small kitchen table next to the water-rippled patio
door, cutting tags off of her precious new acquisitions.

“Chop now,” I said. “Clothes maintenance later.”

She gave me an absolutely childish pout, but got to it. Sarah had taken culinary
classes; it was one of those things you do in California when you’re rich and bored. I
paused on the way to the door to watch her take my knife and start a rapid-fire slice-
and-dice of the tomato, as competent as any sushi chef.

The bell rang again. I sighed and pushed my curling hair back from my face.

Still damp. I used a tiny spark of power to evaporate the moisture, was rewarded
with dry hair and a white-blue static discharge from my fingers to the doorknob when
I reached to touch it.

“Who is it?” I yelled, and pressed my eye to the peephole.
My heart did that funny little thumpy thing at the sight of the tall, brown-haired

man standing out in the hall, hands jammed in the pockets of his blue jeans. I
unzipped the chain and swung the door wide with a genuine smile.

“Lewis!”

“Hi,” he said, and came forward to fold me in a hug. He had to stoop a little to do
it, and I wasn’t all that short; where he touched me I got that familiar sensation of
vibration, of energy feeding and building up between us. Lewis was, without any
doubt, the single most powerful Warden I’d ever known. A friend.

More than a friend, that would be fair to say... if it hadn’t been for David, probably

a lot more. He fascinated me, and frightened me, too. He’d saved me and betrayed me
and saved me again... complicated, that was my boy Lewis.
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“What the hell happened to you?” I asked.

“What?” He stepped back, blinking.

“Last time I saw you, you looked like warmed-over death,” I said, and studied him
more carefully. He actually looked as if he’d gotten some sun and discovered food
again. “Remember? Lobby of the hotel in Nevada? You were still—"

“Shaky,” he supplied, and nodded. “I’m better.”

“How?”

He gave me one of those smiles. “Earth Warden.” He shrugged. “Rahel helped it
along. I heal pretty quickly when I need to.”

“I’'m glad. I was worried,” I said, and couldn’t quite keep the smile from my face.
He just had that effect on me. “Oh, try not to say anything, you know, confidential. 1
have company.”

Lewis cocked an eyebrow toward the ceiling as he shut the door. “Male company?”
“Female. As in, sisterly.”
“I forgot you had a sister.”

“I spent most of my life trying to forget, too. But she’s family, and she needs a
little—help. So I’'m helping. You said something about Rahel helping you. Is she—are
you—um—"

“She’s fine,” he said, which wasn’t an answer, and he knew it. Lewis wasn’t one to
talk about his personal life, even to me. “David?” Equal parts genuine concern and
irony. He and David liked each other well enough, but Lewis and I had history, and
David knew it. “Doing better?”

I cut my eyes toward the kitchen, where the sound of chopping went on, opened
my mouth to reply, and was interrupted by Sarah yelling, “Jo! Is that Eamon?”

Which stopped me in my tracks for a second. I held up one finger to Lewis and
backtracked a couple of steps to look around the corner at Sarah, who was finishing up
chopping the tomato and sliding the mathematically perfect cubes into a bowl.
“Excuse me?” I asked. “Why would it be Eamon at the door, exactly?”

She glanced up, then set the bowl aside and made herself busy rinsing off the
cutting board of tomato blood before putting the onion on the chopping block.

“Did you tell Eamon where I live?” I pressed.
“Well, you know, I gave him my phone number and—"
“Did you tell Eamon where I live?”

She pulled her lovely, ripe lips into a stubborn line and started attacking the onion.
“I live here, too,” she said defensively.

“Wrong. You’re staying here, and Jesus, Sarah, you barely unpacked and you’re
already giving out my home address to guys you meet at the mall... !”

I felt warmth behind me, and Lewis’s hand fell on my shoulder. “Sorry. Just
thought I’d say ‘hi,” and sorry, I’'m not Eamon... Who’s Eamon?”

“Sarah’s mall pickup.” I sighed. “Sarah, meet Lewis. Old friend from college.”

She’d stopped chopping, instantly, and I could see her snapshotting him. Cute, she
was probably thinking. But way too flannel. And she was right. Lewis was all about
the old blue jeans and worn checked shirts. His hair was getting too long again,
curling halfway down his neck, and there were smile lines around his eyes and mouth.
I knew for certain that he’d never in his life owned a suit, and never would. He’d
never have a hefty bank balance, either. Not Sarah’s type.
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She smiled impartially at him. Sarah’s version of Hi, how are you, now go away.

I could see she was disappointed that Eamon hadn’t come calling to whisk her off
to an evening of prime rib and a selection of stout British ales.

“We’re making Mexican food,” I said. “You’re staying, right?”
“Sure.” Lewis looked around. “Nice place, Jo. Different.”
“Thrift store,” I said, straight-faced. “Kind of like my life right now.”

“Could be worse.” Didn’t 1 know it. His gaze brushed mine, warm and full of
concern. “I need to talk to you for a few minutes. Somewhere private?”

Which made all of my warm fuzzies curl up and die. I nodded silently and led the
way out into the living room, then hesitated and took him into the bedroom and closed
the door. The bed was still unmade. In normal times, Lewis might have made a sly
little joke out of it, but he just sat down on the edge of the bed, looking at me, hands
clasped loosely between his knees. He was a lanky thing, all awkward angles that
somehow always looked weirdly graceful.

It made me feel... well. I’d missed him.
“Where’s David?” he asked.

“Let’s change the subject,” I answered. Not angrily, just with finality. The last time
we’d had dealings, he’d been in a scheme to separate me from David, and I wasn’t
having any of that, ever again. Lewis was probably the only Warden who knew I still
had him, and that made me a little bit wary of the whole reunion vibe.

“You don’t want to talk about it, fine. I respect that.” Lewis rubbed the pads of his
thumbs together and looked down at the carpet. “I’m only asking because I want to be
sure you have... protection. People are asking questions about you.”

“People?”

“The wrong people. There’s a big discussion going on, and a pretty sizeable
number are yelling about how you shouldn’t have been let out of the Association
without—"" He didn’t say the words being neutered, but that was pretty much what we
both knew he meant. “—making sure you don’t continue to use your powers. They’re
pointing to some anomalies down here as proof you’re still playing Warden without a
license.”

That... wasn’t good. And it explained my visit from the Three Amigos yesterday
morning. “Have you told them I’m not? That I’'m abiding by the agreement?”

“I’'m not telling them anything.” Lewis shook his head slowly. “Look, I’m in the
Wardens now, but I’'m not really... in the Wardens. You know what I mean. Whatever
I have to say, it’s not likely to help you. They respect me. They don’t like me, and
trust doesn’t enter into it.”

I did know. Lewis had spent a lot of years on the outside, making himself
thoroughly lost from the Wardens, including me. A substantial number of Wardens
probably didn’t want him around at all, and an even greater number thought he was
useful but didn’t trust a thing he had to say.

“Then what’s Paul saying?” Paul Giancarlo, current acting National Warden, was a
friend, too. But Paul had a streak of ruthlessness about a mile wide, and friendship
wasn’t going to alter that one bit. Our friendship had taken some pretty good hits in
the past few months, too. I wasn’t sure I could ever really forgive him for what he’d
done to me in Nevada.

It’s one thing to put me in danger. It was quite another to blackmail me with the
life of my lover. Not a thing friends did.
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“He’s been trying to keep things reasonable.” Lewis looked up at me with those
warm, compassionate eyes. “I’m just guessing on some of this, but from the level of
conversation going on, somebody has information, and it may not be in your favor. It
might be smart for you to lose yourself for a while. Just take David and go someplace
new.”

“Just pick up and go?”

He nodded. He’d abandoned the Wardens early, and it had taken them years to find
him. Actually, it wasn’t so much them finding him as me finding him, and he’d let
himself be talked into staying. More or less. I suspected some days a lot less. “I think
it would be a good idea for you to not present them with such an easy target right now.
There’s too much going wrong, and nobody to blame for it. Too few Djinn, the
Wardens are falling apart after that screwup at the UN Building—it’s a mess. Paul’s
doing everything he can to hold things together, but honestly, Jo, I think they’re
starting to look for people to scapegoat. You’re an obvious choice.”

“I haven’t done a damn thing.”
“I know. I’ve been watching.”

“What?” I took a couple of steps toward him, then stopped. “Want to rephrase that
in some way that doesn’t sound, oh, creepy and stalkerish?”

“I wish I could, but it is what it is. Paul sent me. He wanted to be sure there was no
truth to what was being said about you.”

“I haven’t been manipulating the weather!”

He nodded. “I know that. But somebody around here has been. Subtle, mostly, but
that Tropical Storm Walter thing was a big screwup. You must have noticed—" He
gestured at the windows, where rain lashed and lightning flashed. “I’m just saying that
in the absence of a suspect, you’re looking awfully tempting. Whatever I say.”

“But you’ll tell them—"

“Yes. And do you really think they’ll care, in the end? Jo, I’'m not exactly the fair-
haired boy around there anymore. Besides, we have... history. It’s not a secret.”

He had a point. A kind of scary one, actually. “So what do I do?”

