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PREVIOUSLY ...

My name is Joanne Baldwin, and in case you haven't been keeping up with current events, werein big
trouble. Theworld, | mean. Asfor me, I'vebeenintroublesince... wdl, aways... but thisis big. The
Wardens—the folks who are supposed to be protecting all of you from the dangers of raging fires,



floods, earthquakes, and natural disasters of al kinds—have been compromised. Slowly but surdly,
they've lost their way and become corrupt and ineffective.

| used to be one of them, until | acquired aDemon Mark and fell inlove with a Djinn, but that's another
story dtogether (11l Wind, actudly, if you're taking notes). The point isthat now, the Djinn—who should
bethe dlies of the Wardens—aren't playing by the rulesthat have held for millennia. A Djinn named
Jonathan set up those rules, and now that Jonathan's gone, dl bets are off.

And the Djinn's new leader? My lover, David. What that bodesfor agtable relationship istill up inthe
air, but confidentialy? I'mworried.

The human race has one chance to keep its place at the top of the food chain: make peace with the
Djinn, and that means somehow, some way, making peace with the Earth itsdlf. Which ain't gonnabe
easy, because Mother Natureis pissed off.

And apparently, | may be the only one able to do something about it.
Lucky me...
Chapter One

| was thinking that the Wardens needed a new motto. The old one, the one on the seals on my diploma,
was Defensor Hominem, Latin for "Defender of Mankind,” but sometimein the past twenty-four hours,
I'd become convinced that | had a more appropriate motto: We're So Screwed.

Y eah, that pretty much covered it.

"Duck!" | yelled as another piece of debris cameflying toward us, and grabbed for whatever order |
could manage in the chaos of the weather around us. Not the easiest thing in the world, considering that
the whole eastern seaboard's system had been destabilized by a gigantic killer supernatural storm—now
mysterioudy vanquished, through no doing of mine—and dl kinds of random, unpleasant, potentidly fatal
problems were presenting themsalves.

Currently, those included arather large and very aggressive tornado plowing itsway across some
unoccupied farmland and tossing pieces of broken fence ahead of it like shrapnd.

Cherise—my traveling companion, mainly because she had akick-assfast Mustang and | needed
whedls—squeaked and hit the dirt, covering her pretty blond head with both hands. | remained standing.
It wasn't heroism, exactly, morethat | didn't want to dirty up what remained of my clothes. | think about
thingslike that during the more garden-variety apocalypses.

Thisiswhat happens when someone like me—a Weather Warden—stops for a bathroom break in the
middle of acriss. And dammit, | hadn't even gotten bladder relief out of it. | had avery persond reason
to hold my ground: the tornado was threatening to flatten the only roadside public restroom in forty miles.

| reached out for the wind currents and grabbed hold of the ones that would do me the most good. A
sudden gust of wind, generated by abig push of heeat in theright area, deflected an oncoming piece of
fencepost—a nice big chunk of jagged wood, the size of afire hydrant—off to the Sde, whereit
smacked into an unlucky wind-lashed tree, which it uprooted with a crash. Dirt flew, adding to the
generd chaos and mayhem.



| studied the tornado, ignoring gusts that tried to push me over; | was stlanding in abubble of more or less
cam air, but the wind was getting through in fits and spurts. Whatever good hair day 1'd been having was
adistant memory. We were into the scary fright-wig territory now.

Yes, | worry about things like hair, too. Probably more than | worry about world peace, mainly because
at least | can usudly control my hair.

Unable to do anything about my ruined look, focused on the tornado. They're reatively fragile things, for
al the scary woo-woo attitude and screaming freight-train soundtrack. Oh, they're terrifying enough if
you don't have the power to do anything about them, but luckily, | was well-equipped for this particular
challenge. Thetwister redled like adrunken top, right, then left, and headed straight for me with fresh
enthusiasm, chewing up crops asit went. | hate it when they come straight for me. What did | ever do to
them?

Cherise looked up through the gate of her fingers and shrieked, then went back to hiding her eyes. |
ignored her and let mysalf dowly dide out of my body and up into that strange State—partly menta,
partly physica, al weird—that the Wardens refer to as the agtheric plane.

It was only one of severd planes of existence, but it was the highest one available to me as ahuman being
(even onewith, findly, aworking set of weather powers). The world took on strange neon swirls,
candy-colored sparks, and currents of power. The landscape atered around me into unknown territory.

Thetornado was aglittering silver funnel, physicsinits most potentialy deadly form and given an
ingtinctive menace, like ababy cobra. Fully as deadly asthe more mature version, but with less
experience. | had to step in before it learned where and how to strike.

| waited another few seconds, reading the patterns, then reached deep inside of the eye of the tornado
and rapidly cooled the air into a heavy, duggish mass. The energy exchange bled off intheform of a
sudden burst of cable-thick lightning that sngpped from the low-hanging clouds, and the wall of the
tornado expanded and logt its coherence. In seconds, it was a confused mass of wind, moving too dowly
to form much of athreat. It dropped itsload of debris and wandered off a an angle, swirling petulantly.

"Okay," | said to Cheriseas| sank back into my body and the comfortable solidity of three-dimensional
space. "Y ou can get up now. Show's over. First one to the bathroom uses al the toilet paper.”

She didn't seem inclined to believe me. | waited afew seconds, then reached down and grabbed her
elbow to haul her upright. She looked around, breathless.

"Wow," shesad. "Okay, that was intense.”
"Oh, | don't know. The hurricane wasintense. Thiswasjust annoying.”

"Jo, trust me on thisone: Everything about what's happened since | met you isintense. Does this happen
toyoualot?'

"You'd besurprised,” | sghed. " Serioudy. Bathroom, or you're going to be buying new seatsfor the
Mustang."

We dashed off for the grubby-looking toilets. They were predictably scary, but | didn't care. It wasa
very happy few minutes, and if you've ever been stuck on the road without bathroom facilities for severa
hundred miles, you'll know what | mean.

We arrived back at the car at the sametime. | held out my hand for the car keys, and asilent battle of
wills ensued, but then Cherise had been driving the last stretch and what was she going to do? Argue with



awoman who'd just stopped atornado in its tracks? She dug them out of the pocket of her low-rise
jeans and tossed them over.

"I'll try to keep usin the clear from now on," | said.

"I'd tell you not to scratch the paint, but—" Cheriserolled her eyes. Y eah, the hurricane and ensuing sand
blasting had pretty much taken care of ruining the shiny finish. But the Mustang till ran, and that wasthe
important thing.

While I'd been adegp, sheld put the top up on the car—sensible, with the intermittent rain—but | pressed
the buttonsto fold it back again. | wanted as much of a 360-degree view of the sky and surroundings as
| could get. My version of a Doppler system.

| eased into the comfy seat of the Mustang—candy-apple red, ayummy little treat of acar, or at least it
had been before I'd gotten hold of it—and adjusted the seat for my longer legs as Cherise did into my
vacated shotgun position. Not that we had a shotgun. Though thanks to recent events, 1'd have been
more comfortableif we had some kind of arsena beyond our wits, good looks, and aturbocharged

engine.

| had my work cut out for me as we eased back into gear and tore at top speed along 1-295. The storm
systems just kept piling up—there was anew supercell forming off the low-pressure system in Georgia,
and it was bound to head our way. That wasn't good physics, but it was the way my generaly crappy
luck ran these days.

"That was agood trick with the tornado, Mom," said a voice from the backseat. Formal, female, and a
little awkward. | jumped in surprise, and then | focused on afacein the rearview mirror that was eexily
gmilar to my own, except for the eyes. Minewere plain blue. The ones staring back at mewere an
interesting shade of ruddy gold—I don't mean amber; amber's ahuman color. Thiswas amber on acid.
Amber taken up to insane saturation levels.

In short, the eyes were Djinn. And they belonged to my daughter.
They widened. "Did | frighten you?'

"Frighten?’ | shot back. "Why should | be frightened if somebody pops out of nowhereinto the backseat
of my car? Let's see, hdf the Djinn are trying to kill the Wardens, and at least some of the Wardensare
infected with Demon Marks, and let's not forget the weather's al screwed up... oh, and the Earth's about
to wake up and destroy humankind. Y ou know what? Being alittle frightened is a pretty laid-back
response, dl things considered, and yeah, next time? Knock."

She amiled. Tentatively, asif shewas gtill trandating dl of that into Djinn-spesk. | fet animmediate stab
of guilt; the poor kid had been divefor dl of not-even-a-day. She seemed to lack the one characteristic
that was common among dl the Djinn I'd ever met: smugness. I'd thought it came coded in Djinn DNA,
along with pretty eyes and the cool ability to pop in and out of existence at will.

"Although," Imaraventured, "you could have done it more efficiently. Do you want me to show you
how?'

"Not right now," | managed to say between gritted teeth. " Any guidance you can offer beyond
second-guessing my lifesaving abilities?!

She looked injured. So | wasn't good at this mom thing. | was il trying to get my head around theidea
that the child | had carried insde me—and it wasn't anormal pregnancy, by any stretch of the



imagination—had al of a sudden sprung up fully adult, with her own set of emotions unrelated to my
own.

"Sorry," | said, more softly. "Imara, do you know anything? Anything about—" David, oh God, I'm
afraid for you. And | miss you. "—about your father?'

She shook her head, holding my eyesin the mirror. Djinn, unlike human beings, spring out of death, not
life. The greater the death, the greater the Djinn—that's the rule. Djinn don't like to acknowledge that a
lot of them have very human histories behind them, but it's an indisputable fact. David—Djinn and lover
and father of my child—had told me months ago that in order for our child to be born, it would mean he
had to die. That wasthe norma order of things, in the Djinn world.

Only something strange had happened, and another death—a greater death—had stepped in to give my
childlife. David was ill dive.

Just not himsdlf, exactly. Hed become. .. different.

"Mom," Imarasaid. "Areyou dl right?' She waved agraceful hand in front of my face, which |
impatiently swatted away and focused back on my driving. "l gpologize," she said, and withdrew back
into adignified Stting position. "I thought you werein somekind of distress.”

| can't describe how it feelsto hear that word. Mom. Oh, I'd gotten comfortable with the idea of being
pregnant, but being amother was awhole different thing—especidly mother of agrown young woman
who dressed better than | did. | consoled myself that she wore couture because she was Djinn, and able
to conjure up whatever clothes amused her, and plus she hadn't been through a hurricane. And a
tornado. And a very long drive.

"l was thinking about your father," | said. Which was an admission of distressin itsdf.

"He'sdl right,” she said, leaning forward and laying her forearm across the top of my seet. "'l would know
if hewasnt. | just don't know where heis or what he's doing.”

Cherisewaswatching dl of thiswith bright, feverish eyes. | had no ideawhat she was making of it.
Knowing Cherise, probably something very interesting.

"Should | go find out?" Imara asked hopefully.

"No!" | yelped, and grabbed her wrist. She looked startled. "Y ou stay put. | want you where | can keep
my eye onyou."

She gave me amutinous look. Why hadn't my own mother traded mein once I'd hit puberty? |
remembered giving her loads of mutinouslooks. It was hugely annoying from this sde of the materna
fence.

"I'm serious,” | said. "Thelast time we saw any of the other Djinn, they weren't in the best mood ever. |
don't want you running into trouble. I can't bail you out of it. Not against David.”

| tried to sound asif dealing with this, and with her, was all in aday's work. Probably didn't succeed,
judging from the smile she gave me. It wasn't my smile. It was entirely her own, with alittle lopsided quirk
ononesde.

"I'll stay," she said. "Besides, you may need me next time, if the weather getsworse.”

Cherise blurted out, "Next time? Does there have to be a next time?"



"Notif | canhdpit,” | said firmly, and pressed alittle more speed out of the accelerator. The cool, damp
ar streamed over my skin like the ghost of rain. | could have done with amore substantial sort of
shower, the kind that came with shampoo and soap, but this did fed good. There was heavier weather
up ahead, but we werein aclear areafor thetime being. | could arrange for it to stay with us, at least
most of theway. "Cherise, you'd better get somerest.” She needed it, poor thing. She'd been too crazed
to deep before, so I'd |et her take over after we were afew hours out of Fort Lauderdale, and then again
seven hourslater. Sheld barely closed her eyes since, and now she was starting to show the effects.
Cherise was a perky, gorgeous thing, al tanned and toned in the best tradition of Florida beach bunnies,
but there were telltale dark circles under her eyes. (Sheld actually been abikini model. And the "fun and
sun” girl back at the podunk, fourth-rate television station that had employed us both in Horida. | didn't
like remembering my job, but it hadn't involved a bikini. Except that once.)

Right on cue, Cherise yawned. "How much longer?' she asked. Actualy, she said, " Ow uch onger 7' but
| got the point.

"About another four hours," | said. "I'll wake you when we get close.”

She yawned again and wadded up ablue jean jacket to serve as a pillow against the window, and in less
time than it took to whip past six billboards, she was sound adeep. | thought about turning on the radio,
but | didn't want to wake her.

"S0," | said, and looked in the rearview mirror. My daughter met my gaze, lifting her eyebrows. There
was something of David in the expression, and | felt asad little stab of recognition and longing.

"So," shereplied. "Thisissrangefor you, isnt it?'

"Littlebit, yesh."

"Would it makeit better if | told you it was strange for me, too?"

"It might,” | said. "Y ou're sure you can't tell what Dav—what your father's up to?"

Her eyestook on adistant glitter, just asecond's worth, and then she shook her head. "No. | can't tell.
He's shut me out. They'vedl shut meout.” She sounded wistful. "1 think hedid it for my protection. This
way she can't get to me."

She, meaning Mother Nature. The Earth. One very ticked-off planet, who was coming dowly out of an
eons-long dumber and wondering Wearily what the hell had happened with the human race while she
wasn't looking. After dl, in the tradition of surly teens everywhere, wed taken the opportunity to throw
loud parties and trash the place while she'd been out. It's not nice to fool Mother Nature. It's even worse
tofool with her.

| focused back on Imara "So... you're not connected to the Earth? The way the rest are?!

She looked away, and after afew seconds| realized that she was embarrassed by what she was going to
sy.

"It'salittle like hearing music coming from the car next to you—you can hear the bass notes, but you
can't make out thetune. It'snot al Father's doing. Theresalot of you in me, and it holds me back." Her
eyesflew back up to meet mine, stricken. "1 didn't mean—"

"I know what you mean,” | said. "I'm a handicap."

Even though | was, of course. I'd worked out fairly quickly that Imarawasn't fully Djinn... Right now,



that was an advantage, with the other Djinn more or less susceptible to control by the waking Earth, and
pretty much unrdigblein the free-will department. But what did it mean for her, long-term? How would
she be accepted by the other Djinn? And what would happen if—God forbid—she ever had to go up
agang themin ared battle?

| couldn't think about that. | couldn't stand to imagine her going up against someone like Ashan, who had
the moras and kindness of aspider.

She was watching me steadily with those bright, inhuman eyes. | had acold flash. "Can you tdl what I'm
thinking?" | asked.

Her eyebrowsrose. "Will it make you angry if | say yes?"
"Wes"

"No."

"Yourelying to me"

"Why would | do that?"

"You redly are David's child, you know that?'

She amiled. "Heredly lovesyou, you know. | canfed that, too. It'sthe warmest thing in him, hislovefor
you."

"| thought you said held cut you off."
"He has. But short of killing me, he can't cut me off completdy.” She shrugged. "He's my father."

| felt my throat heat and tighten, and tears prickled my eyes. | swallowed and blinked and drummed my
fingers on the steering whed. "Right. So, am | doing theright thing here? Heading to New Y ork?"

In the absence of any other ideas, | was heading for the relative safe haven of Warden Headquarters,
where those of uswho'd survived the last few dayswere sure to gather. All hell had broken loose among
the Wardens, with wholesale mayhem from the normally compliant and subservient Djinn. | just hoped
that | wouldn't be coming back to find... nothing. The last thing | wanted was to be the last Warden
gtanding, with the Earth waking up and Djinn running crazy. Granted, it would be exciting. It would just
be avery short story, and avery ugly ending.

"l don't know if it'stheright thing to do or not," my daughter replied solemnly. “I'm only aday old.”

Grest. | had no ideawhether | was doing the right thing, | had asmart-assimmorta kid, and Cherisefor
awingman.

Y eah, thiswas going to end well. No doubt about it.

Four hours later, it was dark and | was exhausted. Twenty-two hoursin acar, even aMustang, will do
that to you. The Mustang purred around me like a contented tiger. Not the Mustang's fault that | was so
tired that | wanted to weep, or that my world wasfalling apart, or that | was driving where my head sent
meinstead of my heart. My heart was back in Florida, where I'd last seen David. Where I'd last seen my
sster Sarah, who was now officidly amissing person, last seen being carried off by a British madman
named Eamon. (1'd made use of my cell phone to report the abduction to the FBI. If that didn't screw up



whatever escape plans Eamon had made, | couldn't imagine what would.)

Nope. None of it wasthe Mustang'sfault. | liked the Mustang just fine. | was wondering how exactly |
could arrange to get it as a permanent lease, once it was repainted, of course.

The Mustang'sreal owner stirred and smacked her lips the way people do when they wake up with
monster morning breath. Cherise blinked at the pastel wash of late-night lights as we came out of the
Lincoln Tunnel, and she stretched aswe cruised to ahdt at astoplight afew blockslater. Guysin carsal
around us watched, even though Cherise wasn't a her well-groomed best at the moment. Some girlsjust
haveit. Cherise had so much of it, the rest of us needed time-shares just to get by.

"Nurgh," she said, or something likeit, then dry-rubbed her face and threw back her hair and tried again.
"Whatimesit?' Or amumble to that effect.

"Almost oneam.,” | said. Since we'd traveled directly up the eastern seaboard, the Mustang's dashboard
clock hadn't been fazed by our twelve-hundred-miles-in-just-under-one-day jaunt. | eyed it with the
numbed disbelief of someone who couldn't quite fathom where al the hours had gone. Straight into my
ass, it felt like. "We should be there soon.”

Cherise turned and peered over the leather seat at Imara, who was stretched out like acat over the
backseat, comfortable and indolent. "Oh. Y ou're till here?”

"Obvioudy."
"I waskind of hoping you'd gone back to the mother ship by now."
| smothered a chuckle. "Cher, sheésnot an dien.”

"Right," she said. "Not an dien. Glowing eyes, disappears a the drop of ahat. But not from another
planet, got it." Cherise, needlessto say, was afervent devotee of The X-Files and dieninvason sories
indl shapes and Jerry Bruckheimer szes. She had alittle big-headed gray dien tattoo to proveit, right at
the smdl of her back. "IsPod Girl going with usal theway?'

Imararaised asingle eyebrow, inimitation of either everybody's favorite VVulcan, or at least a popular
former wrestler. "Going dl the way? I sthat a euphemism for something €se?' she asked.

"Honey," Cherise said, "you're not that cute. Well, okay, maybeif | wasredly drunk and your eyesdidn't
glow, but—"

"Hey!" | snapped. "That'smy kid you'retalking to." And besides, my kid was pretty much the spitting
image of, well, me. So | wasalittleweirded out. "Are you going with us, Imara?'

| Shelooked frankly astonished. "I have avote?'
"Of course.”

"Then I'll go with you. Asadutiful child." She still looked too grave and sdlf-contained, but | could seea
twinkle of humor in there, buried deep.

Cherise responded to that with adubious snort for both of us. "Whatever. So, tell me again where were
going?”
"Y ou remember how | told you about the Wardens?' | asked.

"Organization of people like you, with al kinds of superpowers, who control the weather and stuff.



Spesking of, weren't wein the middle of a hurricane that was about to kill us about twenty-four hours
ago? If you could control the weather, what was up with the hundred-mile-an-hour winds? | meant to
ask eaxlier, but | was, you know, degling with my trauma.”

"It'snot as easy asjust waving ahand!" | protested. "And anyway, | wasn't supposed to interfere right
then—Oh, fine. Maybe | was having an off day. In answer to your origina question, were going to my
office. Warden Headquarters.”

"In New York City."
"Midtown, to be exact. First and Forty-sixth." She had alook of incomprehension. "In the UN Building.”
Her expression didn't change.

"Y ou have heard of the UN, right? United Nations? Bunch of guyswho get together, talk about world
peace?..."

Imaramurmured, "Even | know what the UN is, and | redly was born yesterday."
Cherise shot her adirty look. "Shut up! | know what the UN igl"
llwry.ll

"But... the UN controlsthe weether? Because | thought they were al about that whole world peace
thing."

| reclaimed the conversation from the bickering—ah, children. "No, they don't control the weether. They
lease office space to the Wardens, who do.”

Cherise didn't bother to say, "You'reinsane,” but the expression on her face was pretty clear, and
considering thiswas coming from agirl who haf believed aiens had abducted Elvis, that was specid. She
even edged alittle bit more toward the passenger-side window. | was wishing that 1'd left Cherise at any
of the various gas stations we'd blown past ong the way, but it would take only one unhappy phone call
from her claiming I'd stolen her car to end my trip red quick. Hadn't seemed prudent, given the priorities.

"You weren't kidding," Cherise said, studying the building aswe got closer. "Weredly are going to the
UN. Isit even open?'

"Trust me, the Wardens never close” My whole body ached, and | really, redly needed a shower. I'd
scrubbed cleanishin atruck stop restroom alifetime ago, because | just hadn't been able to stand it
anymore, but | wasn't what you might call business-meeting ready. My eyes ached and watered from the
glare of sreetlights. | was grateful that at least it wasn't full daylight. That would have been much, much
worse.

| made the turn to the specia security-controlled parking garage, which was locked up like Fort Knox.
There was ascanner on the driver'sside. | rolled down the window and extended my hand. A green
laser jittered over my exposed skin, and the door slently rolled up. | gunned it, because in seconds the
door reversed course and began its downward journey. Down a corkscrewing Habitrail of aparking
ramp, to afloor marked only with the sgn AUTHORIZED PARKING ONLY. | wasauthorized. | did
into thefirst available parking dot.

It worried me that there were so many parking spaces unoccupied.

"Come on, we have aspecia door."



"We do? A specid door? Cool." Cherise scrambled out of the car. Imaraemerged after her, elegant and
tall, tossing long black hair back from her face asif she were ready for a photo shoot. | decided she
didn't look likemeat all. 1'd never looked that glamorous. Well, I'd never felt that glamorous, anyway.

There was supposed to be a specia guard on the specia door. There was certainly a specia-made
guardpogt, and asfar as| knew it was supposed to be manned 24-7. Only nobody was there. Maybe
the guard had gonefor acal of nature, but | doubted it. | tried the steel door to the hut. Locked. Lights
glowed on panelsingde, but the windows were covered with sted mesh. That left us standing in ahot
white wash of light, looking suspicious. | looked around, and sure enough, there was asurveillance
camera—as ubiquitous as housefliesin the modern world. | waved, then turned to the door again.

"Therésno lock or handle" Cherise said. "Don't they have to open it from in there or something?'
"Or something.”

| held up my hand and concentrated. A faint blue sparkle moved acrossit, lighting up the tylized
sunburgt that was the symbol of the Wardens. It was magicaly tattooed into my flesh, and it couldn't be
faked.

| ran it across a scanner inset next to the door. | waited, but nothing happened. If theré'd been crickets
around, they would have been chirping. | sighed, looked at Cherise and Imara, and shook my head. | ran
ahand through my tangled hair and pushed it back from my face, back over my shoulders, and
wondered what my chances were of bluffing the regular UN guards into granting me admittance.

| didn't wonder very long. They'd raised paranoiato an art form around here, and for very good reasons.
"Right," | said. "'l guesswell have to wait until someone decidesthat we look safe.”

"Y egh, and when will that be?' Cherise asked, with asgnificant ook at our generdly lessthan
presentable turnout, Imara notwithstanding.

The door let loose with athick metallic chunk and swung open about a quarter of aninch.

"Now." | grabbed the edge and moved it wider. It was heavy. Bombproof, most likely. | ushered the girls
insde, grabbed the inner handle, and pulled it tight behind me as| entered the building. Thelock engaged
with asnap and hum of power.

"Um... Jo?' Cherise sounded spooked.

When | turned, there were two people standing in theindustria concrete-block halway facing us. Both
werein blue blazerswith alogo on them—UN Security—but with the additional graphic touch of the
sun-shaped Wardens symbol pinned to their Iapels. Man and woman, both tall and capable-looking. |
didn't know them.

I'd seen guns before, though, and they had two great big pistols pointed right at us.

| put my handsintheair. Cherisefollowed suit, fast, and laced her hands behind her head without being
asked. Too many episodes of police shows, | was guessing, or someindiscretionsthat | didn't want to
know about.

Imaradidn't raise her hands at dl, just looked at the guards with those ruddy-amber eyes and raised her
eyebrows, asif they amused the hdll out of her.

"Djinnl" thewoman in the blazer yelled to her partner, and took a step forward to get an angle on Imara.



She had a nice two-handed shooting stance, and a voice hard enough to shatter diamond. Her eyes
darted rapidly from Imarato Cherise, and then landed on me. "Warden, put your Djinn back in the
bottle. Now!"

| looked at Imara, wide-eyed. She looked back. "Back in the bottle,” | said. | didn't own Imara, and she
wasn't bound to a bottle anyway, but she was bright enough to redlize that this might not bethetimeto
debate the issue. She misted away, off to someplace safer, | hoped. The Wardens were alittle paranoid
these days. Love me, hate me, want to kill me... it all depended on the mood of who | wastaking to,
seemed like.

But | understood their paranoiaabout Djinn. I'd seen the change come over David, on abeachin
Florida, and it had terrified me in waysthat 1'd never thought possible. Nothing more frightening than
seeing someone you know, someone you love, go mad.

| focused on the two guards and tried for awan, friendly smile. "Okay, no problem, right? Djinn'sin the
bottle. Y ou guys know me. Joanne Badwin? Weather Warden? I'm here to see Paul Giancarlo.”

Whether it was my name or Paul's, something made the two guards exchange alook and relax. They
didn't holster their weapons, but they didn't look actively menacing anymore, either. And they pointed the
barrds vagudy toward the floor.

"Badwin," the man repested. "Right. We've been expecting you." Hewasatdl fellow, thin without being
skinny. The physique of abasketba|l player under the wool jacket, white shirt, and conservativetie.
"Follow us" he said, and turned to walk down the halway.

| shrugged and followed, Cherise obediently hurrying dong with me. | hoped | hadn't dragged her into
the middle of something redlly, redly bad. | had to believe the Wardens wouldn't hurt her. They trested
norma people with kind, despotic benevolence.

They only atetheir own.

Wédll, even if they tossed her out on her ear, she'd be okay. Cherise would survive. She was the kind of
girl who could stand on aNew Y ork sidewalk looking helpless, and in under thirty seconds, adozen
guyswould dash to the rescue.

We went to the back eevators, which were operated by key card; my minders kept exchanging
sgnificant glances, but | didn't think | had much to fear from them. Wardens were never realy unarmed,
of course, and for thefirst timein along time, | wasfeding strong and confident. If thisturned into a
sraight-out fight, | waswilling and ableto oblige. Provided | could get Cherise out of the line of
fire—and in Warden terms, that waslliterd.

The elevator rose up smoothly and deposited us with amuted ding at our destination. The doors
opened...

... onafloor | didn't recognize. One that looked like it was under construction, only construction would
have been orderly, at least. No, thiswas under destruction. Paneling in splinters, pictures reduced to
smashed frames and piles of glittering glass. Puddles of dark liquid that | really didn't want to examinetoo
closdly in the emergency lighting. I'd been to this place recently, and | hardly recognized it at dl. It had
been a hallowed, hushed center of power.

Now it was the gruesome aftermath of awar zone.

"Ohmy God," Cherise murmured behind me, and edged carefully around a pile of splinters and glassthat



had once, | remembered, been a huge photo of the senior management of the Wardens.

"Watch your step,” our male guard said, and ducked under some low-hanging grids dangling from cables.
"We'reremodding."

The dry galows humor didn't thaw out the cold shock in my stomach. "What the hell happened?”

The woman shot me one of those looks. The kind amother uses when she's out of patience with achild's
bullshit. "Guess," she sngpped.

It hit me with avengeance. They'd had avisit from some very motivated Djinn. Hence, the panic over
Imara

| kept my mouth shut as we moved dowly around obstructions to the conference room about halfway
down the hall. On the way, | spotted the big marble shrine to Wardenswho'd died in the line of duty. It
was only lightly chipped, and my namewas still onit. | supposed, with dl of the furor of the last few
months, they hadn't gotten around to chisdling off the writing. Or maybe they just figured my desth was
inevitable, and why waste the effort. ..

"In here," the guy said, and pointed through the open conference room door. | say "open,” but it was
more of a"missing.” Sharp fresh-bent hinges sticking out from the wall, no sign of the doors themselves.

Theroom waslit with emergency lanterns and chemical lights, the kind the Wardens recommended for
use in hurricanes and tornadoes. It gave everything a post-apocalyptic glow—splintered heavy furniture,
ablizzard of paper scattered over the floor, dark splashes on the shredded carpet.

The surviving Wardens were gathered around the splintered conference table. | counted heads. Nineteen.
| made an even twenty.

| remembered the hundreds of Wardens who could have been here, should have been here, and felt a
sck jolt inthe pit of my stomach.

"Jo." Paul Giancarlo—my old friend and mentor—Iooked as bad as the room. He was abig guy, well
muscled, but he was|ooking terrifyingly banged up as he limped toward me. | met him halfway inahug
that was careful on my part, desperate on his. He was bandaged around the head, dark hair sticking upin
thick unruly clumps on top, and his skin was pasty yellow. He had Technicolor bruises over haf hisface.
"Thank God you're okay."

His pupilswere hugely dilated. Pain medication. He was doped to the gills.

| let go and stepped back, and our fingers wrapped tight. He wasn't Lewis, and our various powers
didn't amplify and rebound; | fdt little to nothing from him, hardly even awhisper. Drugs could do thét,
but thiswas something €lse. HEd drained himself to dangerous levels. | knew how thet felt. I'd done it
myself, more than once.

"l wish | could say the same about you," | said, and his big hand tightened around mine. "'Paul. What
happened here?!

"They went crazy," he said, and closed his eyesfor asecond. "What the hell do you think? Not adamn
thing we could do, except try to keep them off of us. Too many Wardens died. Way too many."

| felt cold, imagining it. Djinn wereliketigers, I'd ways thought: beautiful and deek and deadly when out
of control. And this had definitely been way out of control. | remembered David, back on the beach in
Forida—



David, who would never have willingly hurt me—coming for mewith hiseyesglowing red. I'd have died
there, if it hadn't been for Imara. And that had been open ground. In an enclosed space like this, no place
torun...

"We couldn't stop them,” Paul finished softly. "Welost—" He looked momentarily stunned, trying to
recal anumber.

Down thetable, aquiet voice supplied, "At least thirty. Were lucky we have as many here aswe do."

"Lucky?" A hdf-whigper from a battered young man | didn't recognize, with the solid hum of energy that
usually tokened an Earth power. "What part of that was lucky, man? | saw people—I saw friendsjust

ripped in half—"

Paul, sighed. "Y eah, kid, | know. Easy. We're going to get through this, okay? Jo, thisis pretty much
everybody we could pull in that we could reach. Got more on the way, but it's going to take sometimeto
figure out who's il dlive and ableto help. Plus, we can't yank everybody out. We need them on the
ground, especidly now." Hisgaze fdl randomly on Cherise, and stayed. "Whao's this?!

"Cherise. She'safriend." After ahedtation, | had to clarify, "Not aWarden."

He looked completely pissed off. "What are we running here? A tour group? Get her the hell out of
herel”

| looked at Cherise. She was dead scared and didn't know where to look but she especially didn't want
to look at the puddles of dried blood on the carpet or the silent, staring faces of the Wardens. "Cher,
why don't you wait in the hall?'

"Hell no," she said. "I've been to the movies. No way am | splitting up in the scary place. Cmon, Jo, |
want to stay with you. Please?!

She had apoint. No telling what kind of dangers were sill lurking around the corner. | turned back to
Paul. "She stays," | said. He glowered. "Paul, she stays. We don't have time to screw around with who's
alowed in the cool kids room when the houseison fire, right? Just pretend she's an intern or something.”

That wouldn't be too hard. Cherise was |ooking more and more like an out-of-her-depth undergrad.

"So what do we know?' Tasked, and did into an empty chair. Cherise hastily took the one next to me. |
scanned faces around the room and saw about twelve | recognized. Way too many were missing. | had

to hope they were till somewhere out there, doing their jobs. | exchanged quick nods with the people

knew.

"We started losing contact with Wardens al over the country about three days ago. Started with just a
few, but it spread like wildfire," alean, weathered woman of about forty said. "It took usawhileto
understand that they were being attacked by Djinn. No survivors until they came after Marion.”

| glanced down the table into shadows, larmed. 1'd seen Marion... Yes, there she was, half-hidden near
the end. Marion was an Earth Warden, and her skill was healing, but self-hedling was a chancy
undertaking at the best of times. She looked terrible. | exchanged another nod with her.

"Marion, I'm so sorry. Your Djinn—?" | didn't know how to finish that question, because Marion and |
knew things about each other that really weren't suited to sharing with atable full of strangers. Such as, |
knew that Marion had taken enormous risks to recover her lost Djinn, not so very long ago, and it hadn't
been out of sdfless duty; she and her Djinn werelovers. That fell under the "forbidden tragic love' section
of the Warden code, even under normal circumstances; | just didn't know for certain how tragic it had



turned out thistime.

Shetook me off the hook. "My Djinn helped me take out the two who came to—to free him. Then he
asked meto put him back into his bottle. | did, and seded it."

"Firgt good advice we had," Paul said. "Weve been getting hold of every Warden we can find and telling
them the same thing. Get your Djinn safe and sedl the bottles until we know what the hell's going on. Y ou

got anything, Jo?'

| stretched my hands flat on the scarred wood surface. "Afraid so. Here's the dedl. The Djinn were
serving us only because of an agreement made afew thousand years ago between the first Wardens and
the most powerful Djinn in theworld. His name is—was—Jonathan.”

Silence, and then... "Kind of amodern name, isn't it?' Cherise asked. "Jonathan, | mean. Wouldn't he
have an Egyptian name or—"

"Cherise. Thisismy gtory. You tak later. Thething is, once Jonathan made the agreement, which was
supposed to be temporary, the Wardens didn't keep their end of the bargain. They didn't let the Djinn go
once the emergency was past al those thousands of years ago. There was always some disaster or
another to serve as an extension on the contract, and then they didn't even bother making up excuses.
Some of the Djinn have had enough of waiting for the Wardens to grow a conscience, and the Wardens
forgot that any such agreement ever existed. So the Free Djinn—"

That term caused arustle of throat-clearing and shifting in chairs, and the inevitable interruption. "There
aren't any such thing as—" someone began to declare, in much the same way people once inssted the
world wasflat.

"Yesthereare, Rosa" That was Marion, and her tone was surprisingly sharp, coming from awoman
who was normally so level and soothing in manner. But then, weld dl had adamn hard few days. | could
seethat it might be difficult to suffer foolswith the same leved of grace she usudly displayed.

"Continue," Paul said, watching me.

| swallowed, wished in vain for adrink of water, and got on with it. "So some of the Free Djinn started
killing Wardens, trying to free their brethren, aswell. But some didn't agree with that tactic, so therewas
fighting in the Djinn ranks. Jonathan—" Wheat the hdl had happened to Jonathan? Something
catastrophic. "Jonathan died. And when he died, the agreement between the Djinn and the Wardens, the
onethat kept them under our command, that went sideways. We don't own the Djinn anymore. Not as
of the moment he stopped existing.”

Paul's face went a paer shade of scared. "Y ou mean, they're no longer under our control at all ?'
"Yes, that'swhat | mean.”
"Well, that'sjust grest. Y ou drove dl the way from Floridato tell me were dead?’

"Y ou want meto go on, or what?' | glared back. He findly closed his drug-glazed eyes and nodded.
"Right. Wdll, weve dways thought we were fighting the planet, one on one. A fair contest. But | haveto
tell you, it isn't fair, and it isn't even a contest. She hasn't even been awake." Inarticul ate noises of protest
and denidl. | ignored them. "She's not even concentrating on us at al. We're likelittle mosquitoes she's
been swatting in her deep.”

Paul's face had drained of whet little color he had. "Jo—"



"Hang on, I'm gtill getting to the bad news." | sucked in adeep breath, then blew it out. " She's Sarting to
wake up. Once she does, she can control the Djinn absolutely, and that means well face athousand
times the power we did before. Maybe worse than that. And without any help from the usua sources.

Helooked glassy-eyed. "Was that the bad news? Because for fuck's sake, don't tell me it getsworse
than that.”

"Y eah, that wasit."

Hedidn't say anything. The slenceticked off, one cold second at atime, until Marion murmured, "Then
that would bethe end of it."

Paul looked up sharply. "I'm not throwing in the towel, and you're not ether,” he snapped. "Jo. What else
you got for us? Anything on the plus Sde?"

"I may—" | edited mysdf carefully, well awvare of the way thismight go. "I may know of a Djinn who can
dill hdp us™

"I'm the guy in charge of handing out life preservers on the Titanic. Anything you got that can help, let's
haveit. | mean, weretalking about Band-Aids on a sucking chest wound, but—"

"I don't know if this Djinn has the ability to do much,” | said quickly. It wouldn't do to get anybody's
hopes up, and | wasn't even sure where Imarawas, or what shewas up to. "But I'll check into it. Maybe
we can get some intelligence about what's happening to the Djinn without too much risk. Meanwhile, we
have to get off our asses. We're powerful in our own right, but we've been relying on the Djinn for too
long. Y ou need to get al hands on deck, make them quit playing politics and doing under-the-table deals.
Put them to work for achange.”" | bit my lip, debating, and then continued, "And get the Maat on board.
The Wardens got lazy, using the Djinn to help them. We have to learn awhole new way of doing things.
The Maat can help.”

There was another gtir of resistance. Not denia—this was confusion. Marion knew about the Maat, and
I'd presumed she'd reported everything to Paul, but surprise... hewasn't looking like he recognized the
name, and neither did anyone ese. | shot Marion an darmed, semidesperate glance. Sheraised an
inscrutable you're on your own eyebrow.

| tried for acam tone. "1 thought you knew, Paul. The Maat. | guessyou'd call them ariva organization,
who can raise up powers that can influence the same thingswe can. | met themin Veges."

"Rivd organization?Vegas?' Paul's face went from white to an darming shade of maroon. "V egas?
You're telling me you knew about all this months ago?"

Widl, crap, I'd quit, hadn't I? Why would | have narked on the Maat, at that point?"Y ou guys weren't
exactly keeping the communication channels open, you know! The Maat aren't as powerful aswe are.
Okay, to be honest, | don't know how powerful they are, but | know they're not as widespread. Still,
they have adifferent gpproach. They might be ableto help.”

"Areyou working for them?'.
"What?'

He surged to hisfeet and leaned on the table as the other Wardens exploded into babbling argument.
"Areyou working for them? Isthat what thisis? Y ou get ingde and kill off the rest of us? Y ou bring this
Djinn aong with you to finish the job?!



"FHJI—"

"Shut up. Just shut your mouth, Jo." He upgraded the shout to afull-out bellow. "Janet! Nathan! Get in
herel"

That brought in the two guards, who'd been hovering politely out of sight around the corner. Paul
gestured toward me. "Stick thisone in aroom while wetak thisover. Do not let her sweet-talk you, and
do not let her leave. If shetries anything, you've got my permission to shoot her. Someplace painful but
nonvital. Got me?'

Cherisewhirled around, eyeswide. "They're arresting you?'

"Lookslike" | said. | wasfeding atight flutter of panic abouit it, but there was no point in showing that to
her. She couldn't help. "It's okay, Cher. Y ou go back to the car and head for home. I'll be al right.”

"Oh, hell no. I'm not leaving you like thid"

"You are," Paul said flatly. He nodded the two guards toward Cherise. "Escort the lady out first. Nicely,
please”

It was going to be nice until Cherise grabbed Janet's hair and kicked Nathan in the balls, and then it got a
little ugly. Cherise fought like agirl, which meant she fought dirty. There was screeching. Nathan finaly
got her wrists pinned, and Janet—pink-cheeked and disarranged—I ooked like she wanted to do some
hair-pulling hersdlf, but she restrained herself with dignity.

Thetablefull of Wardenslooked on, wide-eyed.

Cherise continued to struggle even after they had good hold of her. | went over to her, put my hand on
her shoulder.

"Cherise, gopit! I'll bedl right,” | promised her. "Trust me. Go home. Thisisn't your fight."

| wasright, and | waslying, of course, because it was everybody'sfight now. It was just that the regular
folks, the oneswho were going to be mowed down by the uncounted millions, couldn't do adamn thing
about it. You can't fight Mother Nature. Not unlessyou're aWarden. And even then, it'slikea
particularly brave anthill taking on the Marine Corps.

She didn't say anything, just stared at me. Hair cascading over her face, haf-wild, completely scared. I'd
donethisto her. Cherise had been acomfortable, salf-absorbed little girl when I'd first met her, and I'd
dragged her into aworld she could neither understand nor control. Another stone on the crushing burden
of guilt I was hauling around.

"Go home," | repeated, and stepped back. Janet and Nathan escorted her to the door—carried her,
actualy, since shewas such atiny little thing. Her feet kicked uselesdy for the floor, but they each hoisted
her with an arm under hers, and out she went.

"Jo, dammit, don't do this! Let me help! | want to help!" sheydled. | didn't move. Didn't reply. "Hey, you
jerk, watch the shirt, that's desgner—"

And then she was gone, and it was just me and aroom full of Wardens, and it wasn't thetime to be
picking any fights. Besides, | wasn't fool enough to believe anybody €se would jump inon my side.

"You redly going to lock me up?' | asked Paul. He gave me astare worthy of his mafioso relatives. "l
could take down abunch of you, you know," | said. "On my worst day, | could still take at least three of



you if | had to. And no offense, but thisisn't shaping up to be my worst day. For a change.”

"Y eah, go on, you're making me not want to lock you up, with aspeech like that," he said. "1 know you
could take any of usexcept Lewis, you aways could. And when did you figure dl that out, incidentally?"

"Started to a couple of months ago,” | said, and shrugged. "So. Y ou want to fight, or work together to
help people survive this? Because I'm not going to play the traditiona who's-on-top and
who-can-smooch-the-most-ass game anymore. I'm not letting you stick mein some cell and pretend like
thisisal my fault and itll dl go away if we hold atribuna and assign some blame. And most of dl, I'm
not going to St back and let people die.”

"You'll do what we ask you to do," said Marion, and rolled out from behind the table. Rolled, because
shewasinawhedchair. | made a sound of distress, because | didn't realize how badly she'd been
hurt—worse than Paul. There was something terribly misshapen about her legs. Marion was
middle-aged, but she looked older than that now; lines grooved around her eyes and at the corners of her
mouth, lines of pain. Even her normally glossy black hair looked dull and tangled, but | supposed that
personal grooming probably wasn't on anyone'stop ten to-do list at the moment. "Thisisn't the moment
for personal heroics, and you know it. The Wardens need to pull together. That means someone hasto
lead, and therest of us haveto follow. Including you."

"Following's never been her strong suit,” Paul said morosely. "In case you haven't noticed. And she can
probably kick your ass, too, these days."

"Paul," Marion said with strained patience, " perhaps we should stop discussing whose asseswould be
hypothetically kicked, and talk about what we're going to do to stop the bloodshed.”

"Somebody needs to contact the Maat,” | said. "I'm not their favorite person ever, but at least | know
some names. How'sthat for cooperation?"

"Hand them over to Marion," Paul said. "Y ou're done here until we can check you out and find out who
these people are. Marion?"

Marion, ways practical, reached into her plaid-blanketed Iap, and pulled out a pad of paper and a pen.
| recited the ones| could remember. Charles Spencer Ashworth. Myron Lazlo. Told the Wardens about
their lair in thelap of the Sphinx out in Las Vegas.

She exchanged alook with Paul, and he shrugged. "Check it out,” he said. "Y ou, Jo. Y ou're going to
spend alittle time contemplating how bad an idea it was to keep that from me.”

"Oh, come on, Paul. We don't havetimefor this bullshit.”

"Sorry," Marion said, and pulled something else out from under that plaid lap blanket. An automatic
pistol. It looked like one of the same police-issue models that Janet and Nathan had been sporting. "But
he'sright. First, we establish contact with the Maat, and then we decide what to do with you. Don't
worry. It probably won't take dl that long, and you look asif you could usetherest.”

| felt acold chill at how close sheld probably come to putting abullet in me, just on generd principles. I'd
been shot in the back before, in thisvery building, asit happened. Not an experience | was looking to
repedat, especialy snce David wasn't likely to show up again to help me out.

| dowly put up my hands.

She shook her head. "1'm not going to shoot you," she said, and put the gun back in her Iap, though on
top of the blanket. "For one thing, the recoil ismurder on abroken arm.”



"Glad your prioritiesare Sraight.”
"Up," shesad. "I'll show you someplace you can wait in comfort.”

| looked over my shoulder when | reached the splintered doorway, and saw something that I'd never
redlly seen beforein agroup of Wardens: fear. And they wereright to be afraid. In al the history of the
Wardens, stretching through the ages, nobody had ever faced what we were facing: a planet that was
about to wake up and kill us, and Djinn who were going to be more than happy to help.

| wondered if thiswas how the dinosaurs had felt, watching that bright meteor streek toward the ground.

Chapter Two

| spent sometimein lockup lying on aclean hospital bed, humming popular songs, and trying to imagine
what the new Wardens sedl should look like. | was currently going with ashiny circular motif, with the
new motto of We're So Screwed running around the outer edge, featuring agraphic of anuclear
mushroom cloud in the center. A gold sedl, probably. Gold goes with everything, even an gpocaypse.

Bored with mentd graphic design, | got up and wandered around, taking stock. The infirmary was
mysterioudly intact. Crisp, clean, no sign of struggles. Maybeit had been empty. Djinn wouldn't have
wagted time vandaizing; they'd been out for blood, and they were nothing if not focused on the mission.

Which would have been removing any humans who might pose agenuine threst to them later. |
wondered if it had been David's bunch, acting under the red-eyed influence of the Earth. Or if it had been
Ashan'slittle merry band, coming after Wardensjust on genera principles.

Either one would have been horrific, in these close quarters. | didn't want to imagineit, but the images
kept springing up when | closed my eyes.

Eventudly, not even fevered imagination could hold off exhaustion, and | surrendered to aneed to be
horizontd. | pulled awaffle-weave cotton blanket up over my aching body and wished—again—for a
shower. | wastoo tired even to take off my shoes, much less undress, athough these clothes needed to
be burned, not just laundered. | stank to high heaven, and was ruining a perfectly good bed, but as soon
as| closed my eyes, dl those concerns did away like oil off Teflon.

| was adeep so fast, | had no timeto redlize it was happening, falling into a soft-edged darkness that
wrapped warm around me, falling without fear and without limit...

... and then, without any sense of trangition, | was Sitting in anice, comfortable living room with afire
roaring in the hearth. Curled up like acat on a soft cotton-covered sofa, my head against the pillowed
armrest, covered with the same blanket 1'd been using in the infirmary.

"Hey, kid," said alow voice. | blinked and focused across the room.
"Jonathan?"' | asked, and dowly sat up. "Am |I—? Aren't you—?"

"Dead?" the mack daddy of the Djinn supplied, and popped the tops on two brown, |abel-free bottles of
beer. He held one up, and it floated toward me. Heavier than | expected. | nearly fumbled the bottle
when | grabbed it out of theair. Cold. It felt heavy and redl.

"Aren't you? Dead?" | asked.



"Yeah, well. Kinda."

| blinked again and sipped the beer. Seemed like the thing to do. Jonathan looked exactly the same as he
had last time I'd seen him: human, tal and lean and whipcord-strong. Tanned. He was wearing khaki
pants and aloose off-white T-shirt, not tucked in, and his booted feet were crossed at the ankles. He
spped hisbeer, unamiling.

| put my bottle down on the polished wooden coffee table after shoving aside issues of magazinesin
languagesthat | didn't recognize to make room for it. "Y ou're dead,” | repeated. "So why are you in my
dream?'

Heraised the bill of hisolive drab bl cap with one finger. "Good question. Morbid, isnt it?'
"What?'
"Dreaming about dead people. Creepy. Y ou ever see athergpist about that?!

"I'm not—" Evenin dreams, | couldn't win an argument with him. Even when he was dead. "What are
you doing here?'

Jonathan took off his cap, tossed it toward a coat-tree (and missed), and leaned forward with his elbows
on hisknees. He met my stare. That was afrightening thing. Dream or not, he had the exact same
eyes—dark, lightless, limitless, filled with an infinity of things | could never understand in my short human
lifetime. Stars were born and died in those eyes. "1 think the real question is, what are you doing here?
Thisisthe end of theworld, kiddo. Or the beginning. Tough to tell the difference. It'sdl one big turning
circle, and where we are depends on who we are.”

| clutched the blanket closer. "|—don't understand.”

"Y eah, didn't figure you would. But | thought I'd giveit ashot." He took another swig of beer, but those
inhuman eyes never left me. "Take alook outsde.”

| rose, dragging the blanket with me wrapped around my shoulders like abulky shawl. Not that | wanted
to get up from that obscenely comfortable couch, but thiswas adream, and | was going to do just what
he wanted meto do. No red will of my own. My hand reached out for the drapery pull, and | yanked,
and the heavy maroon curtains did back, revedling...

A big field of nodding yellow flowers. Blue sky. A few clouds drifting lazily over the horizon.
| turned to look at him, aquestion on my face.
"Keep looking," he said. "Little more to the picture than meetsthe eye.”

| narrowed my eyes, and it was like going up in to the agtheric, only | never left my body; the horizon
zoomed toward me, clarifying itsalf asit came. What |ooked like a shadowy mountain range resolved into
something ese entirely.

Desth.

| was looking at the skeletal remains of acity. Whatever skyline shape had once made it memorable was
gone, o | didn't know if | waslooking at Parisor New Y ork or Dalas; it was atwisted bare mass of
metal now, corroding and twisting together, being beaten down by the gentle, remorseless rain and wind.
That was how the planet triumphed, in the end. With patience. With sillness.



Without mercy.
"Y ou're getting there,” he said. "Closer.”

And he was closer, too—across the room and standing right behind me. His hands closed on my upper
arms, holding mein place againgt him. | didn't want to see, but it came to me anyway.

Bones. So many bones, sinking deeper into the hungry ground. Flesh liquefying and returning to the sl
bonestaking longer to flake away into bleached splinters.

Bonesweredl that was | eft of humanity, | knew that. | could sense that. Nothing remained. Not acity
untouched, not afamily huddled in a cave, waiting out the disaster. Weld been completely, utterly
removed from the Earth.

"Y ou see?" Jonathan's voi ce rasped, soft as velvet againgt my ear. | could fed the warm whisper of his
breath stirring my hair. "It's like bowling. When the match is over, you have to return the rented shoes.
Sorry, kid. Game over."

Six billion lives, snuffed out. | wanted to fal to my knees, but Jonathan was holding me up. Therewasa
certain lazy crudty intheway hisfingersdug into my skin.

"Don't go dl weak on me now," he scolded me. "Bones and dust. That the way you want it?"

"No," | said, and firmed up my knees and spine. Weak? | wasn't weak, and | wouldn't et him seeme
that way. "So you tel me, how do | stop it?”

"What makes you think it's your job to stop anything?”

| shook free of his hands and whirled to face him. My fists clenched a my sides. " Because you brought
me here!"

Hisface smoothed out, became asrigid and emotionless as aleather mask. Those eyes, God, those eyes.
Fury and power and anguish, al together.

"I didn't bring you here," he said. ™Y ou think you're Miss Specia Degtiny of theyear?"

"No," | shot back, furious. "And | don't damn well want to be, any more than you wanted to
be—whatever the hell you are. But sometimesthereisn't achoice. Right?’

"Careful. Y ou might accidentally make some sense. Ruin your reputetion.”
"You are infuriating!"
"Yep," heagreed. "It'sbeen said.”

Arguing with him was getting me exactly nothing. | controlled my temper with atremendous effort of will.
"So how do we stop this?' Because | was not going to st by and let afutureroll toward us that contained
sx hillion corpsesturning to petroleum under the ground.

"That'sthe funny thing," Jonathan said, and stepped back. He tugged his cap morefirmly in place, one
hand at the back, one on the bill. "Y ou want to survive, you need to convince Her that you're worth the
favor.”

"How?" | practicaly yeledit.



"You'l know it when you seeit. But first you have to get yoursdlf to the right place.”

"Whichis?'

"Someplace you've dready been," he said. "Once. Net little place, kindaquaint. Y ou'll think of it."
"Don't do that. Don't go all vague on mejust when | need—"

"Not my businessto save your ass," he pointed out. "Hell, I'm kinda dead anyway. Not my problem.
And you look so cute with your face dl red.”

"Jonathan—" | was dl out of smart-ass. " Please.”
He cupped an ear toward me.

"Please,” | repeated. "Do you want me to beg?"
"Well, itd benice, but... nah. Canyou sing?'
What?"

"Sing. Notes. Usudly up and down, unlessyou'reinto that rap thing, which"—he eyed me—"1 wouldn't
recommend. A littletoo much vanillain theice, if you know what | mean.”

"Believe me, | have no idea what you mean!"
He sighed. "Humans. No sense of what's going on around them....”

He stopped in midcondescension. His face went blank again, but not asif he wastrying to concedl
anything this time—more as though he was entirely focused on something beyond the two of us.

There was asound. It started as akind of moaning, like a breeze beyond the window. It got louder.
Stronger. Became an eerie tangle of whispers.

No, not whispers. Something... musical.

| reached for the latch on the window, suddenly desperate to hear what it was. Jonathan clapped his
hands down over mine, hard. "No," he said grimly. "Do it and you're dead.”

| fought him. | had to open the window. | had to know. | could fedl it coming, and oh it was glorious and
terrible and beautiful asliquid fire, and it was going to burn me to ash where | stood with thefire of
cregtion and joy. Spirit moving upon the earth ...

| clawed at the window latch, got hold of it, and yanked up.
Stuck. | screamed and battered at the window glass, but it didn't bregk, didn't evenréttle. ..

Jonathan muttered what might have been acurse, if I'd understood Djinn, and he spun me around to face
him. The whole house around us was moving, breathing. Seduced by the power of the song outside.
Longing to joinwithit, loseitsdf in that joyous, terrifying chorus.

Pieces of it were whirling away. Jonathan stayed focused on my face. "Y ou've got to leave," he said.

"Am | goingto seeyou again?' | asked, weirdly calm now, drugged by the sound. He smiled dightly and
touched hisfingertipsto thetip of my chin.



"Didn't seemethistime," he said, and without any warning & al, gave me aright crossthat snapped my
head back with overwhelming force. Pain blocked out even the screaming of that song. . . .

| sailed backward into the dark, faling, lost in shrieking winds and wind that grabbed and tore at me...
The song turned into ashrill ringing in my ears.

| jerked awake on the bed in the infirmary, felt my heart racing uncontrollably, and fumbled for the clock
on the table next to me. Its reassuring green glow told me that 1'd been adeep for exactly six hours.

| sank back with asigh, cradling the clock and hitting the buttons, and then redlized that it wasn't the
adarm going off. It wasmy cell phone shrilling for attention. Damn. | needed to go with amuch more
amusing ringtone.

| fumbled it out of my purse and flipped it open. "Y eah?' | sounded as drugged and disoriented as| felt.

"You gtupid dag.” | knew that rich tenor voice, sharpened now with anger. "Y ou caled the police on
me"

| flopped back into the comfort of the pillow and threw an arm over my eyes. "Yes, Eamon, | caled the
police on you. Y ou threatened my life, tried to kill me, and abducted my sster—"

"I saved your bloody life!" He sounded livid. | could dmost seethe veins pulsing in his neck. "1 couldve
left you out in that hurricane to die, you know. | put mysdlf out for you!"

"Y eah, you're aprince—Please tell me you're not, by the way. | mean, my opinion of British roydty isn't
thet high, but—"

"Shut it," he snarled. "Alerting the local constabulary isn't going to get your sster back.”
"Can make your life damn inconvenient, though, I'll bet.”

Silence. | could hear him breathing. | could picture him standing there, phone gripped in those long
pianisg'sfingers. Theinner Eamon didn't match the sengitive hands, though he could pretend with the best
of them.

Deep down, he wasn't eegant, and he wasn't cultured. He was atota bastard, and the fact that my sister
had been enthraled with him—and might till be, for al | knew—made me fed morethan alittle
nausegted.

"Look," | said. "l know that you expect meto be your cogtar in thislittle dramayou're playing, but I'm
busy. Get to the point, Eamon. Y ou going to kill me? Come on and get in line. | haven't got time to screw
around with you."

Silence, for along few besats, and then, "Is there a problem?’ he asked. Which wasn't what I'd expected.
"Why do you care?"

"Because—" He paused for severa long besets. "Because what | want from you isaDjinn. If there's
anything happening that affectsthat goa, | need to know."

"Y ou have no ideahow much | wish I'd given you one back home, and gotten you the hell out of our
lives" | said. | remembered the bloodstainsin the conference room. Not that | wished dismemberment
on anyone, but with Eamon my moral high ground was somewhere about the el evation of a sand dune,
and eroding fast. "The Stuation has changed. | can't get my hands on a Djinn anymore. No one can.”



"Won', you mean."

"l don't havetimeto explainit to you, but even if | gave you aDjinn bottle, it wouldn't do you any good.
The—the master agreement's been broken. They don't obey us anymore. And they damn sure wouldn't

obey you."

"l see" hesaid dowly. "That's... very unfortunate. For your Sster, at any rate.”
"Wheré's Sarah? If you've hurt her—"

"Dont beridiculous. Why would | hurt lovely Sarah?' That dy hint of amusement was back in hisvoice.
"Much more rewarding to play along with her fantasies. Y ou'd be amazed what kind of thing that woman
getsup tointhe privacy of her—"

"Shut up!" | shouted it, heard my heart thudding in my ears, and forced myself to relax. He liked sticking
inthe knife. It was part of hisgame. No matter what he said, I'd seen the way he'd touched her, and his
hands didn't lie about that, at |east. He was gentle with her. Gentler than he had any reason to be. It was
even possible heredlly liked her, as much as he liked anyone. "L ook, just |et her go. There's no reason to
keep her. | dready told you, | can't give you a Djinn. Please. Just—Iet her go."

"Areyou completely sure you can't give mewhat | want? Because if you are, there's no reason for me
not to put abullet in the head of your beautiful Sster, pose her in acompromising position for the delight
of the tabloid media, and be on my merry way." Helistened to my furious silence. | could fed agrin
coming off the phone, like radiant heat. "' was thinking something from the ceuvre of the Hillsde
Strangler. Nothing like the classics.”

"Y ou fucking son of a—"

"I want a Djinn. | don't care about your technica issues. Y ou're thoroughly resourceful when you need
to be—I've seen that firsthand. No, your lovely sister stayswith me until you come through for me. Inthe
meantime, she sufferswhatever | seefit to make her suffer, which | promise you will get progressively
worse thelonger you take to satisfy me. And if | fedl you haven't done your level best to get mewhat |
want, wdll... you'll follow the bresthless coverage about her bad, sad end on the news.”

My free hand wasin afig, clenched tight. | didn't remember doing it, and deliberately relaxed until the
white knucklesloosened up. "Y ou won't get anything by threatening her. There are other things
happening, in case you're not aware. Bad things. | can't just—"

"Yeah," heinterrupted. "Dead Wardens littering the landscape, very sad, I'm devastated, et cetera. But in
short, bugger your problems, darling, because my problems are the priority. I'll give you exactly two days
to settle your little difficulties and make arrangements to get me what | want, and no tricks, or | swear to
you, your sigter will not leave a pretty corpse, are we understood?”

"Yes" | said. "Yes, were understood.”

"Thenit'sbeen adice, love, and you watch yoursdf. Wouldn't want anything to happen to you before |
get what | want. Now, if you'll excuse me, | hear the water shutting off in the bath. | have to go do your
Sde.”

He hung up before | could fire off anything I'd regret later. The number was blocked, of course. | sank
down on the bed again, exhausted and aching and angry as hell, with nowhereto put dl that nervous

dread. Not like my siter'slife could count for any more than the hundreds of thousands of people who
werein danger, or the millions—billions—in the balance if we didn't figure out how to make thingsright



agan.
Bones and dugt, corpsesturning to petroleum. Sunflowers nodding placidly over agraveyard. Had | just

been dreaming? Or was Jonathan—the spirit of Jonathan, anyway—trying to tell me something
important?

Two days. Not enough time. Not enough time for anything.

| felt tears coming, and choked them back furioudly. | was not going to let that bastard make me cry, and
| was not going to think about him standing in that team-fogged bathroom, wiping beads of water from
my sster's naked back while she smiled innocently at himin the mirror.

No, | wasn't going to think about that at al.
Okay, maybe | was.

| curled up on the bed, hurled the darm clock across the room in asatisfying crunch of plagtic, and put
my pillow over my head to sob out my fury and pain. That was supposed to be cathartic, but mostly it
seemed to result in aching muscles, sinuses packed with fluid, and raw, abused eyebals.

| needed to blow my nose. When | reached for atissue from the bedside box, my fumbling fingers met
warm flesh, helpfully handing one over.

| lifted my head dowly from the smothering embrace of the pillow, and gasped.

"Aren't you going to take that?' David asked. | looked down. My fingers were clenched on thetissuein
his hand, but I hadn't made any moveto clamiit. | dowly pulled it toward me.

David was ditting in achair acouple of feet away, watching mewith his head tilted alittle to one sde. His
eyes were more brown than bronze, just now, lazy behind the concedling round glasses. Relaxed. He
was wearing afamiliar outfit of ablue checked shirt and faded jeans and battered hiking boots, and God,
he looked good enough to eat. Relief flashed through me like a concentrated burst of lightning, and then
recent history caught up to me like thefollowing thunder. | sat up in ahurry, heart thumping so hard, |
saw red spots, because my brain finally saw fit to remind methat David, about thirty hours ago, had been
intent onkilling me.

"Easy," he said, and reached out to draw afingertip over the tender, sensitive skin on the interior of my
right arm. Heat and friction, redl asit could get. "It'sdl right. I'm mysdlf, at least for now. Blow your
nose."

He wasn't adream; he was here. Really here, physcaly.

| redlly did need to blow my nose. | did so, in asladylike afashion as| could, wishing dl the
while—mosily stupidly—that I'd had some kind of warning, that I'd been able to shower or to brush my
hair or changemy clothesor... hdl. Anything.

| tossed the tissue at the trash can nearby. He gave my underhanded girly throw an assst with awave of
hisfinger, not even looking. Two points.

"I didn't know if you were dive," he said softly. "Not at first. | remembered coming after you, on the
beach, and then—nothing. | thought I'd hurt you. Killed you."

Thelook in hiseyes—God, it made my heart break. | swung my legs over the side of the bed. We were
close enough that our knees brushed.



David leaned forward, moving dowly, the way animal trainers do with skittish crestures, and he dowly
extended his hand toward me. Traced the line of my cheek. "I can't stay long," he said quietly. "But |
want to try to protect you, as much as| can. Help you. Will you let me?”

| couldn't say no to him, not when he sounded like that. Soft and alittle desperate. | stayed where | was.
| didn't reach back to him, though every cell in my body screamed for meto doit; | just watched him,
until he drew his hand back. He put his elbows on his knees and focused on my face with an intensity |
remembered from thefirst time I'd met him. Had | fdlenin love with him right then, at first sght?I'd fdlen
inlugt, for sure. Lust had been no problem at al. Still wasn't. But more than that—and | only redlized it
now, looking back on it—I'd lost my soul to him somewhere aong the way.

And | couldn't regret it. Even now.

Hisfingers moved together restlesdy, as though fighting an urge to reach out to me again. "You'redl
right?" he asked. "Not hurt?"

"No. I'm dl right." Minus afew dozen cuts and bruises and minor aches. Nothing to spesk of, redly.
"What the hell happened?’

Hisface went still. Masklike, the way Jonathan's had been in the dream. His eyes turned dark and filled
with secrets. " Jonathan decided to play god,” he said. "He's dead.”

| had a sudden, aching suspicion. "Did you kill him?"

Theflash of anguish, before helocked it down again, was answer enough. David had been an Ifrit for a
time, haf dive, preying on Djinn for hislifeforce. Damned and doomed and broken... dead, in every
way that mattered. He'd gone after the biggest, brightest power source available to survive, and that had
been Jonathan. Driven by the basic ingtinct to feed, he had turned on his own best friend.

Just the way his best friend intended, the coldhearted, calculating, manipulative bastard.
"David, dont," | said. "Y ou know he wanted to die. He just—used you. Suicide by Ifrit."

"No, it was more than that." He swallowed and looked aside, keeping his thoughtsto himself for afew
seconds before he continued, "What Jonathan was, is—necessary. Someone needs to stand where he
stood. Nature abhors avacuum.” He attempted asmile, but it looked painful. "'l wasthe closest Djinn to
him in power, so what he was—it flowed into me. In ared sense, I've become—"

"Jonathan," | supplied.

He looked agonized about that. Guilty. Horrified. "No. Jonathan was... specid. | don't think any of us
could really take his place and do the things he did. But I've become the conduit, the pipeline from the
Mother to the Djinn. The only upsideisthat I've stopped pulling thelife out of you, theway | did when |
wasan Ifrit. If I'd kept on..."

"You wouldn't have killed me." | wasn't sure of that, but | wanted to be.

"l came damn close." He stared at me, miserable. "Jo. None of us can tell what's coming. | don't know if
| can control this. I'm not Jonathan. I'm not capable of—staying gpart from her needs, her emotions. And
when | fal, wedl lose"

Nothing | could say about that wouldn't make him fedl worse abouit it. "L ook, you told me on the beach
that the Wardens need to stop the Earth from waking up,” | said. "That would fix things, right? Give you
back free will?'



"No, not redlly.” Hewas aready shaking his head. "We never have completely freewill. It's not the way
it works."

"Even now that Jonathan's agreement with the Wardensis gone?"

"Even now. Wejust changed hands, so to speak. Went back to our original master. Mistress. Y ou saw.
When it happened—I wasn't prepared to handleit. | didn't know how to try to hold it back, and it spilled
through meto the other Djinn."

His eyes had burned bright red, and bright red was not a color | associated with anything good, except in
fashion. Having red eyes staring at you was downright terrifying. Still, it hadn't been only the Goth-bright
gaze that had unnerved me; it had been the dtillness. The sense of David having been emptied out of his
own skin, stripped of individua consciousness and respongbility.

"When she'sangry,” he continued, "when she fed s threatened, she can take control of me, and through
me, dl the others. In asense, we're her antibodies. And if she wantsto destroy you..."

It would be terrifyingly easy for Djinn to do it. They were predatory at the best of times. Given freerein
and licenseto kill? Saughter. No human could battle them directly for very long, and there damn sure
weren't enough Wardensto go around anyway.

"So what are we supposed to do? It's alittle late to build arocket ship and evacuate,” | said, "no matter
what the science fiction moviesliketo tdl us”

That got asmile. A smdl one. "Did you know, that's one of the things we love so much about you?”'
What?"

"Your gtories. Y ou remake the world with stories. | don't think you understand how powerful that is, Jo."
"A dory isnt going to fix this"

The smiledied. "No, you'reright about that.”

"Thentdl mewhét to do."

"No."

"No?'

"Y ou have to understand—"

"Well, | don't. | don't understand.”

"Y ou're being obgtinate."

"I'm being accurate! Dammit, David, why is everything such ariddle with you guys? Why can't you just
comeright out and—"

"—tell you how to destroy the Djinn?" he asked, and arched his eyebrows. " Sorry, but I'm not quite
ready to sacrifice my peopleto savedl of yours. I'm trying to find away that it doesn't come down to
that choice. That'swhat Jonathan left me. Respongility. It sucks, but that'stheway it is."

| swallowed my comeback, because there wasred suffering in hiseyes. "So what can | do?' | asked. "I
can't just wait around for the fina epic battle and make popcorn.”



Another amile, this one stronger and warmer. ™Y ou never could, you know. Alwaysin motion.”

"Damn gtraight. Basic principles of physics. Objects at rest tend to Stay at rest. Thingsin motion require
less effort to overcome resstance.”

"l loveyour mind."

"Isthat al?" | arched my eyebrows back at him, and his eyes sparked bronze.
He smiled, and then the smile dowly faded. "We can't do this.”

Damn. The warmth insde me, bardly fdlt, began to fade. "Why not?"

"Becauseit's dangerous. Y ou begin to trust me; | begin to think you can trust me. That'savery bad
idea" He stood up. "I shouldn't have come here."

"Thenwhy did you?' | demanded, out of patience. "Dammit, don't come here and |look—I ook dl
perfectly hot and good enough to lick—don't just show up and tell methat | can't trust you, because | do
trust you, | aways have, even when | didn't have any reasonto doit! Don't do thisto us! It hurtd"

My vehemence shook him. He honestly didn't expect that outburst—I could seeit in the way he drew
back insde himsdlf, watching me. The bronze glintsdied in his eyes, forced back. He looked like aman.
A tired, vulnerable, sorrowful man. "'l want to help,” he said.

"Well, pony up, cowboy! Now'sthetime!"

"All right." He closed hiseyes, asif he couldn't stland to look at mewhile he said it. ™Y ou can't cut the
Djinn off from the Mother. Oh, therésaway, but if you do, you only guarantee your own destruction.
The Earth would go mad. It wouldn't just be humanity being wiped away, it would be every living thing in
theworld. She would just—reset the game and start over. What you have to do is become. .. Jonathan.
Become the conduit for humanity, to her."

Findly, we were getting somewhere. "And how exactly do | do that?' He opened his mouth, then shut it
again. No answer. "David, half an answer isworse than none. Tell me.”

"| hate putting you at risk like this"

"Dammit, how could | bemore at risk? | sasv—" | stopped, because | intuitively knew | shouldn't tell
David about the dream. At best, hed dismissit. At worgt, it would raise false hopes that Jonathan was. ..
somewhere out there. "'I'm aWarden, and I'm on the front lines dready. At least give me the toolsto get
thejob done."

His head jerked up, and he fixed on me with such intengity that | flinched, alittle. "I'm not sure it won't kill
you."

"Wadl," | said after ashaky second of apause, "that's a'been there, done that' Situation, and anyway it's
not your choiceto make, isit?"

And that was a long second of pause, from both of us. Precarious and painful.

"No," hefinaly admitted, and squeezed his eyes closed as he thought about it. "All right. | can't tell you
how to do it—I'm not even sure how Jonathan did it, in the first place. But | can tell you where." He
made avisble decison and opened his eyes. They were glowing now, Djinn-bronze flecked with ruddy
amber. "Y ou've been there once already. Seacasket.”



"Seacasket?" | tried to remember... and then | did, with achilling rush of pain and panic.

Once upon atime, | had been aDjinn, and | had been sent to Seacasket by my master (if you could cdll
apunk like Kevin amagter, which was a stretch) to destroy thetown. Infire.

David had stopped me that time. And somehow, Kevin's ssepmongter Y vette had known that he would.
It had been the trap she set for him, to get him back in her power.

"Seacasket's specid,” | said. "Y vette knew."

He nodded. "It's a—thin space in the agtheric. One of two or three placesin this country where a human
might be able to reach one of the Oracles."

"Oracles?' I'd never heard of Oracles, other than the ancient Greek kind. Or the software company.
From the regretful look that flashed across hisface, it wasn't something any human had probably heard
before. Or that the Djinn ever intended we would.

"They don't exist here, on this plane. They're—different. And Jo, they're dangerous. Very dangerous,
even to Djinn. l—can't imagine how dangerous they'd be to ahuman, even if you can get oneto dlow
you contact. Which isn't likely."

"Can't you—I don't know, introduce me?"

"It doesn't work that way," he said. "1 wish to heaven it did, because thiswould aready be finished and
I'd have done thisfor you. Theway I'm connected is subordinate. The Djinn are part of the body, not
gpart fromit. Oracles..." Hewas out of words, and he shrugged. "There's no way to describe this, redly.
Itsnot ahuman thing."

| let out adow breath. "Okay. Leaving dl that on the table, isthere anything you can do about all of
the—the chaos out there? Wesather, fire, earthquakes?..."

"I'll dowhat | can." David leaned forward and extended his hand again. Thistime, | took it. His skin was
firm and hot and smooth, and my skin remembered it dl too vividly. He was astonishingly tectile, dways
touching, and even as| thought it hisfingers moved to my wrig, tracing my pulse. "'l want to protect you.
| want that with everything in me. Theidea of sending you into danger without me... it terrifiesme. You
know that, right?"

My heart began to pound. | wanted to forget al of this. The wreckage outside of the infirmary door, the
dead Wardens, the destroyed agreement with the Djinn, the upcoming end of theworld. The future of
bones.

| wanted him to keep on touching me, always.

"Jonathan always thought it was akind of insanity, Djinn loving humans" David murmured. "Maybe he
was right. We have to face losing what we love so often, and the urge to keep you out of danger is...
overpowering, sometimes. But now 1'm the danger. And thetruth is, you can't redly trust me, from this
point on. Promise me you'l be careful of me."

"David—"
"I mean it, Jo. Promise me. | love you, | adore you, and you redly can't trust me right now."

His hand tightened on mine. Our fingerstwined, and he leaned closer and fitted hislipsto mine.



Hot and sweet and damp, anguished and wonderful. | let go of his hand and wrapped my arms around
his neck, buried my fingersin the warm living fire of hishair, and degpened the kiss. Willing him to be
with me, to make thisworld be something it wasn't.

He made a sound in histhroat, torture and despair and arousal al at once, and his hands fitted themselves
around my waist and did me off the bed and onto hislap. My chest pressed to his, every point of contact
abonfire. Our bodies, beyond our control, moved against each other, diding, pressing, sweet wonderful
friction that reminded us what we wanted, what we needed. For thefirst time in months, we were both
hedlthy, both whole, both. ..

... both too aware of what this might cost usin the end.

| don't know which of us broke the kiss, but it ended, and we pressed our foreheads together and
breathed each other's air without speaking for along time, our bodies tensed and trembling, on the edge
of burning.

"You'reright," | findly whispered. My lipstasted of him. "'l can't trust you. | damn sure can't trust myself
when I'mwith you."

He smoothed my hair back with both hands. "Good girl." He kissed me again, softly. "Smart girl.
Remember that."

And then helifted me, effortlesdy, and set me on my fest. | got theimpression he was about to leave, and
panicked just alittle. "Wait! Um... Seacasket. I'm not sure| can find it again.”

"MapQuest,” he said. "The modern world isfull of conveniences even the Djinn can't match.”

"Do |—7?" | bit my lip, and then continued. "Do | go done? Or am | going to haveto fight my way
through some kind of honor guard?”'

"Takelmara" he said. Hisamileturned breathtakingly sweet. " Shel's astonishing, isn't she? Our child? |
wish you could see her theway | do, Jo, shes—amiracle.”

Oh, | agreed. With dl my heart. "I don't want to take her with meif there's going to be any danger—"
"I havefaith in you to keep her safe.”
"David, she's two days old!"

"What sheis can't be measured in days, or years, or centuries," he said. "Shell be fine. Just—take care
of yourself. Y oure the one I'm worried about."

A dow, warm pressure of hislips on mine, and then he was gone. Not a magic-sparkle dow-fade gone,
but ablip, he-was-never-there gone. Except for the manic damn-1've-been-kissed-good tingle of my
mouth and the racing of my pulse and generd state of trembling throughout my body, | might have
thought it was al another dream.

| walked over to the mirror. | looked like hell, but my eyeswere clear and shining and my lipshad aripe,
bee-stung redness.

Doesn't get much more redl than that.

Hewasright: | redlly couldn't trust him. Should never ever trust him again. But that wasn't, and never
would be, my ingtinct, and he knew it. Hewas my true fatd flaw, and maybe | was his, aswell.



| hoped that wasn't going to end up destroying us both, and our child with us,

If I wasinclined to mope abouit it, | didn't have time. There was ardttle at the locked infirmary door, and
Nathan, the security guard, looked in and jerked his head a me.

"You'rewanted," hesad. "Moveit."

| cast onelast ook at the empty chair where David had been, and followed Nathan out.

Theinfirmary was rdatively soundproofed, as| discovered when | went out into the hdl; therewas ariot
outsde. People yelling, screaming at each other. Tempersflaring. There were more people crammed in
than there'd been before, and everybody |ooked stressed and confused. There were arguments raging
from room to room; someidiot was yelling in the hallway that we had to uncork the Djinn il imprisoned
in the vault severa stories below, under the theory that we could be prepared to give them ironclad
ordersto protect the building and the remaining Wardens at all costs. Someone el se was making the case
againg it, but | could tell popular sentiment was building for the supposedly smple solution.

Paul had given up, evidently. He was Sitting whey-faced in achair in the North America conference
room, eyes shut. Marion was vainly shouting for order, but since she wasin awheelchair, it was hard for
her to make an impression.

| went for the floor show.

| levitated myself four feet up off the stained carpet, dangeroudy closeto the celling, reached deep for
power, and felt it respond to me with an ease and warmth | hadn't fdt in... avery long time. Since before
my beattle with Bad Bob Biringanine, in fact.

| let the power crackle around me, building up in potentia energy in the air, and most of those around me
noticed and backed off.

Making light—cold light, light without heat—isthe biggest trick in the book when it comesto my variety
of powers. Light has heat as anatura by-product of the energy release that createsit, so | had to balance
the radiation with rapid dispersa throughout a complicated matrix of atoms.

| got brighter, and till brighter, until | was glowing like agirl-shaped chanddier, hovering in the hallway.
Conversation stopped. In the brilliant white light, they all looked stark and surprised, and to aWarden
they flinched when | released a pulse of energy that flared out in acircle like astrobe going off.

| let the glow die down dowly and touched my feet back on the carpet.
"Right," | said. "Let's quit freeking and start working, al right?”

Nobody spoke. Dozens of faces, and they were all turned to me—young Wardens barely out of college,
old gray-haired ones who'd been handling the business of earth and fire and weather for three-quarters of
their long lives. They were tough, or they were damn lucky, every single one of them.

And most important, they were what we had.

| pointed to the Warden who'd been arguing against opening the bottles—adender little African
American guy, about thirty, with areceding hairline and bookish wire-rimmed spectacles. "What's your
name?' | asked. Hedidn't ook at dl familiar.

"Will," hesad. "William Sebhatu.”



"Will, I'm putting you in charge of the Djinnissue,” | said. ™Y ou need to get every sngle Djinn bottle,
empty or sealed, make an inventory, and put everything in the vault. And then you sedl the vault and you
make damn sure that nobody, and | mean nobody, opens up any bottles. Got it?"

"Wait aminute!” That was Will's debating opponent, a big-boned woman with a horse face and
bitter-amond eyes. "Y ou can't just make adecision like that! Who the hell do you think you are? Y ou're
not even aWarden anymore!" | remembered her. Emily, a double threst—an Earth and Fire Warden out
of Canada. She was blunt, but she was good at her job; she also had areputation for being pushy.

"Back off," Paul said wearily from his chair in the conference room. His voice echoed through the silence.
"Shelsone of us. Hell, she may be the only one who knows enough to get usthrough the day.” He
sounded defeated. | didn't care for that. | hadn't meant to take away his authority—at least, not
permanently—but Paul wasn't acting like a guy who could shoulder the burden anymore. " Jo, do your
quff."

"Okay," | said. | turned back to the woman, who was sill giving me the fish eye. "Emily, you think you
can make thiswork because you think you're smarter than the Djinn, or faster, or more powerful. Y ou
can't. You al need to unlearn what you know about the Djinn. They're not subservient. They're not
stupid. And they're not ours, not anymore.”

The assembled Wardens were whispering to each other. Emily was staring & me. So was Will. | heard
my name being passed around, in varying degrees of incredulity. | thought she was dead, someone said,
just alittletoo loudly for comfort.

"Thisisgtupid,” Emily finadly said. "Paul, | thought she was out of the Wardens. How does she know
anything?'

"' She knows because she was with the Djinn when it happened,” Marion said, and rolled closer with a
brisk snap of her wrigs. "Right?"

| nodded. "'l saw it happen. We'velost control, and asfar as| know, we'velost it for good. We need to
face that and figure out how to go forward.”

"Forward?' somebody in the crowd yelped. "Y ou've got to be kidding. We need the Djinn!"

"No, we don't,” another person countered sharply. "I barely escaped, and only because mine got
distracted. Whatever's happening, we can't risk involvement with the Djinn.”

"Exactly,” | said. "We haveto rely on ourselves, and each other. Will? 'Y ou up for thejob?!
He swallowed hard and nodded. "I'll get started.”

"Get some people to help you. Draft them if you have to, and don't be afraid to use Paul'sname asabig
stick." | waited for some confirmation from Paul; he waved a hand vaguely. | turned to Emily. "Y ou're not

going to give thisguy any shit, right?*

Shewas silent for afew seconds, looking at me, then shrugged. "Not right now. Y oureright. We need to
stop the bleeding, and save the surgery for later.”

| was glad Emily let me push it through, because she'd be a tough opponent. Nothing weak about her,
and we needed her on our side.

Therewas only one sde, right now. The side of survivd.



| faced a crowd of people, and everybody |ooked tired and harassed and worried. Not the faces of
winners. They looked... logt.

"All right," | said. "Everybody, listen up. We've taken some serious hits, and thereé's no question, things
are desperate. But we are Wardens. Wardens don't run, and they don't abandon their responsibilities.
There are six billion people on this planet, and we stand up for them. We need to be strong, focused, and
we need to be united. No more backhbiting, palitics, or ambition. Understood?’

"Oh, comeon! Look around you. It'simpossible,”" someone in the crowd complained. | fixed that area
with agtare that, from the way those initsway quailed, might have been Djinn-strength.

"l wasjust hanging inmidair glowing likeaUFO," | said. "Don't tell me about impossble. Were
Wardens."

A ripple of laughter. Some of the tension fled from their faces, and there were afew nods.

"I need avolunteer to handle cleanup crew," | continued. "Earth Wardens, probably, maybe a coupl e of
Fire Wardens. Get this place back in operation. Everybody el se, pick a conference room and get to
work triaging the crigsinformation. Go."

And amazingly, after a scant second, Emily raised her hand and bellowed, "Right! | need two Earth and
oneFirefor cleanup!™ and the rest of them began milling around and filtering into conference rooms.

They were actudly listening to me.

| looked a Marion, who was sitting, hands folded in her 1ap. Sheinclined her head, very dightly. Under
the bruises, shewas amiling.

| said, "Somebody had to.”
"You have agift for it,” she countered. We both looked at Paul.

He was gone. Sometime during my little speech, hed walked away. | fdt alittle stab of regret and worry.
I'd taken away Paul's authority again, maybe for good thistime, and that was not only unkind, but aso

deeply unwise.
"Excuse me?' someone asked from behind me. "Warden Baldwin?"

| turned to find a petite blond woman standing there. | didn't know her, but she was different from the
othersin the halway. There was no worry in her expression, and no exhaustion. Perky, which just
seemed strange. There was something el se, though, that sent aripple of unease up my back that
exploded in an ice-cold shudder on the back of my neck.

Thewomanwasjugt... wrong.
"Jol" Marion's warning shout came asecond too late.

The woman had agun. Must have taken it off one of the guards. Nathan? Janet? One of the many who'd
died? And now sheraised it and pointed it straight at me. | froze, unbregthing. The muzzle of that damn
pistol looked big enough to swalow the sun.

And shefired.

| fdt it happening in dow motion—the hammer striking the cartridge, the blooming flare of explosion
ingdethe metd jacket. ..



| felt it. Thesameway | usudly fdt theflare of lightning bursting out of the sky, or the swirl of air and
water.

| not only fetit, but | could... touchit.
It didn't take much, just awhisper, and | killed the spark before it ignited the powder in the cartridge.
Click.

My would-be n looked baffled, then angry, and pulled the trigger again, with the same results. |
smiled thinly at her, reached out, and took the pistol away. While | was doing that, Nathan, the tall
security guard, pelted breathlessly around the corner. | emptied the clip out of the gun—wall, it aways
looked cool in the movies—and Nathan took it away from me the way you'd take a semiautomatic away
from ateething baby.

He aso took possession of the Warden, and handcuffed her.

She gtill had that same eerily cam, predatory light in her eyes, and she hadn't taken her eyes off me. |
recognized that starvation in her. I'd had it eating through my own veins not so very long ago.

| was aring at her, wondering how to go about handling this particular problem, when an arrival at the
end of the hallway stole my thunder. Heads popped out of conference rooms, and whispers flew down
the hdl, contagious astheflu. "Lewid"

Well, well, well... Elviswas back in the building.

Lewis Levander Orwell wasn't looking his best, but then, who was? Rough and tired, but intact except
for some livid dry cuts and scrapes that |ooked suspicioudly like road rash, asif held gotten dragged over
asphalt. At least athree-day growth of beard. Still, much improved from the last time I'd seen him. There
was a palpable sense of relief as he walked down the hall toward us, afeding that at last, stability had
arrived. Lewis had that effect. He was, without question, the most powerful living Warden, and hewas
the proverbial triple threat—westher, fire, and earth powers, al in one package.

Hedidn't look like the big head cheese, redly—tall, long arms and legs, akind of lanky grace and an
ironic smile, brown hair that badly needed atrim, aworn pair of close-fitting blue jeans and aloose
flannd shirt folded up to expose the aforementioned cuts and road burns, and corded, Snewy arms.
Hiking boots. Competence and authority in ahandy carrying case.

A little like Jonathan, now that | thought about it.

He gave me a bare, welcoming nod, and took agood look at the imprisoned Warden, whose eyes had
darted glowing even more brightly at the sight of him.

"Hey, Joanne." He nodded to me. "What have we here?!
"Guess" | Sghed.
Lewisdways did have an economy of words. He reached over and yanked down the collar of her shirt.

It was only aglimpse, but | saw it—ablack tangled mass that writhed just under her skin, and then
burrowed deeper, hiding from view.

Demon Mark.

| had an ingtant nauseating sense-memory of how that felt. How seductively warm it could fedl. How the



power of it pulsed so brightly inyour veins. Y ou felt like you could do anything with one of those, and
sometimes, you redly could.

| couldn't save her. So far as| knew, there was no way to save any of them.
"Marion," Lewissad. "Got anything in this building that will hold somebody with aDemon Mark?'

He didn't trouble to keep hisvoice down, and it sent shock waves through the assembled Wardens.
Demon Marks, like Free Djinn, weren't supposed to exist. Hell, even if they did exist, they were
supposed to be dedlt with quickly and quietly, off behind the curtains.

"Therésasecured cedll two floorsdown," she said. "We usudly augment it with Djinn guards, but—"

"Y eah, that's not going to happen." Lewiss eyes assessed those standing around, lightning-quick, and he
pointed a Nathan and two other Wardens. "Y ou three. Go with Marion. Get her secured. Marion, welll
talk later about what we can do for her." He watched as the parade organized itself, then put hislips
closeto my ear and said, "Come with me. We need to talk. Privately."

| stepped back and nodded, then led him around wreckage and repairs and down around the corner, to
an office that had remained mostly intact. There was ajunior-level Warden working on forecast maps. |
evicted her with asignificant nod of my head, and closed the door behind her, then turned to face Lewis.

"Senior management?" he asked.

"Mosily deed,” | said. "Paul's on the walking wounded list; Marion isn't even that good. Mora€esin the
toilet, of course. | haven't seen any other faces | recognize from the higher ranks." | stopped and |ooked
draight into hiseyes. "Werein big-asstrouble, Lewis."

"No kidding." He leaned againgt the desk and folded his arms, looking down. Hiding whatever he was
thinking. "Y ou know about Jonathan?"

"Imaraand David say he's dead.”
"Imara?' Lewislooked up, curious.
"Ah—ong story. Short verson, she's my daughter. Mine and David's."

Hislips parted, and his eyes widened, and | had the rare pleasure of seeing Lewis Orwell rendered...
gpeechless. For amoment, anyway. "That's—surprising,” he said, findly. "Congratulations. Whereis
she?'

"Safe, | hope. Away from here, anyway; the Wardens were alittle trigger-happy, and eveniif it isn't too
likely they could hurt her, | didn't really want to put it to the test. Shels—" Precious. Specid. Unique.
Strange. Amazing. "She's my kid. Okay, she lookslike a Sports Illustrated swimsuit modd, but..."

Heblinked. "I thought you said shewas akid?'

"Don't ask me how Djinn biology works. First shesagleam in her father's eye; then she's borrowing my
clothes"

He made alow-throated sound of amusement. " So in other words, it's been abusy couple of days.”

| gestured around at the wreckage in the office, piled like driftwood in the corners. By extension, at the
chaos swirling around in theworld. "Y ou could say."



"Comehere"

| frowned, but took astep closer. He reached out and took my hand, then pulled meinto a
body-to-body hug. | relaxed againgt him, letting the comfort of hiswarmth sink deep. He needed a
shower. Hell, so did I. Wewere well beyond little things like that. After afew seconds, | felt the surge of
power building between us... acel-deep vibration, like caling to like. We had harmonics, we dways did
have, and the one time wed alowed it to build out of control, we'd caled up storms and shattered
windows.

It built so fagt, it was breathtaking. Glass and sted rattled around us. | took control of myself and
stepped back, breaking the circuit. | glimpsed something wild and alittle desperate in Lewiss eyes,
quickly covered.

"Did you fed that?" he asked. "Looks like were getting stronger.”
"Jugt thetwo of us?'

"Noidea, I'm afraid; | could fed it happening to me, but I've dways been kind of the far end of the
curve." That wasn't ego, just fact. "Still, nothing's what it was yesterday. Not the Djinn, and not us.
Maybe in bresking the contract, Jonathan reset some kind of equilibrium. Maybe the Wardenswere
origindly alot stronger on their own. It could be that we've been bleeding off some of our own power to
feed the Djinn."

Interesting notion. "' So maybe we don't need the Djinn after all, if thiskegpsup.”

"Oh, | wouldn't go thet far." He was gtill watching me. Warm brown eyes, awaysfired with alittle bit of
amusement. "It's aso possible that maybe you and | are alittle more connected to the source.”

"Meaning?'
He stretched out apam, and atiny flame flickered into life, lemon-pale and growing redder as | watched.

Redder and larger. Lewiswasn't watching this minor miracle; he was watching me, still with that dy bit of
amusement lighting hiseyes.

And then he pitched the softball-size bl of fire straight at me. Not agirly pitch, either. He put some
English behind it.

| yelped, ducked, and felt the heat Snge my hair asthe fireball streaked past me. It hit the wall, bounced,
landed in a pile of scattered papers, and ignited.

"Shit! What the hell are you doing?' | yelled, and without even thinking about it, felt blindly for the
structure of thefire. Delicate as glass, strong as sted, but fragile.

| put it out. Not even awisp of smoke to show it ever existed.

| rounded on Lewis, shocked and furious; he had his arms crossed, leaning back against the desk, and he
was... grinning.

"What the hell was that?' | demanded.
For answer, he extended his hand again and called another tongue of flame. "Put it out," he said.

"You put it out! Thisisanonsmoking building!"



"Youremissng my point.”

"No, I'm not! Y ou'retrying to make me—" | stuttered to astop, because | redized what he wastrying to
do. Or, more accurately, trying to demonstrate. Hey, | never said | wasn't alittle thick. "Oh."

| extended my hand, cupped it over his, and fdt the fireswarmth spill over me. Fireisakind of fluid,
when dl issaid and done: plasma dynamics. It flowed over my skin, persstent and gentle, and when |
opened my palm, it was burning there. A steady tongue of flamelike apilot light, red and gold and blue.

| closed my fist around it and put it out, then opened my fingers again and caled fire.

It came without even a hesitation, aflutter and a sense of pleasant warmth on my skin. | stared at it,
fascinated, |etting it drip from onefinger to ancther, then ralling it back up to my palm.

"See?' he asked. He sounded smug about it. "Y ou're Water and Fire. Interesting combination. Pretty
rare, too, there's been, what? Six or seven in recent history?'

| looked up at him. "But | never had any power over fire. Never. They tested me."
"Was that before you died and got yourself reborn?"

I'd died in afire, and David had brought me back, as a Djinn. Then Patrick and hislover Sarahad given
their immortal livesto make me human again, and in hisyouth, Patrick had been... a Fire Warden.

| could fed it coursing through me now, akind of awarenessthat 1'd never noticed before—a sense of
the dectricity inddethewals, like bright glittering lines. Of static hovering like glitter in thear. Of the aura
surrounding Lewis himsdlf, glorious asarainbow.

| blinked, and it was gone. Good. | wasn't sure | wanted to livein aworld that distracting full-time.
"But—why now?1 didn't fed thisbefore—?"

"Maybeit took some time to build the power channels." He said. "Or maybe something el se has shifted.
Hell, Jo, you just gave birth to a Djinn. Who knows what's changed inside you?”

Quesasy thought. "Um, onelittle problem. | don't have any forma ingtruction for fire powers.”

"Congder it on-the-job training. And don't get cocky. Y ou still need athird black belt to land yoursdlf a
shot a my title

| laughed, and in the next blink, the glitter was back in the world. | stared, mesmerized by hisglow, by
the revedled glory of the world around me. Beautiful and complex as amachine made of crystal. Wasthis
how Fire Wardens saw everything? No wonder they always |ooked spaced out...

"Jo," he said, and drew my eyes back into focus. "We're running out of time."

| sobered up quickly. "Weare," | agreed. "Not to mention manpower. Weve lost
who-knows-how-many Wardens, and effectively al the Djinn. | hope you're right that we're getting
stronger, because we need it—"

"Damn straight,” said aweary voice from the doorway. | turned to see Paul standing there. Hewalked in
and dumped with asigh in the nearest unsplintered chair, visibly gathering strength to spesk. Dirty pae.
"Lewis"

Lewisnodded slently, clearly worried a Paul's sate. "Do you want me to—7?"



Paul waved it asdeirritably. "I'll live, and you've got better things to do with your power than hed my
boo-boos. Ligten, kids, we need to decide somethings.”

Lewisglanced a me, then a Paul. "Maybe thisisn't the best time."
"It'stheonly time," Paul Sghed.
"Y ou need rest—"

"No. | need toretire,”" Paul said bluntly. "Thethingis, | can't handle thisanymore. It's out of control, and
I'm not the guy for the job. | couldn't get their attention out there earlier, Jo, and you know it. Y ou did."

"Not me," | replied, and held up my handsto push the implied offer back hisdirection. "I can't Say.
David gave me some ideas on how we might be able to solve thiswithout alot of further bloodshed, but |
need to do it done.”

"Y eah? How do you know you can trust him?' Paul demanded.

| met hiseyesand held them. "I know. And | have a plan, which is more than anybody else hasright
now." Well, moreor less. At leas, | had aplace to start. Didn't seem to be the moment to worry him
with details, frankly.

Paul sighed and turned his gazeto Lewis, who straightened up fast. "Oh, no,” Lewis said. "I'm not going
to take command. That'syour job."

"Hell, kid, I inherited the damn job, and | never wanted it in thefirst place. I'm afield guy. Now I'ma
field guy treading water. | want you to takeit, Lewis. | need you to takeit. Y ou're the one guy
everybody trusts around here, because you're the one guy who waked away from dl thisrather than play
the games.”

"Hesright,” | said quietly. "It should beyou.” | bit my lip, becauseit felt like being atraitor to say so—a
traitor to Paul, who deserved my support even if he didn't want it, and atraitor to Lewis, who patently
didn't want the responsibility. Especidly not now. "Thisiswhat you were born to do, Lewis. We dl knew
it, right from the start. And—there might be something ese.”

"What?' That had both of them looking at me. Paul looked asif heredly couldn't stand another
dangerous surprise.

"David once told me that Jonathan used to belike you, Lewis. He had dl three powers. And in some
way, hewas more... connected. To the Earth. So maybe you can work on that angle.”

Paul nodded. "The sooner the better. If the Earth wakes up, takes agood hard look at what we've been
doing to her thislast ten thousand years without anybody to do some explaining, there won't be enough
left of usto form adecent fossil record.”

"Who says shewon' like us?' Lewis murmured.
Paul raised his eyebrows. "Do you likeus?'
"Some of usare pretty winsome." | could have sworn Lewis looked toward me, under those long lashes.

"Wow, thanks for the compliment,” | shot back, largely sarcagticaly. He gave me alook that meant he
was getting aparticularly interesting menta picture, probably nothing suitable for public consumption. He
shook it off with arueful amile.



"Where are you going?’ Lewis asked, back on track again.

"Seacasket."

"Wherethefuck is Seacasket?' Paul cut in, eyes closed. " Sounds depressing.”
"It was someplace | was sent when | wasaDjinn.”

"When Y vette and Kevin had you?' That had caught Lewis off guard. "That busnesswith Y vette wasn't
my finest hour, sorry. | got alittle distracted—"

"Didracted?’ | let out alaugh that readly wasn't much amused. "Theway | remember it, you were pretty
focused, Lewis. Somewhere south of your belt buckle.”

"Y eah, thanks for the memories." He had the grace to look embarrassed. "Anyway, | was pretty much
out of commission for most of that. Y ou want to tell us about Seacasket?"

Not redly. | sat and crossed my legs, then my arms. Defensive body language. Remembering Y vette
gave me aserioudy sck feding in the pit of my ssomach, because | couldn't think about her dinky,
skanky sexiness without aso remembering how she'd looked at the end, when Jonathan had
remorselessly carried out her stepson's orders and crushed her skull.

"Okay." | sucked in adeep breath. "Kevin, Y vette's stepson, was my master while | wasaDjinn. She
didn't want me. She wanted David. She had awhole kinky-sex-and-bondage thing going for him."

llArﬂ?l
"And wha?'
"Seacasket,” Lewis prompted.

Oh, I so didn't want to remember. " She wanted David, and he wasn't showing up for her to claim the
way sheld intended. She figured the way to get him was. .. to make him come and stop me from doing
something terrible™

"In Seacasket."

| nodded. "It'salittle town in Maine. | didn't know why she picked it, | only knew that she had every
reason to believe that David would show up to defend it. It was atrap. For him. So she could...” |
couldn't go on. | didn't want to remember that part, didn't want to think about her getting her hands on
David and doing the things she did. Lewislooked away again, asif what was on my face wastoo private
towitness,

I'm okay with what people do in the privacy of their bedrooms, and David's not my property (in any
sense anymore), but dammit, David hadn't been awilling participant, then or ever. HEd hated it. L oathed
it. And sheld taken great pleasurein the rgpe of hiswill, not to mention hisbody. | could never stop
hating her for that. Never.

"l remember something Jonathan said once," Lewis said contemplatively. Jonathan wouldn't even givethe
time of day to most humans, but Lewiswas no doubt on Djinn speed did... "There are other things out
there. Things even the Djinn are afraid of "

Paul was watching us the way you'd watch atennis match, and therewas abit of aspark in hiseyes
again. Not quite out of the game yet. "There's something in the Warden records," he said. "Early writings.



Nobody thought the trandation was correct. There was areference to some kind of higher form of Djinn.
Nobody's ever found any trace of one, though."

"Think that'swhat Jonathan was talking about?' | asked Lewis. He shrugged.

"Don't know. | think you'reright. Y ou've got the best shot of anyone, especidly if David's at least trying
to help you." He paused to look at Paul inquiringly—aformal gesture, and akind one.

Paul nodded. ™Y ou do work best out there, kiddo. Go do your stuff. I'll ick with Lewis, help manage
things here. And Jo?'

| looked up a him, and was caught by the intent focus of his eyes.
"l don't care how into him you are, you be careful of this Djinn of yours," Paul said. "Don't trust him."
"Funny,” | said, and opened the office door to leave. "He said pretty much the same thing himsdif.”

Thelast timeI'd seen Lewis, back in Florida, he hadn't been alone, and so it didn't come as that much of
asurpriseto runinto histraveling companion out in the hdlway.

Kevin Prentiss had started out a dangerous, disaffected kid with agrudge and arogue Djinn, and had
ended up asurprisingly solid citizen, at least S0 long as Lewis exerted agood influence on him. Lewis had
appointed himsalf Kevin's guardian and mentor. | wasn't too shocked by that, either; he'd always been
the kind to take on wounded birds and outlaws. But it was till a pretty brave thing to do, considering
that Kevin'slast official guardian had ended up redly, redlly dead, and Kevin hadn't been dl that sorry
about it, ether.

Not that | could blame Kevin. | couldn't even begin to imagine what kind of terriblelife the
kid—seventeen, maybe?—had had with the psychopathic Y vette before David and | had come dong to
receive a short, radioactive burst of that horror.

Stll, thefirgt thing | thought when | saw Kevin wasthat 1'd never seen him amiling before, at least not like
that. It wasafull, charming, sweet kind of smile, onethat lit up his eyes and changed his normally surly
expression into something that would melt the heart of any teen angdl. Oh, he till looked dacker-chic, all
longish tangled hair and sdllow skin and douching body language.

But that smile.
Oneingant later, the smile made sense, because Cherise was with him.

She looked freshly scrubbed, and she was restored to her usua glossy perfection—hair artlesdy touded
(but perfectly ordered), makeup flawless. She wore atight little top that showed off atanned midriff, and
low-rise jeansthat were s0 low, she ought to be handing out referralsto her bikini waxer. A redl
pocket-sze bombshell, from her head to her newly enameled toenails.

Kevin was—of course—enthralled. Cherise didn't seem to mind that, but frankly, | didn't understand
why. Kevin was abad boy, just not in the generdlly accepted attractive way. He wastrouble in faded
baggy jeans, with douched shoulders and an attitude that sneered in the face of authority. Okay, so that
was exactly what most girls Cherise's age—younger than mine, okay?—found sexy. But ill. Kevin?
Cherise could have literaly any guy shewanted. | was perplexed by her sudden turnaround on theissue
of quality date materid.

And then | thought, She wanted to get back in the door . Being with Kevin did thejob nicely, because
he wasn't accustomed to taking no for an answer, and besides, he had thelong arm of Lewisto back him



up.

Lord, I hoped she wasn't quite that manipulative, to come on to aguy just to get an invitation back in
through the front door, but | wouldn't put it past her...

Or mysdlf, cometo think of it.

"Hdllo, Kevin," | said with areasonable degree of welcomein my voice. The swesetly angdlic smile
twisted in onitsdlf.

"Hey," Kevin mumbled at thefloor. " Seen Lewis around?’

"Yeah, hesin there. Hell be out inaminute.” | couldn't bring mysdf to the point of small talk. | mean, |
appreciated that Kevin was a complete and total jerk sometimes, but it was hard to get over having been
his Djinn. Even that, | could have gotten over, if it hadn't been for the stupid French maid outfits hedd
forced me to wear, the better to ogle me by.

He must have taken my silence for accusation, and looked up to glare. "Lewis brought me. | didn't just
show up or anything.”

"I'm glad he did. We need you here," | said. | meant it. Kevin had a pretty impressive talent, when he
wasn't trying to be ajerk about it, and we couldn't afford to be choosing only the nice people with good
persondities.

Lewis, who'd come up behind me, nodded. | could see hisface out of the corner of my eye. Hewas
standing just alittletoo close, and | could fed the feedback burn of our powers responding. He didn't
move away. "Kev, they could use you in the last conference room. They're talking about fire control. Y ou
can help." Helooked at Cherise, glanced over to me. "And—you can—7"

"Cater," she sad brightly. "Gottafeed dl these people. Bottled water, coffee, sodas, ice—I'm hell on
whedswith logistics. Um, aslong as somebody has a credit card to use. Any volunteers? I'm looking for
something with aplainumlimit..."

"Cherise," | said, and reached out to take her hand. "Y ou really don't need to be here. Y ou should go
home. | mean it. Everything's okay."

She studied mefor along few seconds. "I never knew you were so good aliar,” she said. "Everything's
not okay. Kevintold me. | saw alot of it for mysaf anyway. Thingsare al screwed up, and you people
are the ones who can set them right again. | want to help.”

"Y ou're not—I ook, thisisn't about you. It's just that you don't have the kind of skillsthat this needsto—"

"Give meacredit card and phoneline, I'll show you some skills. Step off my thing." She stared me right
down, turned to Lewis, and gave him the same treatment. "Wow, you guysjust don't get it, do you? This
isn't your planet. It's our planet. And you may be all kick-ass powerful superheroes, but that doesn't
mean you don't need our help. Well, my help, anyway. Because | am the goddess of getting food
delivered, and don't you forget it."

Lewisquirked an eyebrow and half asmile, and looked at me. | shrugged. "Girl'sgot apoint,” | said.
"Maybe we need somebody with alittle... practical perspective.”

Kevin shot Cherise athumbs-up. "Hey, let me know when you get the munchiesready. | could egt.”

She made ashooing motion. Kevin ambled off in the direction Lewis had indicated. .. dowly enough to



assert hisindependence, of course. Hereally wasagifted kid. | couldn't exactly call hima good kid.
Maybe held turn out al right—he certainly had been given the chances. But | couldn't quite get the
memories out of my head of what he'd been like when held had power over me. What held been like
when held had power over his stepmother.

Hed liked using it. Dangerous, for aWarden.

| nudged Lewiswith an elbow once Kevin was out of earshot. "Y ou're keeping tabs on Teen Psycho,
right?’

"He's not that bad."
"Lewis..."

"Yes, I'm keeping tabs on him." He sounded resigned. " Somebody needsto. Listen, | hate to rush you,
but I can handle things here. What do you need?"

"Need?..."
"To makeit to Seacasket and check thingsout.” He gave me that not-smile smile. "Fast car?’

"Oh, you think? Maybe | can borrow Cherise's. She's got a cherry Mustang that pretty much rips up the
road... Well, it used to be cherry. | think the last drive put afew dentsinit.”

"No need to do that," he said, and dug in the pocket of his blue jeansfor aset of keysthat he flung my
direction. | caught them out of theair.

"This better not bean SUV," | warned. Because Lewis had an affinity for that sort of thing. | wasan
onroad kind of girl.

Heflashed me afull grin thistime. "How about avintage SS Camaro? Midnight blue and black? | bought
itinJersey just for you. Somehow, | just knew you were going to need whedls."

My heart skipped a best.

Chapter Three

He wasn't kidding about the car. It was pretty much the Holy Grail of cars, and | had the keys.

It was parked in the secured, bomb-hardened garage downstairs—the one reserved for only the most
senior diplomats and Warden staffers. Well, what with the desth and destruction, there were bound to be
plenty of parking spots open. It had afabulous exotic gleam under the overhead lights, a polished
sapphire hiding unsuccessfully in afield of pebbles. The consarvatively styled BMWs and Infinitis|ooked
drab in contrast, though somebody had spiced up hislove life with one of thosekicky little BMW Z4
Roadstersin deek, polished silver. Very James Bond.

| ran ahand reverently over the Camaro's silky finish. It was a 1969 modd, aV8 with a396 engine—a
big, boxy car, nothing really elegant about it, none of that designed-in-a-wind-tunnd dickness of newer
cars. | opened the door and popped the hood, leaned in for alook, and felt my heart give that
extra-double-thump reserved for true automotive love.



It wasn't just a COPO—a Central Office Production Order model, which would have been cool enough.
No, it was one of the rarest of the rare: a 9560 with an al-auminum ZL-1 427. The lightest, quickest,
fastest Camaro ever made. Also, the rarest and most valuable. | winced to think how much cash Lewis
had laid out for this beauty. It wasin perfect condition, maintained with loving care. Not so much asa
scratch.

| amost hated to be taking it out into the field, where things were bound to get ugly.... but then again, it
might just save my life. Speed counted.

| closed the hood and stood there for amoment, hand on the smooth finish, feding the latent power of
the car. It wasn't areplacement for my beloved, lost vintage Mustang, but that would be like saying that
Secretariat wasn't areplacement for Man O' War. It was a thoroughbred, born to run.

And... Lewishad bought it for me.
Huh.

| wasn't sure| liked theimplications—aguy buying you acar isat least as Sgnificant as him buying you a
ring, and maybe more so in my dightly skewed worldvien—Dbut then again, | needed fast trangportation.

A mord quandry. | hated those. And no question, the Camaro was seductive. | could dwaysreturnit, |
told mysdf. Sdl it. Pay him back later. | didn't haveto think of it as some kind of down payment for
something more.... intimate.

Then again, the Camaro conjured up those kinds of thoughts, all onitsown. It just had that kind of aura.
Sweaty bodies and smothered cries. Somebody had gotten lucky in thiscar alot.

Dammit. | opened the door and did inside. It was as perfectly maintained inside as out. Not a speck of
trash or dust init. | closed my eyes and went up into Oversight to take awak around it, aethericaly

gpesking.

Oh, God, it glowed. There was power in this machine. It was infused with love and dreams. In the act of
crestion, humans gave things akind of redity on the agtheric, even though therewas no lifein inanimate
objects per se. Every caring act of maintenance, every brush of the cloth on the dash or the chamois over
the finish had rubbed akind of power into this car aong with polish.

I'd never seen anything likeit. | wondered briefly how it would have looked to my eyesif I'd till beena
Djinn; I'd have been ableto unroll its past like acarpet, if I'd wanted. Asit was, | waswilling to bet this
was aone-owner car, until now.

And that answered the question of why Lewis had bought it, too. Thingslikethis, infused with thismuch
power and substance, were rare and precious. It would have drawn himto it.

| let out along, pleased sigh and inserted the key in the ignition. The engine fired up with alow, raw
growl, then purred so smoothly that the tiny fine vibration under my body was amost unnoticegble.