“Like I said, leave,” he said. “Or join the Ma’at. They can protect you.” The Ma’at
were his own creation, a kind of low-wattage version of the Wardens—there weren’t
any true powers in it, except for Lewis himself, and one or two others. Its strength had
to do with its ability to negate power, not generate it. It was designed to restore
balances that the Wardens—wittingly or unwittingly—had knocked out of whack.

Useful suggestions. However, I wasn’t generally fond of them, either. Wardens,
Ma’at... none of them had gone out of their way to make sure I was taken care of, in
the end.

Everybody had their own agendas. I’d quit because I was sick of being at the
mercy of everyone else’s priorities but my own.

Speaking of that, Lewis was right. I should just go my own way. I should toss stuff
in a suitcase, leave Sarah the keys to the apartment, and head out of town, David in the
passenger seat and the road in front of me. But God, how long had I been doing that?
Since the night that Bad Bob and I had fought, and I’d started running, I hadn’t had a
home or a place in the world, and I was fired. | wanted... I wanted to rest.

I wanted to belong again, and to be part of the world.

“I’'m staying,” I said softly. “I’ll be careful, okay? But I’'m staying. I don’t want to
live like that for the rest of my life, looking over my shoulder.”
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Lewis reached out and took my hand in his. Big hands, scarred and a little rough in
places. Strong fingers and a tight grip. “I’'m your friend,” he said. “I’ll do what I can
for you, you know that. But Jo, if it comes down to it, you have to be prepared to run.
I don’t want to see you destroyed, but I don’t want to have to choose which side I'm

2

on.

I leaned forward and put a kiss on his forehead. “You won’t have to.” He was still
holding my hand. His grip tightened, just a bit, and I felt that power humming between
us again. We had a kind of complementary vibration to our talents, something that
built in waves. Powerful. Dangerous. Kind of sexy, too.

It had always drawn us together, and at the same time, driven us apart. We’d had
exactly one truly intimate encounter, and that had been pretty much earth-shattering,
in a literal sense.

Lewis wasn’t a safe date, even if my heart didn’t already belong to David.

Sarah knocked on the bedroom door. “Hey! Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do in
there!” she yelled. “And the tomatoes and onions are chopped already. Do you want
me to brown the meat?”

“Yes!” I yelled back, and rolled my eyes as I stepped back.

Lewis let go of my hand, stood up, and said, “You know, your sister reminds me a
lot of you.”

I gave him a dirty look.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

I opened the bedroom door and went out to help make dinner.

It turned out to be okay, really. Lewis was pleasant company, Sarah more or less
behaved herself, apart from grilling him mercilessly about the nature of my
relationship with him, and going on and on about David, whom she hadn’t actually
met, which sort of set my teeth on edge.

Lewis kissed me good night chastely on the cheek and strolled off into the night
air, hands in his pockets, looking as if he might be planning on kicking back at the
beach and doing nothing much. In reality, he was probably off to save the world. That
was Lewis. False advertising in battered hiking boots. I wondered what Rahel and the
Ma’at were up to.

Decided firmly that it was none of my business.

Sarah didn’t do dishes. Apparently they didn’t teach that particular skill in snobby
culinary classes for bored, rich housewives. I did the dirty work and got to bed at
about my normal time, set the alarm, and settled in for a short night’s sleep. I tossed
and turned and missed David, missed him a /oz. Hugged my pillow. Reached in the
drawer, took out his bottle, and ran slow fingers over it.

But I didn’t call him back, and in the end I fell asleep touching the cool glass,
imagining he could feel my hands on him.

Which led to a very nice dream. Which was cut short by the ringing of the
telephone. I rolled over in bed, flailing, knocking over small, knockable things—
luckily not the bottle still lying on the sheets next to me—and squinted at the red
digital numbers on the bedside clock after combing the mess of tangled hair out of my
eyes.
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Three thirty in the morning.

It took six rings to remember where the phone was and fumble it to my ear; when I
finally did, I heard a conversation already in progress.

“... a good day, then?” A velvety-smooth British voice, spiced with a lilt. Liquid
and fast and a little spiked with adrenaline. “Sorry to be calling so late. I promise not
to call you at this ungodly hour again; I was just on the phone with New Zealand and I
forgot what time it was here. Will you forgive me?”

It took my sleep-fuzzed brain a minute to figure out why that voice was familiar.
Oh, yeah. Eamon. I started to tell him to call back at some hour when people were
actually awake, but Sarah’s voice interrupted me in midbreath.

She sounded languid and relaxed and very glad to hear from him. “No, not at all. I
wasn’t really asleep.” Liar, liar, panties on fire.

My inner Miss Manners, who was barely awake and bitchy as hell, told me to hang
up the phone before I heard something personal. Which I was going to do. Any
second.

“Did you enjoy your day out with your sister?”

“Jo? Oh, yeah. She can be sweet, you know?”” That was surprising. It threw me off
track for a second, until she continued, “Well, when she wants to be. She’s been a
total bitch to me most of our lives, though.”

Well, fine. Then I felt no guilt in listening, and besides, who the hell did Mr. Sexy
English Guy think he was, calling up my sister at oh-dammit in the morning? I had to
get up in an hour! And it was my apartment!

Miss Manners woke up a little more and reminded me that I’d be pretty damn
pissed if she’d picked up the phone and listened in on, oh, say, me and David having
intimate moments. I debated about it long enough to hear Eamon say, “No more
trouble from the ex, though? Not got anyone else looking for you, has he?” He
sounded genuinely concerned. “I just worry, you and your sister all alone. It’s a
dangerous town, for two beautiful women on their own.”

Trouble? What trouble? There’d been trouble with Chrétien? From the version
Sarah had given me, the trouble had been with the lawyers. Nothing about physical
danger.

But then Sarah sometimes omitted facts. Such as the initial significant detail about
two-timing Chrétien with his business partner. That hadn’t exactly been up-front
information.

“You’re sweet,” Sarah said, in that half-asleep, breathless tone. I heard sheets
rustling. If I could hear them, Eamon was hearing it, too. Sarah always had known
how to work the flirt better than anyone I’d ever met. “No, I think he’s given that up.
He just calls me, when he can find me. And says... cruel things.”

“I’'m sorry.”

“At least he isn’t actually doing the cruel things anymore. Just talking about them.”

Chrétien? Cruel? New idea to me. I mean, he’d always been shallow and
supercilious; I just couldn’t see him as abusive. And she’d have told me, right?

Even if I was a total bitch. My sister would have told me if she’d been married to
someone who hurt her.

Right?

“Sarah, he has money and a grudge,” Eamon said. “Bad combination. Does he
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know where you went?”
“He can guess. [ haven’t got a lot of family.”
“Still worried, then?”

She sighed. “A little. About Jo. She’s—she doesn’t know when to quit, sometimes.
I’m afraid if he does send someone, she might get hurt.”

“It may sound forward, but... you know that you can call me. Any time. Day or
night. I’ll come right over,” Eamon said, and it was delivered in a half whisper, low in
his throat. And yeah, I had to admit, my instant answer might have been O#, yes,
please, come on over right now, baby. But that would have been my silent internal
answer. Right before I calmly told him no, thank you, right out loud.

Right, 1 reminded myself from the lofty moral high ground. Because you 've never
done anything like that. Hell, I’d picked up David as a hitchhiker on the side of the
road. The lofty moral high ground and I were the proverbial slippery slope.

Sarah gave a low-voiced laugh. “You’re an awful flirt.”

“Not at all,” he said. “I’'m an honorable man. I’d sleep on the couch, love.
Completely platonic. Pure as the driven snow.” His voice dropped even lower. “Sarah.
I know all of this is really sudden—but I like you. And I want to get to know you
better. [ hope you don’t think that’s inappropriate.”

“NO 2

“Good.” I could almost hear the smile through the phone. “Then you don’t mind if
I call again? Or see you in person?”

“Not at all,” she purred.

Not at all, I mocked silently, making a face at the phone. And held my breath as I
slid it into the cradle and hung up, finally convinced that maybe I was a little out of
line.

As I did, warm lips touched my shoulder, and David said, “What are you doing?”

I yelped—Iloudly—and twisted around in the sheets, ending up wrapped like a
mummy, and saw him up on one elbow, stretched out in the moonlight. Gorgeous as a
midnight dream, with those eyes burning like low-banked fire. “What are you doing?”
I demanded breathlessly. “Hey! You should be—"

He put two fingers on my lips to hush me. “I should be here,” he said, and replaced
fingers with his mouth, a warm, liquidly intimate kiss that melted me into butter-warm
contentment from the inside out. There was tongue, and hands sliding under the
sheets, and oh my God, it was nice. My sleepy nerve endings came awake with an
electric hum.

Outside, the rain was still falling, a steady whisper against the glass, and it
reminded me that I had an hour before I had to shower and drive to the studio to be
humiliated again by Marvelous Marvin and his horse’s-ass predictions that seemed
way too lucky to be true.

“I have to get up soon,” I said, and worked my way down his bare chest with slow,
damp circles of my lips and tongue, over the trembling, velvet-warm planes of his
stomach...

I heard the breath come out of him in a slow, moaning rush.
“Then we should hurry,” he whispered, and stroked the curls from my hair.
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In the morning—well, the predawn darkness—the rain finally stopped just in time
for me to pull into the parking lot. My carefully straightened hair looked glossy and
gorgeous when I checked it in the mirror; I did makeup fast, forbade Genevieve to
backcomb anything on me, and then got a look at the outfit she had hanging on the
rack next to the door.

“You’ve got to be kidding,” I said. She shrugged massive, muscular shoulders.
“Oh, God, I'll pay you money if you say you’re kidding.”
“You can’t afford me, darling,” she said, and lit up a Marlboro. There was no

smoking in here. She never had cared. I held my breath and got out of the chair to take
my costume off the hanger, and held it up to the light.

Apparently, Marvin’s prediction was going to be sunny and warm. [ was going to
be wearing a huge, clownish, foam rubber yellow sun, with a hole cut in it just big
enough for my face. Armholes and legholes, and yellow tights.

“No,” I said. “I’m not wearing this. Tell Marvin—"

“Tell me what?” Marvin walked up and threw a heavy arm around my shoulders,
leaned in, and looked down my shirt. He smelled like bad cologne and breath mints
and a sour aftertaste of alcohol left over from the night before. His hair implants still
looked like seedlings, but he’d cover them up with the toupee before going on the air,
Visine the reddened eyes, and do a quick white-up on his teeth. Marvin knew
television the way other, better meteorologists knew their way around a satellite
graphic. “What’s wrong? Don’t like the outfit? Should have come to breakfast with
me yesterday, heh heh.”

2

I forced a smile and reminded myself that I needed a job, and this one paid better
than working the register at the 7-Eleven, with a slightly smaller chance of being
robbed. “I’d rather not wear it,” I said. And tried to sound professional about it. “How
about something else? Something less—”

“Kids love Sunny,” he said, and squeezed the foam rubber, right about where my
chest would be. “She’s just so huggable. C’'mon, Jo. Be a sport.”

The jovial tone wasn’t fooling me; his eyes were mean and bright, and he wasn’t
taking no for an answer. The news director, a harried young guy by the name of
Michael, wasn’t going to be taking any moral stand against foam rubber, and so far as
I knew, there was no Weathergirl Union to protect me from this crime against fashion.

“Fine,” I said, and forced a smile. “No problem.”
He winked, swear to God. He did.
I had to sincerely fight the impulse to channel a lightning bolt.

The segment went about as badly as I could ever hope. My lines were stupid, the
foam rubber sun suit was hot, Marvin was obnoxious, and Cherise was notoriously
absent from the moral support trenches. They threw more water on me, this time to
warn of some unusually big waves. One of the stagehands giggled.

As I was stripping off the sticky, sweaty tights, Genevieve took time off from her
smoke break to toss me a towel and say, “You know, you’re better than he deserves.
You actually make him look good. Me, I’d forget my lines and throw up on him.” She
raised an overplucked eyebrow significantly and flicked her Bic on a fresh cancer
stick.

I dropped the damp tights into the laundry basket—three points—and wriggled my
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toes in the ecstasy of freedom. “Would that work?” I asked.

“Sure,” she said. “Worked for the last two girls. Well, okay, one of them went
postal and beat him with a rubber fish. But actually, ratings went up, so maybe it’s not
such a good idea to go that direction, especially with the fish. Hey, you know what?
Your hair looks good. You ought to take a beach day. It’s supposed to be sunny.”

We both laughed, and I smacked palms with her and left her to backcomb the noon
anchorwoman into submission.

The weather was clearing in the east, but as I stood and felt the wind, I knew that it
wouldn’t stay that way; another wave of damp, cool air was moving in over the ocean,
and the collision with the existing high-pressure system was going to drive more
clouds. Rain today. Rain tomorrow, probably. Sunshine, my ass. Marvin had to be
wrong, or else he had a Warden in his back pocket. But who? Not me, obviously. And
since the local office here was run by John Foster, one of the few truly honest
Wardens I’d ever known, I couldn’t see it. But John had a flaw. He trusted people,
until they let him down.

I wondered if I should start seriously looking around for the culprit. In self-
defense.

You have power, 1 reminded myself. You can call storms and lightning and water.
You can kick ass if necessary. Yeah, and get my ass dragged in for a magical
lobotomy for my troubles. Not a good situation. I was too aware of what Lewis had
said. I hadn’t used my powers at all, and even so, the Wardens were turning against
me. If I used them now, even in self-defense...

As I rounded the corner heading for my car, I spotted a depressingly familiar white
van. It was sequined with leftover rain that glittered orange in the rising sun.

Dammit.
Rodriguez was sitting in the driver’s seat, eating the last crumbs of a Danish.

He had a tiny little LCD television plugged into the lighter on the dashboard, tuned
to WXTV. He’d been watching—and no doubt enjoying—my morning’s humiliation
as Sunny the Wonder Idiot.

Somehow, that didn’t make me feel any better.

“Having a good time?” I asked him. He wiped Danish from his mouth with a
napkin, licked his lips, and sipped coffee. “Because this is getting old. Go home. I
can’t tell you anything.”

“Sure you can,” he said. “Hop in. Explain to me how you knew Tommy Quinn,
and what happened to him. Confession is good for the soul.”
“This is a waste of time. Yours and mine both.”

“Well, I'm on extended leave, so my time is my own,” he said. “And about your
time, I don’t particularly give a shit. You are going to talk to me. Sooner or later.”

I was tired, pissed off, and felt violated by the morning in general; nothing like
being the foam rubber butt of bad jokes to put you in a great mood to start the day. But
even more than that, I was just tired. 1 felt... heavy. Exhausted. Gray.

And maybe that was why I made the snap decision to shoot my mouth off.

“Fine,” I snapped. “Thomas Quinn was not a nice man, and if he was your friend,
I’'m sorry, but believe me, you’re better off without him. He’d have stuck a knife in
your back in a second if he’d thought it was worth the trouble. And I don’t mean
figuratively.”

Rodriguez had gone still and very, very cold, watching me. Cop-cold, with a
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human fury burning somewhere underneath.

“Tommy was a good man,” he said with deliberate calm. “A good cop. Good
husband, and a good father.” The fury underneath burned its way to the surface. “I
saw him pull a six-month-old baby out of a burning building and puke his guts out
when it died in his arms. You don’t know a fucking thing. He was a good man.”

I remembered Quinn, all those facets and impressions I’d had of him. I’d liked
him. I’d feared him. I"d hated him. I hadn’t known him at all, and neither had
Armando Rodriguez, regardless of what he might think. People like Quinn weren’t
really knowable. They never showed you their true faces.

“He was also a murderer and a torturer and a rapist,” I said. “But you know,
nobody’s ever just one thing.”

I was walking away, digging for my car keys, when Rodriguez said from behind
me, “Hold up. You said was. Past tense.”

I kept walking, cold settling in between my shoulder blades. I heard the creak of
metal, heavy footsteps on wet pavement behind me, and I had time to think oh, shit
just before he grabbed hold and shoved me forward into the wet, slick finish of the
Viper’s passenger-side door. The breath puffed out of me; partly shock, partly the
impact, and before I could even think about resisting he had both my arms behind my
back, gripped in one huge hand, and the other hand holding my head down, pressed
painfully against the roof of the car. My hair had fallen in a black curtain over my
face, and it puffed in and out with my fast, scared breathing. I was off balance and
shocked and my arms felt like they were about to be ripped right out of my sockets.

I felt myself reflexively reach for the air and water around me, and forced myself
to let go of'it. I had bigger problems than Detective Rodriguez.

“Settle down,” he growled at my ear. Another jerk on my arms. “Settle.”

I wasn’t even aware I’d been fighting, and it damn sure didn’t matter anyway;
there was no way I was breaking free. | had no leverage at all. I forced myself to relax,
and the pain in my arms reduced to a dull throb. I couldn’t fight with supernatural
means. For all I knew, the Wardens were parked across the street, monitoring my
every move.

“You’d better listen to me,” Rodriguez said. “I’m not playing with you. You know
what happened to Tommy; you’d better tell me right now or I swear, I’'m going to toss
you in the back of that van and we’re going to go someplace we can talk in private a
really, really long time. You got me? I can make you hurt. Believe it.”

“Okay,” I whispered. Metal felt cold against my cheek, the raindrops as warm as
tears. “You don’t want to know this. I’'m not kidding you, you really don’t. Let him be
who you think he was. Let his family remember him that way. I can’t do anything to
make it any better—ah!”

That last was a sharp cry, just short of a scream, ripped out of me when he
wrenched up on my wrists and dug a knee into my ass to grind me harder against the
car. Nothing sexual about this; it was all pain. He didn’t care that I was a woman. I
was just a suspect, and I had something he wanted.

Just then, a car turned the corner and slowed down to pull into the parking lot.

Not one I recognized. Not Cherise’s flashy little chickmobile; this was a
conservative black sedan, with rental plates. Two people in it, that was all I could
make out through the veil of my hair and the tears in my eyes.