"God, you're beautiful," 1 said, and ran my hand around the steering whedl. Adding my emotion to what
armored the car. "And you know it, don't you, baby?Y ou know it."

| shifted gears, and it responded perfectly to me. We eased up parking levels, to the secured gate, where
my ID was checked by a uniformed security guard, and then | was out. Bright—though unfocused and
cloudy—day outside, and my eyes were unprepared to ded with it; | hunted in the glove box and
discovered an ancient, still-cool pair of Ray-Bansthat cut the glare to something less nuclear.



It wasn't ashort driveto Maine, and | didn't have alot of time to waste.

Time. Right. | felt apulse of darm, remembering Eamon's two-day deadline, but | couldn't do anything
about that; | couldn't even beginto try. | pictured Sarah, crying and afraid, hurting. | had to bdlieve that
hewouldn't hurt her. After al, 1'd seen him with her, and | knew that on somelevel, Eamon did carefor
her. He wouldn't torment her to make apoint unless | was there to witnessit.

It was dl no good without an audience.
| hoped.

Even with the dark thoughts, it felt good to bein the world again, and moving under my own control. |
didnt think | could stand to be trapped inside the headquarters building for long, cut off from the hum of
the wind and the whisper of the sea.

Okay, so New Y ork hummed more from traffic and whispered more of srens, but it still felt good.

The Camaro prowled through traffic like abig, dangerous beast. .. not feline, the way it was built. More
wolf than cat. It turned heads, except for the cabdrivers, who ignored me to the point that | had to look
sharp not to add yellow paint to the Camaro's shiny finish. | couldn't afford to go up into Oversight, not in
heavy traffic, but | could sense an electric crackleinthe air, potential energy heavy asimpending rain, but
without the hedling moisture. That was going to ground itself soon, and in aparticularly ugly manner, if
something wasn't done.

Wéll, the good side of thingswasthat | no longer had to worry about other Wardens second-guessing
mewhen it cameto thingslikethis, and for thefirst timein alongtime, | wasat full power. So as| hit the
bridge and sent the Camaro loping over the water, | concentrated on reading the systems swirling
overhead. They were huge, invisible tornadoes of power. Unstable. Charges clicking together in chains,
whipping wildly, then breaking when the stresses got too greet. Thiswas areaction problem. The
Wardens were concentrating their forces on handling amyriad of disasters; there were bound to be
CONSequences.

And herewas abig one.

The sky was surly overhead, soggy with thick, darkening clouds that blew in from the sea. The water
under the bridge heaved and breathed on its own, asecret life most of the millionsin the city would never
even sense, much less understand. Water had memory, of akind. Blood had DNA, and water had a
smilar structure that existed only on the aetheric plane. That DNA had been badly damaged over the
years, but it il purified itself, renewed itsdf, struggled continudly againgt the assaults of mankind to
corrupt it.

We were damn lucky, the human race. Damn lucky that the earth's systems protected us as a side effect
of itsown surviva mechanism, because we damn sure weren't smart enough to do it for ourselves.

| consdered what to do about al that restless energy upstairs. Lightning would be the most logical plan,
but it was risky; it was notorioudy difficult to control lightning, and discharging it around the city could
cause blackouts. Blackouts caused panics. Panics caused deaths. Deaths were, after all, what | wasin
thisto try to avoid.

Then again, there was going to be lightning, sooner or later, and it was going to be worse if nobody
controlled its strikes.

| drovefor two hours. That sounds like a respectable driving distance, especidly in the horsepower-rich



Camaro, but unfortunately, traffic wasn't exactly cooperative. Two hours later, | was till within sight of
the city. I'd hoped to be well out of range before the prickling at the back of my neck told me that
something had to be done, because then it would have been someone else's responsibility. 1'd been
hoping that some Good Warden Samaritan would jump in and have at it, but no such luck... not that |
blamed the folks back at Warden HQ. They had something of afull plate at the moment.

| sgnaled and pulled over to the sSide of the road in aspray of gravel, emergency flashersclicking. |
settled mysalf comfortably in the bucket seat and let myself go up to the world above, where the
landscape washed away into asurreal swirl of fog and color. Brilliant, up here, and aunique bird's eye
view of agorgeous city. Wow. New Y ork was charged with human purpose, driven by the engine of
energy transforming and growing and changing, by passions and hopes and dreams and tragedies. |
couldn't see as much detail as I'd once been able to, when I'd been a Djinn, but the city was il
meagnificent and mesmerizing, and it was tough as hdll to look away.

| forced mysdlf to focus on thejob at hand, and turned my attention upward, to the disturbance.

The force patterns up there dipped like ail in water, incandescent and rainbow-colored. Beautiful, in their
ownway. Scary as hdl, the way they were blending and morphing and whipping together. When lines of
force connected, | saw the ultraviolet zaps of enormous power being channeled.

As| reached out to try to build astable channd for it, | felt something... notice. That was the most
skin-crawling sensation 1'd ever had in my weather career, ashock to the system as extreme and
terrifying as channding lightning, if lightning had abrain and an intent. Something was watching me.
Something big. The Mother? Wasthat what it waslike?. ..

| lost control of the chains. They broke into random turning particles again, asoup of energy boiling over.
| wanted to reach out again, but something was holding me back... my own fear. | wasatiny littlefield
mouse, and there was a huge eagle shadow overhead, just waiting for meto makeamove. If | tried to
run, I'd die—crushed, devoured, destroyed.

Something in the rea world brushed my hand, then gripped it tight. | opened my eyes, surprised, and saw
that | had a passenger in the car, though the doors were still locked.

David was back, and he wasn't disguised as human at dl; in fact, if anything, he looked more Djinn than
ever before. A whole lot of deek gold skin on display, because he was wearing only apair of tight leasther
pants and an open leather jacket, with no shirt benegth. His hair waslonger, down nearly to his
shoulders, and it held avivid, metalic shine. His eyes were their own light sources. | stared at them,
fascinated; they were the color of new pennies on the edge of melting in ablast furnace.

His hand was hot enough to be uncomfortable against my skin.

"l cametowarnyou," he said. Hewasin my space, very dose. | felt the longing in him, the shivering
attraction that had gripped me from the very beginning. "Y ou have to stop.”

"Stop what?"
"Tryingtofix this. It can't befixed."

"Y ou know me better than that. Or at least, | hope you do. And by the way, what's with the bad-boy
makeover?'

He brushed hair back from my face. Where hisfingerstouched, | burned. Figuratively aswell asliterdly.
"You dont likeit?"



"Theleather? Um..." I'd have to have been blind and insane not to likeit, not to mention hormonally
bankrupt. "Looks good on you."

"Not as good as you would."

Oh God. My pulse garted fluttering and racing, and asif hisheat had crawled insde me, | started a
bonfire of my own. At least half my mind—the smart half—was screaming that there wasn't time for
flirting around just now. Not now. And not in aconfined space with a Djinn who might just flip out and
kill me

| wasn't surethat sex with him in this state wouldn't kill me, anyway.

"Y ou look good enough to egt.” He licked hislips. There was something incandescent going onin his
eyes, so bright, | couldn't look for long. It was asif he were staring at my naked soul.

"Um—David—" Hishand did down the curve of my cheek, traced my chin, and then hisfingerstrailed
down theline of my throat. Hisindex finger explored the notch of my collarbone, and then dipped lower.
He hooked it in the neck of my shirt and pulled. | swayed toward him. "What are you doing?”

"Don't you know?" he asked.

Oh boy. The energy piling up and swirling overhead. The hot crackle between us. The heat of hisskin,
the restlessflareinsde me. The sense of something. ..

Something present, up there.
Something vast, and beyond my understanding.

Heleaned forward, and hislipstouched mine. Liquid silk, warm and soft and insistent. Whatever
defenses| had, they didn't exist againgt him; | could fed al my resolve evaporating likeice under a
summer sun. His hands seemed to be everywhere, soft little touches on my face, my neck, my arms,
diding up under my shirt, thumbs tracing the undersides of my breasts. ..

| think my mind whited out for awhile. When it returned from its sensory vacation, | was back against the
driver's sde window, braced, with my knees up and apart, and David was kneeling between my parted
thighs, and | had no idea how that had happened. Therationd part of my brain indgsted that thiswas not
the time or place but then hishand glided warm up my inner thigh and did insde my panties, and |
gasped into the hot cavern of his mouth, and my clutching fingers sank into the lapels of his leather jacket
to pull him closer.

Overhead, lightning cracked the sky, blue white. Hotter than the surface of the sun. It raced from horizon
to horizon, split into amillion Szzling tributaries. It covered the entire bowl of the ky, asif thewholething
had shattered.

The pulse of power that shot through me was nearly as shocking asthe visual. Power echoing from the
sky, to David, into me.

"Whoa! Hang on," | blurted. He pulled back, and in away that was worse, because now | could look at
him, and damn, the ruffled hair, the kiss-swollen lips, the golden skin flushed with peach... He could
single-handedly destroy the entire concept of cdlibacy, worldwide.

"Stop?" he asked. He took my hands and pressed them flat against his naked chest, under the leather
jacket. Solid, velvet-soft skin. Red asit could possibly come. ™Y ou don't want to stop. Y ou want to go,
and go, and go."



| scrambled for sanity. "Thisisn't exactly theright place—"

"If you're worried about people seeing us, they won't." he said, and hisfingers were at the bottom of my
knit shirt, yanking it up. Stroking flesh. | was having serious problems getting my bregth, especidly when
heleaned closer, and | couldn't sStop myself from pressing back against him. We were dtill
dressed—bardy—but | was certainly in acompromised position. My skirt was dready so far up, it might
aswdl have been abdt, and he was one fast tug on my panties away from having me. Being aDjinn, he
didn't even haveto struggle to ped those leather pants off. He could just will them to disappear.

And oh, I wanted them gone. | couldn't keep my hands off him, and there was such an intensely
powerful sensation, stroking my fingers down the tight leather pants and fegling him respond. ...

The sky turned white overhead as lightning laddered across, ahissing curtain of force traveling nowhere.
Theair smelled acrid and tasted of tinfoil. Wouldn't be long now. It would find aground target. ..

Oh, crap.

| marshaed what was |eft of my dignity, pushed David back—not so far asdl that—and when hetried to
lean in again, got my bent leg in between us, my foot on hischest to hold himin place. "No," | panted.
"David, you told me not to trust you. And this—thisisn't like you. | don't think youre—yourself." Not
that the whole new David didn't have someredlly, redly good qualities.

"I'm more than mysdlf. Better." He grabbed my ankle, wrenched my foot to one sde, and lunged forward
to pin me hard against the door, knees apart. VVulnerable. He wasfar stronger than a man, not that male
strength wasn't usualy enough for something like this. ™Y ou don't know whet thisislike, Jo, having this,
being this close to her—fedling every bresth of the world flowing through you—every heartbeat pounding
ingde—" He was babbling. Quivering. "It'snew. I'm new."

"l liketheold David," | said shakily. "Can | have him back, please?"

Hefroze, leaning againg the glass with ahand on elther sde of my head. Bronze eyes swirling, inhuman,
unreadable. | could bardly breathe. If David wanted to take me, it wasn't like | could say no; it wasn't
like anyone had any control over what the Djinn did, maybe not even the Djinn themselves anymore. And
oh God, | understood what was driving him. Therewaswildnessin the air, wild power coursing through
the sky and, for dl | knew, through the ground, as well. Thiswas the consciousness of the planet, dowly
coming back to itself. A living world, an organism and a consciousness so huge that the rest of uswere
just dust mites crawling dong its skin.

Desperation was driving him. Desperation and intoxication and the need to fedl .

| could see apulseracing under his skin, fed the vibration of his aching, near-painful need. It was echoing
ingde me, every thundering heartbest.

| dared an indrawn breath. "David, if you love me, back off."

Heleaned away, and then shifted abruptly into a sitting position, braced on the far Sde of the car against
the passenger window. No mistaking, in that position, that those leather pants were very tight and he
was, asthe artistslike to say, in agtate of interest.

But he was sitting on the other side of the car.
And his hands were shaking.

When hefindly spoke, sowashisvoice. "I'm sorry," he said. "Thisis—it's—she's never fdt likethis



before. It's—I don't know how to—" Apparently, it was indescribable, because he just shook hishead in
frustration and looked away. "It influences us. Seduces us. Makes us—"

"Crazy?Horny? Aggressve?'
The relieved smile he gave mewas pure vintage David. "Y es."
"I like to know what I'm dedling with. And dammit, | don't like seeing you lose control.”

"I wouldn't be over on thisside of the car if | wasn't in control." Y eah, maybe... barely. | could fed the
tenson humming inside him, acoiled spring begging to unwind. He let out along breeth and deliberately
flexed hishands, then laid them on hisknees. "Thank you for reminding me."

"|s she awake?"

He parted hislips, not in answer but in surprise. Some of the fog left his eyes, and sanity came back. The
bronze swirl muted to a soft brown, sparked with metalic highlights. "Ah," hefindly said. "No. Not
exactly. But she's—in the process of waking up. And the fedings are especialy powerful right now."

"Likeahypnagogic orgasm,” | said. He blinked. "Thekind you have right when you'rein that gray area
between waking and deeping. Redlly... deep.”

"Hypnagogic,” he repested. "Have | told you recently how much you baffle me?"
"No. Y ou were too busy trying to fed me up.”

"Sorry."

"Don't be."

David logt the dight smile held managed to acquire. "The problemis, | can't tdl whenit'sme, or whenit's
her driving me. Thisis—difficult.”

"Y ou were going to say 'hard,’ weren't you?"'
"No."

"Liar"

"Stop didracting me."

Hewasright. It wasn't agood time to be distracting him, especialy not if his self-control wasdl that
stood between the impul ses he was receiving and the rest of the Djinn. That thought sobered me
condderably. "Sorry," | said meekly. | dowly got my legs folded into something like propriety and curled
them around to put my feet on the floor. Another lightning bolt unzipped the sky overhead, broad asa
superhighway—this one didn't fork. It was like asolid cable of light and power overhead. Forget about
the surface of the sun, that had about as much hest in it asthe entire nuclear core. If it had hit aplane,
thered have been nothing left but afloating smear of ash and some raining molten metal.

"l need to do something about that,” | said.
"Not agood idea."

"Maybe nat, but | have to try something. This system's highly unstable and dangerous.”



"It'still not agood idea”
"Right. Can you help me?"

Hewasworking on staying human, | could tell that; hisinginctswere driving himin al different directions,
trying to rip him apart. | watched his bare chest fill and empty of air he probably didn't even need,
mesmerized by the play of light on muscles. In the next flash of lightning, he looked dmost as he had the
first timel'd met him. In a heartbeat, his clothes re-formed from black leather into blue jeans and agray
T-shirt, with an open blue checked shirt on top. Hiking boots. His habitua olive drab ankle-length coat.

And glasses. Round John Lennon glassesthat caught the flare in flat white circles, hiding hiseyes
completely.

"I'll try," he said faintly. "I'm not Jonathan. | can't—I don't have the experience to handle thiskind of
thing."

"I doubt Jonathan would have had the experience to handle this, either. Y ou're doing fine, David. Just
fine" | had no ideaiif it wastrue, but | wanted it to be. | reached out to him. He took my hand. His skin
wasn't 0 burning-hot—more of a muted warmth, like someone who'd just comein out of the summer
un.

"I can fed them." He cocked his head to the Side, asif listening to something beyond the congtant,
restlessrumble of thunder. "The Djinn. It'slike being the hub at the center of ahuge whed, dl of them
connected—pulling a me. No wonder Jonathan kept himsalf apart. It must have been easier that way."

Fascinating asthat was, | had more practica concerns. "Can you help me bleed off some of this energy?*
| made avague gesture up at the sky just as another painful burst of lightning exploded, racing spidery
legs overhead.

He took a deep bresth, nodded, and twined hisfingers with mine. "Ready?’

| nodded and let go, to drift up into Oversight. David washed into an amost invisible shimmer of light and
hest—the Djinn didn't show up well in the agtheric, not to human eyes, anyway. The fairyland glow of the
city behind the car was different up here, but no lessintense, but what dwarfed it—what dwarfed
everything—was the looming power in the sky. It was westher, and yet... not. The swirlsand frantic
updrafts were caused by the power, not spawning it, and while there were fronts forming and storms on
the horizon, it wasn't the engine driving this particular machine. There was something going on that wasn't
immediately obvious, and it wasn't the work of any Warden, no matter how ambitious or misguided.

| reached out to try to stabilize the system.
Too late.

Lightning exploded, down in the red world, expending immense power upward, and damming it down
likeapiledriver into the ground on the other end. There was so much energy involved that it literdly
knocked mefor aloop in the aetheric. The roar in the physica world was devastatingly, deafeningly

huge.

| felt the pulse of dlarm from David, and saw something happen on the agtheric that I'd never witnessed.
Never heard of, either.

An enormous column of energy erupted up from the ground in athick, milk-white stream, heading for the

y.



What the hdl was that?

| stared at it, stricken, and willed myself to move closer. Movement happensfast on the aetheric, unless
you're careful, and | wasn't careful enough. | zipped forward, realized that | was moving too fast and the
stream was closer—and larger—than I'd thought, and fought to dow myself down.

That should have been easy. It wasnt.

| could fed the suction. Thisthing was moving, and | mean fast asafreight train. It looked stable, but it
was redly awildly speeding column of energy erupting up from the ground and fountaining into the sky,
an uncontrolled bleed asif the plane of existence itself had popped ablood vessd.

| dropped back into my body, hurtling out of the sky at adisorienting speed, landed in flesh and jerked
from the psychic impact. It didn't hurt so much asleave mereding. David's grip on my hand steadied me.
| opened my eyesand looked a him. "You saw it?" | asked. He nodded. "What isit?"

"Therestoo much aetheric power in the ground,” he said. "It's not the only fissure that's opening. Just the
closes.”

"What do | do to stop it?"
Helooked grim ashe said, "'l don't think you can.”

"And bad things are going to happen,” he said. "Very bad things. Look, this problemistoo big for the
Wardens. Too big for the Djinn, for that matter. Y ou have to accept that you can't—"

"No. | don't accept that. What, you want meto just shrug and say, Oh well, some casudties are
expected? Y ou know me better than that! David, tell me what | can do!"

He hegitated. And he might have persuaded me that there really wasn't anything to do, that there were
some things beyond my control, but right about then alightning bolt shattered the sky and struck alight
pole about fifty feet away, across the road.

The actinic flash seared across my retinas, even though | squeezed my eyes shut and turned my face
away, huddling againgt the car door; | felt David fling himsalf forward, and then his hot-meta weight
covered me.

| didn't need protecting, but it was nice that he had the ingtinct.
When he let me up, | blinked back Day-Glo smears and looked around.

The metd light pole was half melted, and it wastipping over with mgestic downess. A treefdlinginthe
forest. | yelled and pointed. It picked up speed, groaning, and dammed down across the road with a
heavy glass-breaking thump, trailing hot wires that hissed and jumped.

Missed us by ten feet.

Thetraffic was rlatively light, but hardly nonexistent; an SUV squedled brakes and skidded sideways,
banging into thefdlen pole. Then acar hit it. Then another.

Then aminivan plowed full force into the snarl of metd.

"Ohmy God," | whispered, and fumbled for my door latch. | made it out of the Camaro and sumbled



acrosswet gravel to theroad. It waslittered with hot glints of broken glass, and power lineswere diding
wildly over the crushed metd. The minivan barely even looked like avehicle, and it was about the size of
aVolkswagen, postimpact. Somebody's engine was still running, and aradio was blaring. Liquids

dripped.
"Help me," | said, and looked around for David.

He was gone.

| couldn't believeit, honestly couldn't. HEd left me? In the middle of this, when people needed hel p?
Whét the hd1?...

No timeto waste in thinking about it. | climbed over a crushed bumper and got to the window of the
SUV. Two college-age boysin there, steroid-pumped, looking dazed.

"Y ou guysokay?'

Their air bags had deployed, and they both had bloody noses, but they seemed dl right. One of them
gave me awordless, shaky thumbs-up as he unbuckled his seet belt.

"Get out of your car and off to the side of theroad,” | said. "Watch the power lines, they'relive.”

| moved on to the next car. A woman, unconscious. | watched the snaking power lines nervoudy; they
were coming closer, and | knew how these things went. Power calls to power. Sooner or later, they'd be
drawn to me. | could control fire, but | wasn't exactly skilled at it yet, and thiswas hardly thefinal exam |
wanted. Power lineswere notorioudy difficult to ded with, because of the continuous stream of energy.

| put that problem aside and concentrated on the woman in the car. Hard to tell what was the bigger
risk—leaving her in the car or moving her. If she had any kind of spind injury...

| made the hard decision and |eft her where she was. Somebody was screaming for help in the minivan.

The power lines suddenly swerved, blindly seeking me. | danced back out of the way, watching them the
way a snake charmer watches a cobra, and edged around to the back bumper of the wreck of the van. |
tried the door. Locked, or jammed. The back window was broken. | leaned in to have alook.

Therewasaman in the driver's side, looking limp and at the very least dead to the world, if not dead in
fact. The woman next to him was the one doing the screaming. She was pinned; | could see that even
from the back. The dashboard had deformed and locked her into the seat like the safety bar on a
particularly scary amusement park ride. Broken bones, no question about it, and alot of blood.

No way | could get her out done.

| eased around the wreck to the passenger side and did aong the crumpled meta, watching my
feet—not so much for the glass and metd asfor the power lines, which had whipped craftily out of sight.

"Hey," | said, and risked alook into the shattered passenger window at the woman trapped there. She
was middle-aged, pleasantly plump, and under norma circumstances she might have been pretty; stress
and injury had reduced her face to amask of blood and terror. She was whimpering softly, no longer
screaming. Her eyes flew open and fixed on me. One pupil waslarger than the other.

"Hep my daughter,” shesad. "Help my littlegirl."
| hadn't seen any kidsin my quick survey. "In the back?" | asked. She nodded. "Okay. Y ou hang on.



Helpiscoming.” | had to assume it was; when everybody over the age of ten had acell phone, the 911
operators had probably been flooded with calls.

| tried to see into the back, but it was an inky mess, no sign of life. | needed the Jaws of Lifeor
something. Not that | knew what | was going to do when | found her...

A dender black shape hissed from the shadows under the van and struck at my feet. | screamed and
skipped backward, and the power line rolled and writhed at the limit of its leash. Wanting me. Wanting to
ground through my flesh.

Damn, that had been too close.

Just as| thought it, | sensed another surge, this one coming from my right, and catapulted up into
Oversght. Thelineslooked like neon whips up there, and there were at least four of them writhing
around me. Struggling to reach me. | edged left. Onerolled to cut me off, then lunged.

Nowhereto go. If | tried to run, | wasdead. If | stayed where| was...

| tried, hopelesdy, to bresk the flood of power through the metal, but | was out of my element. Badly.
Worse, every dementa control | did have would make things worse.

| jJumped. The power line hissed over the pavement under my feet, swung wide, and just as | thumped
down again, coiled over on itself and came back at me.

No way | was going to avoid it twice.

| jumped anyway, and knew ingtantly that it wasn't going to work; 1'd timed it too early, it wasn't moving
so fadt, and | was going to come down with both feet right on top of high voltage.

Except that | didn't.
| didn't comedown at dl. | hovered.

Good move, | told myself, and then redlized that | hadn't actually done the deed. Somebody else was
holding me up and moving me back out of the danger zone. | was lowered gently back to clear
pavement.

A Djinn waked around in front of me and inclined her head in addicate cold click of beads. Shewas
tall, dark-skinned, with hair in delicate and €l aborate corn-rows. Neon yellow clothes and matching
fingernails. Eyes as hot and predatory as ahawk's.

"Rahd," | breathed. "Thanks."
"Don't thank me." Shesad. "David's orders."
The power lines struck for me again.

She grabbed them in midair and held them. They writhed and hissed their fury, but she didn't ssemto be
putting forth much of an effort to keep hold. No lightweight, Rahd. And sometimes, as much as Djinn can
be, she was my friend.

"Snow White," she said, and smiled. That had been her nickname for me from early on, areferenceto my
black hair and fair skin. "Y ou have such interesting pets. Not very polite, though.”

She looked at the power lines she held, and hissed to them in a scary-sounding lullaby. They tried to



lungefor me again. | sucked in abreath and stepped back; Rahd didn't seem inclined to let them go, but
with Djinn, well, you redlly never could tel. She might find it funny.

"They need training," she continued, and without any warning, the current cut off in both, and they went
heavy and limp in her hands. She let them smack down to the roadway next to her very lovely
shoes—Casadel animal-print pumps. Too nice for the current conditions. "Do you ever draw anormal
breeth?’

"Biteme," | said. | felt giddy and dightly intoxicated. Too much happening, too fast.
She amiled. "Not hungry. A smplethankswill do."
"What are you doing here?'

"| told you. David's orders.” Shelooked around at the wreckage as she dusted her hands. "He had to
leave. Y ou present too much of adistraction at the moment, and he felt a need to concentrate. | giveyou
no guaranteesthat | will be herefor long, or that my presence will be especialy helpful to you. Did David
not tell you that we were no longer to be trusted?”

"And yet, here you are, saving my ass," | pointed out.

She shrugged. It had the grace of water flowing over stone, utterly inhuman in the arrangement of her
muscles, theway she used them. Rahd was, in some ways, theleast human of al the Djinn I'd met.

And in some other ways, one of the mogt.
"One must passthetime,” she said. "Eternity islong, and there are so few truly interesting people.”

| started to say something about hel ping me get the wounded out of the cars, but then her head snapped
around o fast that beads clacked in her hair, and her birdlike eyes fixed on something off to her left, in
the darkness of the grassy median.

Another white-hot spidering of lightning overhead showed me what she was|ooking &t.

There was a child out there. Bloody. Wandering around al alone. She couldn't have been more than
five—acutelittle thing, long brown hair, clutching astuffed anima of some kind.

| sensed thelightning gathering itsdlf.

Rahel said nothing. She wastense, but at rest. She could move faster than | could, but | saw no
indications she was thinking about doing so.

After dl, shewasaDjinn, and she didn't know that kid. It was kind of an academic notion to her,
empathy.

| lurched into arun, vaulted over adismembered quarter pand lying in the way, and made it to the damp
grass. My shoes dipped. | sensed the swirling column of therift in the aetheric, the blood of the earth
boiling upward into the sky just afew dozen feet ahead of me, near thelittle girl. She was staggering
toward it.

Thelightning chainswere clicking into place. | could see it happening, seethe agtheric heating up with the
potential energy turningto actud. ..

| tried to break the chains of eectrons aligning, but the forces at work were too strong for asingle
Warden.



| hit thelittle girl and tackled her down to the ground, covering her with my body, and at the last second |
lifted mysdlf up on my hands and knees, away from any contact points with her skin.

Grounded four ways.

Lightning dammed into me with aforce like nothing else on earth. I'd been struck by it before, but I'd

been inhabited by a Demon Mark then, and considerably better protected. Thiswaslike being hit in the
back by atruck, but before | could register the pain, the rest of it flooded in—power, so much power it
was likeasmal sun channdled through anarrow few nerve channds. Unleashing itsdf through the circuit

of my body.

It lasted only a split second, maybe less, because suddenly | was yanked up, no longer in contact with
the ground, rising into the air and looking down on the huddled body of thelittle girl I'd been trying to
protect.

Thecircuit was broken.

Rahd had me. Her eyeswere blazing hot gold, but her face was unreadable, a blank mask of Djinn
incdlifference.

She dropped me, job completed. Life saved.

Halfway to the ground, | felt the suction of that whirling, burning column of power rising out of the earth
take hold of me and draw mein.

Oh crap, | thought, and then it wastoo late. As| twisted in midair, being helplesdy reded in like afish on
aline, | saw her darmed, surprised face. At least I'd given Rahel anew, exciting experience.

Not much of acomfort, as| was swallowed up in amilk-white flood of power.

It was like being baptized in battery acid. It hurt, oh my God, it hurt, and | tried to scream, but there
redly didn't seem enough left of meto scream, exactly. | was coming gpart, amoth trapped in anuclear
core, and nobody, nobody was coming to rescue methistime,

The pain kept burning until it abruptly just... stopped. | was still trapped in the flood of agtheric power
boiling up, and for al | knew, | was being flung miles up into the sky, but | felt no sense of motion.

| opened my eyes and saw paradise, but a paradise that humans were never meant to see, akind of
opalescent waxen beauty that swept, swirled, created, and destroyed. | wasin the bloodstream of
creation, and it was more beautiful and moreterrifying than anything | could have imagined. No wonder
human beings counted for little, in the great scheme of the world. The power here—the power that was
samply excess energy, bleeding off from the dowly waking entity we caled the M other—was beyond
anything we could ever understand or control.

It was kind of aprivilege, seeing it as | inevitably exploded into disconnected atoms.

Only I didn't do the exploding thing. | held together and gradually adjusted to the strange pressures and
odd lights and disconcerting, dick flowsthat mimicked glass but felt sllky and liquid to the touch. Nothing
matched physicsas| understood it. It waswildly, insandly strange and mesmerizing.

| must have been thefirst person to seea Demon Mark in thewild.

It entered the sameway | had... passing through the barrier, sucked into the flow. It floated in the



streams, acomplex and sickening structure that twisted and turned on itself, moving with an eerie kind of
life. Lazily bumping from one flow to another. I'd never seen one outside of some kind of container—a
bottle, a human body, a Djinn forced to take oneinto itself. | had no ideathey could even exist likethis,
on their own.

Not good news.
| fdt it fix on mewith an atavistic shudder of horror.

As| watched, the Demon Mark was growing larger, sucking in energy and power from the aetheric flow,
likeatick hitting an artery. | didn't dare hope that it would gorge until it exploded, though. Something far,
far worse would happen; | just knew it would. Nothing good ever happened to me with a Demon Mark
around.

It occurred to me that there was a reason the Demon Mark might come svimming in here... This stuff
was blood, inasense. Lifeblood, pure, the real dedl.

The blood of the Earth itsdlf.

When these parasites were out in the regular world, they'd latch on to anything with atrace of power,
trying to stay aive—Wardens and Djinn. But because we weren't the pure stuff, they inevitably mutated
and destroyed usin the process of creating an adult Demon.

Wonderful. I'd worked out the biology of the Demon Mark. That was hel pful.
Not.
It drifted my way.

| screamed like alittle girl and started to head blindly away from the twisting, misshapen thing. Trying to
move through this gray fog of power waslike swimming through gelatin. God, | hated those monsters,
hated them with a sweating, blinding passion that owed nothing at dl to logic. It wasn't coming after me,
not thistime. It had found its own, persona paradise. Right?

Right.

Wi, then, fine and dandy. | could just leave it to munch, and go on about my business...

No. | couldnt. If aDemon Mark was capable of hatching an adult Demon out of the imperfect fuel of a
human or Djinn, then what was it going to create out of this stuff?1 couldn't even bear to imagine. You
have to get it out of here, some part of me said. The other part—overwhemingly the mgority—told

thefirg part to shut the hell up. What happensiif it stays? If it feeds? If it swims down instead of up,
getsinto the—the bloodstream?

That annoying, shrill voice of reason. Fighting Demon Markswas not my mission. It wasn't my fault I'd
stumbled onto this problem. Nobody would blame meif | turned tail and ran.

Nobody but me, anyway.

| took aquick pall. The vote was two to one, bravery to self-preservation. | really needed to work on
evening that one up, one of these days.

| needed away to trap the Demon Mark. | had nothing on me... nothing but my clothes, my shoes.
Wi, anything was better than nothing.



| breathlesdy stripped off my shirt, braced mysdlf, and began swvimming dowly toward the floating
Demon Mark.

It got uglier the closer | came, the kind of ugly that made my stomach twist and quiver, and my whole
body shake violently. It didn't seemto noticeme at dl. It was at least twice aslarge asit had been when
I'd seen it enter the barrier, pulsating with an unclean hunger. At thisrate, it'd be knitting little Demon
bootiesin just acouple of minutes.

Oh, | redly didn't want to do this.

| threw my shirt out like anet, covered the twisting shape of the Demon Mark, and yanked the deeves
together in aknot. It wouldn't hold the thing long—maybe not at dl. | began swimming for dl | was
worth, heading for what | thought was the nearest way out, though everything looked the same now,
disorienting and endless. | kicked grimly. At least | could bresthe, though the intoxicating, dightly sweet
amel of this place made my head spin.

| glanced back at the shirt | was towing. The Demon Mark's black tentacles flowed out of the seams,
testing its prison. It was content to stay there for now, because it was still feeding. That complacency
wouldn't lagt.

Without warning, | fetched up againgt something cool and unyielding, and dapped my hand againg it in
frugtration. | felt it give, and dapped harder. My palm stung from the impact, but it pushed at least two or
threeinchesin.

I'd found the way out.
| concentrated al my will, al my force, and kicked.

Haf of me did through the barrier, ingtantly and bitterly cold and wet; | screamed in frustration, because |
had no leverage to get the rest of methrough. 1 wiggled. That gained me maybe an inch. Two inches. |
pulled harder, and my left hand, and the bundle of the shirt, tumbled out into the thin, wind-whipped air.

The Demon Mark went insane when itsfood supply cut off, and the shirt might aswell not have been
there.

It seethed right through the fabric with lightning speed and wrapped tentacles around my hand.

| screamed and reached for power, but what | had was uselessfor fighting something likethis. |
remembered how it felt—the sickening, invasive thrab of the thing squirming down my throat. The agony
asit set up itstentacles buried deep inside, feeding from me and pumping up my body's production of
power, until my body smply couldn't survive.

No. Never. | don't mind dying, but I'm not dying of this.

| grabbed it with my bare right hand and threw it. Tried to, anyway, but it stuck to my skin, pulsing,
changing, shifting. Crawling and writhing.

| screamed again, soundlesdly, trying desperately to shakeit off. | could fed it testing layers of skin, trying
to find away in. It could burrow, of course, but it waslazy and fat. It wanted an easier path.

I'm not going to make it.

"We are sedling the breek!" avoice shouted, artlingly closeto my ear, and | felt something haul a me
with so much strength, | felt tendons creak inmy joints. | did greasily the rest of the way through the



barrier, dill franticaly trying to scrape the Demon Mark off my hand.

Whoever had done me the favor of pulling me freelet go as soon as| was out of the milky column of
power. Might have been Rahd; it was hard to tell because the night was amuddie of rain, lightning, thick
spongy cumulonimbus clouds piled into an iron-colored anvil.

| hung there for an ingtant, and then | felt gravity take hold. | fell like Wile E. Coyote holdingan ACME
anvil, flailing, screaming, my hair snapping like awet black banner behind me. | couldn't tell how far the
ground was, but if the clouds were cumulonimbus, | was probably at least thirty thousand feet up. | tried
to take abreath and got nothing but sharp, empty-tasting air. Too thin to sustain me. | shut out the
sckening sense of thefalling, the growing terror of the Demon Mark till trying to enter my body, and
focusad hard on gathering the available oxygen into a cushion around me. Tricky, when yourefdling.

Y ou have to match the rate of descent at amolecular level, and that's not as easy asit sounds.

| scraped together enough for a breath. Not enough to cushion my fall, and | was till accelerating. |
knew enough about termina velocity not to want to experienceit firsthand.

| was enveloped by achilly mist as| entered the cloud base, and was buffeted by increasingly strong
winds as the atmosphere thickened around me. | spread out my arms and legs, trying to dow mysdf as
much as possible, and started the hard work of creating a parachute. Oh, it's theoretically possible. Wed
talked about it oncein along-ago classroom, and it hadn't seemed so tough back then, when | was
younger and not free-fdling out of the sky.

| hoped these weren't low-lying clouds. If they were, by thetime | had vighility, it might betoo late... but
deploying my "parachute” too early would be just as bad, because the turbulence would start to rip into it
assoon as| created the complex structure of fixed molecules. Theoretically, the technique | was going to
usewould dlow theair itself to form into flexible materia, and act like agliding parachute.

Theoretically.

| gasped in another shallow breath of air and saw my left hand in another white-hot flash of lightning. The
Demon Mark was dill clinging to it, wet and black, seeping dowly into my flesh through the pores. Once
it was under my skin, it could go anywhere. Sink its tentaclesinto my brain and lungs and heart. Embed
itself so thoroughly that even trying to remove it would mean madness and degth.

| glimpsed something shining through the cloudsto my right, flaring aetheric-hat, then ice-cold; the column
of power was smdller, but it was fill fountaining up into the stratosphere. | did that direction by folding
my right arm in, akind of Superman one-fisted attitude. Good thing 1'd done skydiving once or twicein
the past. At thetime, it had just been for fun, but at least | remembered the basics of maneuvering in free
fal.

| spread-eagled again when | got close to the column. Thelast thing | wanted wasto fal inthereagain. |
extended my Demon Marked right hand toward the flow, enough so thet it could fed the tantalizing
warmth.

Go on. Go for it.

It stirred and unraveled in alazy black twist, long and sinuous. The battering of the air didn't seem to
affectitat al. It unwrapped itsef smoothly from my outstretched, trembling arm and reached out toward
the column of power, which had gtarted to fade and was coming in pulseslikeirregular heartbeats.
Rahel—or whatever Djinn had saved me—had been as good as her word. The break between the
worlds was garting to sedl.



Timing was everything. If | waited too long, the Demon Mark would be drawn back through the barrier.
If | broke off too soon, it would simply wrap around my hand again, and | could kiss my ass good-bye.

Problem was, | didn't control thetiming. | just had to hope that | could sense the second that the column
started to shut down.

The Demon Mark hesitated, torn between the fast-unraveling aetheric updraft and the less powerful but
more certain warmth of my body.

| felt asudden icy sensation sweep across me, and thought, now, and shook my hand violently. The
Demon Mark broke free, and it had to make a choice.

It went for the column... and asit stretched its black tentacles out, the geyser gave one lagt, brilliant
pulse, and died.

The Djinn had been successful. The energy buffet was closed... and | was now the only Happy Medl
avalable

| curled mysdlf into aball and dropped, thinning the air ahead of me to make it a quicker descent.

When | uncurled again, heart hammering wildly, | broke through the bottom of the cloud cover and Oh,
crap.

Low-lying clouds.

| snapped the structure of my air chute together, and jerked to a sudden, neck-wrenching stop that
turned into adow downward spira asthe air chute's molecules—held together by desperate force of
will—began to warm from the friction and spin gpart.

| was dtill going too fast.
And there were power lines coming up.

| let the chute collapsein on itsalf while | was till twenty feet up, tucked and hoped breathlesdy that the
mud down there would be soft enough to prevent any seriousinjuries.

| don't remember hitting the ground, only blinking water out of my eyes and staring up at the low, angry
clouds, which glowed with continued frantic flashes of lightning.

| raised my right hand and Stared at it. No sign of the Demon Mark, though in al the confusion it could be
just astedthy creep away ...

"Mom?' Imaras face appeared over mine, ghost-pale, eyes asreflective asacat's. "Please say
something.”

"Stay 4till." Another voice, thisone male and asfamiliar to me as bresthing. ™Y ou've got some broken
ribs. I'll haveto fix them, and it's going to hurt.”

| blinked rain out of my eyes and turned my head. David was crouched down next to me, rain dicking
down hisauburn hair and running in rivulets down his glasses. He looked miserable. Poor thing.

"Demon Mark," | said.

"| think she hit her head," Imarasaid anxioudy.



"No, shedidn't,” David said, and reached over to wipe mud from my face with agentle hand. "You'rein
shock, Jo."

| shook my head, spraying mud and water like an impatient sheepdog. "No! It was feeding off the power
geyser. | got it out of there, but it's still around. Watch yourselves.” Nothing Demon Marks loved more
than awarm Djinn, and so far as| knew, once Djinn were infected, there was no way to cure them. " Get
out of here"

David sad, "Imara, go."
IIBth_II

"Did you hear me?' Hisvoicewaslevel asasted bar. She stared at him, then at me, and then misted
avay.

"You, too," | said. "Get the hdl away from here. Go."
"Inaminute. First, you need some help.”

| nodded, or tried to. The mud around me was cold and gdlatinous, and | spared asingle thought for just
how trashed my clothes were. And my shoes. What had happened to my shoes? Oh man. I'd loved
those shoes.

| was focusing on that when David took hold of my shattered arm and pulled, and the universe whited out
into afeatureless landscape, then went completely black.

Somebody had put my shirt back on. | hoped it was David. It was nice to think of him dressing me.
Nicer to think of him undressing me, though. ..

| opened my eyes to road noise and vibration, and the pleasant daydream of David's hands on me faded
away. My whole body felt like afresh bruise. The side of my head was pressed againgt cool glass, and |
had awicked drool issue going on; | raised ahand, wiped my chin, and blinked away dizziness.

| wasin the Camaro, and we were hauling assfor... somewhere. The road was dark, only a couple of
headlights racing through the gloom and the wavering dashed yellow stripeto guide us. If there was
moonlight, it was behind clouds. | could still fed energy rumbling in the atmosphere.

"What?..." | twisted in my seat—which was, fortunately, the passenger sde—and looked at the driver.
“Imaral"”

My daughter—disorientation gtill followed the thought—glanced at me. Shelooked palein the dashboard
lights. "'l was garting to worry."

"Wheres—?'

"Father? He was with usfor awhile, but he had to go. Djinn business. | think it was about the Demon
Marks." Like her father, she had thetrick of driving without paying the dightest attention to the road, and
kept staring right at me. "Are you better?'

| didn't fee better. No, | felt like I'd been boiled, steamed, deboned, and thrown out of a plane at thirty
thousand feet. With a collgpsing parachute. David had healed my broken bones, but the remainder of it
was my problem. "Peachy," | lied. "How long have | been out?"



It took her a second, juggling the human concept of timein her head. "Four hours, | think. Y ou hit the
ground hard. Father did what he could to help you. He wasn't sureit would be enough." Her hands kept
Steering the car accurately, even while we took acurve. "Areyou sureyou'redl right?'

Something cameto me, alittle late. "And how exactly do you know how to drive acar?'
Imarablinked alittle and shrugged to show she didn't understand the question.

"Kid, you've been divefor, what, a couple of days? Did you just wake up knowing everything that you
need to know? How does that work?'

Another helplesslift of her shoulders. "I don't know. If | had to guess, I'd say | know everything my
parents knew. So | benefit from your life, and Father's. It savestime.”

| remembered Jonathan sending me to Patrick, the only other Djinn who'd redlly had to learn how to
become one from scratch—who'd been brought over from human by another Djinn, rather than created
the old-fashioned way, out of apocalypse and death. 1'd had to take baby steps, learning how to use
what 1'd been given, because David hadn't been able to transfer that life experience to me the way he had
donewith Imara

But the idea that your daughter knows everything you knew? Not very comforting. There were plenty of
momentsin my lifethat I'd just as soon not share with my offspring. ..

| pulled mysdlf away from that, pressed my hand to my aching head, and asked, "Where are you
heeding?'
"Mane?..."

David had set her on the road to Seacasket, at least. And apparently globa positioning was one of the
thingsthat shed inherited from him.

| nodded and tried stretching. It didn't fedl great. "What about the accident? Was everybody al right?”
"Accident?' Shewas either playing dumb, or al that carnage and twisted metd had meant little to her.

"There was awreck—therewasa—" A little girl. Wandering, bloodied, scared. I'd been trying to save
her, hadn't 1? My memory was fuzzy, tied up with images that didn't make any sense of opaescent swirls
and burning and fdling. ..

"I don't know," she confessed, and chewed her lip. | knew that gesture. It had taken me dedication to get
over the same one. Shewasmy kid, al right. "I didn't know it was important or | would have paid more
atention.”

"Not important?' | let that out, accusation-flavored, before | could stop myself. Imaraturned her
attention back to theroad. Not to focus on her driving, just to avoid my censure.

And then she deliberately turned back, eyeslevel and completely aien. "'l should have paid more
attention, but you should leave that behind you now. What Father's asking you to do is more important,
and you can't be distracted by individua lives now." She shook her head. "It'saso very, very dangerous,
what he'sasking of you. | don't likeit."

"l just got my synapsesfriedin alightning strike, and then | fell out of the Sky. Dangerousis sort of a
diding scdewith me"



"Mom!" She sounded distressed. Angry. "Please understand: Whatever you've faced before, thisis
different, and you need to stay focused on the goal. | know that's hard for you, but if you worry about
saving every individud, you'l losethem dl. Let other people do their part. Thisis Djinnwork, and it isn't
the kind of thing humansare built to do."

By my very nature, | wasn't good at taking in the big picture; for me, the whole world was that logt,
scared little girl wandering in afield. Those college boys trapped in their wrecked truck. The world
reveded itsdf to me one person at atime.

But | took in adeep breath and nodded. "Right. I'm focused. How much longer—?"

"About seven more hours," Imarasaid. "I'll stay with you. There are things you can't do on your own.
You'll need help. Father said—" She shut up, fast. Father. | wondered if David was as frightened by that
as| was by the Mom thing. Or as ddighted. Or both. "Isthis ill strange for you?"

"What?'

"Me," she said softly, and turned her attention back to the road. “Human mothers carry their children
ingde them. They hold them asinfants; they teach and guide them. | wasborn as| am. That's strange,
intit?"

She sounded wistful, even sad. 1'd been so busy thinking of mysdlf and my reactionsto her that | hadn't
consdered how odd this might befor her, too. That maybe shefdt lost in amaze of human fedings she
didn't understand. Wasn't even supposed to have, perhaps.

"Imara,”" | said. "Pull over."
"What?'
"Plea2"

She coasted the car to a stop on the gravel shoulder, not far from a sign that warned of curves up ahead,
and twisted around to face me. It waslikelooking in afaerie mirror—so smilar that it made me shiver
somewhere deep indgde. There was an indefinable connection between usthat | loved and feared in equal

parts.

"You look so much likeme," | murmured, and took her handsin mine. They felt warm, redl, and solidly
familiar.

"l anyou," shesaid. "Most of me. I'm not so much your child asyour clone—Djinn DNA doesn't mix
well with human. So my flesh ismostly the same as yours, and my—my spirit isFather's.”

| shivered alittle. How was | supposed to fed about that? And what was | supposed to say?"'|—"

"I'm not redlly Djinn," she said. "Y ou know that, don't you? | can't do the things Father can do. | can't
protect you."

"Mothers protect children. Not the other way around.”
Shetilted her head alittle to the Side, regarding me with atiny little frown. "How can you protect me?"

Great question. "1 won't know until | get there,”" | said, and impulsively reached up to touch her cheek.
"Sweetheart, I'm not going to pretend that you're not stronger than | am, or faster, or smarter,
or—anything e se that the Djinn part of you can give. But the point isthat I'll protect you when | can, and



| do not want you to put yoursdlf & risk for me. All right?"
The frown grooved deeper. "That's not what Father said to do.”

"Then your dad and | need to have atak.” What sheld said was making me curious. "When you say
yourenot fully Djinn—"

"What are my limits, do you mean?" she asked. | nodded. "Where you're strong—in wegther and fire,
particularly—I'm strong. | can move the way the Djinn do. But I'm bound to my body in ways they

arent. | can't change my form. | can't use other el ementsthat you can't control, aswell." She continued to
watch me carefully. Her voice was matter-of-fact, but | couldn't help but think that David and Jonathan
and | had done something terrible, bringing Imarainto the world. | couldn't tell if she resented the
restrictions her hdf-blood birth had given her. If shedid, that would be one hell of a case of adolescent

angst.

"But," she continued when | didn't jump in, "even so, | am one of the Djinn. They dl fdtit when | was
born. I'm dill apart of them, if asmdl one."

| stayed quiet, thinking. She might not have been able to read my mind, but she could easily read my
expressions—something | couldn't do to her.

"You'reworried that if you keep me with you, they could trace you through me. A weak link."

"A little. With the Djinn so unrdigble..." I'd seen the Djinn turn on adime, when the Earth cdled; even
though Imara might seem immuneto that, she was clearly alot more vulnerable than I'd like. And |
couldn't hold my own against afull-on Djinn assault, not for more than afew seconds. No human could,
if the Djinn unleashed their full potentid.

Sheinclined her head, just once. A Djinn sort of acknowledgement, fraught with dignity. "1 don't think |
could protect you againgt them if they camein force. Do you want meto leave you?'

"And go where?" | asked.

"Anywhere. | only just arrived. | haven't even begun to learn about the world for myself." She smiled, but
it felt like bravado to me. My kid wastrying to make me fed better about rgjecting her.

"lmara—"

"No, please don't. | want to help you, but | understand if you can't trust me—you only just met me.
Y ou'd be crazy not to be concerned.”

| wasn't about to break my daughter's heart. Not yet. "L et'stake it dow on the assumption of mistrust,
okay?| just don't—know you."

"But | know you," shereplied quietly. "And | can seethat it makesyou... uncomfortable.”

| let that one pass. "If David can dwayslocate you, I'm guessing you can always |ocate me, no matter
whereyou are. Right? So it really doesn't matter if you're here, or learning how to spin prayer whedlsin
Tibet. And I'd rather have you here. Getting to know you."

Shegmiled again. "What if you don't like me?’

It was a sad, self-mocking smile, and suddenly | wasn't seeing the metallic Djinn eyes, or the eerie copy
of my own face; | was seeing achild, and that child hungered for everything that children do: Love,



acceptance, protection. A placein theworld.

Shetook my breath away, made my heart fill up and spill over. "Not like you? Not achancein hdl,” |
said. My voice was unsteady. "l love you. You're one hell of agreat kid. And you're my kid."

Her eyesglittered fiercely, and it took me asecond to redlize that it wasn't magic, only tears.

"We'd better keep moving," she said, and turned back to start the car. ""So what do you think? Breakfast
firgt, or gpocaypse?’

She was starting to inherit my sense of humor, too. Hmmm. Breskfast sounded pretty tempting. Lots
more tempting than an apocaypse, anyway.

Those hardly ever came with coffee.

Chapter Four

| spent part of the drive napping, and dreaming. Not good dreams. Why couldn't my out-of-body
experiences take me to anice spa, with David giving me oil massages? Why did my brain have to punish
me? | wasfairly surethat | redly didn't deserveit, at least not on aregular basis.

Unsettled by the nightmares, | kicked Imaraout of the driver's seat as soon as | was sure | wasn't going
to drop off into dreamland without warning. | dwaysfet better driving, and the Camaro had asilky,
powerful purr that welcomed me with vibrations through my entire body as | cranked her up. She needed
aname, | decided. Something intimidating yet sexy. Nothing was coming to mind, though.

Aswe cruised dong, switching highways about every hour because heaven forbid travel on the East
Coast should be easy, | found myself longing for the endless straight roads in the West and South. Maine
was beautiful, no doubt about it, but | wanted to drive fast. Respongbility and panic had that effect on
me. Being behind the whed gave metimeto think, and therewas alot to think about, none of it good. All
of it frightening.

| couldn't stop scrubbing my hand againgt my skirt, trying to get the phantom fedl of the Demon Mark off
me. | hadn't been infected. | knew that, intelectudly, but it still made my stomach lurch when | thought
about how close I'd come.

We stopped for breskfast at atruck stop, and | bought a couple of pairs of blue jeans and tight-fitting
T-shirts. My shoes were missing adtogether, so | added asturdy pair of hiking boots and some
feminine-looking flip-flops. Best to be prepared.

| paid extrato use the showers, rinsing off grime and mud and exhaustion under the warm beet of the
massaging showerhead. Luxury. | wanted to curl up in the warmth and deep for days, but instead |
toweled off, blow-dried my hair into ardatively sraight, shimmering curtain, and dressed in the jeans,
T-shirt, and hiking boots.

It looked appropriate for Seacasket, anyway.

Back on theroad, | fought an increasingly jittery desire to meddle with the weether hanging out to sea.
Storms, of course. Big dectrical storms, packing loads of wind and swollen with rain; | didn't sense any
letha tendenciesin the front, but those were no fluffy happy clouds out there. Black thunderheeds, trailing



gray veilsover the ocean, illuminated from within by congtant pastdl flutters of lightning. It was, as sorms
went, nothing more than asurly kid, but it could pack awallop if it got aggressive. Right now, it was
content to glare and muitter, out there at sea. Kicking the tops off waves. That was good; | didn't need
moreto handle.

Imarahad my taste in music. That wasn't too much of asurprise, but it was gratifying. We both belted out
the chorusto "Right Place, Wrong Time," both aware of just how appropriate that song wasin theradio

playlis.
We cruised into Seacasket at just after 7 am.

It was one of those Norman Rockwell towns with graceful old bell towers, spreading oaks and ems. A
few 1960s-era glass buildings that looked like misguided, embarrassing attempts to bring Seacasket out
of the golden age. That wasthe only impression | had of it, because the onetime I'd materidized in the
center of town, 1'd come as a Djinn, with an irresistible command to burn the town and everyoneinit to
ashes, that hadn't given me alot of timefor Sghtseeing, since I'd been desperately trying to find away to
short-circuit my own Djinn hardwiring and save somelives.

The main street was cdlled... Main Street. The turn-of-the-last-century downtown was still kept in good
repair, although the hardware stores and milliners had long ago turned into craft stores ("crap sores,” as
my sster had dways dismissvely referred to them) and "antique”’ dedlers whose stock-in-trade was
reproduction Chinese knockoffs and things that got too dusty over at the craft stores. So far as
newcomers, there were afew: Starbucks had set up shop, as had McDonald's down the street. | spotted
acouple more fast food giants competing for attention, though sedately; Seacasket must have had one of
those no-ugly-sign ordinances that kept things discreet and eye-level, instead of the Golden Arches
becoming ahazard to low-flying aircraft.

TherewasaWad-Mart. TheresdwaysaWal-Mart.

| pulled into the parking lot toward the sde—Wal-Mart had a crowd, of course—and idled the car for a
moment, soaking in the atmosphere. When | rolled down the Camaro's window, birds were singing,
abait abit shrilly, and there was a fresh salt-scented breeze blowing inland. The temperature was cool
and fresh, and al seemed right with the Seacasket world.

Whichwas, in itsdf, weird.

Imara, in the passenger seat, was watching me curioudy. "What are you doing?' she asked.
"| thought you knew everything | did," | said.

"Pagt, not present or future. Are you reading the wesather?'

"Not exactly." Because weirdly enough, there didn't seem to be any westher in Seacasket. Sure, the
storm I'd been noticing was till out to sea, but there was an odd energy at work in thistown. Something
| hadn't felt before. Asif the whole place was climate-controlled. .. which wouldn't have made alick of
sense even if there had been aWarden on-site, which | could tell there wasn't. The Maat, maybe? |
didn't think so. The Maat, riva organization to the Wardens, had their own way of doing things, which
mostly involved letting nature have its way while smoothing off the highs and lows of the excesses, under
the theory that if you alow the system natura corrections—even costly ones—ultimately, the entire
sysemismore stable, less proneto letha swings.