It screeched to an abrupt halt, and the driver’s side door flew open.
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I felt a sudden, visceral rush of relief as Armando Rodriguez let go of me. I
collapsed against Mona’s sleek finish, knees wobbling, and clawed hair out of my
eyes to look over my shoulder.

The cop walked quickly but without panic back to his white van, got in, and
gunned the engine. He’d picked the premium getaway spot, I noticed. It was a slick
exit. He turned right and disappeared into traffic within seconds.

A strong pair of hands gently closed around my waist and helped me steady
myself. I smelled expensive cologne. “All right?”” a low, liquid voice asked. I managed
to nod. “Do you know that man?”

I'looked up to see my rescuer, and for a panicked second I didn’t recognize him.

Then all the pieces clicked together. Slightly shaggy brown hair, beard, mustache.
Warm British voice.

Eamon.

I didn’t have either the breath or the time to answer his question. “Oh my God! Jo,
are you all right?”” Sarah’s shrill voice ratcheted a couple of octaves higher with fright.
She hit me in a flying rush, hugging me, and I winced when I felt strained muscles
creak.

And then I hugged her back, grateful for the unquestioning love and concern in her
embrace.

Eamon stepped away and watched the two of us, blue-gray eyes bright in the
morning light. After a moment, he put a hand on Sarah’s shoulder.

“It’s all right, she’s safe now,” he said in a steadying voice. “Joanne? Are you
hurt?”

I shook my head and pulled back from Sarah’s hug. “No, no, I'm all right. Thank

2

you.

“We were coming to see if you wanted to go to breakfast,” Sarah blurted. “Oh my
God, Jo, that man—that was the same van! He was—was he trying to abduct you? Did
he_’ﬁ

“I'm okay,” I interrupted. “Really, Sarah, I’'m okay. He was just trying to scare

2

me.

Eamon, apparently reassured that I wasn’t bleeding profusely or otherwise horribly
injured, took a step away and looked at the street where Rodriguez’s van had
disappeared. His eyelids dropped slightly, hooding the hard light in his eyes. “Looked
like more than a scare to me, love,” he said. “Looked like he was really trying to hurt

2

you.

“As big as he is, if he’d wanted to hurt me, I’d be hurt,” I said, which was pure
wishful thinking; actually, I was hurt. My arm ached like a son of a bitch.

I didn’t want to move it much. “Besides, he’s—" 4 cop. I don’t know why I didn’t
say it. Years of concealing things. Old habit. “—He’s gone.”

“And what if he comes back?” Eamon asked, reasonably enough. “Seems
persistent.”

“I can take care of myself.”

He turned that look full on me, and I felt something inside both shudder and jump
at the force of it. “Can you?”

I straightened and nodded.
“Well, then,” he said. “I suppose I’ll have to take your word for it.”
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“But—" Sarah frowned.

Eamon took her hand in his, and she went quiet. Well, I would’ve, too. There was
something gentle and persuasive in the way he did it, not a shut up kind of gesture, but
something reassuring. Comforting. “Let’s talk over breakfast,” he said, and led her
back to the rental car. Handed her into the open passenger side door with an old-
fashioned grace, then turned to me as he shut it. He was wearing a dark shirt today,
top two buttons undone, and a freshly pressed pair of dark pants. Long, thin shoes—I
was no expert on men’s couture, but the shoes looked vaguely like Bruno Magli.
Expensive. Maybe even custom.

He sure didn’t look poor. Not at all.

“Coming?” he asked me, and quirked his eyebrows.

I took a deep breath. “Sure.”

He opened the back door and held it for me like a gentleman while I slid inside.

INTERLUDE

For something so powerful, a storm is oddly vulnerable. This one—born out of the
heat of water and a whim of air—is no different. All it will take is a powerful west
wind from the middle latitudes to cut the top off its clouds, stall it in place to starve
and die. Or maybe it avoids the west winds, but it moves into cooler waters, which
would slow it down. It might find drier air that would leave it tired and weak, blown
apart by the first little challenge.

But none of that happens.

It advances at the rate of about ten miles an hour, sometimes slower as it
encounters small patches of cooler water, it captures the cooler air it finds and wraps
it around—insulates itself, keeping its energy-producing warmer air inside. Clouds
find resistance at higher elevations, and pile up like soldiers storming a wall. The
fluffy, blunt-headed anvil thunderheads are its war flags.

As it pushes forward—an army on the march—inside the huge, thick mass of
clouds there are bright blue-white pops of energy as the generator bleeds off excess.

Just small flares. It isn’t ready yet.
But it’s getting there fast.
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THREE

|E| Previous E Contents |E| Next

Eamon had exquisite table manners. For some reason, that fascinated me. The neat,
precise movements of his hands, the elegance in the tiny adjustments of his knife and
fork. Elbows off the table at all times. He didn’t talk with his mouth full. In fact, he
didn’t say much at all, just listened politely as Sarah rambled on. And on. And on.

“I just can’t believe that happened in broad daylight!” my sister said for about the
twentieth time. I took a bite of French toast, made sure it was liberally dosed with
maple syrup, and savored the sugar rush. “Don’t those people you work for have any
security? It’s awful!... There should be security lights in that parking lot!”

“Well, I don’t believe it would have helped, Sarah. It was broad daylight,” Eamon
pointed out reasonably. Bless him, he sounded more amused than irritated. “Do you
have much trouble with such things around here? Criminal trespass, assault... ?”

“Couple of car break-ins,” I said, and washed down the sugar with coffee. Which
accounted for two of the major food groups. “Nothing serious. Kids, probably.”

“And am I to think he was just another hooligan?” He ate a neat mouthful of eggs
and arched his eyebrows at me.

“Not him,” I admitted.

“Sarah said you were being followed,” he continued after a polite pause to chew
and swallow. “The same kind of van.”

“The same van,” Sarah insisted, and turned her big eyes to me. “Was it the guy?
The one from the mall?”

No point in lying about it. “Yes. But—it’s all right, really. I’ll handle it.”

“Are you certain that’s the right thing to do? You might want to go to the police,”
Eamon asked. He sounded neutral about it. Around us, other diners clinked silverware
on plates and went about their daily lives, which probably didn’t involve getting
stalked by out-of-state cops. I shook my head. “Ah, I see. Any particular reason why
not... ?”

“I know him, sort of,” I said. “I’ll handle it.”

Eamon gave me a long, considering look, then put down his fork and dug his
wallet from his back pocket. I’ve always thought you could tell a lot about a man from

the state of his wallet; Eamon’s was slick, black, and expensive. He pulled a business
card from it and handed it over.

“Cell phone,” he said, and tapped the corner of the thick paper. Sarah was right, the
cards weren’t lightweights—creamy paper, raised type, a match in price range for the
wallet that held them. “Look, I know you hardly know me, and I’m sure ladies like
you have no shortage of men waiting to squire you around, but best to be safe.”

I nodded. He put the wallet away.
“I don’t care if you know him, Joanne. It’s the ones you do know that hurt you.”
I looked up from the card into his eyes. Large, gentle eyes that somehow mitigated
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the harsher angles of his face.

“No offense,” I said, “and I don’t want you to think I’m not grateful for the rescue
this morning, but are you sure you really want to get into this? The two of us together
could be a whole lot of trouble. You’re just an innocent bystander. And if we hardly
know you, well, you hardly know us. What if we’re—"

“Villains?” Eamon sounded vastly amused by that. “Oh, love, I hardly think so.
Keep the card, though. I’ve no duties just now, waiting for a deal to come through;
there’s no reason I can’t help if you need it. Even if it’s just the occasional walk to and
from your car, which, by the by, is quite the looker. Your car, I mean. What model is
she?”

Firmer territory. We talked autos. Eamon had a startling breadth of knowledge
about British race cars, and had a taste for Formula One, and ten minutes later I
noticed that Sarah was looking more than a little put out by the whole conversation.
Oh yeah. He was Sarah’s date, not mine. I suppose having animated, extended
chatters probably was the wrong side of friendly.

I mopped my lips and excused myself to the ladies’ room, and took my time with
the hand-washing and the application of vanilla cream lotion and refreshment of
lipstick. My hair wasn’t too badly damaged from the wrestling match with Detective
Rodriguez. In fact, I looked pretty good, for a change.

I felt a tug of longing so strong I had to grab the counter with both hands. I wanted
David. I wanted to call him out of the bottle and have him sit across from me and
smile and talk, as if there were something approaching a normal life for us,
somewhere.

I found my hand slipping down to press flat over my stomach. There was still that
unsettling flutter, deep down. The promise of life. I didn’t know how to feel about
that... hopeful? Terrified? Angry, that he’d committed me to a responsibility so huge
it made my Warden job look easy?

I wanted to have a normal life with the one I loved. Ones. What was vibrating so
gently under my fingertips was the possibility, however small, of... family.

But I knew normal life was a fantasy, and not just because of the oddness of loving
a Djinn. This morning, I’d felt him getting weaker before he’d gone back in the bottle.
He hadn’t been out that long.

He wasn’t getting better, as I’d convinced myself he was.

David was dying.

The despair of that just went on and on, when I let myself look at it straight on.
There’s a way to fix this. There’s got to be a way. I just have to... find it.

“Jonathan,” I said. “If you can hear me, please. I’'m asking you. For David’s sake.
Help me.”