Therewasacertainlogictoit, and | wasn't sure | disagreed with the Maat in principle... just in practice.
Because | smply wasn't cold-blooded enough to sit back and watch adisagter. | could easily prevent



them from taking innocent lives. Not for atheory. It didn't surprise methat the Maat mostly seemed
composed of older men, who'd cultivated the detachment of politicians and CEOs.

Thiswasn't the Mdat, though. Thisfelt more like Djinn work, except...

| turned in the seat and faced Imara. "What can you tell me?"

She cocked her head, looking interested but not committed. "About?..."

"Y ou know what David knew, right? So? What can you tell me about Seacasket?'

Sheld inherited more from her father than just knowledge; | saw that in the flash of secretsin her eyes.
"Not very much.”

"I need to know whereto find this Oracle thing. Y ou're supposed to be my native guide, kid. So guide.”

"Maybe | don't know how to find it." Shelifted one shoulder in ashrug, and kept her metdlic Djinn stare
graight on me. Intimidating, but it didn't hide the fact that she wasbeing evasive.

"Y es, you do. Why are you being so—"

"Evasve?" she shot back, and ran her fingersthrough her long, straight black hair. My hair was curling
aganin the humidity. | resented her hair. Secretly. "Possbly because thisis certain death for ahuman to
attempt, and | might not want you to diejust yet."

"If you didn't think | could do it, why come with me?
She smiled dightly, and those eyes |ooked entirely dien al of a sudden. "Maybe Father told meto.”

"Maybe you and your Father—" | reined mysdlf in, unclenched my fists, and took in a deep breeth.
"Don't make medo this"

"Dowha?'

"Test whether or not youreredly Djinn."

She amiled. "If you're thinking about claiming me, that arrangement died with Jonathan. 1t won't work."
"Something smpler than that.” | took in aquick breath. "Where do | find the Oracle?"

"Mom—"

"Wheredo | find the Oracle?'

Ah, now shegot it. And shewas surprised, and pissed off, too. | saw the flare of temper in her eyes.
"The Rule of Three. Y ouwouldnt.”

"Wheredo | find the Oracle?!

Threetimes asked, a Djinn hasto answer truthfully. Of course, truth has anearly limitless shade of
interpretations; | probably hadn't framed my question closely enough to get area answer from her, but
shed haveto stick closeto the subject. .. if the Rule of Threewas till in effect.

Which it looked likeit wasn't, as my daughter continued to glare furioudy a me with eyesthat were
garting to remind me more of Rahd's than David's—predatory, primd, eternal. Not good to piss off any
Djinn, especialy now that humans had virtualy no protection from them...



Imaraabruptly said, "It'sclose.”

Shedidn't say it willingly, either; it ssemed to be dragged out of her, and when she'd gotten to the end of
the sentence she clenched her teeth tight and fell back into silent glaring.

Oh, | needed to be careful now. Very, very careful.
"Where exactly isthe Oracle? Where exactly isthe—"

"Stop!" Shethrew up her hand. "If you do that again, I'm leaving, and you won't ever see me again.
Eve."

| swallowed hard. She looked serious about that, and serioudy angry. "I'm sorry,” | said. "But | need

information. In case you haven't noticed, thisis getting alittle more important than just respecting your
fedings, Imara. | need to dothis. It al looks fine here, but believe me, it's not fine out therein the big

wideworld. If you ever want to see any of it, you'd better help me. Right now."

She blinked and looked away at the gently fluttering leaves of the oak tree that spread its shade over the
car. A couple of kids sped by on bikes, and another rumbled by on a skateboard. Nobody paid us much
attention. Wa-Mart parking lots were anonymous.

"Y ou don't understand how it feds," shesaid. "Losing your will like that. Being—emyptied out.”
"Don't 17"

"Well—maybe you do." To her credit, Imaralooked alittle embarrassed about that. She had my
memories; she knew the time I'd spent as Kevin's pet Djinn, forced into little French maid outfits, fending
off his adolescent advances. "All right. Just ask. But don't do it again. Please.”

"l won't if you'l answer."

"Fine." Shepulled in afast bresth and turned away, not meeting my eyes. "There are afew places—less
than a dozen around the world—where the fabric between the planes of existence is paper-thin. Where
the Djinn can reach up higher or down deeper. These are—holy places, would be the only way | know
to put it. Conduits. Places where we can touch the Mother, where we can—" It wasn't that she was
avoiding an explanation; shejust couldn't find the words. " The Oracle can be reached there. But Mom,
don't mistake me: The Djinn protect these places.”

Imarawasn't using the words holy places lightly. | hadn't known the Djinn had areligion, other than
generic Earth Mother stuff, but if they did, they'd have kept it secret. They'd been adaveracefor solong
that they'd protect what was precious to them.

Especidly agang intrusons by humans.

"Seacasket," | said doud, and shook my head. Because Seacasket didn't exactly look like the kind of
place you'd expect to find exotic spiritudity. Or maybe that was just because | couldn't quite imagine
something spiritud gtting inthe Wal-Mart parking lot. ™Y ou till haven't told me whereto go to find the
Oracle”

She looked deeply uncomfortable, and for afew seconds| thought that | was going to have to invoke the
Rule of Three, even though that would break something fragile between us. "It'snot far.”

"Y eah, s0 you said. Can you take me there?"



"No!" she blurted angrily, and pounded the steering whed! in afit of fury. "It's not a place for humans.
Even the Djinn sometimes get hurt there. Y ou can't! I'm not even sure | can!™

Imaramight know my experiences—might have been formed from parts of me—but she certainly didn't
understand me on avery basic level. Oddly, that was comforting. She wasn't just amirror image of me
with some freaky-deaky eyes; she was her own person, separate from me.

And | could till surprise her.
"I'll find away," | said. "Y ou just show methedoor. I'll get through it evenif | haveto pick thelock."

It sounded like bravado—hell, it was bravado. | wasn't some kick-ass Djinn babe anymore; | hadn't
been entirdly kick-ass even when 1'd been a Djinn (though 1'd been fairly smug about the babe part). My
Warden powers were back up and running, however, and if anything, they were considerably stronger
than they had been on the night Bad Bob Biringanine had give me aDemon Mark, the gift that keeps on
giving, and generaly screwed up my lifefor good.

But | was il just human. Body and soul. All of which | was hoping to keep together for alittlewhile
longer, apocaypse notwithstanding.

Imarawas thinking about it, | could see, but findly she just Sghed. Maybe she did understand me, after
dl.

At least enough to acknowledge that | wasn't about to take "no way in hell” for an answer.

She said, "Theres acemetery in the center of town. Which is convenient, because you're going to get
yoursdf killed."

In Seacasket, even the cemetery was photogenic. Norman Rockwell hadn't specidized in morbid art, but
if he had, hed have painted this place; it had a certain naivete that begged for cute kidsin adorable
Halloween costumes to be playing hide-and-seek behind charmingly westhered gravestones. Or
Disneyfied witches to be offering lemonade from a cauldron. It was the most wholesome cemetery I'd
ever seen.

We parked on the street, near the town square, and walked across to the black wrought-iron fence. The
gates were open, the pathsin the place were fresh-raked clean white gravel, and the grass was dmost
impossibly green. Fat squirrels gamboled in lush spreading trees. Some of the dignified (and afew quirky)
headstones were well-kept, and others had been alowed to grow with wild-flowers and vines. Not
messily, though. Even the neglect looked planned.

Imara's steps slowed and stopped, and | stopped with her. She was staring at the ground, and as |
watched, she lowered hersdf to akneding position on the gravel, both hands upraised, pams up.

"Imara?' No answer. "Imara, wheredo | go?"

Shewaslost in prayer, or whatever it was. | waited for afew seconds, then looked around. Up aheed,
there was a big white mausoleum. The name over thelintel reead GRAY SON. The doors were shut.

| took acouple of sepstoward it, gravel crunching briskly.
Imarasvoice froze me. " Don't move!"

| teetered, then caught my balance and glanced around. There was nobody elsein evidence. Just us, the
squirrels, and some scolding birds who didn't think this was an appropriate place for usto be strolling.



"What isit?" | asked, trying not to move my lips. And then | redlized that there were two Djinn standing,
very slently, watching me. They blended in so perfectly, they'd been in plain Sight the entiretime.... One
was as pae as marble, with flowing white hair, dressed in shades of white and gray—an angd off its
marble headstone, only with eyes the color of rubies. The other one was standing under atree, and
maybe | was crazy, but | could have sworn that her skin was dappled in camouflage patterns that moved
and shifted with thewind.

Asif they'd gotten the same message, both the Djinn started moving toward me. Ruby-red eyes
gleaming.

Imara siwung her head to sarefiercdy a me. "Mom, dammit, if you're going, go'"

She put her hand in the small of my back and shoved. | lunged forward, off-baance, and then broke into
agprint. | dodged right, but the camouflage Djinn sprang forward like atiger, snarling, and caught me
with a backhanded blow acrossthe face.

It was like damming full speed into ametd bar. | Saggered and went down, my head full of pain and
fury, and someingtinct made meroll out of the way just as a clawed hand dashed at my midsection.

"MGTI!"

A blur hit the Djinn and rolled it away, snarling and clawing. Imara. | got to one knee, swaying, then
fought my way upright. | tasted blood and spat out amouthful on the cheerful green grass.

A heavy gray hand fell on my shoulder and spun me around. Up close, the tombstone-angel Djinn looked
utterly terrifying. Remorseless, remote, and deadly.

It carried adagger. Not metd... it didn't flash in the sunlight asit lifted toward me. Some kind of stone. |
screamed and backpedaed, summoning up aburst of wind to smack the thing in the chest.

It was aDjinn. It should have been thrown back, because Djinn are essentidly air... only theair didn't
comeat my command. | could fed it trying to, but there was something else holding it in place.
Something far, far larger than | was.

Imarawas right. Running was aredly good plan.

| was disoriented, but survival was agreat motivator; | dodged through the tombstones, moving asfast as
| could. Leaping over what | couldn't avoid. Theiron-bar fence was ahead of me, topped with Gothic
triangular spikes, no way was | vaulting that thing. | couldn't count on the wind to give me any lift, either. |
had to make it to the gates.

It occurred to me that the Djinn were playing with me. Robbed of my Warden powers, | didn't have any
reasonable way to fight. Imarawas running interference, but | could tell a aglance that shewas
overmatched with asingle opponent, much lesstwo.

The Djinn were determined to drive us out of the cemetery, which meant that this was the place | needed
to be.

| headed for the gates at a dead sprint, reversed in aspray of gravel, and yelled, "Imaral | need apath!”

She was heck-deep in tiger-fighting, but she ripped free, flashed acrossthe grass, and tackled the
tombstone-angd Djinn into the trees. The tiger-Djinn was momentarily occupied with getting up.

| had aclear white gravel path leading to the center of the cemetery, and | took it at a pace that would



have clocked in respectably at the Olympics. Panic and raw determination gave mewings, and | flashed
past the tiger-Djinn. 1t grabbed a handful of my hair, but not enough to stop me; | sobbed breathlesdy at
the agony asit ripped loose from my scalp, and | hit the doors of the mausoleum hard.

They opened, spilling meingde.

| continued to fal forward.

Kept onfaling.

No way wasit thisfar to thefloor...

| opened my eyes and looked. | wasfloating in midair, or falling, or something—I felt like | wasfaling,
but then that abruptly fixed itsalf, and my feet settled onto the ground. Or what felt like ground. There
was no sky, no ground, and every side of the room looked exactly the same. It wasdim, gray, and lit by
what looked like afirepit in the center.

Nothing else.

| waited, heart hammering, for some kind of aresponse. For the Djinn outside to come howling in here
and chop me to screaming pieces.

Outside, | heard nothing. An ominous nothing.

This place had a sense of energy init, something prima and deep. | tried going up to the agtheric to take
alook, and for asecond | thought that I'd just smply failed, because everything looked just the same.

Then | redlized that the room hadn't changed, but that | was drawn in typical glowing aetheric shadesand
shadows. The room was somehow red on the aetheric plane, too.

I'd never seen anything like that, outside of the house where Jonathan had lived out on the edges of
nowhere and nothing.

| felt ahot surge of anguish, thinking of Imara potentidly fighting for her life outsde, while| waited in here
for... for what? What made me think the Oracle would even notice me, much less deign to talk to me?

Something floated lazily at the corner of my eye, abardly seen shadow, and | turned my head, frowning.
The Demon Mark.
It hed followed me.

| backed off, terrified, trying to think of asinglething | could do. Nothing came to mind. It had me
cornered. Therewas no place to run, and certainly no place to hide, unless| planned to jump into the
fire...

The Demon Mark floated toward me, then veered suddenly off target and plunged headlong into thefire.
| heard thefire scream.

| took a big step back from the open pit, heart racing. Thefire blazed up alittle, flickering red and
orange. No discernible source. It looked, smelled, and radiated warmth like a genuine flame.

What had | done? Oh, my God... thefire. Thefire wasthe Oracle, and I'd brought the Demon Mark
righttoit.



The screaming ratcheted up to aleve that made me clap my hands over my ears. | blinked away tears.
Theincredible, heartrending pain in the sound... The Oraclewasin trouble. Serioustrouble. | had no
ideawhat to do. I'd temporarily stymied the Demon Mark once, but twice was pushing it, and there was
no handy geyser of power around for me to use as bait. The Oracle was the most powerful thing in the
room.

Thefire suddenly blazed up and out, fanning my face with heet; | scrambled backward and got to my
feet. As| hovered there, torn between atotal lack of options, a hand reached out of the center of the
flame, and flailed on the stone floor. Groping for my help. It wasn't human, exactly—it was molten,
white-hot, with curved talonsinstead of fingernails. Where it touched the floor, stone smoked and melted.
Claws|eft inch-degp channdsin the softening granite.

The screaming ae at my soul. | had to do something. Anything.

The hand flailed again, fingers opening and closing in agony. It was a stupid thing to do, but | couldn't
stand being the cause of this. | dropped to my knees, sucked in asteadying breath, and tried to
remember what Lewis had shown me back at the Wardens offices.

And then, before | could think of the ten thousand reasonsto stop, | reached out and grabbed the wrist
of that flaming, white-hot hand. The hand instantly twisted, and closed around my forearm. Taonsdugin,
crudly sharp and hot as acid. | hauled, hard, and felt something pulling back, trying to yank meinside that
searing fire. | could smell the greasy stink of hair starting to fry. My hair. God, | hated fire.

| pulled harder, with every musclein my body, and | got the Oracle's head and shoulders out of the
bonfire. It was humanish, if not human in form. Broad, strong shoulders. Skin—if you could call it
skin—that had the burnished metallic look of a statue, but throbbed with living, swirling patterns of hest.
Tongues of flame rose off of hisback, his outstretched arms. ..

When helifted hishead, still screaming, | saw the Demon Mark, flailing away on the surface of hismolten
skin. Trying to eat through and devour him. The Mark was turning restlesdy, twisting. Whereit touched
him, | could see a hideous blackened patch. It seemed to be spreading. The thing wastoxic to him.

If he was connected to the Mother—connected directly, in away we mere humans weren't, and more
than the average Djinn—how much more damage would this do onceit got into her bloodstream?1 had a
sudden, sickening comprehension of just how good adeed I'd done earlier in evicting the Demon Mark
from the geyser of power outside of New Y ork.

Until I'd screwed it up here.

The Oracle waslooking a me. There was a suggestion of eyesin that heat-blurred face. The scream
continued, but there was even more of an edgeto it now, asif he wastrying to convince me.

Begme.

| really wasn't the sdlf-sacrificing type. If somebody had told methat | needed to voluntarily teke a
Demon Mark ayear ago to save the world, I'd have burned rubber to get away from theidea. But things
had changed. | had changed. | had adaughter out there, and people | loved.

| had too much to lose to walk away and save my own skin. And besides, thiswas my screwup, and |
hed to makeit right.

| reached out and put my hand flat over the Demon Mark. Thistime, | did it deliberately.

| gagged at the squirming cold touch of it, but I didn't pull away. The flames beating hot againgt my skin



didn’t burn me—I hung on to enough of my limited Fire Warden ability to manage that—Hbuit | felt the
Oracle's clawsraking the tender skin of my left forearm. | focused on that pain, clear and pure, and let it
flow through meto wall me off from the horrible sensation of the Demon Mark squirming under my

fingers

No way was | more powerful than the Oracle. The Demon Mark ignored me. It dways, inevitably went
with the bigger bonfire...

| was going to have to do thisthe hard way.

| gagged at the thought, but | closed my hand into afist around the Demon Mark—in redlity and in the
aetheric—and began to pull it off.

It felt cold and dimy as ahandful of thrashing worms, and it didn't want to let go. It stretched like rubbery
eladtic, and then it came loose with asudden, wet smack in my hands. If | hadn't kept hold of it on the
aetheric, it wouldn't have worked. If | hadn't been as strong a power as | was, it wouldn't have worked,
either, but the Demon Mark decided to let go of the tough-shelled Oraclein favor of a softer target.

The Oracle collapsed facedown on the floor, and the saw-edged screaming cameto ahalt. | heard my
sobbing breeths echoing in the room, and then fire exploded out around his body in ablinding white
blaze, hot enough to singe my hair and drive me all the way back against the cool sonewadll. | squeezed
my eyes shut becauise it was getting brighter, and brighter, and | could still see the glow even through my
tight-clenched lids. | closed my fist over the nausestingly eager squirm of the Demon Mark. It was
burrowing under my skin, diding cold through my pores. It was happening faster thistime, and the
sensation was so horrible that | was weeping, sobbing, shaking with the urge to fling the thing away from
me. It was like being stabbed with awet, dimy knifein exquisitely dow motion.

| had to get rid of thisthing, evenif it meant losing my hand.

| banged through the door of the mausoleum and stumbled back out into the brilliant sunshine. It felt cold
asiceto me, after the heet ingde. | kept my fist clenched and staggered out, trying to think of something,
anything | could do.

Lightning. It'sthevisua sgna of an energy shift between potentid and actua energy, with light and heat
asthe by-products. Billions of eectrons haveto line up in achainfor lightning to actuaize, and because
like drawslike, achain forming out of the sky will be drawn to achain building up out of the ground, and
when that last €ectron sngpsinto place, and the energy trandfers, it has so much power that it can
vaporize sted, for afraction of asecond, at least.

It might be ableto stun, or kill, aDemon Mark... if | could manage adirect hit:

| pushed at the artificid tension holding the sky together overhead. The power controlling it was vast and
hard-edged, but fragile. | battered at it with the strength of desperation until | felt it crack, and saw
energy flare up among the gathering clouds.

Enough. More than enough.
Oh God, thiswasgoing to hurt...

In one desperate wrench, | grabbed the Demon Mark, ripped it loose, and threw it on the ground. It
seemed unnaturally heavy. It hit the grass and immediately began to scuttle back toward me, moving like
aspider on PCP.

It wastoo close, but | triggered the lightning anyway asthe thing leaped for me.



Y ou don't seeit, when that kind of power hitsthat closeto you; you fed the overwheming burn, and for
afew seconds afterward, you really can't be sure that the lightning didn't actudly hit you, because the
coronal effect is so strong.

Soit took afew seconds for my mind to fight off the sound, light, and pressure, of the near-missand
reconstruct from the evidence what had happened. There was atree onfire, five feet away. Thetop haf
of it was charred black, and part of it had been blown clean off. Limbs had been blown off and were ill
flaming on the green, green graves.

There was a smoking black holein the grass where the Demon Mark had been. Either I'd killed it, or I'd
convinced it to find an easier snack esawhere.

My knees buckled, and | went hard to the gravel. Ouch. When | pitched forward, the heel's of my hands
dug into sharp-edged rock, and | saw blood spattering the pristine white stones, dripping from my nose
and mouth.

| swallowed hard, and then Imarawasin front of me, eyeswide, grabbing for my elbow. Shelooked a
little worse for wear—clothes torn, afew cuts and bruises. Her eyeswereterrified.

"I'mfine," | said. My voice seemed to come faint and from along distance out. "Are you okay?'
"We haveto go, now. The Djinn are angry—"

Except that apparently the Djinn were so angry that they'd. .. left. No sign of the two that Imara had been
going toe-to-toe with, which was odd. Just us, the mausoleum, the trees, the headstones.

"Not yet," | said. "I'm not finished.”
"Mom, no!"

"Stay here." | climbed back to my feet, swaying, bracing myself on her shoulder for along moment
before turning back to the mausoleum.

TherewasaDjinn standing in front of it. Not redly a Djinn, though—more. Other. Hewas... beautiful.
All Djinn are made of fire, a somelevel, but he wasfire personified, fire eterna. Hisbody could barely
contain the heat and the fury, and it rippled in patterns right under histranducent skin.

His eyeswere flame. Hishair was smoldering red.

He was the most gorgeoudy wild thing I'd ever seen. Terrifying and utterly sensud. He didn't say aword
to me, just stared, and after amoment, he extended his burning hand toward me. | stayed still, aware that
my heart was beating like agong, that | was dripping with sweat and terror. Aware that if he touched me,
I'd probably burn like oil Ieft on ahot engine.

I'd hesled the Oracle, or at least freed him from his prison. Therewas still adiscolored black stain on his
chest, just where his heart would have been in ahuman, but he seemed. .. better.

He didn't touch me. He just cocked his head to one side, watching.

| heard arustle of clothing. Imarawas down on the ground, abased, hiding her face. | suspected that the
Oracle wasn't someone who got out much, and when he did, he caused quite astir.

| was too giddy to beimpressed.

"Favor for afavor,” | said. "'l need to get amessage to the Mother. Can you help me?’



Hedidn't make asound. If | hadn't heard that tremendoudy awful shrieking earlier, I'd have thought he
was mute,

He continued to hold out his hand. It shimmered and flickered with hest, like the surface of the sun.

"Don't,” Imarawhispered. Sheld raised her head, watching, but flinched again and hid her eyes when the
Oracle turned his attention toward her. "Please, don't!"

| dowly extended my hand and touched his.
Glory rolled through me, and | exploded into flame.

| heard Imara scream, and | wanted to tell her it was dl right, but words were usdess. Meaningless.
What | became in that moment was... transcendent, and for an instant, an instant, | could fed
everything. Everyone. | could fed thelong, dow, deeping pulse of the Mother. | could taste the metalic
chill of her nightmares.

It flooded into mein images rather than words. Forests burning. Rivers contaminated with greasy
pollution. Skiesroiling with black filth. Oil-covered birds. Dead, floating fish. Butchered whales. Clubbed
dolphins. Degth, and death, and death. Cows screaming in daughterhouses. Pesticides poisoning
everything for miles, from the smalest insect to the largest predatory birds.

Humans, astinking flood on the Earth, unregulated by her natural defenses. Arrogant. Untouchable asa
species by any but the greatest of predators... Earth hersdlf.

A furious desireto bring usto hed.
No. No, we're not like that!

| tried sending a countermessage, but the poison had filtered into me, too; what could | say about that? It
wastrue. All true. We were a plague upon the Earth, and we deserved what we got. ..

No!

| struggled to fight it back. Images of people working together. Of groups on beaches, pouring salt water
over stranded whales, struggling to keep them dive until tides could come to the rescue. Environmental
specidigsrestoring oceans and waters, reclaiming them from pollution. We care. We know. We try.
Lawsto protect endangered species. Jane Gooddl, living with her primates. Nationd parks, carefully
tended. Children nursing injured animals back to health. We're not monsters. We're not your enemy.

It wasn't enough. | felt it swept away in the black tide of fury coming from the other side, and then
something batted at me, vast and languid, and sent meflying.

The contact between my fingers and the Oracl€'s broke, and | staggered backward, moaning. My
clothes were smoking.

The Oracle was gone. The conduit was closed.

| had no ideawhat to do now. For thefirst time | could remember, I'd completely, utterly failed. Flat
busted. | wanted to sit down against the cool marble and weep, because | felt like I'd fought so hard, and
cometo the end of things with nothing but exhaustion and despair to show for it.

But | wasn't much for giving up. Not for more than afew cold, lightless seconds. There had to be
something ese | could do, and I'd haveto think of it. Figureit out.



Maybe| actudly would have, if I'd had thetime. Thefact wasthat | didn't. Imara, helping steady me with
an arm around my shoulders, froze. "Oh, no."

A manin anatty gray suit turned the corner on the street and entered the cemetery. Tall, strong, perfect
posture.

Ashan. Jonathan's third-in-command, after David. Heir gpparent to the throne, who hadn't gotten what
he thought he deserved.

Thingswere definitely worse.

Chapter Five

Ashan wasintimidating as hell, and he knew it; his predominant color schemewas gray, with alittle Slver
for highlights. Asaways, he looked degantly tailored. A double-breasted suit, the color of mourning
doves. A palegray shirt. A ted-bluetie, with eyesto maich. Ashan, of dl the Djinn, struck me asless
than human; he gave the impression that he just wore a bipedal shape with opposable thumbs for
convenience, but he gave it no more importance than that. His movements had that liquid grace that al
the Djinn seemed to possess but which they didn't usudly flaunt quite so openly. Even Rahdl seemed
more part of my world.

Hewaked steadily toward us down that gravel path. There were dark spots marring it. Bloodstains, dl
of themmine. A flaming branch was blocking his path, and he kicked it casualy out of the way with so
much power that it hit one of the quaint weathered tombstones and snapped it off like a broken tooth.

Imaramade alow sound of terror. | pushed her behind me.
"Ashan," | said. "Thanksfor your concern, but redly, we're fine. No need to be worried.”

"Freek," hesad. "Filthy groveling worm. Y ou defile the ground you touch.” Voicelike nothing at all.
Gray, monotone, flat. No anger, but that didn't make me fed any better. Ashan didn't need to be angry.
Hejust needed to be awake. "Y ou defiled the Oracle with your stench.”

"| saved the Oracle from aDemon Mark," | said, and watched his expression. No surprise there. "You
knew. Y ou knew hewasinfected. Why didn't you come running to save him?'

"Y ou have no right to be here." His empty eyes flashed toward Imara. "Either of you."
"Leavethekid out of it. If you want to smack somebody around—"

He moved too fast for me to see, and suddenly there was a stinging agony on the side of my face, and |
was on my hands and knees. Hed dapped me. A leisurdly, open-handed dap. If held used hisfist, hed
have snapped my neck. "Do not speak to me again.”

Imarathrew hersdlf in hispath. Y ou're not hurting my—"

Ashan didn't even break stride. He backhanded her so hard, she l€eft the ground, twisted in midair, and
flew twenty feet to dam into amassive gray headstone. | watched her, horrified. She didn't move after
landing.

When | looked back at Ashan, it wastoo late. He grabbed my throat and dragged me kissing-close. |



scrabbled and scratched at his hand, but it wasliketrying to pry sted with your fingernails. Overhead,
dark clouds scudded in from the sea, moving fast and high, asif they wanted aringside seet for the
action. | could sense a certain eagerness up there. Storms aways loved to see Westher Wardens getting
their comeuppance.

"You," Ashan said with gentle precision, hislipsto my ear, "should have Sayed far, far awvay from here.
You'retoo late, in any case. I'vetold the Mother the whole filthy history of humanity. None of Jonathan's
benevolent, willful ignorance. None of David'sfoolish sentiment. The truth.”

"Truth?' | croaked. "Or just your verson?”

Hewasright. | should have headed the other way, fast, the minute I'd seen him turn the corner, but with
Asghan, aswith any major predator who hasyou at hismercy, it's best not to run unless you have an even
shot at getting away. Bravado'sthe only red defense.

"Y ou know thething I like best about human beings?' he asked, and took hold of my right arm with his
big, cold left hand. ™Y ou break so easily.”

He pressed with his pae, white thumb. That was dl. Just histhumb, and | felt the hot electric snap of a
bone breaking, followed by awet cascade of agony. | couldn't even scream. Couldn't get it past his
choking hand.

His thumb moved. There were two bonesin the arm, and he found the second with unerring precision.

Shap.

My shriek came out a strangled whimper. | saw red, and stars, and | wanted to heave but 1'd just choke
fagter. And Ashan wasn't finished with me, that much was obvious.

"Cdl him," Ashan murmured in my ear. He hadn't so much asraised hisvoiceasingle degreein
temperature. "Cadll your pet for me. Hell saveyou if you cal him. Hewon't let mekill you."

| wanted to. Badly. But | knew dl too well what Ashan was doing; he wanted David here, done, with a
lover and adaughter to try to protect. David had power—boatloads of it, inherited from Jonathan—but
Ashan wasn't far behind. And he wanted David's place as the hub at the center of the Djinn universe. He
wanted to remove the only real threst to his power.

But mostly, hejust wanted to do to David what he was doing to me. Terrorize, humiliate, torment.

"No." | managed to mouth the word. | could protect David, if nothing else. His right hand flexed, and |
felt my throat flex with it. It would be easy for him to kill me. Too easy.

"Well see." He gtill had hold of my arm, and now he deliberatdly, dowly, twisted it. | screamed again, but
he'd trapped the sound in my throat where it frantically beet insgde, like abird in atrap. Red-hot wires of
agony ran through me. It was like low-budget eectrocution. | could fed tears streaming down my face
and over hishand, and | was staring pleadingly at his blank teal-blue eyes. Looking for mercy. Looking
for anything | could recognize as remotely human.

He amiled. It was the coldest expression | could imagine seeing on aface that pretended to be flesh and
blood.

Somehow, | knew that the serene little town of Sea-casket hadn't noticed a thing, and wouldn't. Ashan
could stand herein broad daylight and pull me gpart like arag doll, and nobody would notice athing.



Just when | thought that he was redlly going to do it, he dropped me. | fell painfully hard to my knees,
hugged my broken arm to my chest, and swayed on the verge of passing out. My wandering eyes
focused on the crumpled form near the tombstones. Imarawas still down. Not moving. | felt something
go sill insde me. The swirling darkness that had threatened to drag me down blew away, leaving me
cold and utterly clear.

| gulped back the tears and the terror, and shifted my gaze up, to Ashan.

"Y ou know what?' | croaked. It sounded ragged, and not quite sane. "Y ou and me, we have an
understanding. Fair game. But | don't care how badass you think you are, you shouldn't have hurt my

daughter.”

The artificidly calm weather of Seacasket had been shattered by the tinkering I'd done to produce my
lightning bolt; | reached out, grabbed the air, and started shaking. The world was going to hell anyway,
and | wasn't about to let Ashan do this. Not to Imara. Not to me.

Not without afight.
"You cant," hesadflatly.

Bullshit, I couldn't. | wasaWarden. | had the power, and the lack of conscienceto go withiit. I'd had a
Demon Mark, once upon atime. Maybeit had rotted something insde me that should have been thinking
of the big picture, | don't know, but right at that moment, | was al about the world within fifty feet, and
my child lying unconscious and at Ashan's nonexistent mercy.

Fifty feet happened to include the mausoleum that held the Oracle, too.

"You garted it,” | said. | continued to shake up the system. It wasn't easy, especialy with agony
throbbing through my body in waves, but | was making progress. There was serious ingtability inthe
atmosphere. And offshore, the storm that had been hanging back saw its shot, and started rolling in with
thewind at its back. Huge black sails of clouds, belling tight in thewind. Lightning was ascimitar inits
teeth, and yo ho, mateys, the pirates were coming ashore.

"Stop," Ashan said, and grabbed me by the hair. | grinned at him. Must have been gruesome, bloody
teeth, bloodshot eyes.

"Makeme." | flipped dectron polaritiesintheair, turning and turning and turning. Locking the chainin
place with a sudden furious surge of energy, grounding energy from the sorm clouds. "'l don't need David
to whip your punk ass.”

Lightning hissed up from the ground, down from the clouds, and he was caught in the middle.

Flesh and blood vaporized ingtantly, along with al of Ashan's nice couture. | wastoo close. | caught the
corona, was blown backward into the mausoleum wall, and ended up on the ground, screaming into a
mouthful of grass because my broken arm had just gone up five steps on the ten-point agony scale, to
fourteen. Man, | was trashed.

But Ashan was vapor.

That didn't mean hewas dead, not at dl, just not manifesting properly in human form. Didn't matter much
to him, interms of hurting himin any lasting way, but | waswilling to bet thet it had stung. He wasn't
exactly roaring right back for arematch. | lifted my head and saw him trying to coalesce out of the mi<,
and focused the wind into a hard, narrow channel, straight for him. It hit him like a cannon, blasted the
mist apart, and thistime, he came together more dowly. Hanging back.



| didn't bother to get up as hisface formed in the fog. Not flesh and bone, more of a ghost-image.
Spooky. | sounded a hdl of alot more confident than | felt. "Turn around and leave, Ashan, because |
swear, the next thing | hit will mean alot moreto you than your skin.”

| sensed hissmug dishdief. So | hit the mausoleum with alightning bolt.

Theworld went nuts. Really nuts. Winds howling, lightning stabbing al over the sky in aninsane display
of fury, ground rumbling... hailstones pelted out of the clouds, the size of golf bals. A couple hit me, and
if my arm hadn't dready been overwhelming me with agony, that would have been serious pain.

Ashan managed to form himsdlf into pseudoflesh—not quite human, for certain, because he was misting
out just below the hipsinto agray swirl of fog. He till clung to the business suit for the top half.

But he had something to say. His eyes had gone completely dark. Lightless as space.
"Youll diefor that. No matter how many friends you have among the Djinn. Thisisasacred place."

"Bring 'emon,” | said grimly. "Maybe you'd liketo explain why you let the Oracle suffer like that. Unless
you werejust blaming it on poor old humanity. Again." | struggled up to my knees, then somehow to my
fedt. It was more of a stagger than agraceful rise, but thefact | was standing was pretty much avictory.

"Guesswhat?| talked to her. And now she knows that you've been lying to her, you bastard.”

Which was ablatant lie, because I'd gotten zero sense sheld paid the dightest attention to me, but
hopefully Ashan couldn't know that. The air wasfull of threet, hisand mine and something else, something
vadt. | was guessing that Mom was telling us kids to quit, she didn't care who'd started it. Of course, this
mom was capable of administering asmack to the bottom that would flatten half the eastern seaboard.

Maybe I'd been alittle hasty, using the last lightning strike. But it had been that, or roll over and die, not
something | was very good at doing.

Not with my child at stake.

Ashan jud... vanished. Not so much a puff of smoke asawasting away, tatters on the gusting wind. |
put my unbroken hand againgt thewall of the mausoleum and leaned for afew minutes, breathing hard,
trying not to faint; my knees buckled a couple of times, but somehow | got upright. The storm was
growling overhead, but when | read its pedigree, it was still a punk, not that much of athrest. I'd
unsettled it, for certain, and upped it afew degrees on the dangerometer. | needed to smooth it down.

And I'd get around to it. But first, | sumbled across grass, around tilting old headstones, and collapsed
next to my daughter, who was lying motionless on the ground.

"Imara?' | reached out and touched her.

My hand went through her. Not in the way that it would haveif sheld been, say, consumed by little blue
gparkliesthat seeped in from an alien dimension, but asif she was mostly vapor, held together by
memory and will. Shedidn't move. | withdrew my hand hastily, and used it to cradle my broken arm
across my chest. Damn, that hurt. | saw stars and jagged red streaks, and managed somehow to breathe
through the pain. "Imara, can you hear me?'

If she could, shewasn't giving any sgn. Shewasin akind of there and not-there state, lying facedown on
the grass. | couldn't grab her to move her, or turn her over. All | could do was cal her name.

Rain pattered down, cold and hard on my exposed skin. | sat on the grass and shivered, next to my
unconscious Djinn child, and fought the urgeto call for David. HEd come, | knew that. But | wasn't



entirely surethat it would be safe for him; if Ashan was still hanging out there, watching, this could ill
turn wrong.

Not that it wasin any way right to begin with.

After | while, | noticed that Imaras clothes began to absorb water. | reached down and lightly touched
the fabric. It had texture and weight.

At my touch, she exploded into movement, like a startled deer—up and on her feet, white-faced and
wild-eyed. Scanning the skies, then the land, then focusing on me.

| wasn't sure she even remembered who | was. One thing was certain—there was so much menace
coming off her that | didn't dare move. She'd have whacked me halfway across the cemetery, just the
way she'd been hit, and without a doubt, it would have snapped more than my arm.

The panic cleared from her eyes. "Mom?' She was across the intervening space in seconds, crouched
next to me, reaching out. | was cold, wet, and shaking, and | was probably going into shock, if | hadn't
aready booked afull vacation package there.

She was speaking aliquid language, words that sounded fast and goldenin my ears, and | didn't know
what she was saying, but | knew it wasin the language of the Djinn. | recognized it, from momentswith
David.

"Hey," | said weakly. "English, kiddo."

She felt warm. So warm. | vaguely remembered leaning on her support as | staggered out of the
cemetery and onto the street. The Camaro was Sitting right where we'd parked it, looking bold and sassy
through the downpour. Imara got me in the passenger seat.

It wasdl over. I'dfailed. I'd judt... failed.

"Mom?" Imara sounded worried as she put the car in gear and scratched gears getting us out of town.
"Mom, where do we go?'

| had no fucking idea. | turned my face away, toward the world outside. The world that was going to die
because I'd been inadequate to the task of saving it.

"Find the nearest Warden," | said. "Maybe there's something we can do to help.”
"Withwhat?'

| shrugged, one-shouldered. The other one felt like ground glass had been driven into the joint.
"Whatever." | wasn't very interested.

Imara kept casting anxious looks my way, but | didn't say another word.

| had no ideahow long the drive was, but it wasn't long enough for me to come up with adecent bright
idea. So Imarajust followed ingtructions and drove me to the nearest Warden.

That turned out to be Emily, the Earth and Fire Warden who'd given me crap back at the Headquarters
building. She lived in aone-dog town in the middle of Nowhere County, Maine, and when Imara coasted
the Camaro to a stop on the gravel driveway, she parked it next to a mud-spattered Jeep.

The Warden was home. She came to the door when Imara knocked, stared at my kid asif shewasthe
Second Coming, then at me like the devil incarnate.



"Oh," shesad flatly. "They sent you. Greet."

She turned and walked into the house, not bothering to show usin. | wastoo sick and in too much pain,
not to mention despair, to care about that. | followed her to ahomey-looking living room, with onewall
painted a somewhat unfortunate shade of cinnamon; Indian blankets and southwestern art lined the walls.
The furniture was chunky wood, deliberately primitive. Knickknacks ran to kachinadolls and
dreamcatchers.

| knew Emily vaguely. Wed never been friends, or even what 1'd call acquaintances, but we'd worked on
acouple of projectstogether, and shared a desk at the national Warden call center before, the one
Wardensuseto yell for help when thingsturn redly bad. Emily hadn't exactly been a people person then,
and | doubted sheld mended her ways. Earth Wardensin genera tended to be either hippies or hermits;
she definitely fdl into the hermit category. Apparently, the Fire Warden tendencies hadn't done much to
influence her basic character.

She was wearing what she'd had on the last time 1'd seen her—baggy blue jeans and a nondescript tunic
top, one that stretched. Bare feet, that was the only real change. Her short-cropped hair feathered
around her blunt-featured face, and the scowl looked at home on her face, worn in deep.

| sank down in achair and cradled my broken arm closer, trying not to scream.
"Huh," Emily said, and jerked her chin at it. "Looks bad.”

"Thanks"

"Wasn't acompliment. Y ou want some help?*

"If it wouldn't put you out."

Imarawas standing indecisively afew feet away, clearly trying to get asigna from me asto what, if
anything, to do. | didn't have time. Emily bent down, took my arm in her big, strong hands, and did a
twist-yank thing that hurt so bad, | teetered on the edge of darkness.

"There" shesaidin satisfaction. "Hold still."

She put her hand around the break, and | tried to obey her order. Not easy. The throbbing agony was
hard to ignore, and then the sense of burning, and then the deep itching. The burning just got worse, until
itfelt asif | were holding my arm over aBunsen burner. | wanted to snatch it back, but | knew better.

|'d fdt this before.

It took about fifteen minutes. Emily wasn't the world's most powerful Earth Warden, though she was
competent enough; when shelet go, the arm felt hot and sengitive, but more or lessheded.

"Y ou're going to want to go easy on it," shesaid. "The mend's still green. Let it cure.”
"Sure" | croaked. My throat felt horribly dry. "Water?'

Without aword, she went into the kitchen and came back with aglass, which | drained without stopping
for breath. Sherefilled it. | managed another half a glass before | decided that too much might make me

gag.
"Wedon't havetimefor this" Emily said. "Thefiresburning hot out there.”
"Fire?' | asked.



"You didn't cometo fight thefire?"
"Not—exactly.”

Emily leaned back in her big leather chair, frowning at me. It was covered in what looked like the hide of
aHolgein. A little too identifiable for me to be comfortable with it. I didn't like knowing the genetic
heritage of my furniture.

"Then whét the hell do you want, a meeting?" She made it sound like thefilthiest curse she could
imagine. It probably was, for her. Cometo think of it, I didn't much approve of them, either.

"No," | said, and sighed. "l just... You need help. | wasinthe area. Let'sleaveit at that."

Her frown grooved deeper, and shetilted her head to one Side, considering the problem of me. "Yeah,
you're going to be real useful, the shape you'rein." She shook her head. "Not that beggars can be
choosers. How do you fed?' She didn't sound like she much cared, but she was forced to ask the
question.

"Better," | said. It wasn't alie, redly. I'd been at rock-bottom earlier, now | was a quarter-inch above the
ground. Everything'srdative. "Thanksfor this."

"What, the arm? Part of thejob." Emily cocked athumb at Imara, who had settled back in a corner,
watching us. "Thought you said we weren't supposed to trust them anymore. What, you don't have to
obey your own rules?"

| decided not to engage on that one. "Y ou don't have a Djinn, right?"

"Never needed one." She sounded asif those who did were clearly lacking some important festure, like
guts. " She going to go nuts and kill us?'

"Well, wouldn't that be exciting?' | Sghed. "Imara? Y ou going to go nuts and kill us?’
She thought about it. Gravely. "Not quite yet."
"Right. Keep usinformed.”

| thought for sure that Emily would bring up the resemblance between me and Imara, but she wasn't that
observant. Her eyes darted between us for afew seconds, bright but not registering any connections, and
then she decided to shift the conversationa ground. "What do you know about fighting fires?'

"Pretty much what every Weather Warden knows." From the flash in her eyes, that wasn't something that
met with her gpprovd. "Maybe | canwingit."

Emily was old school. Shefixed mewith anarrow stare. "No, you won't wingiit. I'll call up Paul and get a
real Fire Warden up here.”

"| thought Lewiswas—"

"I don't take orders from Lewis Orwell." Didn't like him much, either, from the unpleasant twist of her
mouth around hisname. A lot of Earth Wardens didn't care for him, for some reason. | think it was
because he kept showing them up. That would especidly bother Emily, Miss
[-don't-have-a-Djinn-because-I'm-too-badass-to-need-one. "L ook, thisis my territory. There'sachain
of command. Lewisisn't even part of the Wardens, asfar as1'm concerned; he turned his back on us
long ago. If he'swhat we've got for leadership these days, werein trouble.”



"LeNiS—"

She cut me off with asharp gesture. "And thelast | heard, you were out of the Wardens completely.
Anyway, it doesn't matter. I'm working too hard to keep things together around here to worry about
politics. So don't bother with the campaign speeches. What are my chances of getting somebody who
knowsfirefighting from aholein the ground out here?*

"Chances?' If | kept repeating things, she had every right to ick mein acage and call me aparrot. "Not
too good. | think I'm what you're going to get.”

She sniffed. "In other words, not much."”

| kept my mouth shut and shook my head. Shelet out along, dow bresth and sat back in her
daughtered-cow chair. | wondered if shed killed it hersalf. Well, that wasn't exactly fair. Shewas an
Earth Warden. The cow had probably died of natural causes.

"l heard arumor there was some other organization out there. Other than the Wardens,” Emily said. "Any
idea how to contact them?"

"Lewiswas handling that. | don't know how far he got with it. How bad isthis?'
"Bad," shesaid. "Red bad."

"Then we should get moving,” | said, and levered mysdlf to my feet. The world swam. | sat down again,
and leaned my head back against the couch cushions and moaned. When | tried to adjust mysdlf toa
more comfortable position, the arm stabbed a protest into my shoulder. Some Earth Warden she was.
Hadn't been trying very hard, had she?

Imarawas next to me, down on one knee, one long, graceful hand on my shoulder. Sending waves of
warmth through me. Shewasn't afull Djinn, she couldn't redlly heal me, just take away the pain
temporarily. Still felt nice, though. Nobody turns down magic morphine.

"You can't do this" shesaid. "You need rest.”
"I'm good."
"No." She gave me along, Sgnificant look from those breathtaking Djinn eyes. "'l won't alow it."

| started to say, Who made you the mommy? but | wasn't about to let this degenerate into a
mother-daughter squabble in front of Emily. Who was looking far too interested, anyway.

"Y our Djinn there's probably right,” Emily said. "Fact is, the shape you'rein, | wouldn't recommend you
take on acampfire, much lessaforest fire," she said. ™Y ou took some pretty good knocks. A good hard
impact, and you'll bresk those bonesloose again. No hdp for it; it'sgoing to hurt whileit's heding.”

Clearly, shewasn't Lewisin the hedling department, which | couldn't redlly resent. Sheéld helped me out
when | needed it.

And then she spoiled my attempt at charity by saying, "And besides, | redly don't want to babysit you
out there.”

Imara oriented on Emily like acruise missile. "She can do as she pleases.” Typicd kid. Whatever the
adult's position was, take the opposing view. Hell, two seconds ago she'd been trying to talk me out of

gang.



Emily barely spared Imaraaglance, which was pretty gutsy, considering. " Sure. She can please shut up
whilel borrow her Djinn for the duration.”

Oh, crap. | remembered Emily back at Warden HQ, arguing for the release of more Djinn from the
reserves. Of course sheldd be al about co-opting Imara. | should have seen it coming. Would have, if |
hadn't been half-crazy with pain.

Imaragrowled low in her throat. "I won't leave her," she said.

"Not your choice" | said gernly. "Look, Emily, I'm low on patience, I'm in pain, and no way are you
using her to fight aforest fire. | gppreciate what you've done for me, but—"

"l sad, I'mtaking your Djinn," Emily said bluntly. "Y ou don't want to make metakeit to afull-on fight.
Y ou'd lose, the condition you'rein."

Imaramoved, unasked, and cameright up in Emily's space, close and—I was sure—burning up with
menace. Emily went rigid with fear. Aswell she should. "Keep aleash on her," Emily said.

"Imara?’ | asked. "Relax. We'rejust talking. Aren't we?”'

Emily nodded jerkily. Angry. "Yes™"

"Then | think I'm ready to leave," | said. "Imara, go get the car revved up, would you?'
"| don't like leaving you with her."

"Emily'saWarden," | said. "We understand each other."

Imaradidn't likeit, but she threw me awarning look, and vanished.

"You cant," Emily said flatly. "Y ou're not strong enough to leave.”

"Funny how that is. Y our threat to sted Imaraput al that in perspective.” | proved it by getting to my
feet. Theworld did that liquid-shimmy thing, but | stayed upright and reasonably stable. ™Y ou said you
didn't have timefor this, and neither do I. Good luck, Emily, whatever your crissisright now. I'll find
somebody who appreciates my help.”

"Wait."

| didn't. | headed for the door. But when | got there, | found the handle wouldn't turn. Not at all. It wasn't
the dead bolt... The metal was smply frozen in place.

| didn't bother to look behind me. "Emily," | said, "let'snot do this. I'm tired, I'm cranky, I'm dirty, and
my arm hurtslike hell. | am not in the mood to play. Just let me get out of here, and I'll pretend that
you're not begging for afight, because by God if you want one, you're threatening the right girl."

Earth Wardens have power over growing things, living things, and also over metas and woods. The door
wasn't going to open if Emily didn't want it to do so, not unless an Earth Warden with greater abilities
sepped in. And it was unlikely 1'd be able to blow it open, either, not without bringing the whole house
down with it. Our powers weren't necessarily the kind that canceled each other out. Imarawasan acein
the hole, of course, but | hesitated to put her to use. | wasn't redly interested in damaging one of the few
surviving Wardens, given the current sate of the world.

"Sorry," Emily said. "I've got some red problems here. Y ou can be of use”



| sighed and turned around to face her. "Okay, then, let me ask you this: How am | supposed to trust a
Warden who holds back on the hedling just to bogart my Djinn? Because you could have at least fixed
thearm, Emily. That wasalow blow."

She went just ashade paler, but held her ground. Sheld never lacked in guts... just brains. "They say
you're behind dl this™"

"All of what?"
"Bad Bob. Theripsin the agtheric. The Djinn going crazy. Isit true?"

That hit mewith acold, hard shock... Definitely, I'd been responsible for Bad Bob getting his
comeuppance, not that many people were ever going to believe hed actualy deserved it. And David and
| together had been responsible for the poisoning of the agtheric, when held created me as a Djinn. And
asfor the Djinn going nuts—well, | wasn't sure | had sole responsbility for dl that, but | probably
couldn't Sdestep it altogether, elther. If it hadn't been for my actions, and David's actions, Jonathan
wouldn't be dead right now, the Djinn agreement would still be peacefully in place, and the Earth would
be desping quietly.

| elected not to say any of that, however. | just set my jaw and stared back at her, daring her to continue.

"The fire's across the border, in Canada," she said. "It started smadll, but it's growing. The Wardens
overseeing that territory are dead. Lewis saysthey can't spare anybody else, last time | checked. I'm on
my way there, and | need your Djinn. I'm not going to gpologize for doing what's necessary.”

"She'snot my Djinn,” | said. "Nobody owns them anymore.”
"Yeah. Y et you're riding around with one as your chauffeur.”
"It's complicated.”

"Obvioudy. And there are mgjor population centersin the path of a Class Four wildfire. That'salittle
complicated, too." She hesitated, then locked her eyes on mine. Surly and difficult, she might be, but |
had never known her to be aliar. "I need your help. It'sjust me and another Fire Warden who's aready
there. Those people need somebody to save them, and we'reit."

Truth was, | agreed with her. If | turned my back on people who actualy needed saving, | waslosing my
way. Losing my honor. Something indde meingsted that you couldn't save humanity by sacrificing your
principles.

| didn't like the way Emily had ected to do this, but | could understand why she'd mousetrapped me.
She was desperate. I'd have done the samething, in her place. Because the lives I'd save would be more
important than the nebul ous big picture. Maybe that made me weak. Maybe that made me unsuitable for
therole of great hero. Lewiswould have walked away without hesitation—with regret, not
hesitation—>but | wasn't, and could never be, Lewis.

"I'm not putting Imarain danger,” | said.

"BUE"

"Shelsmy daughter, Emily. My daughter.”

Emily's mouth opened in surprise, then closed. Shefinaly, reuctantly, nodded.



"Tel mewhat you need,” | said. "I'll dowhat | can.”

"You'd damn well better.”

"Oh, and—7?" | made a gesture with my sore arm. She looked ashamed. Briefly.

"Might aswell," she said, and reached out to finish up the hedling. ™Y ou're no good to me passed out.”

Imarawasn't any too supportive of my decison to hang around and brush up on my firefighting. "Thisisn't
agood idea," shesaid. "Y ou're not well. And thefirestoo big."

We were standing outside, by the car. | put ahand on the smooth, satin finish, then scrubbed away my
fingerprints. " ou're probably right,” | said. "But | can't walk away fromiit, either. Emily might be abitch,
but she'sright. And I'm aWarden. I'm sworn to protect.”

"There are othersto do thiskind of thing."

"Otherswho aren't here. I'm here. And it'smy job, Imara." | looked up at her, and saw the worry on her
face. "Relax, kiddo. It's not my first dance. Not my lagt, either. Emily's avery competent Fire Warden,
and if theré'saFire Warden aready working on this, I can work the weather angle. We can end this

thing."
Her eyeswent distant for afew seconds, then snapped back. "There are no Djinn," she said.
"What?'

"No Djinn near thefire," she said. | must have looked blank. "Djinn are drawn to fire. The bigger, the
better. They leave human form and... batheinit, | guessyou'd say. Renew themsalves. Y ou remember
what it wasliketo fed sunlight in Djinn form?'

Slow, swest, orgasmic pleasure. Y eah, | remembered.

"If the Djinn aren't coming to this fire," she said, "that meansthere is something el se happening here. It
ign't naturd. And it isnt—it isn't safe.”

"Not for you," | agreed. "If the Djinn are staying away, | want you to do the same thing. Stay away. In
fact, stay here and watch the car. Or go talk to your father, find out what we can do since we didn't
exactly knock it out of the park in Seacasket. Right?!

"I'm not leaving you!"

| reached out and fitted my hands around her cheeks. Djinn skin, burning hot. "Yes," | said. "You are. |
need you to find out what we do next, Imara. That's very important. In fact, it's absolutdly critical.”

IIBLIt_II
"Don't make me order you around.” | pulled her into afierce, warm hug. "Just go. I'll bedl right.”
"Isit because—I know I'm not—not as powerful as| should be. Asyou need—"

"No!" | pulled back and smoothed hair away from her face. "Honey, no. None of thisisyour fault.
Y ou're the only good thing that's come out of dl this. Okay?'

Shenodded dightly, but | could tell she didn't believe me. My Djinn child was getting afull-on inferiority



complex. More than human, less than full Djinn. That was a burden | wasn't sure how to help her carry.

"Go find your father," | said. "Explain to him what happened with Ashan. Find out what we should do
next. Okay?"

"Okay," she said, and stepped back. "Mom... be careful "

And then she was gone, blipped out without another sound. | heaved a sigh and turned to see Emily, on
her porch, staring at me accusingly. | hadn't heard her come ouit.

"Weredly could have used her," she said.

"Imarasthe only Djinn in the world we can trust right now. 1'd rather not throw her at every single
chalenge. Besides, we can handle this on our own."

"You hope." Shelooked surly about it.

"What happened to | don't need a Djinn to solve my problems ?' | asked. "Buck up, Auntie Em.
We're going to have an adventure.”

| swear, her scowl could have fractured glass.

Imara, not being in much need of trangportation, had left the Camaro Sitting in the driveway. It wasa
choice between that and Emily's battle-scarred SUV, with afour-whed drive that had seen hard use. We
didnt, gtrictly speaking, actually have to go to the Site of the fire; Wardens often did their work remotely.
But if thisfire was as dangerous as she seemed to think, then being on the ground might be the only way
to react quickly enough. Firewasthetrickiest of al the e ements. Even more than storms, fire had an
intelligence, amaevolence. A desireto hurt. The bigger thefire, the smarter and angrier it became. Bad
combingtion.

| chosethe SUV. The Camaro really wasn't the kind of car | wanted to subject to off-road conditions.

Emily lived in atiny little burg cdled SmyrnaMills, which was mostly distinguished by Smyrna
Strest—we were out of town in lesstime than it took to flash ablinker, and heading south to 1-95. The
other Warden, it turned out, was a country music fan; | wasn't. | mostly spent the time on the driveto
Houlton and the Canadian border thinking and watching the skies. They didn't look good. The agtheric
wasin aboil, everything disturbed; flashbulbs of power were popping al over the place as Wardenstried
to dedl with their local problems, but it wasn't redly aloca issue. It was bigger. Nastier. And it was going
to get worse.

| redlly didn't have any businesstaking asidetrip likethis, but I couldn't think what else | could have
done. Wak away from thousands of logt lives?1'd be crawling, not walking, if | did that. And none of it
would matter from that point on, because | would have lost my way completely.

Aswe gpproached the border crossing, | remembered something with asick, fdlingjolt. "Um, Em?Little
problem.”

"Whichis?"
"No passport.”
"What? Whereisit?'



"In Horida. With everything else | own that hasn't washed away." Shewas staring at me asif she couldn't
believe I'd leave home without it. "' wasn't planning on any internationd trips."

She shook her head and took a quick turn-off on anarrow trail into the woods. "Hold on."

| grabbed the roll bar as we started bouncing along at speed through the wilderness. Four-whedling at its
finest. | had no ideawhere we were going, or whether Emily had the dightest idea of direction, but she
didn't seem worried.

"Thingis" shesad, whipping thewhed to theleft to avoid atree sump, "normally | wouldn't be able to
dip around behind them like this, but it's chaotic right now. If they do manage to stop us, shut up and let
me do thetaking."

| planned onit.

No Mounties materidized out of the treesto flag us down. Thirty minutes of twisting back road—and no
road—ater, we emerged from the trees and hit Canadian Highway 2, turning north.

| lost track of our route somewhere around Presque Ide; Emily, on her cell phone, followed back roads
in response to directions. We got stopped by a police blockade; whatever Emily said, they let us past.
Theroads got progressively more challenging on the suspension. | hung on to the panic strap on the
passenger side and tried not to think about the resdua pain in my hedling arm.

| was feding more than alittle nervous, out herein the wilderness, and | wasn't redlly dressed for
firefighting, either. Someday, | promised mysdlf, you'll be able to get back to a normal life. Nice
clothes. Bikini on the beach. Shoes that don't have sale tags.

| closed my eyes, but when | did, | didn't see visions of immy Choos or Manolo Blahniks, but David's
face, the way held been thefirst time I'd seen him. That sweet, ironic smile. The deegp brown eyes,
flecked with copper. Angular cheekbones just begging to be stroked.

That amile.

| missed him so much, it felt like aphysica pain, brought tearsto clog my throat. We hadn't had a
chance, had we? So little time to know each other, to find our balance. The world just kept pushing,
pushing, pushing. | wanted it to stop. | wanted quiet, and | wanted a place where | could bein hisarms,

wrapped in silence and peace.

And | wasn't sure that was ever going to happen, especialy now that we were two steps from the end of
the world.

The SUV hit aparticularly axle-rattling bump on the dirt fire road. | opened my eyes and saw astorm
cloud looming over the tops of the huge trees.

No, not a storm cloud.
Smoke. Black and thick and pendul ous.

A deer bounded out of the underbrush and rushed past us, staying out of our way somehow—it looked
wild and terrified. Emily dowed the truck to acrawl. Other wildlife was coming down the road—rabbits,
abear cub, ahuge lumbering mama bear behind it hurrying it dong. More deer, leaping ahead of the

pack.

Emily braked. The fleeing animalsran under the truck, if they were smal enough; the larger ones went



around. The bear passed close enough to my window that | could smell the hot rank odor of her fur, and
hear her heavy chuffing breeath.

"Wehaveto goonfoot,” Emily sad. "The other Warden is up ahead.”

"Why can't we drive?' Because thiswas about as close to abig huge bear as| redly wanted to get.
Emily spared meanirritated glance.

"If | take it farther in, the fire could get around us, the gasin thistruck could explode,” shesaid. "I'm
assuming you don't want to beinit at thetime. Besdes, | like my truck."

The exploding part made an impression on me. | unbuckled and scrambled out of the truck, careful of my
feet, but it looked like the evacuation had dowed down. A couple of late-breaking gray rabbits broke
right at my appearance, and some field mice ran under the truck. No additiona bears, thank goodness.

Theair felt heavy and hot. There was a steady furnace breeze blowing toward us. It was atiny little hint
of the forces dready at work—the fire, which had aready been burning for hours, would have created a
huge updraft, which would have shoved cooler air in front of it outward in acircle. Cooler air, being
heavier, would have been forced out in concentric waves as the temperature increased. It would ook like
afrozen nuclear explosion, with ahot central column and the rings emanating out.

The breeze wasjust the forerunner of what was behind it.
Hell.

People think they understand what aforest fireis. They don't. At acertain point, fire becomes
semiliquid—plasmatic—and it behaveslike liquid, becomes heavy with its own energy, rollsand floods
through dry brush, consuming everything in its path. It saps every single ounce of moisure fromtheair,
leaving it dead and dry; its own energy release whips the winds higher, spreading it likeavirus. It can
jump and encircle an arealike an invading army before anyone can seeit coming, and then therising
temperature will cook anything caught inside before the flames close in. Most people trapped in firesdie
of the smoke or superheated air, which cooksther lungsinto lesther from insgde on thefirst indrawn
bresth. It'san awful way to die, suffocating, but it's still better than the fire rolling over you and burning
out every nerve ending in dow, awful progression.

The only mercy fire showsisthat after your nerves burn, you can't fed therest of it. Y ou can't fed your
body being turned to cooked meat and ash. And you're probably—although not certainly—dead before
your internal organs burst, and your brain's superheated liquids blow open your skull.

No, the last thing | wanted to do was die of fire. The very last. Even drowning would be better.

And | was starting to wonder why inthe hell I'd agreed to this. Pragmatism was starting to get the better
of dtruism.

Asif she sensad it, Emily looked at me over the hood of the SUV, mouth twisted into an unpleasant grin.
"Y ou like doing thisfrom anice, safe distance, don't you?" she asked. " Some nice conference room
where you can't fed the cinders on your back."

"If you had any sense, that's how you'd likeit, too,” | said. "But I'm not letting you do this by yoursdlf.”
"That's sweet. Y ou afraid for me?'

"No, but you said it yoursdlf: There are way too many lives depending on this. Thisisimportant.” |
swallowed hard. There was a sound out therein the forest, aroaring that | didn't need to be aFire



Warden to know wasn't right. Not right at all. "Let'sjust get it done, if we're going to doit. I've got
placesto be."

"Shoe shopping?' she said archly. My reputation preceded me. "Fine. Watch yourself—I'm not going to
have time to keep your ass out of trouble. Y ou see abear or amountain lion, freeze, turn profile, and if it
chargesyou, curl into aball and get under the truck. They probably will ignore you, given thefire, but you
don't want to run from them. They do enjoy the exercise.”

| gulped. Audibly. She smiled. | wondered if she was just needling me, but then | decided she wasntt.
Sheld take her responsbilities more or less serioudy, out here.

"What | need from you is to hang back here and do what you can to get adecent rain going. Counteract
the prevailing winds. Think you can do that?'

| could do that in my deep. | confined mysdlf to aquick nod, gathered up my hair in one hand and tied it
back with arubber band from my pocket. The way the wind was swirling, that last thing | wanted wasto
obscure my vison. Too many things could sneak up on me. Fire, for one. Or bears. The bearswere
worrying me. Badly.

"Taketwo stepsto your left,” Emily said.
"Why?' | froze, saring at her. She nodded down at the ground.

Therewas atimber rattler gliding along the ground right by my foot. | jumped out of the way with alittle
ghriek, hands held high. "Snake! Snake!"

"No shit," shesaid dryly. "Trust me, she's not paying attention to you. She's got plenty of problems of her
own. Not so quick atraveler asthe larger critters. Shelll have ajob of it to try to get out of hereintime,
poor girl."

| watched the snake wiggle its—her—way down the road. Emily was right; the reptile didn't pay me any
attention. Good. On the plus side, now | wasn't nearly so worried about bears. Bears didn't sneak up on
your feet likethat.

When | looked up again, Emily was striding along theroad, straight for thefire. "Hey!" | cdled after her.
Shedidn't answer. | suppose sheredly didn't need to answer; | knew what | was tasked to do, she
knew what she was doing, and there wasn't alot |eft to discuss.

Still, when she looked back, | said, "Good luck. I'll do whatever | can.”
She had asurprisingly sweet smile, when shewanted to. "I know," shesaid. "Y ou're aWarden."
| sat down on the bumper of the SUV and contempl ated the sky.

Thefirewasn't big enough yet to truly drive the sysem—wesather systems are massive, full of energy of
their own, and it would take area out-of-control wildfire for that synergy of eementsto take on an
unstoppably deadly partnership. But the weather wasn't feding particularly cooperative, either. The heat
from thefire definitely had it feding its oats, and the evaporation of moisture was creating low-level
disturbances. Lots of cumulonimbus action forming, but it was hanging out on the fringes, getting pushed
along by thewarmer air of thefire. | needed to pull it in and start squeezing those moisture-rich clouds for
ran.

Fird thingsfirst: | had to pump more moisture back into the air, keep the underbrush from drying out
quite so quickly so that it wouldn't just continue to explode into flame. There was alake five milesto the



east of wherewe stood; | went up in the aetheric and soared across the fire, which looked like a giant
twisting tangle of ghosts, twisting and mating and soundlessy screaming. On the agtheric, you couldn't
fed the heat, but you definitely felt the forces at work; it trandated as pressure on me, aresistance that
was hard to push through. | made it and touched down for alanding—still in spirit-form. | was at the
edge of aglowing, whispering fog that was, back in the real world, a nice placeto boat and fish.

Ever seen one of those fog fountains? They sdll them in stores now, complete with transducers that create
fog from water. Simple process. All you have to do is bombard the water with ultrasonic pulses, and it
breaks up into fog. Not quite without cost—six hundred calories of heat per gram of water, in terms of
energy—but anice benefit. As mist evaporates, energy exchange results in temperature reductions, too.
With the humidity aslow asit wasin the vicinity of thefire, mist evaporation would bring down the
temperature by about twenty degrees.

| started shaking up the water.

Mist began risng dmost immediately. .. thick, milky tendrils off the surface of thelake. | kept it going,
piling mist in layersuntil it was asthick asfoam on alatte and astal asathree-story building. I'd drained
thelakelevel by quite abit, but if the fire reached the shore, the evaporation would occur anyway, and
for alot less constructive areason.

When | had enough airborne moisture, | sent wind to blow it toward the unburned areas around thefire.
Just astrong breeze, and | kept careful hold of it; it wouldn't do any good to send my carefully made fog
right into the blaze itsdlf, where it would be instantly zapped. No, | pushed it just far enough to layer it
over the outlying underbrush, athick wet blanket that would make it much more difficult for the advance
scout sparksto take hold.

Oncethat was done, | shot up into the clouds. I'd long ago learned to dedl with the dizziness of dtitude,
but thiswasjust plain disorienting. .. | could see the heet rising up from the twisted trauma of the forest
being destroyed below me, and it came in waves of red and pink and purple, like some crazy 70s acid
trip. | hadn't usudly been thisclose. It was—different.

| decided not to look down. My business was with what was overhead, in any case.

The updraft was making inroads, getting the attention of the westher system, but it was more of an
annoying dinner guest than apartner in crime so far. If | could turn the weether system againgt thefire, so
much the better, but if | couldn't, then at least | could cut off any kind of sympathetic energy exchange
that could make both more dangerous.

| lowered the temperature a the higher elevations, forcing the moisturein the air closer together. My goa
wasrain, but | wasn't sureif there was enough aggregated moisture to redly bring it off, without feeding
the process out of the ocean. That would take time | wasn't sure we had. Best to get started with what
there was, then work on the supply linesto keep it going.

Even agood downpour wasn't going to put out thiskind of afire, not as well-established asit was, but it
could help contain it. With adecent Fire Warden—which Emily was, asfar as| remembered, in addition
to being an outstanding Earth Warden—this could come to a peaceful conclusion.

If everything went right.

Of course, there was no reason everything should go right. Epecidly not now, with everything I'd grown
up knowing asfact turned into rapidly shifting fiction. The laws of nature were only laws so long as nature
intended them to be. And | wasn't sure where we stood anymore.



Therain started to fall—not a downpour, but a nice steady shower, anyway. It would raise the humidity
and bring down the temperature, and if it couldn't douse thefire, at the very least it could soak the
surrounding areas and intengfy thefog layers.

It was, | decided, a pretty damn good job.

| et go on the aetheric and plummeted back down into my body, a scary thrill ride of fast-moving colors
and asense of imminent disaster that ended suddenly—and safely—as | found mysalf back in my body
again. | sghed, breathed deep, and gagged on the taste of smoke.

And | opened my eyesand redlized the trees right in front of me were burning.

"Shit!" | screamed, and did off the bumper of the SUV. Theair wasintensely hot, well over ahundred
degrees, my clothes were dripping with sweat. While I'd been doing al that careful manipulation, the fire
had dipped up like the serid killer in the movies, and as| looked wildly around, | saw that the firewas
legping from one treetop to the next. The rain—which hadn't yet reached this spot—was doing itsjob; it
just wasn't doing it fast enough.

The underbrush wasawall of firethat roared like ajet engine, sucking inair. | covered my head as
sparks drifted down out of the sky and sizzled holesin my shirt. | smelled burned hair. | willed my Fire
senseinto action, covering mysdf; | wasn't sureif that extended to hair, but dammit, | had way too many
hair issues dready. Having it scorched again wasn't going to make things better...

| dived into the SUV and dammed the door. As| did, firerolled like plasmathrough the underbrush to
my left, on the driver'sside, and | redlized it was going to cut off my escape route. Once | was encircled,
I'd roast, then burn.

Theinterior of the SUV was aready hot. | remembered Emily's comments about the gas tank blowing
up, and bit back a curse. | concentrated on the ten feet in and around the SUV itself. | needed to build a
shield of cool air. That wasalittle easier than you might think—cool air being heavier and dower, it was
abit of anaturd barrier, and as| chilled theair by tilling the vibration of the molecules, | concentrated
on afeding of cam. Peace. Stillness.

Within the bubble, the temperature began to fall.

And then, without warning, it started moving up again. | grabbed for control of theair, but it wasn't just a
fault in my concentration, it was something e <se.

Someonedse

| opened my eyes and looked around, frantic, and saw something impossible. There was aman standing
in the hdlish fury of the burning trees. A man on fire, who didn't ssem to care that hewason fire. Hishair
was dready gone, his skin shriveling and blackening, but somehow his eyes were open and bright and
fixed on me with purpose. He took a step out into the clearing. He left atrail of cinders and shed flesh,
and there was something so incredibly creepy about it that | screamed and hit the locks on the SUV
doors.

Nothing happened.
Electric. He was interfering with the circuits.

The air was heating up even faster than the blaze around me could account for, and | knew that this man,
this creature waking toward me was responsible for it. It wasn't possible that he was till moving, with
that much damage. Just not possibleat all.



Imara had told me the Djinn weren't coming to thisfire. So thiswasn't aDjinn.
Then what was he?

He reached out to open the door. | grabbed the interior handle and braced mysdlf in an unladylike
position, both feet againgt the sted pogts, holding tight. | felt the tug as hetried to yank it out of my grip.
He might have been supernaturally dive, but he wasn't supernaturaly strong. His muscles had aready
contracted from the heat, and his hands were blackened claws. | was sickened to see that acouple of
fingers dropped off when he pulled back from the door handle.

What in the name of God—?

Hewas dtill staring a me, and againgt al odds, | recognized what wasin those eyes. | should recognize
it. I'd known that exultation, fury, and most especidly, that power.

Therewas a Demon Mark in this dead or dying Warden, and it wanted an upgrade. | was the next
available candidate. It would keep the body it had dive until the very last second it could, and it would
come after the nearest available source of power greater than what it had.

Where the hell was Emily? Oh God, wasthis her?... No, it wasaman. | thought. | was amost certain.
Not Emily. Thisthing wastdler.

It circled the SUV, staring a me, and reached for one of the back doors. | lunged over the seat and hit
the manual lock with a clenched fist just asthe clawed, flaking hand scrabbled at the handle. Another of
his fingers sngpped off. | didn't wastetime; | hit the manua locks on everything | could reach, then
dithered over the back into the trunk areaand tried to find a manual lock for the trunk lift.

Nothing.

Right about thetimethat | wastrying to figure out what in my westher arsend would destroy aDemon
with access to Fire Warden powers, the right side window shattered. The Demon was more of alatera
thinker than | was, apparently, hed smply thrown arock. It lay smoking and nearly molten on the
upholstery, which charred in acirclearound it. | yelped and grabbed for aleather jacket in the back,
wrapped the rock in the coat, and started to toss it out, then changed my mind. It made a pretty good
club, sort of an oversize and really clumsy blackjack.

The Warden-zombie, trailing smoke, dithered in through the window like some disgusting man-size
snake. Where skin doughed away, his muscles were exposed. Anatomy classin live action. | gagged at
the roast-pork stench and lashed at him with my makeshift blackjack. | shattered at least two bones, and
gave him agood crack on the skull, but he kept coming for me, squirming. The face was amask of
charred flesh. | couldn't tell if the grin was thanks to a contraction of the facial muscles, or alook of
triumph.

| turned theinterior latch on the trunk and bailed out of the SUV.

Tak about out of thefrying pan... Thefirewasintense, ahot orange curtain flickering on dl sides of the
road. No, not a curtain, abowl—it was overhead, consuming the treetops. Rain wasfalling, but there
wasn't enough of it; it was dowing the advance but not putting out what was aready burning.

Which was about to include me, any second now.

| dropped down on the ground—not by intention. Dizzy. The air tasted thick, too hot to breathe, acrid
with filthy smoke. | coughed rackingly and hugged the dirt; then | remembered what it was | was running



away from and started alow crawl. No place to go. No place to hide, except under the SUV, and |
didn't need Emily to tell methat the fire was going to make that a death trap in short order.

You arefire.

It camein acool whisper, soft asmist, and for a second | could have sworn | saw the Oracle from
Seacasket standing in front of me, burning and lovely. The very polar opposite of the thing stalking me.

A black claw grabbed hold of my ankle. | screamed and lunged forward—into aburning tree. Fire
spilled over me.

It didn't burn me.

It just spilled over me, liquid and dripping. Oddly heavy. Whereit hit the ground, it hissed and sparked
and danced; grass shriveled and blackened at its touch, but | wasn't affected.

| twisted, formed the handful of fireinto abal, and threw it at the grinning dead thing that had hold of my
leg.

It exploded like napam. The zombie-Warden let go and rolled, fighting an invisible enemy, asthe flames
fed on what should have been just a blackened shell anyway. What the hell was the fire feeding on? It
was as dead as a burned-out match. ..

The creature—I couldn't even think of it as human anymore—opened its black maw of a mouth and
screamed. It was dien. Other. Older.

And then it just—ripped gpart. Exploded in pieces of burning mest that flew in every direction. | coughed
and gagged as something spattered me, and when | looked back, something silvery blue was clawing its
way free of theremains.

Oh shit, | thought numbly.
Because | was pretty sure that was an adult Demon.

And it waslooking straight at me.

Chapter Six

There was a sudden blowtorch flare out of the forest, and another human figure staggered out of the
inferno. Not burned, though she was smudged dark with smoke and coughing like her lungs might blow
out. Emily had looked better. Her clothes were smoldering, but she was keeping it together. Barely.

"Get inthetruck!" she screamed. Her eyes skipped right over the glistening twisted form of the Demon,
and | realized that she couldn't see it—that Demons, like the dark shadows of Djinn who became Ifrits,
weren't vishbleto norma Wardens. | didn't waste my breath. Emily tried the truck door, found it locked,
and cursed breathlesdy. She fumbled for keys. | reached in my broken passenger window and unlocked
the doors, and we crammed ourselvesin. | was sitting on broken glass. Didn't care.

Emily gtarted it up and hit reverse just as atree began to topple in front of us. She screamed and floored
it, and the SUV dalomed, skidded, and grabbed dirt. We rocketed backward. | hoped she was
watching behind us, because | wasriveted to two things. the torch of atree that was heading for the roof



of the SUV, and the twisted, flickering shadow of the Demon loping after usin pursuit.

"Do something!" Emily yelled a me. She looked scared to death, and she didn't know the half of what |
did.

"Dowhat?' | screamed back, and grabbed for the panic strap as the SUV bounced over rocks. Still
moving backward at a speed that no human-operated vehicle was supposed to go, at least in that
direction and in the middle of nowhere.

"Anything!" sheroared.

The noise of the tree crashing toward us was lost in the constant deefening train-whistle scream of the
fire, but there was no doubt that it was going to hit us. And if the truck was put out of commission...

| sucked in adeep breath of air that was almost too hot to breathe, concentrated, and grabbed the
dashboard as| stared at thefaling tree.

Come on, come on, come on... Updrafts. There were plenty of updrafts, no shortage of those, but they
werewild and unpredictable, fueled by an incredible outpouring of energy.

| grabbed hold of arisng superheated column of air and wrenched it free of its source, then directed it a
an angle a thefdling tree. Twenty feet. It was coming for usfast, and no way werewegoing to clear itin
time. Flamesall around us. Ten feet. Heading right for the roof of the SUV ...

| let the superheated blast of air go, cooled the outer edge, and it hit the tree like a huge blunt object,
hammering it off course. Not by much.

The outer blackened pine branches snapped off on my side of the truck, and the trunk crushed the
underbrush just acouple of inchesto theright of the SUV's hood.

Emily shot me adisbelieving look. | shrugged and took my hands off the dashboard. Left wet, sweaty
handprints behind.

| couldn't see the Demon anymore. Wishful thinking made me hope that Demons weren't imperviousto
fire, but damn, | pretty much knew better than that. Demons were impervious to everything nature or
humans could toss their way. They could be contained by Djinn, but destroyed? Probably not, once
they'd achieved full form, asthis one had.

We were clear of the fire suddenly. Trees swayed around us, uneasy in the looming smoke, but nothing
was aflame around us. Emily had, temporarily, outrun the flames.

She dowed the SUV, stopped, and wiped her hands on her filthy pants. She was shaking all over, and
black asacoad miner a the end of a shift. Eyesred and bloodshot.

"That," she sad faintly, "was maybe alittle too close.”
"A little" | agreed. "Nicedriving."

"Nice wind management,” she replied, and was overtaken by a series of racking, tearing coughs.
Sounded painful. | leaned over, put my hand on her back, and concentrated on the air insgide her lungs. |
oxygenated it as much as possible, then extended it into abubble within the cab of the SUV. Couldn't do
it for long, because we'd both get high and giggly, but it would help, short-term.

"What the hell just happened?’ | asked, in between gasps. Emily put the SUV in gear and



managed—somehow—to turn it around on the narrow road so we could drive forward instead of
backward. Smoke was thick and acrid around us, blowing our direction.

"Something'sworking againg us," Emily said grimly. "Don't know what it is. | thought it was another
group of Wardens, but now | don't know. It's not just the typical crap you get in wildfires. Y ou know
what I'm talking about?'

| did. Wildfires were dangerousin and of themselves;, they hardly needed any villainsto come add
complications. | ill vividly remembered the big Y ellowstone fire that had claimed so many lives among
the Wardens, severa years back... the one that had destroyed Star both physically and mentally. That
hadn't been anything but the nature of fire and the crud purpose of the earth.

| had agood idea of who had been messing with the fire here: a Demon Mark-ridden Warden. And that
made sense of why the Djinn had elected to stay away. The hatching of afull-blown Demon out of its
human carapace was nothing they'd want to be around. David had fought afull-grown Demon, once
upon atime, and | had to assume he'd won, but it couldn't have been an easy fight.

Out of nowhere, | remembered David telling me, We are made of fire. Hed meant Djinn, of course, and
he wasn't exactly being literd, but it made me wonder. Djinn reacted to light and heet, to the
transformation of energy. | wondered if Demons were the same. If they were drawn to these kinds of
eventsto help them—nhatch. If so, there might be more of them out there—Wardens with Demon Marks,
moving mindlesdy toward something that would finish the process of incubation. Probably they wouldn't
even understand why. | remembered how it had felt when my own Demon Mark began to manifest itself
inabigway... I'd been euphoric, aimost godlike. No thought for consequences. And no sense of
sef-preservation, redly.

| started to tell Emily about it, but then | redlized that it wouldn't do any good. Even if she believed
me—which was doubtful—there wasn't anything she could do about it. We were on our own out herein
the wild Canadian wilderness, apparently. | missed Marion. Sheldd know, if anybody did, how much
trouble weweredl in right now.

Emily got us back to alogging road, then out to a paved two-lane road. There were police barricades
flashing in the distance. She dowed and pulled over to the narrow shoulder.

"We need more Wardens," she said. "Weather and Fire. Think you can get us anything?"

"Noidea I'll try." | pulled out my cell phone and dided up the hotline number. Busy. | reconsidered,
dided Paul's persona number.

Busy.

Marion's rang, though. She answered without her typica calm assurance; in fact, she sounded downright
gharp. "Joanne?'

"Yesh"
"Whereareyou?'
"Wildfire across the border in Canada,” | said. "Long story. Look, there's a desperate need for—"

"I know," she cut me off. "Weve got wildfires breaking out everywhere, and damn few Fire Wardens | eft
to fight it. Theré's not much | can do for you guys. Do the best you can. Let it burn, if you haveto.”

| cradled the phone against my chest and looked a Emily's grimy face. "Where's thisthing heading?”



Under the black oily veil of smoke, shelooked troubled. "Ultimately? I'd have to say it's making abedine
for Montreal. But one thing'sfor sure, it'll take out every town on the way, too. Five thousand, ten
thousand homes at a chunk. If thisthing isn't opped..."

| got back on the phone. "No go on the hands-off, Marion. We need to find away to firebreak this
thing."

"I'll get Wesather onit," she Sighed. It was clearly not anew refrain. " See what you can do from there.
And Jo?'

"Yesh?'

"Lewis saysthat theré's a hurricane brewing just past Jamaica. If it forms and comesinland, we could be
looking a another very bad timein Florida. There's another one right behind it that lookslike it could
veer to hit the Gulf Coadt, or South America.”

"|sthere anything that isn't going crazy?"

"No," shesad flatly. "Large cave-in in Kentucky, several hundred miners and touriststrapped in the
region. Most of our Earth Wardens are converging on that, but weve got warning signsal up and down
the Cascadia subduction again.”

"So. Thiswould be the end of theworld, then.”
"We're keeping hitching posts handy for the Four Horsemen. Any luck on the Djinn front?"
"Some," | lied. Didn't seem much point in adding my bad newsto the pile. "I'm working oniit.”

"Then you'd better quit screwing around with the fire and get the Djinn back on our Sde” she said grimly.
"Whileweve il got enough of usdiveto makeit matter.”

| hung up, took in adeep bresth or two, and turned back to Emily. "Right," | said. "Let's get back to
work."

Therewas aranger sation seven miles down another logging road—abandoned, since the rangerswere
out doing fire spotting, and had field radios with them. Emily and | commandeered the radio that had
been left behind—ahuge old clunker of athing, and proof positive that upgrades weren't high on the
federal budget triage scae. | tried to figure out the ancient technology. Seemed smple enough. | spun the
diasto the right frequency—the Wardens emergency frequency—and clicked the old-fashioned button
on the old-fashioned microphone.

Now, if | could only remember dl the codes...
"Violet-violet-violet," | sad. "Anyone reading? Respond.”

Static. White noise. | looked over at Emily, who waswashing her filthy face in the sink; she needed more
than alittle soap to get clean, but that did afair job. She only looked like achimney sweep now, instead
of asmoke eater. As she scrubbed a second time, | clicked the button again. "Violet-violet-violet," |

repeated. "Respond, please.”

Thistime, | got asharp metalic click, and atinny voice that sounded about twelve years old saying,
"Hangon!"



Not exactly the approved format for responding to emergency cals, but | understood. It wasn't shaping
up to beanormal day anywhere in the world, but least of dl in the Warden Crisis Center.

| waited. The voice came back, eventudly, right about the time Emily finished her third ablution. "Name
and location,” it said. Not the same voice. Thisonewas mae, authoritative, and familiar.

"Hey, Paul," | said. "It's Joanne. They've got you answering phones?”

"I've got damn graduate students answering the phone. Y ou wouldn't even believe the magnitude of the
troublewerein. Where are you?'

"I'm up a the Canadafire, with Emily. Who eseisup here?'

"Canada? Fuck if | know. Hang on, let me check." He clicked off. | knew how the Crisis Center
worked—thered be a huge write on-wipe off board with events and Wardens assigned—usually.
Today, who knew. | had the fedling that it was dl just happening too fast. Y eah. Jo, Emily's Earth and
Fire—you've got asecond Fire Warden located about eleven miles away from your current position, on
the other side of the fire. Gary Omah. He's not real high on the scale, by the way. Not alot of

heavyweightseft up there.”
"I don't think we can count on Gary Omah," | sghed. "Who else?'

"Weather Warden out of Nova Scotia. That's what |'ve got for you."
"Who isshe?'
"JeandleBright."

| didn't know her, but that wasn't unusua; she was probably young, and probably lower level. Those
seemed to bethe survivors, so far. Probably because they hadn't earned any Djinn, and hadn't
encountered any along the way. Also, Nova Scotiawasn't exactly the crossroads of the world. Shed
probably be safe enough, if she didn't make atarget of hersdlf.

But then again, there were no longer any guarantees of anything, were there?

"Okay," | said, and then remembered to click the button. "Right, Paul, I'm going to organize this one,
okay?'

"Fine by me. Were up to our necks around here. Y ou're senior on the ground pretty much wherever you
go right now. Take charge."

Now that wasareally scary thought. It told me more than aWesather Channel documentary just how
much trouble we werein.

| glanced over a Emily. "Um, Paul? One other thing."
"Please, let it be something fluffy and happy.”

"Not so much. Demon."

What?"

"TherésaDemon loose. | saw it break out of a dying Warden—Gary Omah, I'm presuming. It tried—" |
swallowed hard and kept my voice even with an effort, because the crispy zombie flashbacks weren't
easy to suppress. "It tried to get to me, but | managed to fight it off."



Paul was quiet for so long, | thought | was having a conversation with static, and then he said, "I can't
spare anybody elseto help you."

"Make it happen, Paul. | need someone."

He put me on hold. Mercifully, there was no annoying music, it wasjust straight static. | listened to white
noise and thought about Gary Omah, wondered how held come in contact with aDemon Mark,
wondered whether taking it on had been his own choice or an infection that had happened againgt his
will. I couldn't afford to agonize over Gary, though. If he was the blackened, hollowed-out corpseI'd
met in the forest, then he was better off dead, and | had bigger problems.

Paul came back ontheline. "Paul, | need—"

He interrupted me by covering the phone and bellowing, "You! Y eah, you in the fucking yelow! | told
you, get those people over to the west side of the thing, do you understand me? West!" Themuffling
came off the phone, not that it had concealed much. " Shit. I've gotta go. Do your best. I've got to go be
thefirg officer of the goddamn Hindenburg." He wastrying to sound light, but somewhere underneath |
could tell hewas genuindy, grimly terrified. "At least Lewisisthe one wearing the shiny hat.”

"I know," | said softly. "Keep bailing, buddy."
"Jo, just get the fuck out of there. Do what you've gotta do. We can't save everybody. Not thistime.”
"l can't just walk away."

"Learn how," he said. "People are dying. People are going to die. It'sal just a question of how many, and
how bad they go. We need the Djinn back, and we need them now. So you've got to stay focused. Do
what you can, but stay on mission.”

He clicked off before | could respond. | sat back, looking at Emily; she was staring out the window at
the orange-colored distance.

"I can't get anybody besides one Weather Warden out of Nova Scotia,” | said. "They're svamped.”
She nodded. "We're redlly fucked, aren't we?' she asked, like it was an academic consideration.
"Not necessarily. All we haveto doispilein the Jeep and leave.”

She gave me a bleak, absent smile,

"Yeeh," shesad. "That'slikely."

Of course, we didn't leave. We didn't even discussit. We just went to work. | spent time up on the
aetheric, trying to move weather patterns around and layer cooler air over what wasincreasingly a
troubled system. The fire was generating enormous amounts of heet, and that heat was affecting the
aready-unstable wesather. It kept diding out of my control, finding waysto twist back like asnake trying
to gtrike. Lightning, for instance. Just when | thought we'd gotten things contained at areasonable leve,
the energy began churning around and creating vast random pulses. It had to go somewhere. | deflected
most of them as sheet lightning, or sent the energy flaring acrossthe sky instead of down to earth, but it
only takes one, sometimes.

And one dipped through, hit agiant pine, and ignited it like atorch.



Beginning of theend.

"Emily! | yelled, and pointed. She was busy trying to contain the forest fire itself, but thiswas a second
front, and we couldn't afford to let it get busy at itsjob. | shot up into the aetheric and looked for the
other Weather Warden who was supposed to be helping us. Jandlle. She was aweak spark indeed,
barely glowing up on the aetheric; shewas, | sensed, exhausted. Whatever was going on in Nova Scotia,
it wasn't good. She was working the systems from the back, which was about al she could do, with the
strength she had at hand. | wasn't about to push her for more. We were dl redlining our limitstoday.

| caught Sight of something in the aetheric. No, caught sight of wasn't exactly accurate—| sensed
something, athough everything looked just about as norma as an unsettled higher plane could look. ..
The fire was agorgeous lavalike cascade of colors, pouring out over everything in its path, but there was
something going on that didn't belong. | couldn't pin it down, exactly. | just knew something wasn't right.

Then thefirearrived at the first human structure, aluxurious hunting lodge that was, luckily, empty of
inhabitants, and set to work industrioudly licking at the propane tanksin the yard asif it had made straight
for them.

That hadn't been anatural progression. That had been a choice.

"Crap," Emily said from her post at the window. She sounded matter-of-fact, but she was pale and
shaking with gtrain. | didn't have an up-close-and-persond relationship with fire—well, not until
recently—but | understood that the stress of being a Fire Warden was unique. | could see that she was
caving under the pressure, and there was nothing |, could redlly do to help. | had my handsfull dready;
lightning was jumping around in that storm, struggling to find new targets. My newly discovered Fire
powers were too raw to be of any rea usein agtuation like this. Fire Wardens, even more than
Weather, needed fine control.

| had no ideahow long it had been since my call to the Crigs Center; timeis funny when you'rein the
middle of something likethis. It can make minutes crawl, and hoursfly; there wasn't aclock in easy view,
and | wastoo busy to consult one anyway. Any little dip in my attention meant the fire gained new
ground againgt therain | was directing over it. Jandlle, my remote support, was weskening further; she
wouldn't be ableto last long, and when she was gone, the weather system would swirl out of control out
to seq, and the winds whipping in would spread thisfire far and wide. | remembered how it had
happened at Y elowstone, the day Star had gotten burned. The day so many Wardens had paid the
price. Once awildfire took contral, it would be coming after anything and everything it sensed might be
abletofightiit.

Thisonewasright on the edge. Y ou could fed it thinking, and, boy, not nice thoughts, either.

The propane tanks at the hunting lodge blew with movie-spectacular effect. It bloomed white-hot at the
center, curling yellow petds toward the sky on astem of black smoke.

The deafening roar rattled the glass a couple of seconds afterward.

It waswarm in the cabin. | realized that | was swesting, and it occurred to meto take alook around;
we'd been staring out the front window at the advancing blaze working itsway up to dop toward us, but
it was till agood haf amile away and moving dowly, thanksto therain | continued to pour oniit.

But | hadn't checked behind us.

| stayed where | wasin therea world and turned on the aetheric plane to take alook.



Oh, lord.

It was advancing like alavaflow, rolling down the hill; it had crested the mountain, and was eating
everything inits path. No wonder it was hot insde the cabin.

Thefire had outflanked us.
We were trapped.

"Em!" | ydled. She didn't answer, transfixed on what was going on in the front window. Focused to an
extent that was going to get her killed. Thiswaswhy Fire Wardens died so often; fire could turn so fadt,
and it required so much concentration. | lunged over, grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her, hard.
Her eyesrolled back in her head. She collapsed against me, heavy and loose, and | had to let her dide
down to thefloor. If she was unconscious, not just entranced, we were so screwed, because thefire
would lunge straight for this cabin like atiger for astaked-out goat. Like caled to like, power to power,
andfiredidn't like being caged.

| grabbed Emily under the arms and began dragging her across the dusty wood floor to the cabin door.
Oh my God. Thiswasn't happening. It couldn't happen thisfast...

| felt awave of heat across my back, and heard glass shatter; the back window had just blown out. |
gritted my teeth and heaved—dammit, why couldn't | get somewillowy little girl who was easy to
rescue?—and Emily's workboot-clad feet scraped another two feet of board on the way to the door. |
was seeing gars. My pulse was hammering, and the air | was sucking in tasted burned and hot and nearly
unbreathable.

The cabin was burning. Smoke was flooding in, heavy and black. | tested the doorknob and found it not
quite burning hot, so | grabbed it and yanked. The door flew open, letting in awave of hot air thick with
smoke. | crouched down low and grabbed Emily's heavy form under the arms and started pulling. There
were four stepsto the ground. | wasn't too careful about how gently | was pulling her down them, and
then | had to dump her in aheap on the gravel as| opened the back door of the SUV. Her turn to suffer
being scraped over broken glass, but | figured she'd rather that than the aternative.

Firetook hold of atree on the left Sde of the ranger station with an unholy bright-blue flare and snap.
Sap exploding. Everything was superheated, ready to go up at aspark. My clothes were drenched with
sweet, plastered to my skin asif I'd been swvimming, but | was shivering; the intense hest was evaporating
the swest too fast. | needed water. Badly. Theinsde of my mouth tasted like dirty cotton, and | was
feding light-headed. | couldn't smell anything anymore; it wasal just the same overwheming smell of

thingsdying.

A hugdy antlered buck burst out of the burning forest, plunging past me, head down, blind with pain and
terror. Noway | could helpit. | wasn't even sureif | could help mysdif.

| shoved Emily the rest of the way into the backseat of the SUV with the strength of the truly desperate. |
turned to glance behind me, like Lot'swife, and saw the eeriest, most beautiful thing: fireflowing like
heavy syrup down the hill, diding over every charred, twisted thing its path. Thiswasfire at its most
elemental, its most powerful. No wonder Emily had collapsed, if sheld been trying to hold this back.

The stuff was going to roll right over the ranger station, and then right over us.

Cindersblew in my face. | dapped sparks from my clothes, jumped in the driver's seet, and Started the
truck. The situation called for afast exit, and | gunned the engine, fishtailed on the loose gravel, and then



found enough traction to legp forward down the bumpy fire road.

| was going too fast for the terrain. Gravel banged and rattled on the windshield and grille, and the
suspension bounced me around like atoy inside the cabin. Emily was arag doll in the backseat. The
temperatureinsde the car waslike akiln, and I tried to pull in short, shalow bresthsto spare my lungs. |
could barely seeten feet ahead, as black smoke swirled across the road, but | kept my speed up. No
timeto dow down.

Inmy rearview mirror, firewas flowing down the road like lava

"Damn, damn, damn,” | chanted, and reached for anything to hold it back. | was nowhere near the
cdiber of someone like Emily or—hell—Kevin. | managed to dow it down, just alittle. Or maybeit just
did that on its own. Hard to tell, with the chaos on the aetheric.

| broke out of the smoke into atemporary little clearing—green trees swaying with agitated winds, not
yet on fire. | wiped sweaty pams on my shirt and firmed up my grip on thewhed, and hit the ges...

... and amassive—and | mean massive—tree toppled over across the road, damming down with
pulverizing force about ten feet from the battered hood of the SUV.

| screamed and hit the brakes. Felt the thump as Emily'slimp body hit the back of my seat and fell into
the floorboard; she made aweak moan, so at least shewas dtill dive. The SUV fishtailed, tried to yaw
left, and lurched to a hdlt.

Oh fuck.

| turned frantically to look behind. The advancing fire was moving fast again, leaping from treeto treelike
some demented flaming Tarzan. | felt the heat notch up inddethe car.

Wewere going to die. If wewere lucky, wed expire of the smoke first, but | didn't think the firewas
feding epecidly generous about it. ..

| ducked my head asthe tree to my left caught with abubbling, hissing snap of pine sap combusting.
Smoke clogged my throat. | coughed and did sdewaysto try to find some clean, breathable air. Panic
made it hard to do anything Wardenish with the Stuation; my body was acknowledging imminent death,
and it had no time to spare for rational thought.

| tried to breathe, but it was too hot, and there was a dry, hot, sere blanket pressing down on my mouth
and noseand | couldn't breathe...

And then, | felt abreath of fresh, cool air, asif somebody had turned on the biggest air conditioner in the
world. | sucked it in with a gasping whoop, coughed, and kept breathing as| forced mysdlf back up to a

gtting pogtion.
David was standing in front of the truck, arms spread wide, coat flared out like wings. He looked fragile,

standing framed by acurtain of fire, although | knew he wasn't. He reached out and rested his hands
lightly on the hood, staring in a me through the haze of cracksin the glass, smoke, and dust.

Cool air filled the cabin of the truck. Sweet and pure as an early spring morning. Except for the surredl
roar of the fire outsde, we could have been parked for apicnic.

David gave me afaint, unreadable smile, then straightened up and walked over to my side of the vehicle.

"Wedon't have alot of time," he said. Master of the obvious, he was.



"Whet the hell are you doing here?"

"Other things," he said. "Surprisingly, | don't spend al my time following you, but then, | didn't think | had
to. Imagine how surprised | am to see you in the middle of this. Have you lost your mind?"

"Y ou can psychoandyze me when we're not getting burned dive," | gasped. "For now, could you just
help us get out of here?’

"I will. Once | movethistree, don't stop, whatever you see. Understand?’ He reached in and traced a
finger down the side of my face, ahot sweet touch that ended too soon. "Go now. Time's short. I'll yell at
you laer."

"But—" | gestured helplesdy at the gigantic felled tree in the way.

Hewalked over, and grabbed afragile little twig of abranch that should have snagpped off in his hand the
second he pulled oniit.

Instead, he picked up the entire tree, like some balsawood stage prop. Only, clearly, it wasthe red thing,
heavy and groaning, shaking dust and splinters as he hauled it around like atoy. He casudly dragged it in
aquarter circle, like agate on aroad, and dumped it dong the sdein athick crash of pine needles.

"Go!" David shouted. "Don't stop!™

| gunned it. The SUV'stiresflailed for purchase, caught, and rocketed us forward. Aswe passed David,
he reached out to touch the truck, just abrush of hisfingers acrossthefinish.

The broken and cracked glass healed with an audible, singing crack. | couldn't tell about the other
damage, but | waswilling to bet that Emily was getting her SUV back in like-new condition.

And then hewas gone, adot in the mirror, vulnerable and fragile next to therisng giant fury of the forest
fire, ganding in front of the oncoming flood of plasmaand flame.

| was shaking al over. Too much information, delivered wrapped up in too much persona death-threst,
to absorb dl a once. At least I'd seen David for dl of thirty seconds. That was something...

Y eah, 1'd seen a Demon hatch out of a crispy-baked Warden, too. And been attacked by aburning
zombie

| wished | could say that it was an exceptional day.

"What happened?' ahoarse voice asked a my ear. | screamed, took my foot off the gas, and then
jammed it back on as my forebrain caught up with my ingtincts. " Sorry. Scare you?"

Emily. She was sitting up, looking weary and smoke-blackened and red-eyed, barely better than
something from a horror movie hersdlf. Clinging to the seat for support.

"No," | lied. "Areyou okay?"

"Fuck no, you've got to be kidding," she said, and let herself drop back againgt the seats. "Isit out? The
fire?'

| checked the rearview mirror. The whole sky was red and black, a churning fury of destruction.

"Not quite,” | said bleakly.



"It'sonly acouple of milesfrom Drumondville. We haveto—"
"No," | saidflatly. "It'senough, Emily. We can't do any more."

She lunged upright, grabbed the back of my seat, and thrust her face next to mine. | got an up-close ook
at her red-rimmed eyes, furious and brimming with moisture.

"There are people out there! People who are going to die! We're Wardens! Y ou can't just leave!”

| knew that. | felt it insde me, the same desperate yearning to make everything right, set the crooked
draight, save every life and fix every broken thing in the world.

| turned my stare back to the bumpy road, blinked twice, and said, " Sometimes you haveto let it burn,
Emily."

She sared a mein dishelieving, weary silence for afew seconds. ™Y ou coldhearted unbelievable bitch,”
shesad. | didn't answer. | kept driving. She was too weak to try to take the whed from me—hell, she
was too weak to be Sitting up for long, and she proved it by letting go and dithering back downto a
supine position on the backseat. When | looked in the rearview, she turned her face aside, but there was
no mistaking the sartlingly pale tracks of tears on her dirty face.

"They wereright about you," she said. "Y ou should have been neutered when we had a chance. Y ou
don't deserve to be aWarden."

| felt her words like ablunt, cold knife shoved right under my heart. If sheld been trying to rip my guts out
and decorate the truck with them, she couldn't possibly have done afiner job. Since the night 1'd fought
for my life against Bad Bob Biringanine, the surly but beloved old codger of the Wardens, I'd been
personanon gratain abig way. The black sheep of the family. Blamed for everything, and praised for
nathing.

But | was aWarden, dammit. | loved the sky, the sea, theliving air around mein cell-deep ways that
only another Warden could ever understand. | wanted to help people so much that the impul se ached
insgde me. | was aWarden, and the Wardensloved the world. But it was gtrictly a one-way love affair,
and we forgot that, the closer we got to our duties.

"Bitch," Emily mumbled distantly. She was diding into unconsciousness again, or deep. Tootired to be
angry. | turned on theradio, glided it over to a station that had some decent music, and kept it on for the
rest of the bumpy escape from the forest to cover up the quiet, uneven sounds as | gulped back tears.

The SUV growled to the top of theridgeline, and | had aspectacular view of the inferno of the valey
behind us, and what lay ahead.

"Ohho," | whispered, and the tearsfindly broke free.
David had warned me. Bad things. There were dead people lying in the road.

The only ones standing were the Djinn—four of them. They were crouched among the dead, studying
bodies with varying degrees of disinterest. | jammed on the brakes, remembered what David had said as
the Djinn began to turn toward our Jeep.

Don't stop, whatever you see.

| didn't recognize any of these—two males, two females, at least in gppearance. Two of them looked



very young, dmogt childlike. One of the male Djinn had aburly, welghtlifter-type look. Theremaining
femae Djinn could have sat for aportrait of a Pre-Raphaglite angdl, minusthewings... unbelievably,
radiantly beautiful.

Shewasthe coldest one of al.

All thiswent through my mind in asecond, and then | hit the gas. The Jeep raced forward. | flt the
engine sputter and redlized, with achill, that the Djinn were capable of stopping it dead. David had done
it to me, once upon atime. Only not with such adeadly motivation.

Don't stop.

| formed shellsof pure air around the spark plugs. The engine sputtered again, caught, and surged,
rocking from side to side on the rough road.

"What's happening?' Emily had decided to spesk to me again. | didn't have timeto answer. | felt her pull
on the back of my seet as she hauled hersdlf upright. "What—What the hell?..."

She screamed in my ear asdl four of the Djinn—all of them, moving in concert—stepped into the road,
blocking us. Thekidsin front.

Don't stop. No matter what.

| closed my eyes, sucked in a panicked breath and held it. And kept the Jeep hurtling toward them at
Speed.

"No!" Emily shrieked, rattling my eardrum, and | felt the wheel wrench as she grabbed it over my
shoulder and twisted, hard, to theright. | lost my grip. The wheelslost the road, bounced over ruts, lost
purchase...

Werolled over. All the way over, intorturoudy dow increments, as the world spun in acompl ete 360.
The Jeep bounced and groaned as it settled back upright on its springs again.

So much for Emily's SUV being good as new.

"Youidiot!" | yeled, and cranked the key. Nothing. Whether it was the crash, or the Djinn, the truck
wasn't going anywhere. | wasn't hurt, but | was scared, and my persona terror level got elevated asthe
driver's side door was wrenched open.

Angd Djinn stood there, staring a me with pure white eyes. Her skin was adelicate, inhuman silver, and
her robes like alabaster sk blowing in an unfelt breeze. She had dark, waving hair that cascaded in
luxurious waves over her shoulders, past her hips, down to trail the ground and her bare feet.

She reached in, grabbed my seat belt, and ripped it loose with asingle tug, then grabbed my arm and
dragged me out. Slammed me up againgt the fender of the Jeep in aflurry of dust and held me there, with
her hand poised over my heart.

Wefrozethat way. | didn't dare breathe. She didn't need to. Her head dowly tilted to one side, then
came back upright again. | was reminded of the deliberate targeting movements of praying mantises.

"You stink of it," shewhigpered. | could hardly understand her; her accent sounded odd, antique, asif
she hadn't bothered to speak to ahuman in hundreds of years. "Filth. Reeking filth."

Next to her shining perfection, that's pretty much what | felt like, too. But | knew what she was



sensing—the two Demon Marks I'd had on mein the past twenty-four hours. Not to mention the Demon
that had been chasing after me like afreight train back in the forest, lighting trees on fire asit came.

But I'm not oneto take that kind of thing lying down.

"Do | have aDemon Mark?" | demanded. Not that you should demand anything from a Djinn who'sjust
participating in the daughter of about—my brain whited out & an attempt at the number. Upwards of
fifteen people, at least.

"No," she said, and did the head-tilt back and forth again. Maybe | waslike aMagic Eye poster, and she
was trying to see the Statue of Liberty hidden inside me. She dropped her hand back to her sde. "You

may go."

She abruptly turned and glided around the Jeep, over to the other sde, where Emily wasleaning against
the door. Emily promptly scooted over to my side of the car and rattled the handle. Stuck. Stay there, |
mouthed. She ignored me, of course. But to be fair, maybe she couldn't see me. The window was
fractured into afine latticework of cracked safety glass.

"Excuse me," apolite voice said, and before | could flinch, much less grant pardon, | was picked up and
set gently off to the sde by the big male Djinn, who had dark cocoa skin and black eyes, and awhole ot
of long pale hair that wastied into a ponytail at his back. He was dressed in more conventiona styles
than Angdl Djinn—Dblue jeans, achambray work shirt in fashionable (and daring) light purple. He misted
out at the knees. It didn't seem to bother him.

| stumbled on gravel when he let go of me. He reached over, grabbed the handle of the back door of the
SUV, and removed the door, handle and al. He st it gently aside, next to the one Angel had
dismembered, and leaned in to grab Emily by the scruff of her shirt. She screamed and fought, but it was
alittlelike a puppy fighting awolfhound, only not so equd. "Shhhhh," hetold her, and held afinger to her
lips. Shewent ingtantly till, and white as bleached paper. "Good girl." He set her on the ground and
stepped back, still holding her by one arm in case she might decide to sprint for it.

Ange glided back, barely touching the ground. Her feet looked asiif they'd never encountered dust, much
less rocky, tough ground.

She held her hand over Emily's heart.
Head-tilt. It stayed frozen in one spot for longer than | liked, and then dowly came back upright.

Shemoved quick asatiger, fingernailsforming into silver claws, and ripped Emily's shirt open over her
heart. Not just the shirt. The jog brawas a casudty, and Angel hadn't been too careful about the skin,
ether.

Under the pale flesh and the claw marks and the vivid red blood, | glimpsed atangle of black racing out
of sght under her skin.

"No," | whispered. "Oh, no. How—? When—7?" Because | knew for a fact that Emily hadn't been
infected when wed left her house. It had to have happened in the woods, when we'd been separated.

The damn Demon Mark was still following me, and when it hadn't cornered me, it had gonefor Emily.

Emily'sjaw worked nervoudy, and she looked at me as she fumbled the shreds of her shirt back
together.

"Itisearly,” Angel said. She was unquestionably the Djinn in charge here. The two who looked like



kids—amatched set, boy and girl twins dressed in identica T-shirts and doppy corduroy pants, with
tangled brown hair—looked at her with akind of unquestioning worship. The polite mae Djinn, too. "Do
you want thisone?"

Shewastaking to me. To me. "Do I—uh—what?"

"Do you want thisone?" she asked dowly, sounding out each word with heavy care. When | |ooked
blank, Angd turned to the mae Djinn holding Emily's elbow.

"Do you want usto take the Demon out of her," hetrandated. "It'sill early. Wecandoit."

"Um... will it hurt her?" Stupid question. Of courseit would. But it would hurt her alot worseto keepit.
"Never mind. Yes. If you can.”

He nodded, took a glass bottle from aleather bag at his side, and handed it to Angel. She opened it
carefully and hdd it in her left hand.

"Don't move," she said to Emily, and plunged her right hand into her chest.

Emily shrieked. | think | must have, too. | know | lunged forward, or tried to, but suddenly there were
arms around me from behind, athough dl the Djinn werein front of me.

"No, love." David'swhisper in my ear. "This hasto be done."

| spunto look at him. Emily was making terrible, agonizing noises, and there were dead people on the
ground, dead people... "You killed these people?’

He looked tired. Shadowsin those normaly bright eyes. "It had to be done.”
"You killed them?'
He shook his head. "L et's not do this. Not now."

"Why didn't you want meto stop, if you didn't know thiswas going on?' But | knew. He must have
sensed the lingering presence of my encounters with Demon Marks on me, just as Anged had. Held been
afraid that they'd just assume | was one of the infected. "God, David, how could you do this? These
were Wardens."

"Wardens have dways passed their infections on to Djinn, and we could never fight back. Now we can.”
"Soit wasthem or you. Isthat it?'

Hiseyesheld mine, steady. Flecked with amber and full of regret. "Yes. Them or us. And don't tell me
the Wardens haven't done the same. Don't tell methat you wouldn't if it cametoit.”

"Saughter fifteen people like sheep? No, David, I—" Emily'stortured moans suddenly cut off with the
sound of flesh hitting the ground. | spun back toward her, and saw her being picked up from her faint by
the big male Djinn, who placed her back in the SUV's passenger side. He removed that door, too, and
the back one, aswell. Evidently, he liked symmetry.

| rushed to her sde and pressed my fingersto her throat. A nice, steady pulse. She moaned weskly and
opened her eyes. Bloodshot and unfocused, but it looked like sheld live.

"They wereon their way to thefire," David said grimly. "Fire that would have acceerated the Demon
Marks and hatched out more than we could handle at one time. We had to stop them before the Demons



emerged, and it wastoo late to remove them safely. We didn't have achoice.”

"We could have done something!™ | shouted, rounding on him. He didn't back up. "We could have put
theminacdl, in ahospitd, anything but killing them and tossing them out like yesterday'strash! Y ou
don't havetheright, David!"

"No!" he shouted back. "I have the responsibility! Now, if we've taken enough of aguilt trip, | havea
fireto stop.”

Hewhirled and stalked away, coat flapping in the hot wind behind him. | scrambled after, heart pounding
inabloody, loud fury in my ears. | grabbed hisarm, felt heavy wool and the flex of muscles, and dragged
him to a stop.

"David!"