No answer. Not that Jonathan was particularly omniscient, of course. I didn’t
flatter myself to think that he had me on constant observation; hell, I probably didn’t
even rate a speed dial. Time passed differently, to Djinn. He’d probably forget all
about me until I was eighty and pushing my walker around the retirement home.

That was an oddly cheering thought, actually.

I took a deep breath, practiced a smile in the mirror, and went back out into the
restaurant. As [ weaved around tables and kicking children and a man who just
happened to have his hand at butt level, waiting for me to squeeze by, I saw that
Eamon and Sarah were deep in conversation. I slowed down to study the body
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language, and liked what I saw; he was leaning forward across the table, taking in
every word, eyes fixed on her face. She was animated and vivid and luminous in the
morning light.

The silent language of attraction.

As I watched, she dropped her hand down on the table, leaning forward into him,
and his long, elegant fingers moved to cover hers. Just a brush, but enough that I saw
the tremor go through her.

I almost hated to interrupt. Almost. But then, that was a younger sister’s place, to
screw up the good times.

I slid back into my chair and they immediately sat back, aside from giving each
other little secret smiles. “So,” I said to Eamon. “What are your plans for the day?”

“Actually, I’'m at loose ends.” He was still watching Sarah, eyes half-closed. “I was
thinking of taking in the sights. I’'m not well acquainted with Fort Lauderdale. What
can you recommend?”

He was including me, but not really; I got the clue memo. I politely bowed out.

“Wow, that would be great, but I’ve got a thing today. To do. So why don’t you
and Sarah go have some fun? It looks like it’s going to be—" Without even thinking
about it, I felt for the weather.

And fumbled the effort.

I froze, blank, coffee cup half to my lips, and concentrated harder. I felt horribly
clumsy. The delicate sensitivity I’d always had to the balance of things, the breathing
of the world, it felt... muffled. Indistinct.

“Jo?” Sarah asked, and looked over her shoulder, toward the wall I was staring a
hole in.

I blinked, forced a smile. “—it’s going to be beautiful,” I finished. “Warm and
sunny. Or so says Marvelous Marvin, anyway. So you might want to take in the beach.
I think Sarah picked up a killer swimsuit yesterday, right, Sarah?”

My sister turned a rapt smile back to Eamon, who was watching me with a little
frown grooved between his eyebrows. I sent him a silent /'m okay, and Sarah
distracted him with a question about England, and they went back to living in a two-
person world.

I closed my eyes for a second, concentrated, and drifted up toward the aetheric.

Moving between dimensions was something so automatic that it was like breathing
for me; I lived half my life there, connected to the world, seeing its layers and levels.

It felt like swimming through syrup, today. And once I was there, the colors looked
dim and indistinct, the patterns muddy and confusing. There was something happening
to me, but I couldn’t think what; I didn’t fee/ bad. I just felt... disconnected.

“JO?”

Sarah was saying something, and from her tone of voice, she’d been saying it more
than once. I opened my eyes and looked at her, saw her impatient frown.

(13

Eamon was measuring me again.
“Are you all right?”” he asked.

“Fine,” I said. “Sure. A bit of a headache, I guess. Listen, I'm really—I’m just
really tired. I think I’'m going to go home and lie down for a while before I have to
do—the thing I have to do. Why don’t you guys go have fun?”

They didn’t seem too unhappy about that, although Eamon insisted on paying for



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

breakfast and taking me back to the studio for my car, and tailing me home, and
even went so far as to escort me upstairs and do a quick tour of the apartment.

(I wished I'd cleaned up better.) When he was satisfied that I wasn’t going to be
jumped on by a crazed stalker hiding in the overstuffed closet, he and Sarah took off. I
waved at them from the patio balcony, and stood outside for a few minutes, watching
as his car made its way out onto the street again, heading for a glorious day of sun and
fun.

A white van turned a corner, glided into the lot, and parked. I could see a shadow
in the driver’s seat.

“Hope you’re comfy,” I said grimly, and looked up at the sky. It was clearing.

The humidity was down, and the cool ocean breeze whispered over my skin and
rustled palm trees down at ground level.

There was absolutely nothing I could think of to do that would make a damn bit of
difference, except wait and pretend to be completely comfortable with Detective
Rodriguez’s continuing campaign of intimidation.

I went back inside the apartment, changed into a turquoise blue bikini, grabbed a
towel and a folding chaise lounge, and made myself a pitcher of margaritas. My arm
still throbbed, but it didn’t look as if it was badly damaged. I had shadowy bruises
forming on my wrists to match the far-sweeter marks of David’s lovemaking from
earlier in the morning.

Party on the patio, Detective. Intimidate this.

I slid on my sunglasses, oiled up, and saluted him with a drink as I soaked in the
morning rays.

What’s the cardinal rule of sunbathing? Oh, yeah. Don’t fall asleep.

Well, I did. I was lying on my stomach, sun massaging all the tension out of me,
and I was thinking about David and hot-bronze eyes and golden skin, and getting that
pleasant liquid ache that made me want to call his name, and somewhere around there
I slipped into dreamland. It was a nice place. I stayed.

When I woke up, I knew immediately that I was as burned as if I’d stuck myself
under the oven broiler. My back felt puffy and numb, and I’d sweated so much I’d
soaked through the bikini and the towel. I sat bolt upright, grabbed the rest of my
warm margarita and bolted it down, and hastily decamped from the patio into the
apartment.

The white van was still downstairs, sitting innocently in a legal parking space.

No sign of Rodriguez. I couldn’t tell if there was still a shadow in the driver’s seat
or not, but right at the moment, I had another problem.

I dumped the chair, oil, pitcher and towel, and hurried into the bathroom. My front
looked fine. I bit my lip and began to turn, very slowly. Tan... tan .

.. redder... red... scarlet...

Oh man. I peeled down the back of my bikini bottoms and found the contrast to be
just a little bit more than a barber pole’s stripes. This was really going to hurt.

I stripped off the bikini and got in the shower; that was a mistake. The numbness
wore off fast, replaced by a nice selection of agony and pain, depending on where I

directed the spray; I gingerly patted myself dry and slathered as much of myself with
burn cream as I could reach. And suffered.
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When the phone rang, I was in a high temper, ready to bite a telemarketer’s head
right off. “What?” I barked, and clutched the towel looser around my aching back.

“Damn, girlfriend, I knew you’d be in a bitchy mood after the Sunny costume,”
Cherise giggled on the other end of the line. “But you looked so cute and cheerful!”

“Oh, please, Cherise. At my age, cute? Not really what I’'m going for.” I tried
sitting down. My thighs and back lodged a violent protest. I paced instead, went to the
patio doors and pulled the curtains shut, then dropped the towel on the pile of Things I
Had To Pick Up Later and continued pacing around naked. “That was Marvin’s little
joke, right? Because I one-upped him yesterday?”’

“Sorta,” she agreed. I could practically see her checking her fingernail polish.

“Hey, there’s been somebody asking questions about you down at the station. Tall
guy, Hispanic, real polite? Sound familiar?”

Except for the polite part, it matched the description of Mr. White Van downstairs.
“What does he want to know?”

“How long you’ve been here, where you were before, past history, how long we’ve
known you, shit like that. Hey, are you in trouble? And is it, you know, serious?”” She
didn’t sound worried. She sounded breathless with excitement.

“No, and no.”

“Is he your stalker-guy? Because usually they don’t interrogate your close personal
friends. They’re more of the scary watching-from-a-distance kind of weirdos. Oooh, is
he from the FBI?”

“No. Cher—”

“Did you see the UFO over the ocean last night?”

“Did [—what?”

“The UFO.” She sounded triumphant. “I’ll bet they’re tracking down everybody

who saw it. There was a thing on the ’net about it; the IT guys told me over breakfast.
Don’t open the door if guys in black suits and buzz cuts show up.”

“Cherise.”

“Call me if Mulder drops by. Oh, speaking of that, look, could you do me a favor?
I, ah, lost Cute British Guy’s phone number...”

“You never had his phone number.”
“Yeah, but your sister had it and she was going to give it to me only—"
“I’m not giving you Eamon’s phone number.”

“Oh, so now it’s Eamon,” she said. “Fine. Be that way. Break my heart, since you
won’t share Hot Boy David either.”

“Bye, Cherise.”

“See you at three?”” We had some promo commercial thing. I checked the clock.
Still four hours to go. “I’ll pick you up.”

“Yeah. See you then.”

I hung up and kept walking. The air-conditioning kicked on and felt like ice on my
back, which was good. Maybe I could find something light to wear—gauze would be
just barely acceptable. Anything heavier would be torture.

The phone rang again before I could put it down. It was Cherise again. “I forgot to
tell you: Marvin said you were supposed to wear the Sunny costume for the promo.
Don’t worry, I stuck it in the car. I’ll bring it.” She hung up fast.
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Before I could scream.

“Wow,” Cherise said, when she saw me in the halter top and shorts and flip-flops.
“You’ve really mastered this business casual thing.”

I threw her a dirty look and tried to ease myself gently into the passenger side of
her convertible. Gasped when my burned back touched the leather. Cherise exclaimed
and grabbed me by the shoulder to inspect the damage.