Heturned, and hisexpression... Ah, God. The agony was heartrending. " There's nobody else to make
these choices. Y ou know."

| did. I remembered dl the timesthat 1'd run screaming from the burden of hard choices. Even thistime,
I'd let mysdlf get distracted from the mission by the opportunity to earn myself alittle fed-good glory. It
was Emily'sjob. It hadn't been mine. I'd come out here with good intentions, and hell lay at the end.

"Thiswholething won't stop,” | said. "It won't stop until we're dl dead. Right?!

For answer, he reached out and folded his arms around me, holding me. He smelled of smoke and
swedt, real and human, and | wanted nothing but to be somewhere else with him, somewhere free of
chaos and responsibility. Somewhere | could hold him against my skin, and we could wash each other
clean.

If we could ever be clean again.
"I know you didn't kill them," | whispered againgt his neck.

"I'mresponsible," he said again, and hislipstouched the senstive skin below my ear, addicate
benediction. "That'sal you need to know."

Lewisand Paul would shrug it off; fifteen more dead Wardens? A tragedy, sure, but we'd aready lost
more than we could count. And Demon-infected Wardens weren't an asset to anyone. | knew al the
logical reasons, and none of them touched the black, oily guilt that continued to seep into my heart.

| took a deep breath and pulled back enough to look him in the eyes. "Where are these things coming
from?What do they want?'

For asecond he didn't react, and then his pupils narrowed as he comprehended what | was asking. "The
Demon Marks? They're destined to produce adult Demons. They reproduce at will, once they hatch. The
Marks—the eggs—are drawn through ripsin the agtheric, and they're pulled to the nearest source of
power. Djinn or Warden."

"Isthet al?"

"No. They're drawn to us because we're part of her, in greater or lesser measure. What they
want—especidly the adults—isto get to the Mother.”

"Likel do." Oh, theirony.



"Not... likeyou do," David said dowly. "If they can get to a place where she's vulnerable, they could kill
her. Demons are adisease, Jo. And we have to fight them however we can, especidly now. She's
vulnerable. And she'shurting.”

"The Oracle. The one in Seacasket. He wasinfected with aDemon Mark—"
"What?' He pulled back, completely back, eyeswide. "No. That isn't possible.”
"l—I think it might have been my fault. | got it off him, but | don't know how much damageit did firs."

Hisface went tiff and blank. "I haveto go," he said carefully, with exquisite care. "Don't—don't go back
to the Oracle. Don't try."

IIBlJt_II
"If you go back," he said tonelesdy, "I'll haveto kill you. Don't even think about it.”

| swallowed hard. Hed shifted from the warm, comforting lover to the leader of the Djinn, and the
change was terrifying. "Then what do | do? David, you're the one who said—"

"I know what | said. But it's out of my hands now. And yours. Go home, Jo."
| stood there, stunned. He walked away, toward thefire.

Oneof the other Djinn was standing next to me—the big one, his pale white ponytail fluttering in the
wind. He raised an expressive eyebrow.

"You can go,” hesad.
Something occurred to me, late and hard. "I forgot—there'sa Demon down in the fire—"
"Weknow, love," hesad. "That'swhy were here. Go."

When | didn't move, he just picked me up and effortlesdy carried me back to the SUV, and plumped me
into the driver's Side. Thistime, the engine started with athroaty roar. | looked over a Emily, who was
firmly buckled in, and fingered the shredded remains of my own seet belt.

"Oh, sorry," he said, and reached in to touch it with afingertip. It knitted together with dizzying speed.
Good as new. He solicitoudy buckled mein and patted my shoulder. "Y ou do what he says, now. You
go home."

| hardly even remembered driving away. | remember staring into the rearview mirror, at the smoke and
flame and the battlefield of dead Wardens, until the next hill hid it al from view.

| cried for awhile. Tears of fury and anguish and bitter, bitter disappointment. Disgppointment in myself,
modtly. If I'd stayed in Seacasket. .. if I'd gone back instead of going into the fire with Emily, maybe
things would be different. Maybe those fifteen Wardens wouldn't be dead. Maybe...

Maybe it would all be the same, only 1'd be dead, too. No way to second-guessit. | knew only that the
path | was on wasn't theright one, not at al.

Emily continued to deep, and snore, as| piloted the broke-down Jeep back down dirt roads, heading for
avilization.



Thefirst sgn of which was apaved road, black and leve, at right anglesto theroad | wason. | turned
|€ft.

It's so strange, how quickly you can go back to normd life. The first shock came asthetires of the SUV
hit blacktop. The sudden lack of vibration felt weird and unnatural, and for asecond | had anightmarish
vison of mysdlf as abackwoods four-wheding fanatic like Emily, wearing oversize work shirts and
thick-waisted jeans and clunky stedl-toed boots. With a collection of trucker gimme caps.

Behind us, theforest fire was alurid red fury, pouring blacknessinto the clouds. | felt Sick, remembering
how 1'd left things with David. It dready seemed more dream than redlity.

| wiped tears from my grimy cheeks and thought longingly of a shower. A long, hot shower, followed by
adeep, drug-induced deep.

Paved road or not, | till had ahalf mile or so to go before we reached the actual highway. Not out of the
woods yet. Thefire had turned back, consolidated itself—fighting the Djinn now, instead of the Wardens.
It might give usjust enough breathing space.

Home. Where was home? Sure, 1'd drop Emily off at her house, but where did | belong? Back at
Warden HQ, helping Lewis oversee the end of the world? Back in Horida, salvaging whatever was left
of my apartment after the big storm, and waiting for the next oneto hit?

My home was David, and | couldn't be with him.

| fought the tears again—sd f-pitying bullshit tears, and | wasn't going to give in—and decided to go with
the one-crigs-at-a-time theory. First, get Emily home. I'd saved her, at least. That was something. Not
much, but something.

From the backsesat, Imarasaid, "Where are you going?'

| yelped and flinched, and the Jeep veered wildly, tires squedling. | got it under control again and |ooked
behind mein therearview. Imarawas Stting there, black hair blowing liquidly in the wind.

"lsn't this supposed to have doors?' she asked.
"Upgrade,” | said hoarsdly. "Where were you?'

"Trying to get help." She closed her eyes and rested her head againgt the upholstery. "I ran into Ashan. |
wasn't very successful.”

"Help," | repeated. "Wait, Ashan!..."
"I'm fine. It doesn't matter,” she said. "Bt at least you're safe.”

| laughed. It turned into aracking, smoky cough and ended up in asob that | controlled with an effort.
"Yeah. Safe” | said. "How'sthe fire doing back there?!

She didn't even open her eyes. "Father and some of the other Djinn are there, trying to hold it, but it's
hard. The Mother's... | suppose the closest description isthat she's having anightmare. He'strying to
shdter the Djinn fromiit, but it's getting stronger. He won't be able to keep it from them indefinitely.”

"A nightmare" | said. "About what?'

Her eyes opened. Amber-brown. Very human. "About humanity.”



Sorry | asked. | remembered the dead Wardens, the suffering on David'sface. My responsibility, he'd
said. If hed been trying to hold the Djinn back from whatever bad vibes the earth was trying to send out,
maybe held dipped. Lost himsdif.

Maybe | was still trying to make excuses for him, and it had been a cold-blooded choice. Lewis had
warned me, not so very long ago, not to underestimate the alien nature of the Djinn. Even the ones|
loved.

Of course, the same could be said for people...

"Y ou're thinking about Father,” shesaid. "Right?"

"Why do you say that?"

"You look sad,” she said quietly. "Hed hate that he makesyou sad.”

Oh, dammit. | was going to cry, wasn't 1?7 No. | wasn't. | gulped enough air to make myself belch
instead. "Are they going to be able to contain the fire?"

"Yeah," shesad, and looked away. "But there's something else in there. Something bad.”
Tdl meabout it. "Don't worry about your father—he's fought bad things most of hislife.”
"l know," shewhispered. "But it'sal faling apart, Mom. Why doesit have to happen just when 1—7"

The second she's born, the world starts to collapse. | bit my lip, furious with Jonathan suddenly; thiswas
too big aburden to give any kid. Even a Djinn-born one. "It's going to be okay," | told her.

"I know," she said. Wind whipped her hair over her face and hid her expression. "'l trust you."

| didn't answer. Couldn't. My throat had locked up tight, fighting the tears. Deep breathing helped, and
concentrating on the flashing yellow center stripe. Freeway up ahead, and a battalion of flashing
emergency lights. | dowed for abarricade. Since there was an exodus from thefire, it didn't appear
passports would be an issue. The Mountie manning it nodded to me and moved it aside, and then we
were out, racing into the clear day.

Free.

| dropped Emily at her house. She woke up halfway home and subjected me to afoul-mouthed
inquisition; she didn't remember anything past her collgpse at the ranger station, asit turned out.
Convenient, that. | didn't have to answer questions about the Djinn, or the Demon Mark, or any of that
crap. Shelooked ill, but intact, and when | offered to keep her company, she brushed me off asrudely as
ever.

Thefirewas down to norma sze, up north, according to the radio, which blamed it on alightning strike
and credited the brave Canadian fire patrolsfor containing the blaze. No mention of fifteen dead bodies
littering the landscape. | wondered if David had cleaned up after his hit squad.

"Where now?' Imaraasked. She was behind the whed of the Camaro when | arrived, and | wastoo
tired and too sore to argue with her.

"Back toward Seacasket,” | said. She gave me along, frowning look. "I know. | said toward, not to. |
just need to think for awhile."



"I'm not taking you back there," she warned, and put the Camaro in gear. " Father doesn't want you near
the Oracle.”

Having a Djinn driver was pretty damn swest, | decided. For one thing, she was fully capable of opening
up the car to itsfullest potential, and smultaneoudy hiding it from any observant highway patrol cars. The
Camaro loved to run, and some of itsjoy bled off into me, easing the achein my guts. | closed my eyes
and let the road vibration shake some of the despair away.

| must have dozed off; when | opened my eyes again, the car was downshifting, and Imarawas making a
turninto aparking lot in front of aroadside motel. "What'sthis?" | asked.

"Y ou could use ashower," she said.
| winced. "Tact, Imara. Well discussit later.”

"I'm sorry to be blunt, but you need a shower, and red deep. Also, thisisascloseas| can take you to
Seacasket without attracting Father's attention.”

| hated to admit it, but the kid wasn't wrong. | sniffed at myself. Ugh. | did reek.

| sent Imaraiin to get the room—one look a me, and they'd promptly light up the no vacancy sgn—and
lounged against the dusty hood of the car, waiting. She came out dangling a clunky-looking key, the
old-fashioned metd kind with a diamond-shaped holder blazoned with the room number. Four was my
lucky number, &t least today.

While | wasin the shower, shampooing for the third time, Imara knocked on the door and shouted, "I'm
going to get you some clothes!”

By thetime I'd rinsed off and strolled out of the heat-fogged bathroom, she was gone. | curled up under
the covers and flipped channeson the TV. The newswas full of bad stuff: fires, earthquakes, sorms,
volcanoes. Europe was locked in a sudden, unexpected deep freeze. Indiawas facing floods. So was
South America

| turned it off and remembered the Oracle. I'd come so close. .. so close. Wasn't there anything | could
do, anything at dl? | remembered therich, dizzying, overwhelming sensation that had come over me
when I'd been holding his hand. It reminded me of the on-rushing music of my dream, when Jonathan had
told meto leave.

| could dmost hear it again, washing through me. Wiping every thought from my mind in awhite,
overwheming rush. Hoating. ..

There was someone with me in the room. | hadn't heard the door open, but | sensed a presence. Imara
was back, | thought, and opened my eyes.

Eveninthedark, | knew that wasn't Imara.

"Hello, love," Eamon said. He was right next to the bed, leaning over me. Even as| tried to rall, he
grabbed me by the shoulders and pinned me down.

"Hello, Eamon,” | said. | sounded cam, no ideawhy, because my heart wasrattling in my chest like dice
in ashaken cup. | was having an out-of-body experience, or | knew I'd have felt something more than
thisringing, empty amazement. Shock, | guessed. And fear. "How'd you find me?"’

"GPSinyour cdl phone" he said. "The wonders of modern technology. Turnsout that it isn't just for law



enforcement anymore." His hand did down my bare arm. " Are you naked under there?"

"Fuck you," | gasped, and tried to wrench away. No luck. He was awiry bastard, and when | reached
for power to even the score, | felt ahot, wet sting in my bicep. | flinched, but it wastoo late; held
emptied the contents of asyringe into me with afast shove of the plunger. Something heavy and
sckeningly warm raced up my arm, into my neck.

"That should keep you from doing any parlor tricks," he said, and flicked on the bedside lamp. He
looked only alittle battered from our adventuresin Florida—God, it hadn't even been long enough for his
cutsto fully heal—but hewas hisusua natty self, dressed in acool marine-blue shirt that looked fresh
and crisp. Khaki pants. A dressed-down look, for Eamon, but fully complimentary. His hair was ill a
little too long, but | didn't let that friendly boy-next-door ook fool me. No matter how limpid and sweet
his eyes and smile might be, there was something deeply disturbing inside this man.

"Therewe go," he said soothingly, and he blurred out of focus again. No amount of blinking would help
that. The warmth was stealing through my chest now, down my legs, up into my head. Such anice, safe
feding. "Youredl right, love. Just relax. Noworriesat al."

Hisvoice was s0 soft and soothing, and | wanted to believe him. | knew better, but it was amost
impossibleto resist that kindness.

"Sarah," | managed to mumble. The world had turned into a candy-colored swirl of shapes. Strange
tagtesin my mouth. "Where?"

"Sarah isvery safe, Joanne. Y ou don't need to worry at al about your sister. | wouldn't hurt her." His
laugh was dry and mocking. "Well. Not without giving you the chance to make good on our agreement
firet, of course"

| tried to say something, but my tongue was asthick asfolded fdt. | felt his hot fingers touching my neck,
feding my pulse, and then saw a bright hurtful glare as helifted one eyelid. The room was doing adow,
graceful swirl.

"Excdlent,” | heard from agreat distance. "A nap will do you good.”

When | woke up in the dark, my mouth fdlt like alitterbox some cat owner had neglected for amonth.

| wastied down, as| discovered when | tried to Sit up. Ropes around both wrists. My anklesweretied
together, but still anchored to something that felt rocksteady. | jerked at my bonds afew times, but got
nothing but a steady rasping pain in my wristsfor my trouble.

| felt dull and sick, and for along few moments| didn't remember anything about how this had happened.
It came back in flashes. Firerolling down the road like flaming syrup. David. Dead Wardens.

Eamon.

A light flicked on across the room—a low-wattage bulb, barely enough to throw ayelow circle acouple
of feet—but it burned my eyes. | winced, closed them, and then ddliberately forced them open again. |
wasn't in my room any longer. In fact, | doubted | was even in the same motel.

Eamon was Sitting in an armchair next to the light, which was a standard-issue sort of thing with a
lopsided paper shade. He wasn't an intimidating presence, generdly; tal, lean, with pleasantly shaggy hair
and a neat beard and mustache that gave some softness to his angular face. His hair was a color trapped
somewhere between brown and blond, and athough his eyeslooked dark at the moment, | remembered



them as that smoky color between blue and gray. He was, in aword, cute. Older than | was, but not
more than ten years at a stretch.

In some ways, his hands were the most striking thing about him. Long, restless, graceful handsthat should
have been doing something artistic, like music or sculpting or neurosurgery. He took good care of them.
His manicure was better than mine.

"How long?" | asked. My sense of time was screwed.

Hetilted his head dightly, watching me. Helooked alittle surprised, asif that wasn't the first question
he'd expected me to ask.

"An hour," he said. "By the way, congratul ations on your escape from certain desth back at thefire. That
wasexciting."

"Y ou werefallowing me"

He shrugged. "I'm not that energetic about it. | wastracking you. | only saw abit toward the end.”

“Why?

Ah, that was the question he'd been expecting. He smiled. A sweet smile, with aloony'sedge. "1 had a
strange ideathat you weren't going to be looking after my interests,”" he said. " Seemed like agood ideato
keegp my handin."

"Wdll, you've made your point. Very scary. Now let mego." It was scary. | was starting to swest again,
and | redly didn't like the ropes sawing into my hands and feet. The threat wasimplicit and precise, and
the ease with which held handled me was frightening. Hed had alot of experience at this abduction thing.

"Have|?' heasked. It wasaneutral question, but | sensed the menace behind it. "Love, | haven't even
started making my point with you. | warned you before. | need a Djinn, and | need it now. I'm not going
to wait politely while you take care of your own affairs. Y ou satisfy mefirst. Now."

There was a double entendre there that | was quite sure was intentional.
"Il kill you," I sad. "I'll kill you if you—"

"I'm not that crude," he interrupted. He hadn't redly even moved since turning on the light, except for tilts
of hishead; hishandswere limp on the arms of the chair. "'I'm not Quinn, you know."

He knew. Quinn had told him what he'd done to me. Fury boiled up inside me, hot as plasma, and |
didn't know how to ded with it. I'd never told anyone, not about what had happened to mein that
darkest place, but Quinn had been shooting off his mouth to Eamon. Laughing about it over beer and
chips, or whatever it was those two bastards did for fun besides tormenting others.

"No," Eamon said quietly. "He didn't tell me. | guessed. | wouldn't have done that to you, you know.
There wouldn't have been any point. | kegp my business and my pleasure completely separate.”

He knew meway too well. | closed my eyes and focused on controlling my breathing. | needed cam,
and | needed to have full command of my powers. Weather and Fire. | wastired, and | was waterlogged
with drugs, but dammit, | wasn't going to take this. Not from Eamon.

"Y eah, but you've still got metied up on abed,” | said. "Do the words sexual predator mean anything to
you, Eamon?'



"Mmm. Fifteen to twenty-five, by the laws of this particular state, | believe. If | don't kill you. If | do, of
course... does Maine have the death penalty? I'm afraid | can't keep track, as often as you people
change your minds about cruel and unusua.” He sounded bland and unworried. Y ou'll notice | tied you
with your legstogether. | could have done anything | liked. For that matter, | still could. Y ou should bea
little more palite.”

That edge showed for asecond, naked and glittering as aknife. Eamon was a Halloween candy bar full
of razors. Heterrified me on some level that | couldn't even fully understand.

"Somebody's going to come looking for me," | said to him. That got agtir from him; he sat forward,
elbows resting on his knees, and tented his hands with hisfingertips resting over hislips.

"Thegirl?' he asked. "The one who looks so remarkably like you that | had to ask Sarah about younger
gdters, cousins, et cetera? | had to conclude that she was acloser relation. Daughter, | think. Very, very
pretty." He amiled, and it was an expression that curled my ssomach in onitsdf. "And since l'vefairly
comprehensively established that there's smply no way you could have conceived and delivered achild
without there being some kind of record of it, she's something ese. Something... unusud.”

| stopped breathing, then forced mysdlf to start up. Cam and casud, that was the only way to do this.
"I'm not old enough to have agrown daughter.”

"Please, don't force me to be ungentlemanly about it. Y ou're more than old enough. But | think | can
assumethisis something ese. Something to do with your handsome young Djinn boyfriend, for instance,
and thedegreof dl living thingsto reproduce.”

"You'recrazy."

"Very likely." He nodded. "But your daughter is Djinn, and | want her. Need her, actudly. | promiseto
return her unbroken, if that will help.”

There werelots of answers| could have chosen from, but the most primal one boiled up first. "Touch her
and | swear, I'll rip you apart, Eamon.”

"I believethat," he agreed. "'l don't think I've ever met anyone quite as capable of violence asyou,
Joanne. You disguiseit well, but theré's nothing light in your nature when you're at the sharp end. | like
that about you."

"I meanit!"

"Oh, | spotted that right off," he said, and suddenly he was standing. He moved that way, unexpectedly,
and my heart did afunny little jump as he crossed the short distance to the bed. He stood over me. There
wasn't so much light over here, and he was blocking out most of it. | couldn't see anything but apaeova
for aface, and the darkness of his body.

The bed creaked as he sat down next to me.

"I loveyour sster,” he said. Talk about things | hadn't expected... | kept my eyeson his unseen face.
"That isvery annoying, you know. | hadn't planned on feding anything for her, beyond the occasiona
gratitude for being agood fuck—" He smiled at my animal noise of protest. " She's agood woman,
Sarah. And she believesthat I'm agood man. No doubt that bubble will burst soon, but I'd like to keep
the fantasy intact awhilelonger. She makes me fed—"

Hefdl dlent. | didn't interrupt histhoughts.



"Well," hesad, findly. "Shemakesmefed well."
No question, Eamon was sick on someleve | didn't even want to understand. "Don't hurt her."

"l don't want to. But I'm afraid that'sredlly up to you at this point, and your daughter. I'vetold you what |
need, and it'sup to you how it gets provided to me. I've made the request nicely—"

"Y ou abducted my sster!"
"Rescued, actudly.”
"You molested her!"

"Yeah," he admitted cheerfully. "I did, abit. Sorry about that. Can see how that might rot the trust
between us to some extent, but love, | wastrying to emphasize to you the seriousness of the situation.
Which has, | could point out, become even more serious. So | want my bloody Djinn or | will crush
your fucking throat."

The last was snapped out in tones that made me cold inside. Before | could draw breeth, hisright hand
was around my neck.

| wanted to scream, but nothing came out when | opened my mouth except a choked gagging sound. He
was an expert at it. He choked me just hard enough to lock the scream in my throat and make it
unbearably painful to breathe. The darkness began to spark with fireworks. Oxygen deprivation. He kept
holding my throat, steady and sure, and then suddenly the pressure was gone. His hand stayed, loose and
cool againgt my burning skin, and | whooped in a convulsive breeth.

"Scream and I'll kill you," he said. It was awhisper, and it was against my ear, and he sounded utterly
serious about it.

| didn't scream. | concentrated on breathing and marshaing my powers. It wasn't working. The drugs
coursing through my system were interfering with my concentration and control; he must have done some
research. These must have been smilar to the drugs that Marion and her team used to sedate Wardens
who'd proved dangerous.

| couldn't get enough power together to light amatch, much less fry Eamon the way he deserved.

"I'm presuming you don't have some other Djinnin your handbag, ready to giveme," he said. "No, don't
speak. Shake your head yes or no."

| indicated no, slently. Hisfingertips moved dowly down the column of my throat to the notch of my
collarbone, then back up. Stroking.

"Then I'm afraid it's your daughter | will require,” he said. "Crossme, and I'll kill your sister and cut my
losses. Nowarnings. I'll just phone you up and let you listen while she dies, dl right?”

| managed to croak out some words. "l thought you loved her.”
"l do," Eamon said. "I'm afraid that doesn't change anything."

Hisfingerstrailed down into the open valley between my breadts. | didn't dare move. Therewasa
tensonin himthat | couldn't quite understand, but | feared it. | wasn't sure he was quite in control of what
hewas doing.

"You and your Sster,” he sighed after afew slent seconds. "I can only imagine what you'd be like



together."

BEwwww, that was an image | could have done without. | gritted my teeth and fought the urge to spit at
him.

"Take your hands off me" | said. | wasn't sure how it would come out, but it sounded cool and
controlled and furious. Not edged with panic, which wasamiracle.

He covered my mouth, and in one swift motion, he swung aleg over me and straddled me. | felt ahot
surge of utter despairing terror, aflashback from other times, years ago, when 1'd been out of control and
utterly lost, and it was only at the last second that | realized he hadn't untied my ankles, and | was
relatively safe from the traditiond kind of assaullt.

But then, Eamon didn't strike me as atraditional kind of rapidt, either.

"Shhh," hewhispered, and | froze asthe sharp edge of a huge knife pressed against my throat. "Say hello
to your daughter and tell her not to be stupid.”

Imara? | gasped and blinked, and saw her face in the darkness, pale as snow. She was crouched in the
corner, wild and ferd asan Ifrit. Her eyes blazed hot gold.

"No," | croaked out, and waved one bound hand ineffectively. "Don't, Imara.”
"That's excellent advice. It takes onelittle dip to end your mother'slife.”

No answer. No move from Imara. She just waited, staring, patient asalion. Eamon's hand was
trembling, jus alittle.

"l just want to establish the ground rules,” he said. "Firgt off, I'm keeping thisknifein place until | havea
clear understanding between us, dl right? The drug that | injected in Joanneistoxic. Sow, but sure. |
have the antidote. Not on me, of course. Do what | say, and everyone comes out of thisalive and

"Mom?'
"I'm okay," | said.

"No, in point of fact, yourenot,” Eamon said. "As| was saying. And if your offspring rips my heart out,
you'll be buying buria plotsfor two, because your sster won't survive the day, either. | gave her alittle
shot, aswdll. Insurance. Now that we're clear about the cost of vengeance, I'm going to remove the knife
from Joanne's throat, and you're going to be avery good little Djinn, aren't you?"

Imaras|lips pulled back from her teeth in asnarl, but she didn't move. Eamon leaned back, then dipped
off mewith a creak of bedsprings. He used the knife on the ropes, quick dashes, and | rolled over on my
sde. | felt hot and sick. Drugged. Too drugged to do much. Eamon patted me on the shoulder. "There,
there. You'l fed better—well, if you make me happy. If not, you'l dip into acomaand die.”

Imarawas up on her feet in one fluid motion. Her hands were at her sides, but | could see the gleam of
claws, and threw her awarning shake of my head. "Hegave meashot,” | said. "Can't—just wait. Wait."

Eamon hauled meto my feet. Cold ar hit my skin, and | remembered with a bleary shudder that | was
naked. He barely glanced at me, just shoved me forward into Imara's arms. " Get her dressed,” he said.
"Don't think of trying anything tricky. If you cooperate, well be saying our fond farewelsinjust alittle
while”



"Mom?" Imara sounded scared, and pissed ashell. "Should | kill him?"

Funny, I'd been blaming David for murder in the name of sdf-preservation just alittle while ago, hadn't 1?
But if | hadn't had Sarah'slife depending on this, aswell asmy own, I'd have cheerfully watched Imara
de-bone the bastard right in front of me. Flexible ethics. The key to ahappy life.

"No," I said. "Not yet."

She opened up abag that was lying on the floor behind her. Clothes. Nice ones. Silky, formfitting
underwear. A slky pair of gray microfiber pants. A pull-on black velvet scoop-necked top.

And apair of elegant black shoes, sculptural and spike-hedled.
"Manolo," my daughter said. "For mora support. Theré'samore practica pair underneath.”

The other pair was Miu Miu fiats. | swallowed hard and dipped them on. Perfect, of course. | kissed
Imaraon the cheek and smiled at her. Weakly.

"I'l kill himfor hurting you," shesaid.
"Maybe," | agreed. "But for right now, let'sjust see what he wants."

"What he wants," Eamon said from where he reclined on the bed, "isto get your lovely bums out of here
and into the car. Shdl we?'

| nodded. Theroom did agreasy, unpleasant spin, but | hung on.
"Fing" | said grimly. "The faster we can get you out of our lives, the better I'm going to likeit."

"Ah," he sghed. "Just when we were arting to bond.”

Chapter Seven

He'd said acouple of hours. Actudly, in most carsit would have been about four; in the Camaro, with
Imara behind the whed, it was closer to two.

No small talk. | sat in the backseat, with Eamon; he had his knife out and tapped theflat of it restlesdy
againgt hisknee. | felt sicker than ever, my head pounding so hard that | started to worry about an
aneurysm. Resting my |eft temple againgt the cool window glass seemed to help. A little.

| roused to find that Eamon was taking my pulse. He seemed competent enough at it... Helooked up
when [ tried to pull away and held on. "How do you fed?" he asked.

"LikeI'mdying."
"| can give you something for the headache.”
"Thelast thing | want isyou medicating me. Again.”

He shrugged and went back to tapping hisknife. Imarawas watching usin the rearview mirror. | nodded
dightly tolet her know | wasdl right.



Therest of the trip was conducted in tense silence.

We arrived in Boston just after dark, and Eamon gave directionsin terse, single-turn increments. | had no
ideawhere we were going, and it was abit of asurpriseto pull up in the parking lot of ahuge granite
building. I'd been expecting some deserted warehouse, some place where his deazy business—whatever
it might be—could be conducted in private.

Thiswas ahospitd.

"Out," he said to me, and prodded me with the point of the knifewhen | didn't move. Imaragrowled, low
in her throat. "Let'sdl behave nicely. We're nearly done, you know. I'd hate for you to screw it up now."

| got out of the car and had to brace myself against the cooal finish. Oh, God, | fdt sck. Nothingin my
stomach, or it would have been on the pavement. Imaratook my arm, and Eamon did the knifeinto a
leather sheeth that he concedled in afolded magazine.

"Right," hesad. "After you, please.”

We went in through the front door, just another concerned little family crowded together for support. All
hospitalslook pretty much the same; this one had alived-in fed despite the constant application of
agtringents and floor wax. Lots of peoplein scrubswalking the hals, which were decorated with soothing
framed prints. | barely noticed. | was too busy thinking about whether or not, since | wasin ahospitd, |
should start shouting for help. Thefact that the knife was till in Eamon's possession was a cause for
concern, though. He could hurt innocent bystanders.

Andwould.

"Easy," Eamon whispered in my hear, asif hed sensed my inner debate. "L et's not get tricky, love. On
the devator, please. And push Six."

A long, dow ride. It wasjust the three of us. | calculated the odds of whether or not Imara could take
him before he could stab me, and | could see she was doing the same math problem. She dowly shook
her head. Not that she couldn't take him—she could—but that she didn't think it was agood idea.

Neither did I.

The doors dinged open at the sixth floor, and there was another long, clean hallway. Deathly ill. We
moved down it, and as we came even with an inset nurse's station, the woman on duty looked up and
gmiled.

"Eamon!™ She looked ridiculoudy happy to see him. Did she not have any idea? No, of course she didntt.
Hewas turning on the charm for her. "'Y ou're coming kind of late. Visiting hoursjust finished.”

"Sorry," hesaid. "My cousin and her daughter got held up at Logan. Isit dl right—?"

"Logan? That figures. Sure. Just don't stay too long, okay?' The nurse gave us an impersond smile, half
the wattage she'd reserved for Eamon. She focused in on me, and frowned a bit. " Poor thing, you look
donein. Long flight?'

"Thered-eyefrom hell,” | said. Before | could say anything else, like Call the police, you idiot, Eamon
hustled me onward. "All right, what isthis?" | hissed. "Why are you taking usto ahospita ?*

"Shut up." He pressed the magazine in my side. Sometime when I'd been distracted held did the knife
free, and it pressed a sharp reminder of hisintentionsinto me. "Six doors down on theright side.”



Some of the doors were shut, with medical chartsin the holders out front. The sixth one was propped
open. Eamon gestured the two of usto go firgt, outwardly polite, inwardly measuring the distance to my
kidneys. | stepped in, wondering what kind of trick he was about to play.

None, apparently. No gang of scary people lurking in the corners—not that they'd have been ableto do
50, insuchasmadl, clean, brightly lit room. Nothing to hide behind. Just some built-in cabinets along the
walls, ahospitd bed, and thewoman lyinginit.

Eamon closed the door behind us. We stood in silence for a few seconds, and | stared at the woman.
She was maybe twenty-five—it should have been a pretty, vital age, but she was palid and loose and
limp, her kin aterrible sickly color. Her hair looked clean, and carefully brushed; it was amedium

brown, shot through with blond. Her eyelids|ooked thin and ddlicate and blue, veins showing through.

| waited, but she didn't move. 1V liquids dripped. There was atube down her throat, and amachine
hissed and chuffed and breathed on her behalf.

| opened my mouith.

"Y ou're about to ask mewho sheis. Don't." Eamon gave me abitter, thin smile. "Just fix her. Y ou don't
need to know anything dse.”

"Pardon? Do what?'

The amile, thin and bitter asit was, faded. "Fix her. Now." He enunciated it with scary clarity. He
trandferred his stare to Imara, who frowned and glanced at me. "Don't even think about saying no, love,
or I'll do thingsto your mum here that not even ahospita full of surgeons canfix." He grabbed mewith
his forearm around my throat, pulling my chin up, and set the knife to my exposed neck. | stood on
tiptoe, fighting for balance. Fear gave me a sudden bolt of clarity, but there was nothing | could do or
say, not likethis. Too risky.

| had to trust Imara.

She dowly extended her hand toward him. Graceful and supplicating. "Sir, please understand,” she said.
"You didn't haveto do it thisway. If my mother had known what you wanted, she would have tried to
help you without the threats.”

"Maybe. Couldn't take that chance, though, could 1? But still, here we are, and since you're suddenly
taken al warm and fuzzy, go on. Do your good deed of the day.”

Imaradowly shook her head. "I'm not—likethat. | can do only afew things. | can't hedl. Certainly not
something as grievous asthis.”

Hisarm tightened, compressing my throat. | made a muffled sound of protest and teetered on my toes.
"Please! If | could save thiswoman, | would, but I'm not capable, don't you see?!
"Then go get someone who can.”

"Thereisn't anyone who can, not among the Djinn or the Wardens. There arerules, and they're larger
than your desires or your needs. I'm sorry."

| couldn't see Eamon'sface, but | couldn't imagine that cold, crazy man was letting that be the last word.
Hedidn't have aready comeback, though. | felt atremble go through him, and the knife dug just a bit
deeper into my skin.



"All right!" Imarasad sharply. "Don't hurt her! I'l try."

She put her hands on the woman's face, turning it gently to one side so that it faced toward me and
Eamon. | thought | saw the trand ucent eydidsflutter, but nothing €l se happened. Thefrail chest roseand
fell under the pale nightgown. IV fluids dripped.

And then, with the suddenness of ahorror movie, the eyesflew open. Blank and clouded, but open.
The eyes of theliving dead, nothinginthem at all.

| felt Eamon's reaction through the connection of hisarm, ashudder that might have sent him reding if he
hadn't kept hold of me. Which he did, for ablank second, and then he shoved me away and lurched to
the bed. The knifefdl to thefloor, forgotten, and Eamon bent over the woman. "Liz? Can you hear me?"

Her eyesrolled back in her head, and Imaralet go as the woman's body went into a galvanic spasm,
practicaly legping off the bed. Convulsions. Bad ones. | looked at Imara, speechless, and she looked as
shocked as| did.

"l told you," shesaid. "It'sforbidden.”

Eamon turned on her with the speed of acobra. "No. Y ou're holding back. Wake her up.”

"l cant.”

"Wake her up!" he shouted, and turned to pick up hisknife. "I need five bloody minutes! Fivel"
"I can't giveittoyou. I'm sorry.”

"Youregoing to be!"

He rounded on me, and Imara reached out and knocked the knife out of his hand. It skidded across the
floor in ahiss of metal, and bumped into apair of shoesthat had just manifested out of thin air.

| blinked away confusion and focused. Even then, it took me afew long seconds to recognize that David
had cometo our aid.

He bent down and picked up the knife. "Looking for this?' David's voice was reduced to a velvet-soft
purr. The shine of the knife turned restlesdy in his hand, over and over. "It has Joanne'sblood onit, | see.
Do you redly think that was agood idea?'

Eamon froze. The woman on the bed stopped her galvanic spasms and went completely till again. Her
eyeswere half-shut.

"Yours?' David asked, and pointed at the bed with thetip of the knife. He looked—cold. Perfect and
cold and furious, but absolutely self-contained. Ragein abottle.

"Mine?' Eamon sketched amad sort of laugh. "What the hell would | do with agirl in acoma? Other
than the obvious, | mean.”

| remembered Eamon's taunts and hints, dropped al the way back when held revealed himself to me as
the bastard he truly was. Drugging my sigter. | like my women a little less talkative and more
compliant, in general, he'd said. The possibilities nausested me, together with the fact that the nurse
outside had recognized him by name, asaregular visitor.

| took a step backward, until the wall was at my back. Felt good, thewall. | needed the support. My



legs had gone cold, pins-and-needles cold. My baance insisted that the room was pitching and rolling
like the deck of asinking ship.

David exchanged alook with Imara, anod, and she dropped her gaze and moved out of hisway.
Nothing standing between him and Eamon now. | saw Eamon regigter that, and lick his suddenly pae

lips
"Hang on aminute, mate," he said. "I know it looks bad, but the truth is, | only need to wake her up for a
couple of minutes. Less, even. Just long enough to say my good-byes and—"

"Don'tlie"" David interrupted. The knife kept turning in his hand, drawing my eyesaswell as Eamon's.
"Y ou have areason, and it isn't anything so sentimental.”

Eamon's eyes narrowed, and | could see him trying to decide whether or not held be able to take the
knife. He couldn't, but there was no way he'd be able to judge that for himself. | hoped hed try. | redly
did.

"All right," he said. "Nothing so saccharine. We were partners. She took possession of acertain
payment, and she didn't want to share. | need to make her tell me where she hid the money."

"Still not true," David said. His eyes were terrifying—flames swirling around narrowed pupils. "1 want you
to speak the truth, just once before you die.”

"Y ou don't want to kill me, old son. I'm the one with the antidote for your girl's poison, and unless you
want to see her in ahospita bed next to my beloved Liz here—"

David moved in astresk of light, and suddenly he was pressed against the other man, chest to chest,
bending him over the hospital bed in abackbreaking curve. Hisright hand was locked around Eamon's
throat, and his|eft. ..

... hisleft held the hilt of the knife hed buried degp in Eamon'sside.
Eamon's eyes widened soundlesdly.

"That," David said, "isafata wound. Fed it?' He moved the knife hepfully. Eamon tried to scream, but
nothing happened. "Shhhh. Nod if you beieve me.”

Eamon shakily nodded, throat till struggling to let loose histerror.

"Good." David pulled the knife freein asingle fast rip. No blood followed, and there should have been
fountains of the stuff. "I'm holding the wound shut,” David said. "But the second you disgppoint me, little
man, the instant | think that you're mocking me or even thinking about harm to my family, that ends. |
watch you bleed your life away in less than adozen heartbeats. Understand?”’

Eamon nodded convulsively. He was paer than the woman on the bed.

"Now, you're going to get the antidote,” David said. "Which | imagine you have hidden somewherein this
room. Y ou're going to giveit to Joanne, and then you're going to go and giveit to her sgter.” Helet go of
Eamon'sthroat. "Move."

Eamon edged out of the way, one hand pressed trembling to hisside. Too terrified to move quickly.
David watched him with glowing metdlic eyes, and Imaradid, aswell.

| made some sound of effort, trying to straighten up. David had hisfull attention on Eamon, and his



knuckles were white where he gripped the knife. | remembered Imara saying that he was fighting off the
influence of the Mother, and how difficult it was. | wondered what would happen if he succumbed to that
here, inabuilding full of innocent and helplessvictims.

Not for me. Please, not for me. | tried to send him the message, but | had no ideaif hewaslistening.
His attention was completely riveted on Eamon.

Eamon, meanwhile, was moving—dowly, carefully, with ahand pressed hard to the place the knife had
gonein asif he could hold hislifein with it. He walked to awooden cabinet and dragged aflord
suitcase—clearly awoman's—from anarrow cubbyhole. He opened it and took out a bottle filled with
clear liquid that he held up in one shaking hand. His hair was plastered to hisface in wet sweety points,
and | could fed therage and fear coming off him.

"I hope we understand each other,” David said. "If Joanne dies, | take you apart. Sowly. | can show you
things about pain that you've never evenimagined. And | can makeit last for an eternity.”

Eamon, if possible, paed even further. Hetossed him the vid. David effortlesdy snatched it out of the air
without moving his gaze from the other man'sface, and held it out. Imaratook it and looked uncertain.

"Syringe," Eamon said. Imararipped open drawersin the cabinet by the sink and came up with asyringe,
which shefilled fromthevid.

She crossed to me and hesitated again. "I—I don't know how to—" Shedid. | knew, and she knew
everything | did, but it was comforting to know that there were till things that could make my daughter
flinch,

"Veinor muscle?' | asked.
"Musde" Eamon sad.

| took the syringe out of Imara's hands, jammed it into my thigh, and depressed the plunger. Whatever it
wasin the hypo, it went in ice-cold, tingling, and then turned hot. It moved fast. | gasped for breath as|
fdt it move through my circulatory system. My lungsfdt asif I'd sucked on liquid nitrogen, and | got an
ingtant, mind-numbing flash of aheadache.

Thenit wasdone, and | felt... clearer. Not well, by any stretch. But better.

For thefirst time, David looked a me directly. | gave him a shaky nod as Imaraheped me up. "I'm
okay," | said. "Now, can you—help her? None of thisis her fault. She doesn't deserve to suffer for it."

David looked baffled for asecond, then turned his attention to the woman lying on the bed. He crossed
to look down at her, and put hisfingertips on her forehead.

And then he said, very quietly, "There's nothing there to help.”

"No," Eamon said, and lunged forward over the bed, one hand still clutched to hisside. "No. She opened
her eyes—"

"Imaraopened her eyesfor her," David said. "The mind that wasinsde her is gone. She's been gone for
years.”

Eamon'sface turned into arigid mask, with ared angry flush across his cheekbones. "No. She'sthere. |
told you, | need five minutes—"



"Her brainisdead, and her soul isgone.” David looked up a him, then at me. "Thisiswhy you wanted a
Djinn. To hed her.”

Eamon said nothing. Hed taken the woman's limp hand in his, and he was holding it. For any norma
person, it would have been horrible, coming here, holding her warm hand, knowing on somelevd that it
wasjust alie her body wastelling. | wasn't surewhat it was for Eamon. | wasn't even sure why he cared
so much. Both his explanations had been lies, David said. So what was the truth?

"You sadyou had atimelimit,” | said.

"Her family'sturning off the machines,”" he said. It was bardly awhisper. "Tomorrow. Brings new meaning
to the term deadline, doesn't it?"

Helaughed. It was an awful laugh, something wild and dangerous and mad. Not a good man, Eamon.
Not asane man. But there was something in him, some overwhelming emation driving al of it.

"How did it happen?"' | asked.

"Why would you care?" he asked, and brushed the glossy, oddly hedlthy hair back from her pale, dry
face. It had to be about money, didn't it? Cold, hard cash. Because | didn't want to believe he was
capable of love and devotion—it made things far too complicated.

"Youdidit to her, didn't you?' Imara suddenly asked.
Eamon transferred that feverish stare from the woman to my daughter. "Bugger off."

"Imarasright. She wasjust another victim, wasn't she? Only this one up and died on you." My voice was
shaking, and | could fed the rest of metrembling dong with it. " ou got carried away, playing your little

games

He laughed, and looked down &t the woman. "Y ou hear that, Liz? Funny. Just another victim." He shook
hishead. "Liz and |—let'sjust say we had a professiond relationship. And she violated some professiona
rules. Thingswent wrong."

| was never going to understand him. Nothing he said matched to what his body language said. The
dump of his shoulders, the trembling in those long, eegant hands—that al spoke of grief, red and
bone-deep grief.

David hadn't said anything. He was watching Eamon with the same intensity, but the incandescent rage
had died down abit.

"Y ou going to kill me now?' Eamon asked. "Give me acolorful end to abad career?’

"No." David shrugged. "1 hedled the wound. Y ou'll befine so long as you don't make any sudden
movemerits. Or come after my family again. If you do that again, | will kill you."

My family. That struck me deep.

"You candl goto hel for dl | care,” Eamon said, and reached acrossto rest his hand on top of the
respirator that breathed for the woman on the bed. "1 didn't poison your sister, by the way. She'sthe one
bright thinginmy life. | didnt—" Hefdl slent.

"If you redlly think that, then let her go,” | said. "Just let her go.”
"Oh, | dready have. | left her anote. | told her | had to go back to England. Shelll come crawling back



to you any moment now. Now bugger off, al of you!" Thelast came with aviciousnesslike athrown
razor.

David looked down at the bloodstained knife he was till holding, and casually broke the blade of it in
two with hisfingers. He tossed the remainsin the trash.

And then the three of us—Imara, David, and I—|&ft the hospital room.
Asthe door hissed shut behind us, David took mein hisarms, and | melted against him. Into him.

| didn't ask, but David knew what | wanted to say. "I really couldn't do anything for her. There are
limits"

| kissed the side of hisneck. "I know."

"l leave you donefor five minutes—"

"It was more like days."

He growled lightly into my shoulder. "Y oureimpossble. And | have—"
"Responghilities” | murmured. "1 know you do."

Helet go.

"What about him? Eamon?' Imarawas standing straight and tdl, hands folded, watching the two of us.
My daughter's face wasamirror of mine, at least in form, and in thisinstance | suspected shewasa
mirror of my expression, too. Compassion mixed with wariness. Eamon was awild animd, and therewas
no telling what he'd do. Or to whom.

"If that demongtration didn't frighten him off, then the next step isto kill him. Not that I'd mind that.”
My thoughts were on other things. " The woman—Liz—was she hisvictim, or his partner?"

"I don't know," David said. "I only know that Eamon never once told the truth about her.”
Imarasaid, "Yes, hedid.”

David turned to her, surprised.

"When he called her ‘beloved Liz." He meant that.”

At the nurse's station, an darm began to sound. The nursejerked to attention, checked a screen, and hit
abutton, then rushed past us... into the room we'd just exited.

"Let'sgo,” David said.

"Isshe—7?"

"Did Eamon—7?"

He held the door to the elevator for me, head down, staring at his shoes.

"Oh God, David, did you—"?'



Hedidn't answer. Neaither did Imara

On the way to thelobby, | caled Sarah's cell phone. She was crying when she answered. " Jo, oh my
God—Eamon—Eamon |eft me anote—I thought—I thought he redly loved me—"

So. Hewasn't entirely alying bastard, after all.
"Sarah?' | sad gently. "Stay there. I'm coming.”

He hadn't exactly stinted her on accommodations. Sarah was registered at a downtown Baoston hotel in
her own room, aluxurious suite that came with a panoramic view, afabulous king-size bed, and its own
monogrammed robes.

| knew about the bed and the robes because when we arrived, Sarah was curled up on the bed sporting
the robe, clutching atearstained note in one hand and a generous wad of tissuesin the other. She looked
like hdl, but shedidn't look sick. | still felt achy in places, but | knew that was alegitimate price to pay
for what I'd avoided. Eamon redlly would have killed me.

And my sister was weeping hersdf sick over him.

After parsng some of the hitching, half-understood things she was mumbling, | came to the conclusion
that she'd consulted the liquor cabinet for some comfort, too. Great. Drunk, maudlin, and irrational.
Sarah's best day ever.

| rolled my eyesat David, who had the grace to turn to look out the windows at the rain stresking the
glass. Imaragrinned. Together, my daughter and | escorted Sarah to the bathroom, where | dumped a
cold shower on her to help with the sobering up (and yes, it was more than alittle fun, too), and helped
her get hersdlf together. Eamon had provided plenty of tools, from high-quaity makeup to shopping bags
from hdf the high-end clothiersin Boston.

My sigter should have been amodd. She had the rack for it, and the elegant bone structure. Where |
was round, shewas straight, flat, and lean. Her hair till retained the delicate cut and highlightsthat I'd
helped her put in—God, had it only been aweek ago? | decided to forgo the mascara. As much as
Sarah continued to sniffle about her latest romantic disaster, it was bound to be awasted effort.

"I was so worried," Sarah suddenly said as | gpplied blusher to her pale cheeks. | stopped, surprised. "l
didn't want to leave you, Jo. Eamon said—he said you'd gone back to get your friend.”

| nodded. "I did." HEd basically left meto fend for myself in ahurricane, but hed cut meloose, at least.
Had to give him pointsfor that. "I'm sorry. It took me awhileto catch up to you."

She studied me from bloodshot eyes, getting more sober by the minute. "Were you? Catching up to me?
Or wereyou redly looking for Eamon?”

| gpplied mysdlf to the makeup with an effort. "L ooking for you, of course.”

"Jo." She stopped my hand with hers. "1 know he's abastard. But there was something about him—you
understand?’

"| understand that you were married to one jerk, and you just fell for another one," | said. "But inthis
case, | can't redlly blame you. He put on agood show. Even | believed it for awhile. So | think I'll have
to forgive you for thisone.



That waswhat she wanted to hear. | saw the flash of rdlief in her eyes, and then she hugged me. A warm
cloud of Bvlgari Omnia embraced me, too. She'd put too much on. She dwaysdid.

| hugged her back fiercely. "Comeon," | said. "Let's get packed up.”

It didn't take long. Everything she owned, Eamon had bought for her; like me, she'd had to flee Fort
Lauderdal e with nothing but the clothes on her back. Even her suitcases were new.

And designer.
Some refugees just are born to land on their expensively manicured fedt.

"What am | going to do with her?' | Sghed to David as we leaned againgt the wall and watched Sarah fill
the third Louis V uitton bag with toiletries and shoes. | was cong dering knocking her over the head and
gtedling the suitcases. Eamon had excellent taste.

"She shouldn't stay here," David said. "If he comes back, I'm not sure she wouldn't—"
"Oh, I'm sure she would. Eagerly. Eamon could talk her into anything, and you know it."
"Then you'd better send her someplace safe.”

"And wherewould safe be, exactly?' | asked. He folded hisarms and stared at the carpet; there redlly
wasn't agood answer to that, and he knew it. "I've used up my favors. | have no other family to ship her
off to—"

"Actudly," Imarainterrupted, "you do."

We both stopped to look at her. A flash of lightning outside the windowsilluminated the humor in her
amile

"I'll take care of her," she said. "If you're about to jump back into trouble, you can't keep her with you.
Sheld dow you down." Imara’s golden eyes sought David's for asecond. "So would |, as amatter of
fact.”

"lmara—"

"Y ou haveto take her," she said to her father. "Y ou have to take her to see the Oracle, and you know
you do. | can't go. I'd just bein theway."

He reached out and brushed her hair back from her face, agesture I'd felt athousand times from him.
Tendernessincarnate. "I need you to go to the Maat," he said. "Take Sarah, and get on thefirst available
planeto Las Vegas to make contact with them. Tell them that well meet them in Phoenix.”

"Phoenix?' Imaraand | blurted it together.

"I'm not taking you back to Seacasket," David said. "That way is—well, it'sjust not possible. We haveto
go to the other access point where you can reach the Oracle.”

"Phoenix," | repeated. "David, that'salong, long way."
"Yes" heagreed blandly. "Imara, get Sarah on the plane. Jo—"

"Y ou two should get somerest,” Imara said with an utterly bland expression. "Theroom's paid up for the
night."



There was astorm, of course. Theresdways astorm in my life, and this one was big and nasty and
intent on harm. | did what | could, in concert with the other two Wardens till divein the vicinity to

hel p—two hours spent in front of the plate glass window, watching the clouds, reading the weather
patterns and gently herding it whereit needed to be. David didn't help me with the weatherwork. | think
he knew | needed to do thismysdlf, fed that | was at least being useful in some small way.

When | came back to mysdlf fully, he was holding me from behind, arms around me, and | was|eaning
back againgt his chest.

"Why aren't you crazy?' | asked him wezrily.

"Crazy. Red-eyed, bugged-out crazy. Why isn't she controlling you?"
"Shein't aweke."

"Couldvefooled me."

David let out adow bregath that stirred my hair. " She's il dreaming, Jo. When shewakes up... it will be
worse. A lot worse. Unless something happens to change her mind about humanity.”

"Ashan took care of al that. HE's been whispering sweet nothingsin her ear for years, I'd be willing to
bet. Maybe centuries. Nothing | can do or say will counteract that.”

David kissed the top of my head where | was curled againgt him, and he stroked my hair. It wasa
familiar ritud. My curls rdlaxed under histouch and smoothed into asilk-soft curtain. 1'd never redized
how intimate that was, how... caring. Hefelt so strong when | leaned against him. So solid and
immediate and red. "Don't underestimate yourself," he said. Y ou stopped mein my tracksthefirst time |
saw you. She hasto loveyou."

| was overwhelmed by how much | missed him. Such agirly thing to do, but | couldn't help it; | turned
my face to his chest and began to sob. Abjectly, slently, near-hystericaly. My whole body trembled with
theforce of it. | didn't want to be doing these things, risking these things; | wanted to forget the feding of
dread and terror and hel plessness that Eamon had buried inside me like a broken-off knife. | wanted to
take David home and live in peace. For heaven's sake, just live.

He understood why | was crying, | guess, because he didn't speak. He just held me, stroking my hair,
and let me cry. There were advantages to having alover older than recorded history. He knew when to
be quiet and just let me get on withiit.

Oncethe storm had passed, | felt weak, feverish, and not very much better. My eyeswere scratchy and
swollen, and | needed to lie down and curl up in aball for about, oh, aweek. Next to him. Holding him.

"I'm sorry," he said, and let me straighten up when | tried to pull away. "Y ou didn't ask for any of this.
Y ou never did."

"Damnright.” | took ahandful of tissuesfrom the box that Sarah had been using before me, and used
them to wipe my face, blot my eyes, and blow my nose. David watched with nothing but compassion on
hisface. "l was going to ask why me, but | don't think there'sreally a very good answer for that.”

"The stronger the shoulders, the larger the load,” he said. It sounded like an gphorism, but | didn't know
it. "You're strong, Jo. Stronger than most humans I've ever known."



"Gregt. My boyfriend thinks I'm a Clydesdde.”
Hesmiled. "I think you're agoddess.”

"Swest," | said, and honked my nose, "but goddesses don't cry in their beer about crap like this, do
they?'

"How many goddesses have you ever met?'

| didn't want to ask how many he/d met. Sounded like adiscusson of former girlfriendsthat | didn't want
to have right now. "How long can you stay? With me?"

"I don't know." Oh, hell, | didn't want him to be honest about it. Men. Why don't they ever know when
to didein the comforting lie?"Like you, I'm doing this from moment to moment. Oningtinct.”

"Yeah, but at least your ingtincts are honed by afew millennia of experience. Mine, they'refindy
cdibrated by afew years of screwing up.”

That got acutelittle smile from him, with raised eyebrows, and nearly reveded a hidden dimple. Ooooh.
| blotted my tears again, to keep him in focus.

"Closeyour eyes," David said.
IIWI,.M?I
His eyebrows quirked. "Don't you trust me?"

Unarguable. | closed them, dthough it deprived me of the sight of him, which was abig minus. The sandy
itch of postcrying swelling was nearly unbearable. .. until | felt thelight, Slky stroke of histhumbs across
thelids.

And then theitchy, swollen feding was gone.

| sucked in a startled breath and discovered that my bloated sinus passages were fixed, too. Nice. The
achein my temple dso vanished.

The vague heavy ache of the aftereffects of Eamon's drug were gone, asif it had never existed.

| opened my eyes again and looked straight at him. His smile kindled into the kind of fire you get at the
heart of anuclear power plant. The look meted meinto alittle radioactive puddie. Figuratively. But |
wasn't entirdly sure he couldn't do it literaly, aswell.

"You bastard,” | breathed. "Y ou could have just zepped Eamon's poison right out of me, couldn't you?"

"I wanted a hands-on approach. And | wanted him to clearly understand that we were not the people he
should want to play with."

"Oh, I'm pretty sureyou got it acrossto him." | put a hand on the warm plane of his cheek and let my
fingers glide down the warm skin, rough with just ahint of beard. David might be wearing human form as
akind of disguise, but he was thorough about it. He understood the delight of textures.

"We can leaveinthemorning,” he said. "Imarasright. Y ou need the rest.”

| didn't want rest. All | wanted was abed, alock on the door, and David. It wasirresponsible, it was
dumb, and | didn't care. | was exhausted with the strain of giving up what | wanted for the sake of . ..



everyoneelse.
The weather was distracting me. | got up and yanked the cords on the curtains to whip them closed.

His hands did around me from behind before | could turn around again. They wrapped hot around my
stomach and pulled me back against his body. His head dropped forward, pressed against mine, and |
felt the shuddering breath that went through him. Asif he wanted to weep the way | had, but men—even
male Djinn—didn't do that kind of thing. He pressed hislipsto the back of my neck instead. His voice,
when it came, wasrusty and low. "I hatethis" he said. "I hate seeing you hurt. | want to keep you safe,
and | can't. | can't even keep you safe from me.”

"Y ou have"
"Sofar."
"Youwill."

"Maybe." Heloosened his hold on me and let me turn around; his hands settled on my hips and pulled me
closer againg him. "'l wish you'd never met me. Y ou'd have been—"

"Dead," | finished for him. ™Y ou know, because you saved my life. A few times."
He shook hishead. "Y ou might not have been in danger if it hadn't been for me.”

"Not everything's about you. Or the Djinn,” | said, but | said it gently, because | hated to imply he wasn't
the center of the universe, and kissed him to let him know not to takeit personally. It was anice, long,
dow kiss, and it fdt like we were melting into each other. Tension flowed down my back, out through my
feet, and left mein adelicioudy languorous state of bliss. Without breaking the kiss, David walked me
back astep, then another, until the bends of my knees collided with the bed. | wavered, then let myself
fdl; David let go long enough for meto writhe fully onto the bed, and then he just stood there, looking
down at me.

"What are you looking a&?' | demanded. | got abeautiful smilethat held just atinge of sadness.
"You," hesad. "l just want to remember this."

He shrugged off his olive drab coat and let it fall in aheavy thump to the carpet. Underneath, he was
wearing a blue-and-white shirt and apair of khaki cargo pants.

"Your turn," hesaid.
"Weretaking turns?'
He dhrugged. Therewasasnful glint in hiseyes. "One piece a atime.”

| didn't have acoat. | considered, then kicked off my shoes. That got araised eyebrow. He retaliated by
stripping off hisown, socksincluded. | loved hisfeet. Long, narrow feet with ahigh arch. Baby soft,
because the Djinn had no use for mundane things like calluses. Every inch of him was perfect, | recalled.
Warm and velvet-soft and perfect.

| wasigniting inside like an oil-soaked rag on abonfire.
"Shirt, please," he said. Theword wasdmost apurr in histhroat. “Sowly."

| made a production out of it, arching my back to dideit off over my head, shaking my newly



straightened hair until it fell like black satin over the lace of my bra. David's expression was closed and
mysterious, his eyes narrowly focused on the rise and swell of my breasts, the way the lace curved down
and away from the skin.

| propped mysdlf up on my ebows, making sure he got agood, long look, and gave him adow smile.
"Your turn," | said. "Shirt."

Hewent to it with awill. | watched theflicks of hisfingers, theway the fabric did away to reved
burnished skin, and swallowed hard. When the last button fell 1oose, | had agood view of hisflat
abdominals, and that sexy shadow of hair that was just barely visible at the waistband of his pants. They
rode low on hiships, asif they wanted to come off.

Silence. He was watching me. | waswatching him.
"Youfirg," | murmured.

He gave me adow, completely wicked smile, and unbuttoned his pants, then let down the zipper. Asthe
fabric dipped down hislegsto puddle on thefloor, | let out adow held bresth. He was perfection and
flame made flesh, and oh God, how | adored him.

"You cheated," | accused. "What happened to the underwear?'

"Got impatient,” he said, and then my remaining clothes began to mist away, turning into cool wisps of
smoke that made me shiver in delight. The bed creaked as he put one knee on it, looking down at me. "I
do that sometimes, with you."

"Bet you say thet to dl themortd girls.”

His eyes met mine, and for a second they weren't Djinn eyes, they were David's, and | saw the man held
once been dl those millennia ago before the fires had turned him into something else entirely.

"No," he murmured. "'l don't."

He had great hands. Incredible hands. They glided up my sides, skimmed over my breasts, cupped them
in heat. Caressed my nipplesuntil | was biting my lip and making whimpering noises of need.

And then his hand did down between my legs, and my mind exploded in ahaze of bliss so strong that it
seemed to dissolve theworld in opal swirls. Every musclein my body convulsed, held, trembled and kept
on going, and my thighstrapped hishand in place. It seemed to last forever, and just as| beganto dip
back into the mundane, he moved and did something else and oh God, it started again.

It felt like hours. Maybe it was hours, dow and hot and torturoudy wonderful, before he finaly
succumbed to temptation and did ingde me, melting us together into amindless, perfect union. It felt so
good, soright, and | wanted to move, wanted him to move.... but he didn't. He stayed still, buried deep,
and our eyes |ocked together in fascinated wonder. | could fed the energy running through him, hot and
wild. The same energy that had overtaken him outside of New Y ork, in the car, but he understood how
to channd it better now. How to bend it to hiswill.

"Let go," | whispered, and hislips parted in agasp, and the light in hiseyes brightened. "Theréssuch a
thing astoo much control.”

He'd made love to me so many different ways, and this was yet another—frantic, wild, tender,
dangerous, swest, and utterly open. Like the weather pounding at the window and crackling in my
nerves, he was unstoppable. When the pleasure peaked, it waslike atidal wave carrying meto the sky,



where | shivered into starsand fog.
| clung to him, exhausted and shining with swest.

Panting asit passed. He collapsed with mein atangle of arms and legs. Our hands were clasped
together, ill trembling from the force of the aftershocks. David's eyes were closed, and hisface
was—momentarily, at least—relaxed and peaceful. | Sudied it with theintensty of someone planning to
do aportrait, the way the shadows defined his angles, the way his eyelashes feathered, the way his
cheekbones demanded to be caressed.

"l need to tell you something,”" he said with hiseyes il closed. His voice was ungteady, hisbreath
coming quickly.

| didn't fed any steadier. "So long asit's not goodbye."
Hiseyesflew open. "I'm not that cruel, am 1?7

"No." | kissed the point of his chin. He made alazy sound of pleasure, so | kept on, nuzzling his neck. He
smelled clean and hot, with just ahint of musk. Lovely. "Well, sometimes. But believe me, | know when a
guy's getting ready to hit the door. That was not good-bye sex. That was whoa, hello! sex.”

Hisarmswent around me and rolled me on top of him. Breathtaking, the strength he had. The control.
The precison. His skin was hot and damp and wonderful to touch. "Anyone who's ever said good-byeto
youisafoodl."

"Wl obvioudly. Your point?' | was playing, but some part of my brain was arguing with me. It had
been shut up in the basement while the rest of me had gotten what it wanted, but now it wastelling me
that time continued itsinexorable march, that | shouldn't be wasting this precious few secondswith
banter.

| didn't care. Not now. Not with him.

David stroked my hair back from my face, but it kept diding over my shouldersto rain down around us,
aprivacy curtain that made the world seem smadll and perfectly safe. Illusion. But anice one.

"Mogt of the Djinn are gone," he said.
"What?' Theilluson wasthoroughly shattered. "What do you mean, gone?"
"Withdrawn from this plane. | sent them to the place where Jonathan kept his house—you remember?’

| remembered. Not precisely where it was, or how to get to it, because it wasn't exactly explicableto
mortal brains, but the point wasthat it was seled off from the regular plane of our redlity. A pocket
universe, of asort. A retreat. A sanctuary, in asense.

"Whilethey're there, they'll be outside of anyone's control—mine, and hopefully, even the Mother's™ he
said. "It'sthe best way | know to keep things from escalating out of control between the Djinn and
humans, if the worst should happen.”

"If she decidesto kill off the human race, you mean?' He didn't answer. He didn't haveto. "Y ou said
mogt of the Djinn were withdrawing. Not al?

"A few volunteered to stay with the Maat," he said. "Ten or so. Enough to help them complete their
circle. The Maat are working to try to stabilize sysems—they won't intervene directly, but they can



provide akind of balast, settle things down." He paused for asecond, and | could tell the next thing
wasn't good. "About twenty Djinn are staying with Ashan. | can't op them, not without a straight-out
fight. The problemisthat by withdrawing, | let him havethefield of battle. But if | don't... Djinn get hurt.
And humans get caught inthe middle.”

Not good news. Ashan was aforce to be reckoned with, even by David's standards, much less by my
own. And with asmal army of immortd, arrogant, angry beings... twenty was more than enough to

destroy everything in his path.
"| think Ashan's counting on you to give up, actualy.”
"l cant fight him."

"Can't—or won't? That was Jonathan's problem. | thought part of the reason he handed thingsto you
was so that you'd be ableto... act.”

Helooked so grave that it chilled the lingering warmth inside me. | dipped off to the Sde and curled
againg him; hisarm went around me, holding me close.

"I need time," he said. "1 need time, Jo. What you're talking about is the beginning of the end for us. It's
what Jonathan was afraid of al aong. War. Desth. Destruction. I'm not..." He hesitated. "I'm not readly.
I'm not sure | can be what hewas. Ever."

"So you'rewilling to let humans take the heat for you in the meantime while you debate it?"
His hand, which had been stroking my hair, went till. His eyes closed.

"Yes" hesad softly. "I haveto be willing to do that. And so do you. Listen, Jo—you spoke to the
Oracle. That's unprecedented. Y ou might have succeeded if the Oracle hadn't been—prevented—"

"Infected."

"Yes," hesad, and kissed my bare shoulder. "So we try again. We keep trying. And if it comesto afight
with Ashan, I'll do everything in my power to end it with aminimum of bloodshed.”

| rolled up on my elbow, looking down at him. "Human bloodshed? Or are you talking about the Djinn?'

He regarded me with absol ute steadiness, and there was that shadow in his eyes, the same one that had
been in Jonathan's before him. Power. Vast and unknown power. "'l have to betrueto my
responsihilities, Jo. But you're one of those respongbilities now."

"l know," | said, and put my hand on his chest, over his heart. Not really a heart, of course; not redly
flesh, except by hiswill. | wastouching fire. Touching eternity. "We're just flying by the seet of our pants,
aren't we? But then, weve done that from the first moment we saw each other.”

"Yes" Hisburning lips pressed on my forehead for abrief second. "It'slike your forest fire. The old
world isburning. It's hard to see the new one that's coming, under al the destruction, but the green
aways comes, Jo. It dways comes." He kissed my shoulder again, making adow trail dong my
collarbone. "Imaraand Sarah's flight touched down in Phoenix without incident, by the way. Safe and
sound. Imarastaking Sarah to the Maat.”

"SarahinVegas," | Sghed. "I'm not surethat's such agreet idea. ..”

"I was thinking the same thing about Imara. | remember how much trouble you got into there."



"Maybe you'd better keep the kid someplace safe,” | said morosely. "Ashan's going to target her to get to
lB"

"I know hell try."
IIBU[?I

"But that isn't likely towork," David said camly. "Firgt, like you, she'stoo unpredictable. HE'S never
going to understand her well enough to use her. Second... | won't let him touch my daughter again.”

| shivered. Ashan didn't know it, but he was playing catch with agrenadeif he crossed David on that
one.

| kissed him with wordless agreement, and he held me, and for the moment, these precious few moments,
danger was something that existed outside of the safety of this till, quiet room, and the warmth of this
bed.

And wrapped in hiswarmth, even though urgency still beet war drumsin my blood, | dept.

Morning came with aboom of thunder, and | awoketo fed things spirding out of control again. | stayed
in bed and rose up into the agtheric, struggling to keep the reins on the wesather, but it waswild and
getting worse.

"We should go," David said. | didn't want to. Being under soft sheetswith him, cupped warm againgt his
heat, was the best heaven | could imagine. "Thefirg flight to Phoenix isin three hours."

"I don't think anything's flying out of town today," | said. "Fed the sky."

Hewas dready moving, diding off the bed and standing up naked, facing away from me. | watched ashe
formed clothing.

Heturned to face me, pulling his olive drab coat into place on his shoulders. "It's only going to get
worse" Aninfinity of regret inthewords. | couldn't read his eyes; they were human, and hidden behind
glasses and shadows. "WEell haveto find away."

| sghed and looked around. My clothes were negily folded on the chair next to the bed. | began pulling
things on. "So the Oracleisin Phoenix?"

"Not exactly." He pulled open the drawer in the small desk and took out the dender phone book. At a
tap of hisfinger, it turned into aroad atlas. He flipped pages, then handed it to me.

| glanced at it, blinked, and looked at him in exasperation. "Y ou're kidding."
“No."
"Pleasetdl meyourekidding.”

"I'm not." He tapped the open map with hisforefinger. A spot lit up, golden even in the glow of thelamp.
"I don't make the rules, Jo. Thisiswhere the second Oracle can be reached.”

Because the map was of Arizona, dl right, but the city that was marked was Sedona. Why had | ever
even doubted that sometime, somewhere, I'd have to go there?

"What's so funny?' he asked, frowning. | shook my head, laughing until spots danced in front of my eyes.



Waved my hand ineffectively. "Areyou dl right?'

"Yeah," | gasped. "It'sjudt... so New Agey. What do we do? Meditate in apyramid? Wear acrysta
hat?'

"What are you talking about?"

"Oh, come on. Sedona?’

He shrugged. "The vell'sthinnest there.”
Well, it would be, wouldnt it?

David wanted to head straight for the airport. | wanted to stop for breakfast. It was the worst decision of
my life. But even before breskfast, we had afight about the car.

It started innocently enough. Wewaited for aletup in therain. Outside, the air was cooler, cleaner, felt
more dive, somehow, because of David's presence. | thought it was my imagination at first, but then |
wasn't 0 sure; it seemed asif the flowers out front of the hotel got brighter, opened wider in his
presence. Another sign of his strength and connection to the heart of the Earth.

Or of redlly great sex.
The Camaro was wedged in between a giant-tired Ford pickup and avan the size of the space shuitle.

David stopped afew feet from the car, looking at it with an expression | couldn't read. "Thisisfrom
Lewis, isn'tit," hesaid. Uh-oh. | unlocked the passenger door for him, then went around to my side.

"Officid transportation,” | said, since | didn't want to think about how deeply obligated | wasto Lewis
right now. "Warden motor pool.”

He sent me a drop the bullshit look, opened the door, and did ingde. | did the same. "Expengve gift.”

"Yes." | did the key into theignition and fired her up. David ran a contemplative fingertip over the
dashboard, seeing who-knew-what with his Djinn senses. "It'sfast. | needed afast car. It wasn't
persond.”

"Oh, yesitis" hedisagreed. "Thisisa very persond car. A very persond gift."
"David—"

"You can't seeit," hesaid. ™Y ou would have, when you were Djinn, but he'sin love with you. HE'S been
inlovewith you for along, long time. It'sdl over thiscar, hisfedingsfor you."

Oh, dear. It wasn't so much that | didn't seeit as| didn't want to seeit. I'd been careful around Lewis.
Not careful enough.

"Wel, fine, but I'm not in love with him," | said, and put the car in gear.
"You are," David said. Therewas ahard edgeto hisvoice | couldn't understand. "Don't lie to yourself."

| felt that, al right. It hurt. "David, I'm not in lovewith Lewid" Except maybel was. A little. A teeny little
traitorous bit of methat still remembered the crush I'd had on him back in the day. And liked it when he
crinkled those brown eyes at me and smiled so charmingly.



And gave me sexy cars. "I'm not! I'minlovewith you! Dammit, why are wefighting?'
"Because he gave you acar, and you took it."

"l needed the goddamn car, David! What was | supposed to do, get Cherise to chauffeur me around to
the apocaypse? Don't get me wrong, shed do it, but it's not exactly the best idea ever!™

He set hisjaw and looked out the window. | dammed the car into gear with violence unnecessary to such
asweet ride. "Y ou don't have to worry. I'm not deeping with Lewis."

"No," he agreed. "Y ou're not. But you have."

Oh, ouch. I'd never directly discussed that with him, but | wasn't too surprised that he knew abot it.
Hard to hide anything from the Badass Head Djinn.

"Can we get over this now? Because frankly, after last night, there's nobody on this earth that | could
possibly deep with except you."

Hiseyebrows quirked. "Only last night?"
"Oh, you're pushing it, pd."

Heletit go. "You said you wanted breakfast." He nodded up ahead. There was ahuge sign, rotating with
dignified deliberation, showed atasty-looking artist's rendition of a blueberry pie and announced that
LOUANN'S PIE KITCHEN was open for breakfast.

| saw no reason that pie didn't qualify as breakfast food, anyway.

The parking lot was hdf full, which wasn't bad for the oh-my-God hour of the morning; apparently, the
place was something of afavored watering hole. It was pouring rain, and the Camaro hadn't come
equipped with either rain dickers or umbrélas. | formed aninvisible-air verson as David and | walked
across the wet pavement toward the entrance to the restaurant, represented by double glassdoorsina
weather-beaten glass-and-wood oversize log cabin structure. Someone—L ouann, maybe, if she wasn't
gpocrypha—had planted awide variety of flowersaround the building in creative tiers of planters. It
looked lush and rather sweet. | ducked under the green awning that sheltered the doorway and swung
open the door.

When | did, I glanced back and caught sight of David standing rigid, staring off into the distance. "What is
it?" | asked. Heleft me and went out to stand in therain, till staring. "David?"

"Just asecond.”
"What's happening?"
"Dont know," hesaid. "Hang on."

And he disappeared. | hesitated. | didn't want to go in, if there were innocent bystanders around; the
Djinn wouldn't care how many bodies they had to go through to get to me, if it was me they wanted...

David regppeared, misting out of the air in midstride. He headed straight for me, grabbed me by the neck
of my shirt, and marched meinside.

The door dammed shut behind us and locked. And sealed, in someway that | was not immediately
familiar with; my ears popped asif we'd suddenly shot up afew hundred feet. David kept hustling me

dong.



"Hey!" | protested. It dawned on me about three steps later that something was very, very wrong a
Louann's Pie Kitchen.

There was nobody indde.

| blinked. The lights were on, but nobody—and | mean nobody—was home. Empty kitchen. Empty
lunch counter with pots of coffee steaming on burners. Empty booths and tables. Not a sound of human
habitation anywhere. | had an ugly second of memory of some crime documentary 1'd once seen, about
customers and employees herded into aback room and shot, but in that case thereld be some sign, right?
Purses|eft lying around. Chairstipped over. Maybe even blood. .. Thislooked perfectly ordered, just...

empty.

Maybe | was going crazy. Maybe David hadn't been as thorough as he'd thought in cleaning the drugs
out of my system, and | was hallucinating. Maybe dl of thiswas adream. Maybe everything snce Eamon
had given me the shot had been adream.

David let go and pushed meinto a dull-green | eatherette booth, then did into the other sde, facing me.

Oh, bad fedings. Very bad fedings. A fork of lightning suddenly split the clouds outside and cast aharsh
whiteillumination that blanched the warm, homey atmaosphere.

And in theflash of lightning, David changed. His bodly filled out, with broader shoulders, whiter skin. He
folded his hands on the table, pale and strong.

When the transformation finished, | was Stting across from Ashan, in histrademark tailored suit. His
tedl-blue tie looked natty and perfectly tied, his shirt crisp.

When had he taken David's place? Oh God, not in the hotel ... No, that wasimpossible. Afterward, in
the parking lot? Or just now, outsde? | had to believeit was just outside the door of this place, and that
David had been lured away to give Ashan this chance at me.

| debated my choices. | could either diefacing Ashan, or die running away.
| didn't run.

And oddly enough, he didn't kill me. At least, not right off.

"Hungry?" Ashan asked blandly. "I recommend the strawberry pie.”

Helooked down, and he did, indeed, have aplatein front of him with adice of Srawberry pie. The
brilliantly red filling was oozing out over the plate like blood over bone. He picked up hisfork and took a
bite, then took asip of coffee from achunky café-style cup.

| might mention that each of these things—the plate, the pie, the fork, the cup—appeared just as he
reached for them. A flagrant and unnecessary display of his powers, just for my benefit.

"Where's David?'

"Occupied. I'm sure helll be back soon,” he said smoothly. " Sure you're not hungry? It may be your last

| smiled. It felt wrong on my lips, but | hoped it would be good enough to pass hisingpection. "Sure.
Mind if | serve mysdf?’

He shrugged. | went behind the counter and cut mysalf adice of coconut meringue piethat looked like



just about heaven. | decided against the coffeein favor of aglass of milk. | eased mysdf into the booth
with an annoying squeek of plagtic.

If it wasadream, at least | was going to get apiece of pieout of it. And if it wasn't... wel, dying on afull
stomach sounded like a better idea than the alternatives. | was trembling with fear for David, Sck with the
knowledge that if he managed to make it back here (occupied, what did that mean?) Ashan would have
the upper hand in every way.

Ashan took another bite of pie, watching me.
"| see you made surewe had privacy,” | said.
"| feltit best." Another chilling predator's smile. "I'd hardly want to share you with anyone else.”

From Eamon to this. | wastoo numbed to be terrified, redly; Eamon had done methat favor, at least.
Whatever reaction Ashan had been hoping to provoke, this couldn't have beeniit.

| took abite of the pie.

If Ashan was disappointed, he hid it well. He continued to nibble and sip without any hint of homicidal
intent. Well, okay, hints, but not actions. | could read the desire to kill mein every look and careful, neat
moation.

"Wherearethey?' | asked. "The people who werein here."

"Still here." He gestured vaguely. "Out of phase. They won't notice athing. I've moved us afew seconds
back intime, in akind of bubble. Once we leave, it'll snap back. It'saloca phenomenon only.”

That was mildly interesting. "'Y ou can do that?"

"Timeismy specidty," hesad. "It'san interesting thing, time. Fluid. Very tricky. | don't expect you to
understand.”

Hewas positively chatty. Which was odd. Ashan had aways treated me like a cockroach. | couldn't
imagine him sitting down to anice, cozy chat with me over pie and coffee. If therewas asingle burning
flameindde Ashan, it was ambition—cold, ruthless, and dl-consuming.

So why was he sitting here making nice with me? Was he waiting for word that David had been hurt?
Killed?

If Ashan had hurt him, | was going to find away to make him pay.

Ashan amiled a me over hisforkful of strawberry pie. | smiled back and took abite of coconut. The
meringue melted on my tongue. Even in my numbed, tense state, that was nice.

"So," Ashan said, and | sensed he was ready to circle around to the point. "What did the Oracletell you,
Joanne?!

"Besidesthe screaming? Nothing. Good pie, by the way.”

Helogt the veneer of affability, and what was|eft had no interest in dessert. His plate, fork, and mug
disappeared. He pressed those large, strong, pale hands palms down on the table. | kept eating, dowly
and ddliberately. No way was | |etting anything this good go to waste. | needed the strength.

"Youmock me" hesaid. "You are not my equd. Y ou are nothing. Y ou are less than the lower lifeforms



that spawned you."
"Oh, you smooth taker,” | said. "Careful. Y oureturning me on.”

I'd surprised him. He was used to people cowering and screaming. Even me. Again, my fresh inoculation
of terror from Eamon had done me astrange favor.

Surprise made him thoughtful, not angry. Hetilted his head and continued to stare a me. "Why do you
say such thingsto me? Do you want to die?!

"Nope" | sad. "You'll kill me, or youwon'. Y our petty little political ambitions are not my concern. You
want to be the center of the Djinn universe? Fine. Takeit up with David. | deep with him; | don't tell him
what to do. Speaking of David, you're not exactly facing off with him hand-to-hand, are you? What'sthe
matter, Ashan? He got you scared?”

Ashan put his handsflat on the table, watching me, and his eyes were the eerie color of degp oceanslit
from below. "Do you have any idea how much | want to destroy every cdll of your body? Grind you into
paste until al that's left of you isfragments of bone and screams?”

My heart hammered fagter, but | kept eating. "Postic. Y ou should write that down.”

| had completely nonplussed him thistime. He barked out adry laugh and sat back. "Do you redly think
you can defeat me? A week little cresture like you?' | shook my head. His eyes glowed brighter, and the
smile grew sharper at the edges. "' Perhaps you have findly lost your mind.”

"That's probably it." | forked up the last ddlicious bite of my pie, savoring every bit, and washed it down
with aprodigious gulp of milk. Now that was asnack. "I've goneinsane. But at least it came with
dessert.”

He steepled hisfingersinto long, strong columns of flesh and bone. It reminded me of Eamon, fingertips
touching hislips, watching mein the motel room. | felt abolt of sheer terror flash through me, and it made
me flinch; that was bad. Numbness was good. Numbness was my only real defense right now.

| compensated the only way | knew how: with sarcasm. "What are you going to do, Ashan? Glare meto
death?'

I'd goaded him alittle too far. He reached across the table, knocking my plate off in awobbling arc to
the floor, and grabbed my wrist. He pinned it to the table with crushing force. Probably wasn't even an
effort for him to break my bones, shatter the table beneath, bring down the entire restaurant, for that
matter. But | just sat till, watching him. Unresisting.

And he didn't exert any more force than he had to, to hold me till.
Like Eamon.

"What do you want?" | asked him breathlesdly.

"Y ou keep coming after me. What do | have that you want?"

Therewas aflash of loathing in his eyes so extremethat | swalowed. "Y ou are of no interest tome at al.
Y ou arelessthan what crawlsin thedirt.”

| reglized something terribly important. Ashan didn't want to be here. Heredly didn't, and it wasn't about
me. He wasjust dicking around with me out of some obscure desireto play with hisfood, like agiant



tomcat.

"Let go," | said. Hedid. | boggled, but covered it quickly. No sensein letting him know that | waslog,
too. "What do you want to know, Ashan?'

"What did the Oracle say to you?'
“Nothing."

"Youlie" Hishandswereflat on the table again, and if anything his eyeswere even brighter,
incandescently bright in the darkened corner. "What did the creature say to you?”'

"Look," | said quietly. "I don't know what you want, but | can only tell you what | know. Whichis
nothing. The Oracle screamed, and—" | redlized what he was getting a. The Oracle hadn't told me, but
Ashan had told me himsdlf, with al his parancia.

He'd had something to do with the Demon Mark breaking through the defensesto get to the Oracle.
Maybe hed even doneit himself.

He must have seen that I'd figured it out, because he backhanded me.

| saw it coming, and | was able to turn my face with the smack, but even so, it knocked meinto the wall.
My head impacted wood with acrack, and | felt ahot wave of sickness crawl over me. It didn't hurt
immediatdly, but | had an instant conviction that it was going to hurt later. For now, therewasjust a
high-pitched ringing in my head, and afire-hot throb on my right temple.

Ashan was stlanding up. | was about to be ripped to pieces, | could fed it in the raw fury boiling off him.
Hereached out...

And David caught hishand.

They didn't speak. David just stared a him, face set. He looked hard—as hard as the Djinn facing him.
Fire and ashes, neither one of them human.

Ashan smiled. "Took you long enough,” he said. "I thought I might have to make her scream moreto get
your atention.”

"Youreafool," David said. "And you're the second fool who'stried thisin lessthan aday. Y ou have no
idea—"

He stopped talking, and dowly turned his head off to the Side, staring into shadows.

"Fool, you were saying?' Ashan asked. Hewas ill smiling. | liked that smile even lessthelonger it
stayed. "I'm not so much of one. Though clearly you are, Snce you continue to come running at her beck
and cdl, even without the bottle forcing you to her will."

"What have you done?' David let go of Ashan'swrig. "Ashan—"
"What was necessary,” he said. "We were gods once. We were worshipped. And wewill be again.”

"Y essssss," whispered anew voice. If it could be cadled avoice. It was more like flesh being dragged
over sandpaper. " Godsssssssssss.”

And an adult Demon stepped out of the shadows.



It could have been the same one who'd chased mein the forest; al | could identify about it wasits
wrongness, its essentiadly alienness. The geometry of the thing didn't make sense. Skin that wasn't skin.
Terribly wrong, misshapen, bleeding light and shadow like a drug-induced nightmare.

It was speaking.

David took a soundless step back, mouth open, eyeswide. Astonished, for asplit second, and then the
true horror of the Situation snapped infor dl of us.

Ashan wasin league with the Demon. Betraying the Djinn themsdves. Betraying the Mother.
Hisbetraya of humanity was nothing compared with that.

David lunged for me, and threw me over the back of the booth to dide down the lunch counter. | tipped
over and dammed to thetile floor on my hands and knees. He didn't haveto tell meto get out. | got the
message, loud and clear. | scrambled up and ran full speed for the glass doors.

| hit them and bounced.

No timefor pain or confusion. | whirled around, grabbed a chair, and whacked the hell out of the glass.
Again. And again. The chair came gpart on the fourth try in aclatter of loosened screws and duminum
framing.

"Anoldtrick of Jonathan's," Ashan said. "Freezing time makes agood refuge. Or prison.”

David was backing away from the Demon, but it was coming, and | didn't think he could stop it. Not
with Ashan on its sde. He reversed course and lunged, grabbed the Demon by one misshapen limb, and
ding-shotted it into Ashan.

Who staggered and screamed as the Demon's claws ripped into him for support. | felt that popping in my
earsagain, painful and deafening, and David spun toward me to scream, "Now!™

| yanked open the door. "Come on!"
Hetried to reach me.

The Demon wasfaster. Horribly fast, faster than anything I'd ever seen. It moved in ablur, and then it
stopped in the next fraction of asecond, and it had him. Its claws wrapped around him, growing to the
gzeof knives... of swords...

They punched through hisflesh and skewered him in acage of black stedl.
"No!" | screamed.

He reached out with one hand, and | thought he was reaching for me, but then the wind hit me with bruta
force, driving me back through the open door.

Outside.

Thunder cracked overhead, and the door snapped shut, dmost ripping the skin of my arm with itsforce.
| grabbed the handle and pulled. Tried harder. Tried until | was panting and shaking with effort.

Lightning flared again, and on the other Sde of the glass| saw anightmarish vison of Ashan moving
toward David, who was dumped in the Demon's claws.



There was atremendous crash, like the biggest glass panein the world shattering under ahammer. The
door suddenly gave under my pull, and | staggered backward, whipped by the wind, soaked by blowing
rain, and lunged back insde the diner. | had just enough time to take in a breath, and something awful
went wrong indde me. It fet asif aong the way, every cell in my body turned insde out, ripped itself
gpart, mutated, exploded, and then reformed in ashaky configuration likely to melt a any moment.

| coughed. The breath I'd inhaled felt stale, minutes old. Filthy with toxins. My stomach rolled. Therewas
asense of arubber band snapping against my skin, and suddenly aroar of voices, rattle of dishesand
glasses and mugs, of footsteps, of cloth rustling, and everything seemed out of focus and nauseatingly
loud.

"Sweetie?' A hand under my elbow, akind woman'svoicein my ear. "Swestie, are you okay?'

That snap had been Ashan letting go of the time held kept frozen. Everything had lurched forward,
including me. The diner looked completely norma—patrons chewing and talking, waitstaff pouring
coffee, cooks serving up behind the gleaming sted counters.

| stared at the bare spot of floor where David had been, shuddering. Water pattered off meina
continuousrain.

They were gone. David was gone. With him out of commission—I couldn't think he was dead, |
couldn't—there was nothing standing in Ashan'sway.

Nothing but me,

| straightened up and reached for power. It camein awelcome hot blast of air, drying the moisture from
my hair and body. | didn't even try to hide it. The pink-uniformed waitress backed away from me, eyes
wide, as| formed the moisture into atight-packed gray bal, like around cloud, and pitched it at the
nearest industrial sink. It broke into a splash and swirled away.

"Wait!" she yelped as | headed back for the door again. | didnt.

| needed to get to Sedona, and | was going to make it happen.

Driving was out of the question, even in the Camaro. It would mean hauling assinto Ohio and Indiana
and dl the way down to good old Tulsa, Oklahoma... and from there, it would be a mere nine hundred
miles or so to Sedona.

| didn't havethetime.

| cdled Lewis. Thistime, | got him on thefirgt try, and without preliminaries, | said, "'l need the company
jet. Right now."

Therewas a brief hesitation, and when he responded | heard asmilein hisvoice. Not much of asmile,
granted. "Y ou want the keysto the Jag, too?"

"l need to get from Boston to Sedona, and | don't have the time to waste taking the scenic route. Send
the damn plane, Lewis."

The smilewas no longer in evidence. His voice got lower, tenser. "Jo, tdl me you're kidding.”

"No. David—" | bit my lip to keep the sob at bay. "David ran into trouble. | have to do this aone now,
and | need to get to Sedona. It's—Lewis, if | don't do this, we may not have any kind of ashot.” | had to



shoulder the phone as| changed gears to whip around alog-hauling eighteen-wheder. "Got acrew who's
willing to chanceit?"

"The plane's dready busy taking Earth and Fire Wardens to new posts.”
"Then | hopethe pilotson duty aren't afraid of alittle turbulence.”

"A little," he repeated. "Jo, think about what you're saying. Y ou know the protocols. Weather Wardens
do not fly under Condition Violet. Ever.”

"True," | agreed. "That'sagood rule. Now we're going to breek it."

"If | put you in a plane right now, with what's going on, it'slike shooting fish in abarrdl. Y ou know what
kind of trouble you're asking for. And how do you know that you need to bein Arizona?"

"l know."
"No other better ideas than flying?"

"If I was till aDjinn, I'd put my hair in aponytail, cross my arms, and do a Barbara Eden. Crap, hang
on." | dropped the phone, downshifted, and narrowly avoided rearending a sedan that pulled out of a
sderoad and braked in front of me. The Camaro growled, and the tires scrabbled for purchase on the
damp pavement. | got her straightened out and whipped around the sedan so fagt, | think | blew the

Y ankees cap off the driver. | fumbled one-handed for the phone and got it braced between my shoulder
and my ear. "Sorry."

"Don't crash. That redly would be the end of theworld.”
"Y ou're only worried about the car, aren't you."

"Little bit," he agreed. He was tapping keys. | hadn't even known he could type. "Jo, I'm not going to
argue with you. You'reright. Werelosng Wardens every time we engage.” Therewasashort, telling
slence, and then he said, "I hate to send you out there done.”

"No choice," | murmured, haf under my breath. "Listen, when thisis over, | want adamn raise, got that?
And... anice house, on the beach. And... I'll think of something else when I'm not saving our asses.”

He laughed hollowly. "If we live through this, I'll make sure you get it. | can redirect the plane. Where do
you want to meet it?"

"Logan,” | sad. "I'm heading there now."

No good-byes. Lewisand | werewd| past good-byesright now. | remembered the fight with David, and
struggled again with amassive crushing weight of tears. | don't love Lewis, | thought fiercdly. | love you,
David. You, damn you.

| sucked in adeep breath and shook it off. No point in getting killed in a crash because | wasteary over
my boyfriend.

Hewouldn't gppreciate the sacrifice.

Therewas areason flying was alast resort. Wardens—particularly Westher Wardens—just don't fly in
unsettled systems like these, the ones that trigger a Condition Violet emergency. Trapped insdea
thin-skinned meta box tens of thousands of feet in the ar with abunch of innocent passengers, you're
helpless. And there's something about moving through the aimaosphere at airplane speeds that draws



attention, especialy if you have to pass through clouds or storms. Ever dropped ink into abowl of water,
and watched it swirl and expand? That's what clouds look like around a speeding airplane carrying a
Weather Warden when the agtheric's out of control.

The flight crew who staffed the Warden jet were al combat trained, the best of the best. If they couldn't
get me through, nobody could.

All I had to do was get there. With the rain and wind so fierce, the roads wereterrible; | fought the
elements and traffic in equal measure. The Camaro was named Juliet, | decided. Juliet didn't have the
brass of Jezebd, or the teasing flirtation of Delilah. Juliet was a pure flame of passion, of dedication, and
that was how | felt. The Camaro wasn't going to be turned away from its goas, and neither was|.

The Wardens were having to push hard to save lives, and balance was precarious, up on the aetheric. |
could sense the coal vibrations underneath the Warden's bolder moves. The Maat were on the case,
contributing their subtle countermoves. In this particular instance, what they were doing wasn't
undermining the Wardens; it was actudly helping. Nice. | wasn't under any illusonsthat theinterfaith
cooperation would last long.

Asl drove, | scanned theradio. Talk radio stations aong the East Coast were chattering about the weird
weether, the sudden explosion of natural disasters around the world. People were using wordslike
global warming and apocalypse, but thev were the fringe eements, and people were till laughing it off.
Good. Thelast thing | needed to ded with,, in addition to fighting the growing hostility of theworld
around us, wasthe genera population going nuts.

When | hit clear road, | raced. The police who might normally have been interested in a speeding
Camaro were involved in other problems, and my coast stayed clear dl the way to the airport. |
screeched into a short-term parking spot—if | didn't make it back, | wasn't going to bein aposition to
worry about fines. If there was anybody |eft to charge them. | jumped out of the Camaro and nearly got
bowled over by agust of wind; | created ardatively calm space around the car and went to the trunk of
the car for my luggage before | remembered that | didn't actualy have any.

Except | did. Therewas anet little leather rolling bag in the trunk. | unzipped the pockets and found
cash, aplatinum card embossed with my name and an expiration date some yearsin the future. In the
main compartment, a half-dozen pairs of underwear, a couple of additiona sexy lace bras, some
lace-topped stockings, two pairs of designer shoes (one the high-heel Manolos that Imara had brought
me), and an explosion of outfits, al neatly folded. There was even apair of snappy sunglasses that made
melook as mysterious asafugitivefilm gar.

David. David and Imara, most likely. | wondered when they'd had a chance to put thistogether, and
there went the tears again, futile and dangeroudy sgpping my strength.

| stopped off in thefirst airport bathroom to change clothes. | stripped to the skin—aweird sensationin a
public forum—and put on new everything. After the underwear, | donned a hot-pink deevelessteewith a
crisp white shirt worn loose. New black jeans with the Miu Miu flats. My old clothes went into the bag.

Asl left the bathroom, | heard my name being called over theintercom, and | headed for a courtesy
phone, which directed me to adeserted area of the concourse. People milled around, looking frustrated.
All the boards showed delays or cancellations, and from the look of some of them, it had been along
twenty-four hours or more.

| followed the directions and spotted a handsome uniformed man waiting for me with ahand-lettered Sign
that read wardens on it. He had the posture of somebody who'd done military service, and the uniform
was gill forma—the standard captain’s suit of commercid aviation, with acgp to match. | smiled a him



and held out my hand, palm toward him. He passed his own closeto it and nodded at the stylized
sun-symbol that manifested.

"Ms. Bddwin," hesaid, and put the Sgn under hisarm to offer me afirm handshake. He was
middle-aged, probably in hisearly fifties, and he had the hard-bodied |ook of aguy who was enthusiastic
about hisfitness. Tanned, too. Streaks of slver in his hair that he might have cultivated, they looked so
casting-office perfect.

"What's your name?' | asked him. He looked momentarily surprised.

"Captain John Montague, maam. My copilot is Captain Bernard Klees. No other crew on board for this
trip. Wetry to keep it samall, timeslike these. | understand that you're Wesather."

| nodded. "That'sright. | know it's going to be a chalenge for you—"
"Maam, we eat chalengesfor snacks."
"Don't you mean breskfast?'

"Never found them to be afull med," he said, straight-faced, and made a graceful, professond gestureto
move me toward the departure doors. We didn't have a Jetway, of course, being a private plane. The
captain took charge of my bag as we stepped out into the rain and wind, and trundled it briskly acrossto
awaiting Learjet big enough to carry ten or fifteen passengers. A budget Learjet, if such athing was
possible. Weather Wardens were generally loath to fly, so it usudly carried only Fire and Earth Wardens,
and only at the highest levels.

He loaded my luggage in acompartment and told me to take any seat, and as my eyes adjusted to the
relative gloom, | saw that there were other passengers on the flight. Seven of them, infact. | didn't
recognize most of them, but there was no doubt they were Wardens, the crew was taking authorized
personnd only. It was possible that these unlucky few were being flown in from oversess, asthe
Wardens redistributed their manpower to meet the crisis.

| knew Y ves, an Earth Warden with long dreadlocked hair and a perpetua smile; he winked at me and
gestured to an empty seat next to him. | winked back, but before | accepted, | scanned the remaining
faces. Nancy Millars—Fire—not my favorite person in the world, not my least favorite. Rory Wilson,
also Fire, who rated higher both because he was a better Warden and because he was just, well, cute.

The last two caught me by surprise. They were Sitting together, heads down, but then looked up as|
took astep down theaide, and | found myself looking at Kevin and Cherise.

"What the hell?" | blurted, amazed. Cherise shouldn't have been anywhere near this plane. She didn't
have the credentias.

Kevin's face was stting itsalf in stubborn angles—jaw locked and thrust forward, head lowering like a
bull about to charge. Man, the kid was defensive. "We're supposed to be here,”" he said. "Check with
Lewisif you don't believeme."

| stared at him, at the mottled flush on his chin and cheeks and forehead under the lank unevenly cut hair.
| couldn't tell what he wasthinking. | couldn't eventdl if hewaslying, but | dways dlowed for that
possibility when it cameto Kevin.

| looked at Cherise. She raised an eyebrow, the picture of cool competence. Sometime during our time
apart sheld found time to get her look together. She was ready to shoot the cover of Sports Illustrated.
| had no doubt that there was abikini somewherein her bags. She'd never leave home without one.



"Glad to seeyou, too, Jo," she said. "Are you okay? Last time | saw you—"
"Sorry," | said. She stood up, and we hugged. "Y eah, I'm okay. | guess. Looksworsethanitis."

She put me at arm's length and studied me. "L ooks pretty bad. That's maybe a seven on the cute scale,
but only becauseit'syou in that outfit. And what's up with the bruises?’

"Bad day."

"No kidding." She nodded toward Kevin, who was glaring at me resentfully. "Lewissaid | could keep
him company.”

Lewis, | reflected mournfully, was such aguy. If Cherise wanted to go, she'd have found away to
convince Lewisin about ten secondsflat. It was just her specia superpower. | could manipulate wegther,
she could manipulate men.

"l even have aspecia identification thingy," she said, and pulled it out of the pocket of her jeans. On it
was aslver metdlic printed copy of the stylized sun of the Wardens, with her name and picture below it.
"See?I'm, like, officid. | can flash my badge, Jo! Isn't that cool ?*

She'd aways wanted to be one of those people from The X-Files, | remembered. Good grief. Thiswas
out of hand.

"Miss Badwin?' That wasthe coal, firm voice of the captain, coming from behind me. "We need to get
moving. Pleasetake a sedt.”

| could exercise my authority—jpresuming anybody acknowledged it—and toss Cherise off the plane, but
that would mean tossing Kevin, aswel, and if Lewis had dispatched him for areason, that was avery
bad idea. | pasted on a smile, waved to the captain, and moved past Cherise and Kevin to dideinto the
Seat next to Yves.

"Longtimeno see” Yvessad, and leaned in to kissmy cheek. "Such awarm greeting! | might think you
don't even like me anymore."

| turned and kissed him, aswéll, both cheeks, European-style. "Y ves, you know better. But you might
have heard, |'ve been having some, ah, challengeslately.”

"Chdlenges," he repeated, and laughed. Y ves had awonderful laugh, bubbly and full-bodied as
champagne. "Y eah, | heard about your challenges. Somebody tried to get meto vote against you, you
know. Get you taken in for—" He made a snipping gesture. Wetried never to directly refer to getting
neutered and having our powers removed, except in gestures and low voices. "Told 'em to fuck off, |
did."

| squeezed hisfingers. Y ves had thick, strong fingers, scarred from years of working outdoors. Hewas a
big guy, solid and comfortable, and I'd dwaysliked him. All Earth Wardens seemed to have a sense of
Zen balance to them, but he was one of the best, and | was lucky to have him on my side.

Actually, | supposed | waslucky to even have asideat dl.

The seats were lush and comfortable. Whoever had chosen the interior had gone with adark chocolate
leather, butter-soft to the touch. The row Yvesand | occupied was midcabin, over thewing. | was on the
ade, away from the windows. That wasfine with me.

The intercom came on. "Welcometo Hdlride Airlines, folks; thisisyour captain, John Montague. It's not



going to be anicetrip, Snce asyou see, we have aWeather Warden flying with ustoday,” the pilot's
electronic voice announced. "We have no flight attendants on board for thistrip, so if you want to e,
help yoursdlf to sandwiches and drinks from the cooler. | do hope you enjoy them. Y ou'll be throwing
them up later.”

The copilot's voice came on with the same cool competence overlaid with aveneer of humor. Hehad a
British accent. | wasingtantly reminded of Eamon, with acold flash and ashiver. "Also, should we
survivethis, donations toward our retirement fund are cheerfully accepted, ladies and gentlemen. My
nameisBernard Klees—K-I|-e-e-s, no relation to anyone in Monty Python, so please don't ask mefor a
rendition of the dead parrot sketch.”

There was aripple of laughter. Montague came back on. " Strap tight and hang on, people. WEll get you
there

Radio off. | heard ashift in theidling engine noise, and fumbled for my seet belt. My hands were shaking
alittle. God, | hated flying; I'd doneit afew timesbefore, but only when the wegther was firmly under
Warden control, and only when circumstances required it.

Y ves covered my fingers with hisand gently held them as the plane taxied out onto the runway and
picked up speed. "Relax," hetold me. "They're the best pilots we have. Maybe the best in the world.”

| didn't haveto tell him how little that meant, if circumstancesturned against us. Y ves knew.

The planelifted off with abump and a sudden angular thrust of acceleration, and then it got eerily smooth.
The force pressed me back into the leather, and | whimpered alittle, thinking about the air around us, the
fact that we were moving through it and drawing attention to ourselves. | squeezed my eyes shut and tried
to dow my rapid heartbest.

"I heard you were—" | looked intimeto see Y vess eyebrows doing an interpretive dance. "With a
Djinn."

"Not just any Djinn," | said. "And yes. Hisnameis David."
Yveslog hissmile. " Something wrong?'

"You could say." | turned my head away and tried closing my eyesagain. It didn't redly help. | still saw
David's face as the Demon's claws closed around him, that desperate, furiousintensity.

He'd used power to break mefree of the trgp when he should have been using it to fight for hislife. My
fault.

"Hey." When | opened my eyes, Y veswas holding out acopy of amagazine featuring shiny, glossy
people doing stupid thingsfor the cameras. "Y ou used to like these, as | remember.”

| needed to put it away. Bury the pain, and focus on something ese. Sdf-pity wasn't my style.

| forced out a smile asthough at gunpoint, took the magazine, and flipped it open to the first photo page.
"Ohmy God," | said, and pointed to the unzipped miniskirt and white stirrup leggings that the misguided
pop star was wearing with low-hedled pumps. "Tell me that's not asign of the end of theworld."

Y ves chuckled, shrugged, and opened his magazine: Mother Earth News. | wondered if he knew how
funny that was.

For thefirst hour, at least, the trip was uneventful. Saf-pity lingered, but Y ves had succeeded in



digtracting me. The magazine's outrageous fashion mistakes occupied my mind, and | was almost feding
norma when something cold pressed againgt my arm.

| yelped and tossed the magazine into the air.

It was Cherise, with a can of soda. She offered it again. | took it, and she perched on the air of the empty
seat acrossfrom me. "Y ou okay?" she asked, and popped the top on her own can.

"Sure” | lied. "Why?"

She looked me over. "Jo, honey, you look pretty good, but don't kid akidder. | saw what you looked
like on the way to New Y ork, and I'm pretty sure you've been through hell since then." She sipped
daintily at the sweat-beaded can. Moisture dripped onto her lime-green raw silk capri pants, and she
frowned at it, then found anapkin and wrapped the can.

| consdered my answer carefully. "Um... yeah. I'm okay. I—you know how Earth Wardens can hedl
people? Has Kevin told you—?" She nodded. "Wdll, | got healed up, so I'm more or less okay. Just
tired." And discouraged, and scared out of my mind. But other than that? Peachy.

She nodded again, looking down, and then suddenly those sky-blue eyes locked on mine. "I got aphone
cdl. Fromyour Sgter.”

"What?' | didn't meanto ydl it. It rang around the interior of the plane, bringing everyoneto sharp
attention. Even Yves, normaly the least excitable of people, put his magazine down to look a me.
"Sorry. Sorry, guys." | lowered my voice and bent closer to Cherise. Y ou got acdl from Sarah?
When?'

"A couple of hours ago. She couldn't get through to you this morning. She sounded—" Cherisg'sface
turned just abit pinker. "Okay, thisis going to sound bad and al, but does she do anything? Heroin,

maybe?'

"No," | said. | felt sick to my stomach, and it wasn't the dtitude, or the overly sweet sodal was
automatically spping. "No, not Sarah.”

Compassion didn't come naturaly to Cherise; it made her look too young. " Sweetie, the family'susudly
the last to know. Listen, she sounded redlly spaced. Orbital. She said to tell you that she was okay, and
that everything was going to be fine. She'd met somebody in Las Vegas. | asked her where shewas
staying, but she said not to worry about it."

| leaned forward, pressing the cold soda can against my forehead, fighting not to laugh. Or cry. "Yes.
Thanks, Cher. That's Sarah dll over, isn't it? Rescue her from one madman, she's off to find the next
CI,,I E n

"She'snot okay, isshe?'

"No," I murmured. "I doubt sheis. | redly doubt she's going to be, ether.”
"She's not with what's-his-name anymore?"

"Eamon?No."

"Too bad," Cherise sighed. "Damn, hewas cute. | loved hisaccent.”

"Hewas an asshole, Cher."



"They'redl assholes. But it's not every day that you find onethat's redlly decorative.”
"Hetried tokill me," | snapped. "More than once.”

Shefroze, deer in the headlights. Amazed. And then her face judt filled with ddlight. "Oh my God! You
go, Jo! That'sso cool!”

"What?' Thereweretimeswhen | redly didn't get life on Planet Cherise.

"Youredill here" she said smply, and grinned at me with the unbroken enthusiasm of the truly weird.
| hugged her. Hard. "Staying here, t0o," | said.

"Oh, you'd better. Y ou owe me for scratches on the Mustang.”

She moved away, back to her seat. The gap between her white tank top and the green capri pants
showed flawless tanned skin, and atattoo of a big-headed space dien flashing the peace sSign as she bent
over to move something out of her way. Probably Kevin'sfeet. He was snoring.

He stopped snoring as the plane shuddered.
"Damn," Yvessad quietly. "Here| was starting to think wed make it without this."

Turbulence. The plane shuddered again, then dropped, afreefal that seemed to last forever. Outside,
cloudswere swirling. It was hard to get any sense of what was happening, but | could feel the hot energy
consolidating itsdlf out there.

Something had sensed me. A storm, maybe, one big enough to gather some eementa sentience. Or
something €l se, and worse, like one of Ashan's Warden-killing Djinn. Thiswould be aprimetarget. That
waswhy | hadn't wanted to have others on the plane. My life—sure, I'll risk it. But therewere alot of
livesat stake here. And | wasthe point of danger.

"Everybody hang on!" | yelled. Lightning flashed outside the windows, and | felt the plane powering up.
They were going to try to get above it, looked like. Good strategy. The only problem was that the storm
was going to chase them. "Y ves, switch with me."

We unbuckled and fumbled across each other, mumbling politenesses, he was dressed in apair of blue
jeansand acolorful dashiki-style shirt in yellow, blue, and orange patterns. A blaze of brightnessina
world that was rgpidly turning the color of ashesoutside. | settled in hisempty chair and buckled in,
clutched the armrests, and looked out the window.

| didn't really need the view, but it helped; sometimes, focus could be achieved better with avisud cue. |
filled up my lungs, let it out, filled them again, and dlowed mysdf to drift free.

| got battered immediately by currents of force on the way up to the aetheric. It was awar zone, with
slent colorful explosions of power snapping and popping in a hundred places at once. The cloudscape
roiled, black in places, red in others, everything unstable and bizarre. | spotted an areathat had taken on
the silvery overlay | knew was going to be ahuge problem, and concentrated on it. Asl did, | felt mysdlf
joined by someone else who boosted my concentration and power, bracing mewhen | faltered. The
power signature felt familiar, but | couldn't stop to wonder about it. | just worked, fast and frantic, trying
to make sure the pace around our airplane remained relatively disaster-free as our pilots arrowed for the
safety of the higher sky.

Onthemortd leve, the turbulence shook us hard, and then the engines howled louder and suddenly, the



ride was glass-smooth again. | gasped in air, fegling the shift on the aetheric at the sametime, and
recognized the power that had hel ped me.

Imara. My daughter was with me—not physically, not on the plane, but she was watching over me.

"No," | whispered. My bresth fogged the glass of the planeswindow on the insde as mist beaded on it
outside. "No, stay with Sarah. Stay out of this."

Wordswouldn't do on the aetheric level, but she understood what | was saying, | think. | felt apulse of
reassurance from her, from that shadowy flicker of presence; | couldn't see her at al clearly, just as|
couldn't see any of the Djinn (or Ifrit, for that matter) while we were on the aetheric plane.

"I meanit!" | said to the flicker that was my daughter. "Stay out of thisl Stay with Sarah!™ Who, God
knew, needed the chaperone.

Theflicker moved away from me, but not far. Not far enough. She wasn't minding her mother, clearly;
maybe she was under ingtructions from her father, but | didn't find that too likely. David had beenin
agreement with me about keeping her out of Ashan's grasp, and yet here she was, hanging about like bait
on ahook.

And there was nothing | could do about it.

We stayed high for most of thetrip, well above the unsteady clouds; the storms kept forming beneath us,
hopscotching across the country. Our passage was causing chaos, no doubt about it, and | had the sick
feeling that we were probably causing deaths, aswell, but it wouldn't have been better if I'd driven, and it
probably would have ended up worse in the end. | couldn't save everyone. Hell, | was no longer sure
that | could save anyone.

The spesker gave that ditinctivelittle click, and everyone in the cabin looked up from what they were
doing—mostly reading or degping. "Hi, folks. Well, weve run about asfar aswe can at this atitude,
we're going to have to start our descent. Asyou know, thisis going to be rough, so please, try to keep
those amusement-park screamsto aminimum. It doesn't make usfly with any more confidence. Ah, and
Captain Kleeswould like to remind you that today's movie sdlection of Die Hard Two isnow available
on your LCD screens. Ah, hell, that was ajoke. It'sreally Turbulence, followed by Con Air. Anyway,
you guys keep cool back there. Let us do the swesting.”

Hewas off the air about ten seconds when the first shudder came, as the plane began to tilt forward,
nose down.

Oh, crap.
Wewerein for it now.