“Oh, man, that’s bad,” she said, and clucked her tongue, just like my grandmother.
“You can’t wear the Sunny suit like that. I mean, jeez, you’ll die. Foam rubber on a
burn?”

Like I had a choice. I sent her a miserable look.

“You’re so gonna owe me, girlfriend.” She slammed the convertible into reverse,
peeled out, and shifted like a Grand Prix champion on her way out of the parking lot.
The white van flashed by in a blur. I saw tail lights flare as it started up. “I may have
to blow Marvin to get you out of this, you know. Hell, we may both have to blow
Marvin. Oh, don’t worry, we’ll figure it out. He can’t ask you to put on the damn suit
like this; it’s got to be against some government OSHA rule or cruel-and-unusual
punishment or something.”

I groaned. “Yeah, that Marvin, he’s all about the work rules.”

She knew I had a point, and frowned at the traffic as she merged onto the street. A
Lincoln Continental seemed to have personally offended her, from the scowl she
threw the driver. “So maybe you had an accident. I could drop you off somewhere.
Like the hospital. You could even have a bill to back it up.”

“Much though I’d like to pay a thousand dollars to have some teenage barely-out-
of-medical-school intern diagnose a sunburn...”

She was already moving on from the idea. She looked at me with the utmost
gravity, the kind of look you’d get from a close personal friend if they’d decided to
donate a life-saving organ to you. “I’ll wear the Sunny costume. You be Beach Girl
today.”

Which was quite a sacrifice. Cherise was a/ways Beach Girl; that was her thing.
Tiny bikinis and a perfect smile. Except for being too short, she was a Sports
Hllustrated swimsuit model. And she never did costumes. I think it might have been
against her religion. She’d have to say ten Donna Karans and one Tommy Hilfiger to
make up for it later.

Tempting as it was, I honestly couldn’t see Marvin going for it, not when he had
such a golden opportunity to make my life miserable. “He’ll never agree,” I said
morosely. “And besides, Burned Beach Girl? What kind of message does that send?
This is supposed to be a spot talking about the dangers of the sun, remember?”

“Oh, come on, they’ll only shoot your front, anyway. And hey, baby, if your back
isn’t a cautionary tale, I don’t know what is...”

I gave her a wan smile and held back my hair as I turned to look over my shoulder.
I wasn’t all that shocked to see the white van turning out of the parking lot in
pursuit—well, not really pursuit. He wasn’t in any big hurry to catch me.

“Something wrong?” Cherise asked, and checked the rearview. “Oh, shit, you’ve
got to be kidding me. Is that the same guy from the mall?”

“Yeah.” I turned back to face front, slid on sunglasses, and leaned my head against
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the seat. “Don’t worry about him. He’s just—"

“Obsessed?” Cherise put in, when I didn’t. “Yeah. I totally get that. You know,
I’ve got at least three fanboys who send me letters every week wanting me to—well,
you don’t really need to know that. Anyway, it comes with the territory. We come into
people’s lives, and they want to keep us.”

Cherise merged onto the freeway, blew her horn at a trucker who made a kissy
face, and whipped around traffic with a speed and ease that would have impressed a
NASCAR crew chief. Her Mustang—which 1 coveted, badly—was a new model,
gorgeously maintained, and Cherise had never been one to keep her light under a
bushel, so to speak. She was dolled up in a denim miniskirt that rode three-quarters up
her tanned, toned thighs, a tight, midriff-baring little top, and a Victoria’s Secret bra
that gave the top a little lifting and smooshing action. Her hair streamed out like a silk
flag in the wind. She was one of those women who would arrive at her destination,
after thirty minutes of sixty-mile-per-hour hair abuse, and look salon-fresh with a pass
of her brush and a quick, careless flick of her head.

I used to have that. I missed that. My hair was curling again. Not that it would
matter under the Sunny Suit.

“So,” she said. “Tell me all about him.”
“Stalker guy?”

“No, idiot. David.” Cherise weaved in and out of steady traffic, keeping us in the
shade of big trucks. She waved at a cop car as she passed it. The cop winked and
waved back. “How’d you meet him?”’

“Taking a cross-country trip,” I said. Which was true. “He was on his way west. I
gave him a ride.”

She let out a high-pitched squeal. “Oh my God, was he hitching? *Cause all the
guys I see hitching are three weeks out of safe-hygiene zone, not to mention all
skanky-haired and not cute.”

“I gave him a ride,” I continued, with wounded dignity, “and he helped me out
with some trouble. We just sort of—clicked.”

“I’11 bet it wasn’t so much a click as a bump... never mind. So where’s he from?
What does he do? I mean, I’'m assuming he’s not a homeless guy wandering the
streets...”

“No, he’s—" Man, how had I gotten into this conversation? “He’s a musician.”

That was nearly always safe. No visible means of support, odd hours, weird habits.
Ergo, musician. “He plays gigs here and there. So he’s in and out. He’s not always
around.”

“Bummer. Then again, it’s tough to get tired of them when they’re not hanging
around farting on the couch and complaining about the Lifetime channel. Is he hot in
bed? I’ll bet he’s hot.”

“Cher—”

“Yeah, I know, I know. But still. Hot. Right? C’mon, Jo, throw me a fantasy bone,
here. You know half the fun of having a hottie boyfriend is bragging.”

I smiled. “I’m not complaining.”

“And look, I die. Thank you very much.” Cherise suddenly eased off the gas. |
opened my eyes and looked at the road; traffic was slowing up ahead. “Oh, dammit.
Wouldn’t you know? Two miles to go, and what the hell is this... ?”

Traffic was stopped heading up onto the overpass. As in, stopped, all lanes
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screeching rubber. Cherise came to a halt, put the car in park, and eased herself up
in the seat to try to catch a look. People were bailing from their cars to point.

I popped the door and got out to stand and gawk like everybody else.

There was a guy standing on the railing of the bridge, clearly about to go over to
his death and splash on the concrete below. Okay, that was clearly bad.

But it really was way, way worse than anyone else could possibly know. I realized
almost instantly that nobody else there was seeing what I was seeing.

There were Djinn fighting over him.

There were two of them, facing off against each other. One of them was instantly
recognizable to me—little pinafore-wearing, blond-haired, straight-out-of-the-
storybooks Alice, who’d done me a few favors back in Oklahoma. She looked sweet
and innocent, except for the nuclear fire in her blue eyes. Regardless of appearances—
which in Djinn were notoriously unreliable—she was right up there in the don’t-mess-
with-me rankings. I liked her, and so far as I know she didn’t dislike me, but that
didn’t make her a friend, exactly. You don’t make friends with the top predator when
you’re below her on the food chain. You just enjoy not being on the menu.

Alice was standing between the stopped cars and the side of the bridge, staring up.
The poor bastard on the railing—who in my view was looking less like a suicidal
maniac than a pawn in a high-stakes card game—was teetering on the narrow rail
itself and, to most eyes, he probably looked as if he was precariously balanced in
midair; in actuality, his arm was being held in a viselike grip by another Djinn who
was standing up there with him.

I recognized her, too—I’d nicknamed her Prada, once upon a time, because she had
a pretty sharp fashion sense, but she was looking a little the worse for wear right now.
The fine designer jacket was torn, the crisp white shirt stained, and whatever jewelry
she’d been affecting was long gone. The look was, well, feral would be one word for
it. She was glaring at Alice, who by contrast looked unruffled and altogether too clean
to have been in a grudge match, although that was obviously what was going on.

I’d arrived just in time for Act III of an ongoing drama. And possibly a tragedy.
Even if the cops arrived, they weren’t going to be able to handle this.

“Um... stay here,” I said to Cherise, and moved around the stopped cars, heading
for Alice.

“Hey! What are you doing?” She bailed out on the driver’s side. “Do you know
that guy?”

“Just stay here!” I barked, and I guess the ring of command must have come
through; Cherise stopped where she was, watching me as I moved carefully toward the
railing.

Something she said made me think. The guy up there did look vaguely familiar, but
no, I wasn’t sure [ knew him. But there was something...

He fixed on me. Like recognizing like. He stopped flailing with his free right hand
for balance and held it out to me. Palm exposed.

And I saw the swift, silver glitter of a glyph.
He was a Warden.

Prada, balanced on the railing with the ease of a hawk on a high wire, shook him
violently for moving without permission. His feet scrabbled for purchase on the slick
metal and he yelped, face gone pale and blank with strain.

Alice suddenly flicked that nuclear-hot stare in my direction, and there was nothing
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childlike in those eyes.

“You shouldn’t be here,” she said to me.

“Tell me about it,” I said. “I’m not thrilled about it either.”

“This 1s what you bring as reinforcements?” That was Prada, indulging in a sneer
while Alice’s attention was elsewhere. I wouldn’t have, if I’d been her, but then, I
wouldn’t have been stupid enough to get into the fight in the first place. Alice was
definitely not a power you wanted to mess with. “This hAuman?”

Prada had killed me once. Well, temporarily. And to be fair, she’d been under
orders to do it, since she was enslaved to a master—speaking of which, no sign of her
hit man Warden boss. Which made me both happy and nervous.

Alice didn’t so much as look at Prada, just shifted her weight slightly in the other
Djinn’s direction, and I felt the aetheric swirling in new, scary ways.

Oh, this was way ugly, and bound to get worse. Wardens having at it with their
powers was bad for humanity at large; Djinn had the potential to be far, far worse.

Why were they fighting? And more importantly, what were they fighting over?

And wait... reinforcements? That sounded bad. That sounded like Prada might
have help coming. Did Free Djinn fight in public like this? I’d never heard of it
happening before.

Especially not with a Warden as the chew-toy between two attack dogs. That, 1
would have heard of.

“I didn’t call for help,” Alice said, in that sweet little-girl voice. “I don’t need any.
One last chance. Let him go.”

Prada gave her a mocking little laugh and jerked the Warden off balance again.

All she had to do was open her hand. It was a good long ways down to an ugly,
bone-crunching impact on the busy freeway below. Alice didn’t move; it was possible,
given the power balance, that there was nothing she could do that wouldn’t kill the
hostage caught in the middle.

“Alice, what’s going on?” I asked.

“Who’s Alice?” Cherise asked, craning her neck. She’d ventured over to stand next
to me. “That guy’s named Alice? Hope it’s his last name.”

“Shut up and go back to the car!” I practically yelled it at her. She winced and
danced backward, holding up her hands in surrender.

This was out of control, and it was very, very dangerous. Prada and Alice couldn’t
unleash anything like a full-scale Djinn war here; there were way too many innocent
people in range. They could bring down this whole bridge. There was no way I could
protect against that.

“This isn’t your fight,” Alice said to me. Her attention was riveted on Prada, on the
man Prada was holding. “Leave. You’ll draw their attention if you interfere.”

“Me? Wait... their attention? Who are you talking about? Alice, talk to me! What
the hell’s happening?”

I could feel Cherise looking at me strangely, since I was apparently having a
conversation with thin air. I couldn’t worry about that right now.

“Go!” Alice said sharply, and I felt a sudden push on the aetheric. She meant
business. “I can’t protect you. Stay away from us.”

I was liking the sound of this less and less. “Not until I know what’s going on with
you guys.”
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She made a growling sound. It was really unsettling, because so far as I’d ever
noticed, Alice in Wonderland hadn’t been big on growling like a rabid animal.

The growl broke off as if somebody had pulled the switch on it, and she swiveled
away from me to survey the general area. “Too late,” she said. “They’re here.”

As I turned, I saw the other Djinn. Four of them, misting into visibility at strategic
points in the crowd. She was outnumbered. Probably not outclassed, but still.

“You have to stop,” Alice said, turning back to Prada. “He’ll forgive you for what
you’ve done, but you must stop now. No more.”

Prada sank her flawlessly polished talons deeper into the Warden’s left arm, and
pulled him off balance again. He teetered desperately, struggling to stay alive.

I could hear his gasps even over the shouts of the onlookers, trying to talk him
down. They, of course, were operating under the assumption that he was crazy, and
could choose to do something on his own. Could save himself.

I knew better.

Around me, the four new Djinn were closing in. Slowly. They seemed to be either
cautious about Alice’s abilities, or enjoying themselves. Maybe both.

This didn’t make any sense. Djinn didn’t bring their fights into the human world
like this, not so publicly. And a Warden trapped in the middle, a tender morsel
between tigers... no, this wasn’t good at all. Things were shifting. I could feel that,
even if I didn’t know why it was happening.

Prada was aiming a cold, hard, inhuman smile at Alice.
“You should run, little one,” she purred. “I promise not to chase you.”

“I’m not running,” Alice said. “You started the fight. You should be prepared to
carry it all the way.”

“l am.”
“Then leave the man out of it. He doesn’t matter.”

“Of course he matters!” Prada gave her a contemptuous look. The Warden’s feet
slipped, and he flailed for balance, anchored by Prada’s ruthless grip. The crowd of
spectators who’d gathered gasped. A trucker leaned out the door of his semi, open-
mouthed.

I didn’t have a lot of time. I could hear the wail of sirens approaching; the cops
would be here soon, and God only knew what that would mean.

Alice folded her hands together and watched. Wind ruffled her cornsilk-smooth
hair, fluttered the sky blue dress and white pinafore. She was straight out of Lewis
Carroll, but when I focused on the adult strength in that child’s face, I could see
something older, stronger, and far scarier than anything out of the Looking Glass.

Prada had made her angry. That was probably a really, really stupid move.

“That guy’s gonna jump,” Cherise murmured softly from behind me. “Oh my God.
Oh my God...”

The four other Djinn—had to be allies of Prada—were stalking closer. Alice
suddenly made her move, lashing out with an explosive flare of power. It hit Prada,
looped around her, and attempted to jerk her and her hostage off of the railing and
onto the relative safety of the bridge, but it backfired. Prada, straining to counter it,
nearly went over instead. Alice immediately dropped the attack when the Warden
screamed in panic.

With all the power she had, she was helpless to do anything without endangering
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innocent lives. She needed help.

I had no idea whether Alice was on the right or wrong side in this, but at least she
wasn’t the one holding a guy over a three-story drop.

I considered my options, and decided on something relatively risky. Djinn are,
essentially, vapor in their atomic structure; they can increase their weight and give
themselves the corresponding mass, but just now I figured that Prada was more
interested in keeping her balance than having true human form. A human appearance
was doing the job, for her purposes. She didn’t need the actual reality.

All T needed to do was hit her from behind with a powerful wind gust, enough to
break her grip on the guy she was holding, and at the same time tip him backward and
encourage him to hop down onto the concrete again.

Simple. Relatively elegant. And a hell of a lot better than waiting for the Djinn
Deathmatch to turn up a winner.

I closed my eyes, took a fast, deep breath, and reached out for control of the air
around me.

And missed.

I gasped and reached farther, stretched. Felt a faint stirring come to me. A stiff
breeze. Nothing nearly strong enough. Oh my God... 1 felt clumsy, drugged,
imprecise. Horribly impaired. I fought my way up onto the aetheric, feeling like I was
swimming against a flood tide, and when I arrived everything was gray, dimmed,
distant. Gray as ash.

It was like what had happened to me over breakfast with Sarah and Eamon, only
far worse.

I buckled down and went deep, all the way deep, into reserves I hadn’t called on
since I’d survived the Demon Mark. Pulled energy out of my cells to fire the furnace
of power inside. Pulled every scrap of power I had and threw it into the mix...

And it wasn’t enough. I could bring the wind but I couldn’t control it. It would be
worse than useless, it would hit with the force of a tornado and swirl uncontrollably,
throw the man’s fragile human body onto the concrete and that would be my fault...

Prada sensed I was doing something. She snarled and extended her free hand
toward me, talons outstretched and gleaming, and it was déja vu all over again.

I could feel her reaching into my chest to take hold of my pounding heart. She
wouldn’t even have to work hard to kill me; it would be a simple matter of disrupting
the electrical impulses running through nerves, just a quick jolt ...

“David!” I yelped. I didn’t mean to; I knew better, dammit, but I was scared and
there was a Warden who was going to die because I wasn’t strong enough...

“David? Where?” Cherise, distracted from the drama for a second, stared at me.

“Who, the guy up on the rail? That’s not David, is—"

I felt the warm surge of power, flaring to a white-hot snap, and David came from
out of nowhere between parked cars, olive drab coat belling around him in the wind.
Auburn and gold and fire in flesh. Moving faster than human flesh could manage.
Nobody standing around watching the action even glanced at him. To their eyes, he
didn’t even exist.

The other four Djinn in the crowd froze, staring. And as one, took a step backward.

Prada hissed and instantly transferred her attack to him, which was a mistake; it
brought him to a stop, all right, but only because he wanted to get a good, hard look at
her. He looked tired, so horribly tired, but he dismissed whatever she was trying to do
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to him with a negligent shake of his head. He looked at the man on the railing, then
the cops. Took it in, in a single comprehensive glance.

I wondered, not for the first time, what Djinn saw when they studied a scene like
that. The surface? The glowing furious tangle of human emotions? The energies we
exerted, even unconsciously, on the world around us?

Whatever it was, it couldn’t have been pretty. I saw faint lines groove themselves
around his mouth and eyes.

His eyes turned to hot, molten metal, and his skin took on a hard shine. Getting
ready for battle. He looked at Prada, who returned the glance with level calm.

“Why are you doing this?” he asked.
“I don’t answer to you,” she replied. “You betrayed us. Turned your back on us.”

David turned to Alice, who raised pale eyebrows. “It’s begun,” she said. “It’s
spreading like a disease. A Free Djinn kills a master, sets loose a slave, who frees
another, who frees another.”

He looked appalled. “Jonathan ordered this?”
“Of course not.” Alice’s cornflower blue eyes fixed on Prada again, unblinking.
“Ashan killed her master for her, in return for her loyalty.”

Prada echoed, sarcastically, “My master.” It was a curse, loaded with acid and
venom. “He didn’t deserve to lick my shoes. I broke no laws. I never touched him.”

“What about him?” David said, and nodded at the Warden she was jerking around
on the railing. “What has he done to you to deserve this?”

Prada’s elegant lips compressed into a hard line. “They all deserve this.”

“Oh, that’s where we differ,” he said. “They don’t. Let him go. If you do, I swear
that I’ll protect you if Alice makes a move against you.”

“David,” Alice said, and there was a warning in it. “I’'m here on Jonathan’s
orders.” He ignored it.

“I’ll protect you,” he repeated. “Let him go.”

Prada bared perfectly white, shark-sharp teeth. She looked, if possible, even more
feverish. “You’re Jonathan’s creature,” she said. “You always have been. He and his
creatures don’t command me, not anymore.”

David looked—well, shocked. As if she’d just told him the Earth was a pancake
carried on the back of a turtle. “What do you mean?”

“I follow the one who knows that humans are our enemies,” Prada said. “The one
who understands that our enslavement must end, regardless of the cost. I follow
Ashan.”

Oh, shit.

I was looking at a civil war. Playing out right here, messily, in the human world—
Djinn Lord Jonathan and his second lieutenant (now that David was incapacitated)
Ashan had had some kind of falling out. The Djinn were splitting into sides. Ashan
hated humans—I knew, I’d met him, back when I’d been a Djinn.

Jonathan didn’t hate humans, but he didn’t love us, either. We were just an
annoyance and, at best, he wouldn’t actively exterminate us. Allowing us to die was
another thing entirely.

David was the only Djinn I’d ever met who seemed to really care one way or
another about the fate of humanity as a whole, and David was nowhere near powerful
enough to be in the middle of this. Not these days. If the other Djinn were wary of
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him, it was only because they knew him from the old days.
They couldn’t yet see the damage that had been done to him.

He didn’t look impaired, though, not at the moment. The wind ruffled his bronze-
struck hair, and the light in his eyes was like an open flame. More Djinn than I’d seen
him in a long time. Less human.

He turned slightly and shifted his gaze to me, and I felt that connection between us
pull as tight as a belaying rope. I was his support, his rock. And he was in free fall
now, burning through his fragile resources at a terrifying pace.

I have to try to stop this, 1 felt him say across that silent, secret link. Hold on. This
may hurt.

He wasn’t kidding. Suddenly the drain between us—the one-way flow cascading
from me into him—opened up to become a torrent, and damn, it didn’t just hurt, it felt
as if my guts were being ripped out and scrubbed with steel wool. I must have looked
like hell, because Cherise called my name and I felt her grab me by the shoulders. I
couldn’t pull my eyes away from what was happening in the Bermuda triangle of the
three Djinn standing in front of me, and the four moving into position to attack David
from behind.

Whatever was about to happen, it was going to happen now.

David started walking forward. Prada’s eyes—burning ruby red now—followed
him, but she didn’t move. Still caught in her iron-hard grip, the Warden watched
tensely, too. Helpless to affect any outcome. He wasn’t a Weather Warden, I could
sense that much, and I doubted he was an Earth power. Probably Fire, which wouldn’t
do him a damn bit of good right now.

Poor bastard. He’d spent his life thinking that he was a pinnacle of power in the
world, and he was getting a hard lesson about where he really stood in the great
scheme of things.

David reached the railing. Prada didn’t make a move. David considered the metal
for a second, then hopped up with a fluid, catlike movement, and began walking the
thin, slick curve. He was smooth and careless about it, as if it were solid ground. No
hesitation. No human awkwardness. It was as if gravity was just another rule to break
for him. Even the gusts of wind didn’t have any effect except to whip the tail of his
coat out to the side as he covered the rest of the distance toward Prada and the
Warden.

It was the single most inhuman thing I’d ever seen him do.

David was still two or three steps away when Prada let out a high-pitched shriek
like ripping metal, and let go of her hostage. David lunged forward, but he was too
late. The man windmilled for a fraction of a second, and then his head and shoulders
leaned back, and his battered cross-trainers slipped off the slick metal of the railing.

And then he was gone. Heading for a fast, ugly death.

“David! Do something!” I screamed. Everybody else was screaming, too, but
David heard me; he turned his head, and even at this distance I saw the hot orange
flare of his eyes. As alien as the perfect balance he demonstrated up there on the
railing. I saw the doubt in his face, but he didn’t argue, and he didn’t hesitate. Without
a sound, he spread his arms and jumped off the overpass.

Graceful as a plummeting angel.

At the same moment, Alice moved forward in a blur, launched herself up and out,
and took Prada in a flying tackle out into space. The other four Djinn launched after
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her like a pack of wolves. They were a snarling, snapping, furious bundle of power,
and I heard Prada howl in fury and pain a second before they all disappeared with a
snap so loud it was like a thunderclap. Gone.

I lunged forward, gasping, and if there were people in my way I didn’t care.

They moved, or I moved them. I banged hard into the railing, hot metal digging
into my stomach, both hands reaching down as if I could somehow grab hold, do
something.

Anything.
“David!” I screamed.

I didn’t see anyone down below. The cops had arrived on the street below, a sea of
flashing lights and upturned faces. No sign of David. No sign of the Warden.

Movement in the deep shadows of the overpass drew my frantic eyes. They were
hanging in midair. David had hold of the man. The two of them were suspended,
turning slowly and eerily in the wind. A silent ballet.

Nobody else could see them, I realized. Just me.

I felt sick and cold and terribly, terribly weak, and realized that the flow of energy
from me to David had gotten bigger. Wider. Deeper. As if we’d broken open some
dam between us, and there was no stopping the torrent until the reservoir was dry.

“Oh God,” I whispered. I could literally feel my life running out.

He looked up, and I was struck by the white pallor of his face, the bitter darkness
of his eyes. “I can’t,” he said. I could hear him, even across the distance, as if he were
speaking right next to me. “Jo, I’'m killing you.”

“Put him down first.”

He tried. I felt him start to move but then he lost control, and it was free fall. He
managed to brake, but it wasn’t going to hold, and then he was going to plummet. I
had about three seconds to act.

I wasn’t a magician, able to suspend the laws of gravity at will. I had power, yes,
but it was best used on the massive scale if I had to move fast, turning forces that
measured in the millions of volts. Power that could destroy, but rarely heal. To grab
the Warden required pinpoint control of very treacherous forces, precisely balanced
winds from at least three quarters, and an exact command of how much force was
being exerted on fragile human flesh at any given instant.

David was a bright spark, fading. Between us was a black bridge, a fast-flowing
river of energy going out of me, into him. Being devoured.

I stretched my arms and reached out until I felt I might unravel and break and be
swept away. I tasted blood and felt my body starving for air and dying inside as its
energy poured out onto the wind, screaming. I tried to do what I’d done a thousand
times before, and alter the temperature of the air at the subatomic level, creating
friction and lift and heat and wind.

For the first time... I failed.

I felt David break first with a bright, hot, shattering pop, and the black drag on my
power fell away. The rebound slammed into me with stunning force, knocking me
backward, and then I lunged for the railing again and saw David let go of the Warden.

Who fell, screaming, to his death.

There was nothing I could do. Nothing.

I screamed and covered my eyes from the sickening sight of his body crushing on
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pavement, his blood splattering in an arc as his skull shattered.
I felt his life snap like his bones.

David froze in midair, fixed in place, eyes dark and strange, body transforming
from the fire of the Djinn to the black coal shadows of the Ifrit.

“Oh God...” It wasn’t stopping. I felt every bit of energy being sucked out of me;
the life, the heat, the baby oh God not the baby you can’t David...

I felt everything around just... suspend. In some odd way, I kept on... outside of
time, of life, of breath. It felt like being a Djinn, or at least what I remembered of it.
Except I could feel some core of me screaming and coming apart under the strain. |
wasn’t healed.

Time had stopped. Pain hadn’t.
Someone had intervened.
I heard the scrape of shoes on the asphalt behind me.

I turned and looked, gasping for breath, and saw Jonathan walking toward me
through a flash-frozen world. People were locked in midstep, midword, midgasp.

He and I were the only things moving.

Unlike most Djinn, Jonathan—the most powerful of them all—looked human.

Middle-aged, with graying short hair. A runner’s build, all angles and strength.

Black eyes, and a face that could be friendly or impassive or cruel, depending on
the mood and the light. Just another guy.

And yet, he was so far from human he made David look like the boy next door.

“You have to help me,” I began. I should have known that the sound of my voice
would piss him off.

He walked right up to me, grabbed me by the throat, and shoved me against the rail
so hard that my back bent painfully over open air.

“You’re lucky,” he said in a whiskey-rough growl, “that I’'m in a good mood.”

And then he looked over my shoulder at the frozen, twisted shape of David,
stopped in midtransformation. The shocking ruin of the Warden’s body on the
pavement below. Jonathan’s face lost all semblance of humanity, all expression.

There was a sense, even more than before, of some vast and terrible power stirring
around him.

Even the wind was utterly silent, as if afraid to draw his attention.
“Jonathan—" I began hoarsely.

“Joanne,” he interrupted, and it was a low purr, full of darkness and menace, “you
just don’t seem to listen. I told you to fix David. Doesn’t look fixed to me. In fact.