The shuddering turned into a steady shaking, asif some giant hand had closed around the planesfragile
skin. | swdlowed hard and clutched the armrests as outside the pale blue sky went mist gray, and then
started a hellish descent toward black. The clouds looked thick enough to walk on. Thick enough to trap
us, like spider-webs around afly. Lightning flashed close, illuminating the interior with awash of
bluewhiteflame, andinitsflare | saw Yvescamly reading his Mother Earth News, legs crossed. |
couldn't see anyone dse, but | doubted they were dl so fatdistic about it. Surely some of them must have
been asterrified as| weas...

We shuddered and dropped. Free fdl. Ten feet or more, and it seemed to take forever. We hit an



updraft with abang and fishtailed, or tried to; | sensed the pilots correcting up front, adjusting the
engines. Keegping usintact.

We dropped again, farther thistime, and | felt the plane twigting to the left—and then something hit us
from theright sde, and werolled.

Screams. Y ves dropped his magazine and grabbed for his armrests as everything went Sdeways, my
empty soda can clattered against the cabin wall in a chittering panic, and | heard a crash from below as
bags shifted. Theroar of the engines shifted, and then the speakers activated again. Copilot Klees made
an authentic western-style yee-haw. "Well, you people are so lucky,” he said, asif flying sdeways,
staring down at the ground from the side window, was an everyday occurrence. "Y ou're about to
experiencethejoy of flight al those U.S. Air Force adstalk about. Hope you're al observing the seat
belt sgn. Three—two—one—"

The planerolled left. Rolled completely over so that we were hanging upside down, and | had abrief
surred glimpse of my long black hair shuddering in midair like abeaded curtain, and then theworld was
rolling again, and we came upright again. Steady as arock once wed achieved level status.

Maybe people screamed. | don't know—I'm pretty sure | did. | looked over at Yvesas| clawed my
disordered hair out of my eyes, and his legendary calm was shaken enough for him to cross himsdf and
begin murmuring something | recognized as an Our Father.

Wewere il descending.

"Hope you enjoyed that," Klees said. He still sounded absolutely cheerful and unperturbed, asif hedid
thisdaily, with two showsin the afternoon. "If anyone fedlsthe urgeto purge, please, avail yoursdf of the
bags. My contract does require me to do cabin cleaning, aswell."

A shaky laugh from someone up front with more intestina fortitude than me. | was serioudy
contempl ating the aforementioned bag, which looked sturdy and inviting, but | hadn't eaten or drunk
enough to need to resort to it. A few grim, sweaty moments, and | was okay.

| grabbed leather asthe plane did another unsettling shimmy combined with abucking motion. Outside
the windows, black clouds pressed as close as night. | rested my aching head againgt the pillowy seat and
thought that maybe | ought to try the aetheric again, but | was no longer certain it was agood idea.

Y vestook my hand. The warm anchoring of his skin helped keep me from visons of the plane
corkscrewing down into the earth and exploding.

| closed my eyes as the plane shuddered and rocked, hedling from one side to the other, dipping violently
sdewaysasif trying to avoid something | couldn't see or sense. My westher senses were overloaded. |
was useless up here, with so much happening and focused right on us. If I'd been on the ground, it would
have been different, but | felt so helpless up here, so out of contral...

The planeleveled out in asudden lurch, asif it had suddenly hit a patch of glass-smooth air. No
turbulence, not even the dightest bounce. | opened my eyes, blinked at Y ves, and heraised his eyebrows
and gave aGdlic shrug.

"Bathroom," | said, and unfastened my seet belt, climbed over hisknees and hustled for the tiny, cramped
gall. It was unoccupied, thank God, and | lunged inside, clicked the latch shut, and leaned over to splash
cold water on my face. The urge to vomit was passing. | dampened a paper towe and used it to blot
swesat from my face and neck, then leaned over to splash my face again, since it had felt so good the first
time



When | sraightened up, there wasfog coming out of the air vent over my head. | blinked &t it, thinking
wildly about James Bond movies and knockout gas, but | didn't smell anything, and | didn't fed any more
light-headed than normdl.

It continued drifting down from the vent in thick, cloudy streamers, twisting lazily in the air, tangling
together into adenser migt asit fell. | stretched out my hand and felt cool moisture oniit.

Even though | didn't fly much, | was pretty sure thisdidn't quaify as normal.

In seconds, the mist had formed a shape, and that definitely wasn't normal. Not even on an airplanefull
of Wardens.

| felt the hard edge of the sink cabinet digging into my butt, and realized that | was staring when | ought to
be fleeing. | reached for the latch on the door—

—and it ingtantly froze up, covered with ice crystals. When my skin touched it, it burned like liquid
nitrogen, and | yelped and flinched backward.

The shapein the fog wasn't male, and it wasn't female. It wasn't anything, redlly. Soft edges, curves, a
genderless ova of face, no featuresonit.

As| watched, the whole door glittered and glistened with forming ice. No way was | going out that way.
Which wasthe only way, unless | was brave enough to rip out the chemical toilet and go that direction.
Which | wasnt.

| backed away asfar asthe tiny bathroom would alow, overbalanced, and sat down hard on the toilet's
lid. The fog-shape leaned toward me, and the air around me began to move and breathe in subtle
motions, whispering over my skin and combing through my hair, diding under my clothesto touch mein
placeswhere, well, wind just didn't usualy go. | controlled theimpulse to self-defense. So far, nothing
that had happened was life-threatening, just—weird.

"Um—hi?' | ventured. Theair around me stirred up, moving fagter, ruffling my hair and fluttering my shirt.
There was no sense of heet or cold to it; everything was exactly room temperature, passionless and
sensation-free. "Who areyou?"

The figure wrapped in fog bent closer, and suddenly | couldn't breasthe. No air. Okay, no problem, | was
aWesther Warden, I'd dedlt with this before. ..

Only | couldnt. | couldn't get agrip ontheair at dl. Whatever was facing me had absolute control over
my native dements.

Assoon as| redized it, the air flooded back in, and | took agrateful gasping breath. "Right,” | said.
"Oracle. Therewas aFire Oracle, so you'd be... Air and Water."

| hadn't even thought about it, but of course Oracleswould come in threes—Fire, Westher, Earth.
Collect thewhole st... Wéll, at least it was another opportunity for me to communicate.

Maybe. So far, this one hadn't said aword.

"I'm—I'm supposed to talk to the Mother,” | said. It'd be nice to dressmy mission up in fancy tak, but |
didn't think that would come naturaly to me under stress, and | didn't think that I'd have the time, ether.
"Can you hdp mewith that?"



No answer. Even the subtle currents of air that had been stroking my skin cameto ahdt. | hoped that
wasn't arude question.

"I'maWeather Warden," | said. "I'm—in away I'm part of you—"

Mistake. The wind came back, a steady, crushing pressure dl over me, pinning mein place. I'd never
experienced redl g-forces, but thisreminded me of thefilms1'd seen. It was painful in waysI'd never
imagined, stressing every muscle and boneto the limit.

Then it stopped. | overcompensated, pitching forward amost to the floor, and sawed in ragged breaths
that tasted of blood.

The Oracle didn't like being compared to humans; that much was obvious. | could understand that. We
were imperfect creatures, constantly being born and dying. Tied to the earth and sea by gravity, hunger, a
thousand invisble strings. The Earth hersaf saw us as anuisance. The Oracle hadn't seen anything to
changeitsmind.

"l saved him," | said, and looked up at the faceless creature floating in the air above me. "I saved the Fire
Oracle. The Demon Mark would have destroyed him, and onceit was past him, it would have beenin
the Mother's blood. So alittle respect might bein order here.”

No answer. Man, thiswas frustrating, not to mention scary. | cast alonging look at the ice-covered
bathroom door.

"I saved thelife of an Oracle, and | need you to help me now. Just help metak to the Mother."

Therewas a sudden sensation in the air, asif everything in the world had shivered. The Oracle, wreathed
infog, leaned closer. Asit did, streamers of milk-white mist wrapped around meto lick me like tongues.
| shuddered, and asthe Oracle's face came closer to mine, | saw its eyes.

Just for asplit second, because | turned my face away and closed my eyelids and prayed, prayed never
to see such athing again. | remembered that I'd thought Jonathan's eyes had been scary—and they had
been, depthless and terrifying—but at least they'd reminded me of something | understood. Something
ingde my experience.

These werethe eyes of eternity itsalf.
"Hdpme" | sad. "Please”

Theair shivered again, more violently thistime, with asound like amillion siver bellsfaling out of adump
truck. Deafening. Wasthat avoice? Was | supposed to understand it? | didn't. | couldn't. Eventhe Fire
Oraclée's screams had made more sense.

"l can't understand you!" | said, and immediately knew that was a mistake. One doesn't correct gods,
even minor ones, and if the Djinn bowed to these creatures, that was good enough to qualify them for the
name. Theair around me curdled and thickened, pressing on me again. Squeezing. | couldn't breathe.
Spots danced bright in front of my bulging eyes, and | pitched to my knees on thetiny bathroom floor
with the Oracle, bent at someimpossibly inhuman angle, following me down. Boring into me with those

eyes.

| was starting to wish that | was any kind of Warden other than aWeather Warden. If thiswas my
patron saint, | wasin red trouble, because | had the sense that it was playing with me. Enjoying my pain.
Interested in my panic.



Just when | thought it would crush melike agrape, theair tilled again, completely dead of intention or
life. The Oracle hadn't moved away. When | breathed, | was breathing in mist that flowed off its
genderless, featurelessface.

| avoided looking at it directly.
"I'm not quitting,” | said. "If you won't help me, I'll go to the Earth Oracle.”

It had a mouth, after dl, and teeth made of ice, and it showed them to me. | whimpered, | think, waiting
for it to destroy me, and mist wrapped around my neck in athick, choking rope to pull me closer.

My skin stung with asudden ice-cold chill.

| focused past the teeth, on the terrifying eyes of thething, and said, "I'm not giving up. If | haveto give
my lifeto get thisdone, then | will. Kill me, or let metalk to the Mother.”

The vote seemed to be on the side of killing me, but it wastoo late to reconsider, and besides, | meant it.
If I had to die, | would. Hell, I'd done it before, and | would again, at least once. Might aswell makeit
count.

Apparently there was athird dternative | hadn't considered, because the rope around my throat suddenly
dissolved into cool white fog, and the Oracl€steeth flashed in what could only be interpreted by my
brainasasmile and... it smply misted away. Back up through the ventilation system.

Gone.

My gasping breaths hung white on theice-cold air, and | sat there shivering for afew more minutes
before | felt ashudder through the deck.

We were out of the clear air and heading back into turbulence.

| unlocked the bathroom door. It unsealed with a snap-crackle of ice, and | walked on shaky legs back
to my row, lurched past Y ves, and strapped myself back into my sedt.

"Mon Dieu, you look asif you've seen aghost,” he said, and touched the back of my hand with his
fingers "Yourefreezing."

Lightning flashed hot in the sky, changing black to smoke gray, and there was something floating outside
the planein adrift of mist and curves, with the eyes of eternity.

| flattened my hand against the window in areflexive gesture, trying to reach it, trying to push it away,
mayhbe both, but then the lightning failed and there was nothing there.

Nothing.
| felt my stomach churn and grabbed for the airsickness bag.

Yves, darmed, pulled away as| retched, and looked relieved when | stopped, wiped my mouth, and
closed up the bag. "Okay?" he asked, and patted me awkwardly on my shoulder. | nodded, throat still
working. | felt drained and exhausted, asif 1'd been through hours of Warden work. "We're almost
down. We're going to makeit."

Hewasright. Even ashe said it, the clouds swirled from black to gray outside the windows, and then
therewasfree air and the sight of desert under us. The rest of the passengers spontaneoudy applauded. |
clutched my airsickness bag in both hands and tried not to weep.



The Learjet touched down with barely a bump—smoothest landing I'd ever seen—and taxied sedately
toward atermina. The engines powered down to a purr. "Right," said the copilot crisply. "I won't tell you
to stay seated because you won't anyway, passengers never do, so I'll just say that it's your
bones—break them if you will. Miss Badwin, thank you for flying with us, you certainly gave usanice
diverson from the boredom, and you're now on the ground in Phoenix, Arizona. Good luck to you."

| sucked in deep breaths and managed aweak smilein return for Y vess ddighted grin. | managed to get
myself loose from the safety straps and kept the airsick bag because | didn't know what to do with
it—they never tell you these things—and air-kissed Y ves on the cheeks because | wasn't sure hedd want
vomit-mouth on hislips. He hugged me. That was nice.

Cherise hugged me, too. Kevin just gave me his patented too-cool-for-this shrug and waved a
limp-wristed good-bye. Everybody €l se seemed relieved when | made my way to the door.

Nobody else was getting out in Phoenix.

Captain Montague appeared to open the door and let down the steps for me. He looked just as starched
and together as he had at the beginning of theflight. 1, on the other hand, was trembling, clutching a
doshing airsick bag, and had my shirt plastered to my skin with swest.

"Good flying," | said. "l think | owe you one."

Helifted hisslvery eyebrows and moved his uniform jacket enough to show me damp patches of sweet
on hisshirt, under thearms.

"Not at dl," hesad. "First time I've broken a swest in three years. | haven't had so much funsincel flew
aplandoad of drunk Weather Wardens from a convention in Tahiti in hurricane season.”

| offered him the hand that wasn't holding the doshing bag. "I'll never fly with anyonedse”

"l think I'minlove," he said, and gave me a professional smileto make sure | knew it was aprofessona
sort of rapture. "Take care, Miss Badwin. It's nasty out there." He wasn't talking about the weather in
Phoenix; it was cloudy, but seemed stable enough.

| sluted him and retrieved my suitcase, then rolled it down the red carpet toward the entry gate. |
ressted the dmost overwhelming urge to throw myself to my knees and kiss the tarmac.

There was atrash can at the entrance, and | dropped the evidence of my weaknessinto it.
My journey was complete.

If the Oracle in the clouds had been my last hope, it was over in more ways than one. But maybe, just
maybe... there was one more chance.

Chapter Eight

Thefirgt renta car agency didn't have a huge sdlection, and mostly it ran to sedate four-door sedans or
cramped little economy cars. When | expressed that to the renta agent, anest little redhead who was
just cute asabug in her dark blue suit, she looked conspiratoria and leaned forward to say, ™Y ou should
cal these guys." She handed over a brochure with the underhanded motion of someone completing a
drug deal. | glanced down at the name on the glossy paper: Rent-A-Vette. Holy crap, I'd actudly found



somebody who understood. What were the odds?
"Thank you," | said with heartfelt Sncerity. "Y ou're alifesaver.”
She winked and moved on to the tourist family behind me, who wanted a boxy four-door sedan.

| went to the phone bank and called the number on the paper. Did | have adriver'slicense? Sure. Mgor
credit card? No problem. | most wept over the choices the woman on the other end began to redl off:
Viper SRT-10, Mercedes SL-500, Porsche Cabriolet, Corvette C6, Porsche Boxster... | stopped her
a the BMW Z4, mainly because I'd never driven one and dways wanted to. If we were entering theend
of days, | might aswell indulge mysdf.

| had a shuttle within fifteen minutes.

Phoenix is pretty. Austere but pretty, in the way that only desert towns can be—the urban part looks
pretty much standard, but it's surrounded by rugged country, upthrust hills and mountains, and three
hundred days out of the year, it'sdry and cloudless.

Unfortunately for the two million residents, 1'd flown in dragging one of those not-dry, not-clear days
adong withme.

The shuttle driver chatted about things to do in Phoenix, which | accepted with apolite smile and a deaf
ear. | had deadlines, emphasis on the dead. Hiking probably wasn't going to be on the agenda. Neither
was a gpaday, tempting asthat might be.

Rent-A-V ette was a showplace of heart-stopping automotive delights. | could have wept at the gleaming
ranks of muscle cars, but I managed to keep my cool and present mysdlf at the rental counter to claim the
keysto my Z4. It required meto pull out adriver'slicense and credit card, which | did, emptying my
pockets adong the way. While that was getting settled, | turned awvay and speed-dided Sarah's cell

phone.

A deepy warm female voice answvered. "Hello?!

"Sarah," | Sghed. | managed to keep my voice low, somehow, athough | wanted to shout. "I heard from
Cherise. Areyou okay?'

"Of course," she said, and laughed. It was adrunken, dow laugh, the kind you make right before you
succumb to the anesthesia after counting backwards. "Y es, slly. I'm fine. Eamon'staking good care of
r],E.ll

"Eamon?' | interrupted.

"Didn't | tdl you?' Another dow throb of alaugh. "I forgot to mention him. Silly me. But | know you
dont like him—"

How had he found her? Oh God... "Listen to me, Sarah. Please. Eamon is hot agood man. | need you
to tart paying atention. Y ou need to walk away from him."

Therewasalong, long delay, and then she said, "1 don't understand.”
"Look, just tell mewhereyou arel"
Another laugh. "I can't do that. It's a secret.”

And then the phone changed hands.



Before he even spoke, | said, "Y ou fucking bastard. How dare you?"

"Theruleswerethat | stay away from you and your daughter, Joanne,” Eamon said in that low, pleasant
voice that was such agood disguise for him. "Which | an doing. | love your sgter. | told you that. And
I'm not willing to give her up just yet. So please, do keep on with your no doubt important crisis, and let
us have sometimeto get better acquainted. I'll see you at the next family picnic.”

"Eamon!” | hissed it, as much as you can hiss something without sihilants. Y ou keep your hands off my
sger!"

"Love, | can't keep her hands off me." Helaughed, and it sounded utterly unaffected. Villainsdidn't have
the right to laugh like that, so infectioudly. | could hear Sarah joining in.

| was glad I'd emptied my stomach on the plane.

| hung up without any good-byes before he could cut me off—alittle control on my part, anyway—and
went back to the counter. They looked happy. Apparently, my credit limit was stratospheric.

| pulled out of the parking lot in a sky-blue convertible Z4, hit the gas, and amost broke the sound
barrier. Damn. Thething waslittle, light, and incredibly maneuverable. It smelled like rentd cars smell,
only newer; the interior wasn't roomy, but it seemed to make that an asset by cradling my body in an
amost sensuous fashion.

| dipped on my sunglasses at the first stoplight and consulted the free map they'd given me. 1t looked
easy enough—astraight shot up 1-17 towards Flagstaff, with aquick jog off to the west at the Highway
179 exit. About atwo-hour drive, if you obeyed the speed limit.

| wasin aZ4, trying to save theworld. Did | intend to obey the speed limit?
Hardly.

I've never redly thought about why | liketo drivefast, but it probably hasto do with contral. | like being
incontrol, and | like pushing limits, and the adrendine rush you get from hurtling down aclean, empty
freeway—that'slike nothing el se. Driving felt especialy good after the nausesting, disconnected trip inthe
plane. Not that | didn't have faith in the pilots, but | never liked being in the backseat. Or the passenger
Sedt, for that matter.

The Z4 throbbed around me like aliving thing, and we | eft the stone-and-glass caverns of Phoenix
behind. The sun was awesak brass shadow behind gray clouds, and therain fel in fitsand starts. Not as
determined asit had been to wash me away, but spitting its contempt nevertheless. The road looked
black and shiny asit stretched out due east, toward Sedonaand Flagstaff. | shifted gears asthetraffic
thinned, and felt something prima in my body relax at last. | might be flying toward disaster, but at least |
was contralling thetrip.

| felt the hair on my arms stir and cometo attention, asif an electrical field had formed around me and |
was static-charged. Something dark and shadowy formed dowly in the passenger seat next to me... too
dowly. Djinn were masters of the now-you-see-them, now-you-don't, and this was way too gradual an
appearance.

| backed off the gas, saw a scenic turnout up ahead, and took it in a hiss of tires on damp road, then
braked fast as details came clear in the figure appearing next to me. Long black hair hanging limp,
half-hiding the face. A shredded black leather jacket. Leather pants split in long cuts, showing pale-gold
skin and blood.



There was blood on her hands.

"Imara?’ | said, and felt my heart freeze solid in my chest. Part of mefdt like it wasfaling backward.
"Imara, what happened?'

Her head dowly tilted back to rest against the leather seat, and | saw the blood spattered on her face.
She looked far too pale. Her eyeswere colorless, pale and clear.

"Help," my daughter whispered, and dithered sdewaysinto my arms. "Mommy, help.”

| screamed, caling her name; she didn't answer. Her eyes were sill open, and her chest till rose and fell,
but that was dll. | couldn't even begin to think what to do. Djinn could have human form, but it wasn't regl
inthe sense of morta flesh; if they got hurt badly enough, they could let go of it, mist away. Their redl
injuries were metaphysica ones—energy depletions. Had Imara been attacked by an Ifrit? No, that
would show up in other ways, not as physical wounds...

| remembered Rahel, coming up out of the surf in Horidanot so long ago, looking ragged and half-killed.
Who—or what?—had she been fighting? I'd never really had thetimeto find out. Could it have been a
Demon? Imara shouldn't have even tried; our child didn't have the experience of afull-fledged Djinn, or
the endurance. Or the powers.

| could barely breathe. When | felt for apulse | found one, weak and unsteady under my fingertips. Not
that a pulse mattered, but aslong as she was manifesting physicaly, it was an indicator of how strong her
lifeforce might be.

"Imara, can you hear me? Imaral™ It was crazy, but | shook her. Her head lolled. No reaction. She was
likealiving corpse.

Ashan had dlowed thisto happen. If he hadn't doneit himsalf. My cold terror turned hot. Incandescent.
If he'slaid a hand on my daughter ...

| cradled her in my arms—she was heavy and warm and oddly human—and braced her head against my
shoulder. | pressed akiss againgt her temple, and tried to think what to do. If David was... | couldn't let
mysdif redlly think about David, where he might be, what he might be suffering. Too frightening. If Imara
had been human, | could have driven her to ahospital, hooked her up to machines and tubes, |et doctors
take care of her. But an injured Djinn, even haf of one, couldn't be so easily handled. If she couldn't do it
on her own, | had no ideahow to do it for her.

The Ma'at. The Maat had demonstrated some arcane knowledge that the Wardens certainly didn't
possess, they'd been able to heal Rahe, for instance, when sheld become an Ifrit. So they had some kind
of resources| didn't. The only problem wasthat, so far as| knew, the Maat were off handling things
with the rest of the Wardens, or €l se they'd be hunkered down at their cushy LasVegas headquarters,
safe within the glass and faux-Egyptian deekness of the Luxor hotd. Probably playing cards. They liked
playing cards while things burned down around their ears.

| reluctantly moved Imara, got her upright in the passenger seat and strapped in place. Blood dripped
from her hand in a steady rhythm onto the leather seat, but | had no ideawhether it was real blood or
metaphorical—if | bound up her wounds, would it make her better? Or would it just not matter, one way
or another? Dammit. No signa on the cell phone. | had no way to contact Lewisuntil | got to the next
town.

Or | could turn around, go back to Phoenix...



It hit mein asudden rush of comprehension. | was meant to turn back, wasn't I”? There was areason
Imara had appeared here, now. She was avivid, unmissable distraction, an emotiona roadblock |
couldn't help but consider.

| turned off the engine of the roadster, set the brake, and stepped out onto the crisp gravel of the
roadside. The wind was cool and cutting, sharp with the scent of rain in an areathat had little of that kind
of thing in the normal course of events. | breathed deeper and got an aroma of wet sage. Y ou might as
well come out. | know you're here."

Ashan was as gray asthe clouds, and he seemed to just appear out of them, gliding down like some
Hong Kong wire artig, landing with perfect poise and waking toward me without hesitation. A perfectly
taillored suit around a perfectly proportioned body. Expensive, shined shoesthat disdained little thingslike
rain and wet sand. Ashan was twenty feet away, then ten, then five, and he wasn't dowing down.

"You bagtard,” | said, and | called thewind. It came asif it waswaiting, asif it was more than willing. A
hard wal of ar hit him hard, shoved him back on hishedlsand dragged him ten feet. He stayed upright,
garing at mewith fierce colorless eyes. Y ou did thisto my daughter.”

He shrugged. "Don't take that tone with me. | could have ripped her into nothing. She's barely Djinn, and
yet she'sinherited al your arrogance.”

Hewaved ahand. That wasdl it took to turn the wind around, and it hit me with the force of a
sandblaster, driving me back againgt the car. | ingtinctively shielded my eyes and gasped for breath as
pressure tried to compress me flat. He was playing with me. If Ashan redlly wanted to, he'd introduce my
ribsto my backbone with shattering force and leave me aruptured bag of mest.

The pressure dacked off enough for meto catch my breath. "How long have you been planning to
destroy the Wardens?'

"Not the Wardens" he corrected. "Humans. Y ou'rekilling us. Draining us of magic, and life. Y our kind
are arevolting perverson of the Djinn, and you think you are the lords of creation. We are better than
you. Wewere first."

"Some of you were. Some of you came from humans,” | said. "That must redly pissyou off. | mean, how
doestheinferior create the superior? By your logic, it can't happen. But it does, Ashan. It happensdl the
time"

"No," he said sharply. "Mongrels came from you, creatures like Jonathan and David. Heavy with
humanity. | am not like them. My brothers and ssters are not like them."”

I'd forgotten, but David had made that clear, once upon atime: there were Djinn who were created from
humans, like the five hundred born out of the destruction of Atlantis, or like Jonathan and David on the
battlefield. And then there were the—nohility, if that was the right term. The pure. The oneswho'd been
spawned directly from the Earth itsalf.

Ashan, of course, was one of them. And it appeared he had awhole political party behind him, because|
could fed the power crackling around him, the hissing presence of others who didn't choose to show
themsdves.

Who stood between me and the next—the la—Oracle.

"Turn around,” he said. "Turn around and go. Die with your people when the Demon turns her mad and
wipesyour corruption from her skin."



"If you put a Demon Mark into an Oracle, how do you know it won't destroy you?'
"ltwon't," hesaid. "We areeternd "

"| thought you said we were killing you. Humans. Y ou can't have it both ways, you know. Eternd, not
eterna—"

"| control the Demons."

"Sure you do. Ashan, you redly have mastered dl the basic skills of abad guy, including arrogance and
cludlessness. I'm proud of you. Now, if you can just make an empty, impotent threat—"

"Shut up or I'll destroy you!" he roared, right on cue. Oh, he was mad. Really mad. 1'd succeeded in
royally teeing off the second most powerful Djinnintheworld, and dl hisinvisibledlies, when| wasal
that stood between humanity and destruction.

"Doit," | said quietly, and pushed away from the car to stand in the clear. Facing him with my armsat my
sdes, handslimp and open. Staring right into his eerie Djinn eyes. "What are you waiting for? Smash me.
Destroy me. Rip meto pieces. I'm just amortd, | can't stop you. Come on, Ashan, kick my punk human
&Il

Hegrowled. It was alow, prima sound, and his human form distorted under the pressure of hisrage. He
misted at the feet, then the legs. The suit disappeared. Everything remotely elegant disappeared, and he
was pure flame, pure roaring energy, like the center of avolcano.

Herushed at me. | flinched alittle, but | held my ground.

He cameto ahalt less than two inches from my face. | could fed the burn, the fury, but he didn't touch
me

He couldn't touch me.
And he knew that | knew.

| opened my eyesand smiled. "Y ou said it yoursdlf. Jonathan, Lewis, me. She wants to see me. Hear
me. Doesn't she? And she's not going to let you kill me.”

Heformed himsalf back into human flesh again, pae and solid as marble, cold as tombstones. His eyes
were an unholy shade of ted, glittering with silver. "I wouldn't smile," he said, and there was agrave hint
of fury in hisvoice. "l may not be able to hurt you, but | can takeit in trade. Blood for blood. The blood
of your lover."

That meant that David was Hill dive, oh God... Relief made me wesk at the knees, but | couldn't let him
seeit. "David'swilling to diefor thisif hehasto. | don't even haveto ask him."

"Not just him. I'll destroy every one of the Wardens. If you think to play the game with me, you need to
know the stakes. Liveswill belogt. | will seetoit.”

"You dready did," | spat back. "Hundreds of Wardens are dead. Tens of thousands are in danger, or
dying, and for every Warden that dies, more get put in jeopardy. | know what I'm playing for, Ashan.
And you're not going to thresten meinto giving up.”

| expected him to laugh and bluster—I mean, good villains did, right?>—but he just looked at me, and
when his comeback came, it was dow and ddliberate and scary. "No," he said. "I have never known you



to respond to threats against yourself. Or the world at large. And you're quite right about David and his
sdf-sacrifice”

Hewaslooking behind me. | know, | know, it'sthe oldest trick in the book, but | didn't think that he was
al that up on dtrategy.

| glanced back. Imarawas out of the car and standing mute and somehow limp afew feet awvay. Asif
she were unconscious, being held up by an invisible hand at the back of her neck. Her head lolled
forward, then back, asif someone had tugged hard on her hair.

Her eyeswere empty, flat Slver.
| turned back to Ashan. His were the same color.

"She'smine," he said. "Until you take her awvay. Mineto use. Mineto kill, if I want. Y ou can accept your
own degth. So far as| can tdl, you seem to actively seek it out. And like most of humanity, the plight of
the distant and faceless doesn't move you. But your daughter isin my hand, Joanne. And | think that
means something more.”

| swallowed hard. He wasright, of course. Every cdl in my body screamed at meto do something,
anything, to save my daughter. She was part of me, and | wanted to protect her so badly, it wastearing
me to pieces. Ashan might not have human ancestry in his background, but he knew what we feared.

"It does," | said softly. My eyesfilled up with tears suddenly—nhot, hard, aching tears that seemed to
pour right up from my heart. "l love my daughter more than my life. But I'm going, Ashan. Y ou do
whatever you have to do, but I'm going. | haveto.”

| got back inthe car. | could barely seeit for the tears, but somehow | kept myself from sobbing. The
wet trails on my face where they'd streamed felt cold in the sudden blast of the air conditioner as| turned
the key and started up the roadster.

Ashan was till watching me, with my daughter clutched in one hand like abroken marionette. | couldn't
tell what hewasthinking. Hell, | could barely tell what | wasthinking.

| took adeep, damp gulp of air, pressed the clutch, and put the car in first gear. The engine shifted to a
low purring growl, and the car eased forward with a crunch of gravel.

Ashan didn't move. He was ten feet away, with Imara. Around him, | sensed the other Djinn, histwenty
companions, the faithful or faithless, depending which sde you came down onin thisstruggle. | could
amogt seetheir cdm faces, their inhuman eyes.

A jolt of lightning joined sky and earth behind Ashan, apae pink-and-purple line that unraveled into
dozens of thin gtrings on theway. Beautiful. Alien. Powerful. Terrifying.

| don't know why | said it, but | whispered, "Please.” It was asacred prayer, as much as arequest.
Andthen| hit thegas.
At the last minute, he stepped aside as graceful as amatador, using my child for acape.

| hit the freeway and shifted gearswhile my soul burned and crumbled into ruins.

When you give up everything—and | mean everything—there's this eerie sense of cam that comes over



you. | didn't have David; | knew now that | couldn't have him. Whatever Ashan had doneto him, it was
thorough enough that he couldn't be my persond lifesaving God-in-a-bottle anymore. No power on earth
could have held him back from coming to Imara's defense, if he'd been able to break free. Ashan had
him, and now he had my daughter, too. I'd abdicated the one responsbility that should have been
impossiblefor meto give up: motherhood. 1'd turned my back on my own child. I'd let mysdlf count her
asacost of doing business.

It felt like Pompeli on volcano day, and dl | could taste was ashes.
| let him have my daughter.

| could hear Lewisswarm, dispassionate voice telling methat 1'd made the right choice, the only choice,
but it didn't matter. It'swritten in our DNA somewhere: our children first, the rest of the world second. |
couldn't bdievel'd doneit. Couldn't baieve | wasthat much of amonster.

Ashan was going to kill her, and | was going to let him, and that tore my heart to bloody shreds. | hated
this. | hated being strong. | hated understanding that this was the cost of things.

Please. | sad it again, with dl my heart and soul, letting it fill me up in prayer and desperation. Please
God, take care of her. | don't know how you fit into all this—I don't know whether you'rein
everything or nothing, whether you're an absentee landlord or watching the flight of every
bumblebee. But | beg you, don't let my daughter pay the price. Please. | don't care what it costs,
but please, find away...

God must hate our me-me-me whining; like kids sent off to college, we call only when we need afavor. |
wasn't sureif 1'd built up any credit in the Bank of Miracles. Probably not, given my history, but maybe
the Bank of Mercy didn't have such strict lending rules.

| wiped my eyes and opened up the roadster down the clean, straight road. It seemed to go on forever,
and then | took the indicated turnoff, AZ-179, to make the last leg of thejourney.

It was beautiful. Redlly, searingly beautiful, even with the gray cotton of cloud cover obscuring that
burnished blue sky—the rocks were ancient and powerfully sculpted, and it was alandscape to conjure
the old, old gods of the empty spaces. The road looked alien and out of place here. | was no Earth
Warden, but even | could fed the power that whispered through the air and ground; thiswas aplace
where the skin between the real and aetheric was paper-thin. No wonder New Agersflocked here, not
to mention thereligious of al faithsand sects. It had apurity that I'd never felt before, not even in other
desert spots.

The clouds, dready thinning, broke into haze by thetime | reached the town of Oak Creek, which
according to the rental agency map was just outside of Sedona proper. Behind them was that limitless
sky, the bright unblinking stare of the sun.

It occurred to me, rather stupidly late, that | had no street address for the Oracle, and now, with Imara
gone (my heart dried up and died at the thought of that, and | felt another flood of tears burn my eyes) |
didn't have anative guide, either. AH | had wasingtinct, and not much of that.

Well, thelast Oracle was an Earth spirit, so | didn't figure to find it hanging out at the Old Navy store, but
that |eft alot of territory.

| kept going, absent any reason to do anything else. Oak Creek passed in ablur of houses and
xeriscaped yards, businesses and cars, and was swallowed up again by the desert that outwaited
everything. The silence took over again. The sky brightened, and my hands shook on the steering whedl.



| kept expecting Ashan to smite me with righteous fury, but he hadn't made amove. | wondered why.
Maybe he was till trying to figure out why 1'd abandoned my daughter to die...

| shook my head violently to clear it of the images.

The sun was molten out here, pouring energy in syrupy waves, and the ground soaked it up. Shadows
were sharply drawn and as cold as black holeswhere they fell. The florawas angular and beautiful inits
austerity, and it passed by in acontinuousroll until | topped arise and saw Sedona up ahead.

At thesameingant, | felt the same artificia sense of calm and steadiness here that 1'd felt in Seacasket. |
wasintheright place, dl right.

| just didn't know whereto go from here.

The sense of panic started to set in when | passed the town limits, because | redly didn't know. |
suppose | was expecting some kind of magic guidance—aflashing sgn that said thisway to the oracleto
save theworld! Not that I'd expect anything so crassin this place. Maybe a discreet, hand-carved art
nouveau plague in native woods.

| pulled in at agas gation, trembling al over, and consulted the map again. Nothing. No helpful
Djinn-induced sparks of light. No oracle marked on it, with apointing arrow. I'd come dl thisway, given
up my daughter, and for what?

Easy, | told mysdlf when | felt the shaking start to get too bad. You can do this. Ashan wouldn't have
tried to stop you if there hadn't been a way to get it done.

Logicd, but not comforting. Hell, Ashan might have been trying to stop mejust for the pure joy of seeing
me have to choose between duty and child. He struck me asthat kind of Djinn.

| wished, illogicaly, that Jonathan was still around. Lean, angular, sarcastic Jonathan, with hisinfinite eyes
and shdlow patience. David was my love, and he was haf my soul, but | needed someone with more
perspective. Someone who viewed me as awhite knight on a chessboard, not the queen, to be
protected.

Someone to move meto theright square.

| got out of the BMW and stretched. A couple of guys gassing up stared. Might have been the car they
were lusting after, but | smiled wanly at them anyway and walked over to the telephones. After afutile
and maddening search for change in my pockets, | went into the gas station and bought one of those
phone card things, then came back and dialed the number of Lewiss cdll phone from atelephone booth.

| got him onthefirst ring. "Jo! I've been trying to find you—"
"Cdl phone serviceisbad,” | said. "I'm still saving the world for you. | need afavor, and it'sabig one.”

Silencefor along few seconds. There was a steady, agitated sound of shoutsin the background. All was
not quiet on the Warden front. "Go," he said.

"Frg of dl, if you've dill got any clout with any Free Djinn, useit. Ashan'sgot Imara. HeE'strying to use
her to stop me. | need help.”

| felt the sudden intake of breath on the other end of theline, asif I'd gut-punched him acrossthe
intervening miles. "Ah, dammit, Jo, I'm sorry. | wastrying to get hold of you to warn you. Rahd showed
up inthe New Y ork offices about fifteen minutes ago.”



"What?' Oh, | had abad feding. Bad, bad, bad.
"It's happening again,” Lewissad. "They're—turning. Be careful.”

| swallowed hard and angled my back to the rough adobe wall, so that | could squint through the glare at
the parking lot. It looked calm. My BMW sat dlittering in the sun, deek and beautiful and just atouch
arrogant; beyond it, two big-ass SUV s were drinking the pumps dry. A woman was tossing trash in the
courtesy cans. Norma human life, nothing out of the ordinary.

"Did shekill anybody?'
"Let'sjust say it didn't gowdll."
"How many—"

"Stay focused, Jo." Lewis sounded grim and ragged, very unlike hisusua cool self. 'Y ou can't afford to
worry about individuas right now. | can't do what you're doing, or I'd be knocking down the doors right
now, believe me. I'vetried. Even though I've got the right mix of powers, there's something missing in me.
Something you've got.”

"Djinn," | sad. "'l havealittle bit of Djinn."

| heard someone yell hisnamein the background. "I haveto go," he said. "Weve got wounded.
Jo—about Imara—"

"l understand,” | said. The taste of asheswas back in my mouth. " There's nothing you can do.”

"Nothing anybody can do," he said. "We'retrying to stay dive—that'sit and that's al. Keep as many
people breathing aswere able.”

And that, ultimately, was the mission of the Wardens, wasn't it? The greater good.
"Wait," | sad. "I'min Sedona. Do you have any ideawhereto—"

"Find the Madat," he said, and hung up.

Jud... hung up.

| stared at the receiver in dishelief, because that wasn't exactly what 1'd call ared-hot clue. The Maat
weren't listed in the yellow pages under World, Saving Of ... and | had no ideaiif there was even one
single person, out of the severd Maat I'd met, who lived in the Sedonaarea. Asfar as| knew, they were
al strangers. How the hell was| supposed to find them, send up aflare?

Aflare...

| was dill thinking it through when one of the big SUV's pulled away from the pump and out onto the
road, and reved ed three figures standing there, watching me. Focused on me like hungry wolves.

Rahd. Alice. The mae Djinn from back at the forest, the one with the long white ponytail.

Their eyeswere crimson, burning like the forests up in Canada, and hell if | knew what | was supposed
to do to save mysdif.

| swallowed and carefully replaced the receiver in the cradle on the pay phone. | briefly considered



running, but that didn't seem so smart. | couldn't outrun Djinn.

So far, they hadn't moved, but | was deeply scared. The three of them together represented a huge
amount of firegpower—think Chinain apissed-off mood—and | was trying to remember dl the advice
about what to do with wild animals. Move dowly. Avoid eye contact. Don't run.

They al moved together. | mean, together —not like one started and the others followed, they dl just
flowed into motion and began walking toward me. Sow steps. Alice had to walk faster, because she was
S0 small, but they wereidenticaly eerie.

Clearly, moving dowly and avoiding eye contact wasn't getting me anywhere. | pressed mysdlf againg the
wall and held up my hands, trying to appear as helpless and pathetic as possible while smultaneoudy
grabbing and gathering up as much power as | could. Not that it would do any good, but | wasn't going
down without afight. Not now. Not after I'd come so far.

If I thought I'd been shaking before, well, thiswaslike standing on afault line. My heart was hammering.
| remembered how many Wardens had dready died, and | remembered my name, dready carved on
that marble wall of thefallen. I'd seen my funeral. It had been nice, but | had no grest desire to schedule
an encore. At least, not yet. | wasfed up with the dying.

| focused on Rahd, looking for some sign—any sign—that she was till even partly in control. Nothing.
Shewasavessd: Rahd on the outsde, and something else entirely on theinside. Did she know? Could
she remember how it felt, later, to be so lost to hersdf? Would she remember killing me later?

Why was the Earth doing this now?What had | doneto piss her off? Anything? Nothing? Who could
tdl?

They stopped moving just as suddenly asthey'd started, facing me. Rahel was on theright side, and |
kept watching her, willing her to recognize me. The madness hadn't lasted too long last time, had it?
Maybe an hour? Lewis had said it had started fifteen minutes ago. .. that left me forty-five minutesto

keep thetigersat bay ...

Their mouths opened, and what came out was noise.

| clapped my hands over my ears and tried to keep it out, but it wasn't sound, redlly, and it didn't comein
through my ears. It was something else, akind of vibration that used the aetheric and the real world, was
part of both, part of neither—it was awful and terrible and it was somehow sick, asif | was hearing a
physical manifestation of adisease.

The Demon. The Demon had succeeded in getting to another Oracle—probably thisone, in
Sedona—and the Mother was horribly hurt and angry, unable to strike back in any effective way to
protect hersalf. So she was striking out at anything and everything that moved.

| waslike abacteriatrying to talk to Albert Eingtein, but | had to try something. Anything. | pried my
hands away from my earsand yelled, " Shut up!"

They did.
Wow.

All three of them stared at me, and | blinked back; all three of their headstilted dowly sideways,
considering me. Crimson eyesflickering with flares of orange and yellow and ahot, pae blue.

"I know," | said. My stomach was trying to contract itself into atight little ball of terror, and my knees



didn't want to stay firm. | braced myself against the adobe wall and thought madly that of al the hostage
negotiations ever conducted, this had to be the biggest. No pressure. "I know how much it hurts. Can
you hear me? Can you understand me?'

Nothing. Their heads stayed tilted. They didn't move, not so much as an inch or atwitch. Frozen, like
statues, except for the unsettling, aien furnacein ther eyes.

"I can help,” | said. "If therésa Demon Mark on the Oracle, | can help. Just take methere. Or at least
show metheway."

It wasn't working. They didn't understand me, although they certainly knew | was there—they'd sought
me out, which meant she was aware of my existence. Dammit... David was the buffer. Imarasaid that
she couldn't find him, which meant that somehow he'd been taken out of his connection to dl other Djinn,
and without him standing in that place, no one stood there.

No buffer between the Djinn and the earth. Nothing to keep them sane.

Thetrio opened their mouths again, and sang. It was indefinable, but | thought it was alament. Sorrow,
deep and jagged and painful. Loss. Horror. It hurt to hear it, made my knees give way; | cried out at the
short stab of agony that bolted up from my kneecaps hitting concrete, then stayed down. | wasn't surel
could get up. Wasn't sure | wanted to get up.

| had no way to answer her, except withwords. "I know," | said. "I know it hurts. I know you want to
stop hurting. Sodo 1."

Maybe there was a coloring of the same anguish in my voice. Maybe she heard the music of that in the
words, even if the words meant nothing.

Rahel's eyesflickered. Red, then pale blue, then that fierce predatory gold | was used to.

For aninstant | read everything in her—sheer deep terror a what she was doing, helplessrage at not
being ableto stop it, despair, atearing pain that was an echo of the earth's.

She didn't have time to speak, and | barely could draw the breath and form the intention to ask before
the Mother had Rahd again, hard in her grasp.

The song came again, soft, amost awhisper, and in it was something deadly. Like amother Snging a
lullaby to ababy she was about to smother, because the world was too harsh a place, too unbearably
sharp-edged for such afragilelife...

| reacted indtinctively. | wasterrified beyond all reason because | knew, knew my life was about to come
to an end, and | had to act or die on my knees.

| wasn't about to die on my knees. | lunged to my feet, crossed the few feet that separated me from
Rahd, and dugged her. A strong right crossto the jaw, with as much shoulder behind it as| knew how to
commit. And if | may say so mysdlf, it wasahell of agood shot, because | felt every bonein my hand
turn to shards of glass, and | was sure I'd broken every damn thing in my body between fingertips and
collarbone...

... but she shut her mouth, rocked back a step, and the other two Djinn followed suit.

"That'senough!” | yelled. "Enough! | know it hurts, I know you hurt and it's making you crazy, but
dammit, stop! Thisisn't some teenage soap operal We live here! We're part of you. Humans matter!
The Djinn matter! You can't kill usjust because you're—depressed and angry!"”



It was an impassioned speech. | don't think she got aword of it. Probably sounded like afly buzzingin
her ear as she sobbed in anguish, but for just a second, the Earth was surprised enough by the simple
appearance of the nagging fly that she paused in the act of ripping usto pieces.

And the Djinn al looked a me with their own eyes, in varying stages of worry and disquiet.

"And fucking ow!" | yelled, and cradied my right arm. God, that hurt. I mean, redlly. "How much time do
| have?'

"Not much," Rahe breathed. Of the three of them, she looked the least concerned, but | wasn't
convinced that meant much. Rahel had aways been good at hiding her fedings. "She'swaking. It's done,
my friend. It'sfinished. Y ou should let uskill you now, without pain, before the choiceisgonefor dl of
S

"We can't kill her," Alice observed. Her voice sounded preoccupied. "Shewon't dlow it. There's
something about thisone.”

"Venna," Rahd said. | looked around, curious, but there were just the four of us. Alice cocked her head
attentively. Oh. That was right, her name wasn't Alice, 1'd just gotten to thinking of her that way—sheld
kept the Alice in Wonderland pinafore and silky blond hair, but shewasavery old, very powerful Djinn.
And her name, apparently, was Venna. "Can you sense David?"

"No," shesad. "Although part of himisinthisplane

"Part of him?" For abreathless second | thought she meant an arm, aleg, adisembodied spirit...
"Thechild," shedarified. "Ashan hasher.”

"Go and get her,” Rahd said. "Now."

"Hell ress.”

"Yes," she agreed. "Enjoy yoursdlf."

Vennaraised one eyebrow—a very odd expression for an Alice look-alike—and smiled coolly. "How
much?'

"Until you stop enjoying yoursdf."

She nodded once, folded her hands primly, and vanished. My hand was starting to feel normal again,
though incredibly hot, asif I'd stuck it in an oven to bake al the bones back together. | tried not to move
it. Asif hefelt my pain, the big Djinn reached out to touch my hand. Hisfingers stroked up and down
over the aching cracked or broken bones.

"Y ou shouldn't put your thumb in your fist when you punch someone,” he said. My broken thumb reset
with asnap, and | yelped. "That'sto help you remember."

"Good enough,” Rahd sad. "Give usaminute.

The big Djinn didn't comment, just shrugged and walked away, around the corner of the convenience
store. Maybe he was going to buy a Slurpee. Anything was possible, at the moment.

My legsjust flat stopped working, and dl of asudden | was pitching forward, helplessto prevent it, and
the asphalt parking lot was coming up fast and straight for my nose.



Rahd grabbed me and hoisted me upright, then leaned me back againgt the wall. | gave a deep-throated
moan, let my head rest againgt the rough adobe, and closed my eyesfor afew seconds. Stars. | was
seeing stars, and they were moving fast. Too fast for me to keep up.

"It'sdl happening,” | said. "Right?I'm too late.”

"A few minutesleft,” Rahel said. "Not so many, though." She accompanied that with a shake of my arm.
"Youmugt finishit," she said. "Shewont listen to us, but she hears you. She doesn't understand you, but
there's something about you that... Sngs. Finishit. Make her understand. Go."

III w.llt.ll
"You haveto."
"Rahd, | can't!" | wanted to stay here. | wanted to wait to see Imarasface again. | wanted—

| just wanted to be like the rest of the world, filling up my car, buying my Surpee, unaware | was haf an
hour or lessaway from dying.

There was no forgiveness or mercy in her expresson. "You will," she said. "Becauseit'swho you are. |
have seen thisin you from the first moment | saw you."

"Bullshit!" | burgt out. "I don't even know where—"
"Get inyour car and drive."
"Did you hear me? | don't know where I'm going!"

"Drivel" she snarled, and practically threw me acrossthe parking lot toward the BMW. My legsworked
finethistime, holding me upright as | braked my forward momentum againgt the sde of the car. | whirled
to face her, and the fear turned white-hot with rage.

"Don't you ever dothat again!" | shouted. "Ever! | swear to God, Rahe—"

"Yes" she sad, waking toward mewith fast, choppy steps. Her hair, intricately braided with beads,
swirled and twisted in asudden hot wind rushing over the parking lot. | felt the patter of sand against my
skin. "Swear to God. Pray. Pray."

She wasterrifying now, and it wasn't the Earth indde her, it was purely and wholly Rahdl.

"Pray," shesad again, asif it realy meant something, and put her hands together and gave me afull,
forma bow.

| blinked againgt a stinging rush of blown sand, and then. .. shewas gone. Nothing there but discarded
paper cups rattling around on the ground, making pointless circlesin thewind.

| scrabbled for the door and threw mysdlf inside the car, fastened both hands tight on the steering whed!
for asecond, and then started up the car.

Pray.
Wél, it was astart.

| pulled out onto the highway, still heading through Sedona, looking for... asign. Overhead, the sky
seemed to be getting darker, athough it wasn't anywhere near dusk; the cerulean blue was taking on



ocean colors. The sun blazed on, brassy-bright, but it didn't seem to be giving any warmith.

| paid no attention to the traffic, and let my ingtincts and peripherd vison take care of it while franticaly
scanned the horizon. Jagged rocks al around, ringing us, and | had no ideawhat she'd meant except that
sheld meant something specific.

And then, up ahead, | saw asign. A literal exit Sgn. It said, chapel road, and inasmdler sizetype,
CHAPEL OF THEHOLY CROSS.

Pray.

| took the exit fast, with tires squealing, and followed the winding road.

Chapter Nine

Therewas aparking lot at the top of the hill, and asign told visitors that it was asteep climb up to the
Chapel of the Holy Cross. | closed the car door and stood there, shivering in the suddenly cold breeze,
garing up at the place. It was... beautiful. Built into the rocks, organic, angular. Strikingly memorable,
The shape was oblong, the sides doping in with ashort line connecting them at thetop—all plain gray
concrete, contrasting sharply with the red sandstone around it. The front was dl glass, reflecting the sun
and the beautiful eternity of the desert around it. It wasn't aslarge as I'd have expected, but then it wasa
chapel, not a church. It was aplace pilgrims cameto ask for favors, and to leave a gift of worship.

There were afew other carsin the parking lot. | was hoping there wouldn't be unsuspecting visitors
caught up in this, but it wastoo late to worry. Everybody wasin the crossfire now. Six billion potentia
innocent bystanders.

| took the steep stairstoward the chapd at arun.

Swest dried on my skin as | pounded up the steps, and | was about halfway up when | redlized that
somebody was right behind me, and gaining. | glanced back.

It was Ashan, feral and bloodied, and as| looked, he changed himsdlf to mist and flew at me. He
surrounded me, and codesced, yanking my head back by the hair and catching me off-baance. It would
bealong, bruising fal. A broken neck, at best.

But he didn't fling me over the edge, or down the steps. Again, | got the weird sense that he just couldnt,
no matter how much he might have wanted it. Something prevented him. While he was fighting against
that indinct, something hit him likeasmall pinafore-wearing freight train, and he went sailing over the
edge of thedrop, with little Alice/VVennaon his back and riding him like a struggling surfboard toward the
rocks. He had time to mist. So did she. They regppeared at ground level, and | had the sensethat Ashan
wastrying to get free to come after me, but she circled to counter him at every turn.

It wasfun for her. There was aterrible tiger's smile on her innocent little face that made my stomach
lurch.

"Go!" she cdled to me, and extended alittle-girl hand toward Ashan.

And blew him past five parked carsto dam up against a concrete retaining wall. He bounced off and
came back at her like aman-eating rubber ball.



| turned my attention back to the steps, taking them two and three at atime. My calf muscles screamed in
protest. | hadn't run gtairsin... well, years. Since evil Coach Hawkinsin high school, who'd madeit the
dtart to every PE class. I'd never been dl that good at it then, cometo think of it...

The stairs shouldn't have been thistall. It felt asif | weretrying to run the stairs at Chichen Itza, not just a
few dozen up to the locd chapel. | couldn't seethetop. | couldn't tell that there was a top.

Andthen| fetit... awhigpering sense of presence. Something vast and powerful and not like me, not at
dl.

Not even like the Djinn.
| stopped on the stairs, grabbed the railing in one hand, and listened.

It was... whispering. | couldn't tell what it was saying, but | heard the voices. Lots of voices. Mae,
femde, nather, dl swirling. All questioning.

All crying out in pain.

"Let mein!" | yelled. My voice echoed from the rocks, from those lovely, silent, patient rocks. They'd
heard it al, those rocks. Listened to lovers whispering, to warriorskilling and dying, to speeches and
preachers and songs. It wasjust noise. It didn't last.

| dipped under the railing on the sde away from the drop and clambered drunkenly up a pitch, my shoes
unsteady on thefooting. | put my hands directly on the blood-warm stones. They felt rough as
sandpaper, and flecks of mica glittered in them like flecks of gold.

Please, | prayed. Please let mein.
It wasn't going to work. | wasjust too smdl, too frail, too temporary...
"Venna" | yelled. "Quit messing around and get up here!”

She didn't respond. When | looked down—risking a broken neck in the process—there was no sign of
any Djinn a dl inthe parking lot. Dammit.

"Rahd! Dammit!" | yelled it without any hopea dl. "David!" The echoes mocked me, ringing off into the
distance. Losing his namein the empty spaces.

It was al going to belost because | couldn't get up the damn stairs. | took two more steps, but it waslike
forcing mysdf through molasses, then drying concrete.

| frozein place, swesting, trembling, and clawed at the stone for another few inches.

Something pushed me back. | haf did, haf fdl back to therailing, skidded underneeth, and began
pounding up the steps again. No barrier thistime. Two steps a atime, aregular, even rhythm. If the spirit
of this place needed sacrifice, I'd giveit. I'd run until my feet bled, if | had to. Until my heart burst. Until it
damn well saw that | wasn't going to quit.

There was nothing in the world for me but the steps, and that smple stone landing at the top of them, with
the enamel-blue sky heavy overhead.

Ashan was standing at the top, waiting for me. He wasn't Mr. Neat anymore. His suit wasrags, histie
missing. Alabaster skin and fresh road blood showed through the rentsin the fabric. It wasjust
representation, | knew that, but he looked bruised and trashed and thoroughly pissed off. He'd defeated



Venna, then. Probably Rahel aswell. And David, David, oh God...

| put my head down and kept running. Screw Ashan. He was just another obstacle, and | would get past
him. | could fed things changing inthe ar, fed polarities shifting. There was something coming diveinthe
Earth, and there could be no fighting that. The Wardenswere useless. The Djinn were—or would
be—hers. And human beings were just aresource-consuming problem, like an overpopulation of wood
lice and just about asimportant to her.

And therewas acorruptioninit, too. A black, spreading, cold corruption that meant the Oracle had
been infected, and the infection was spreading.

Please.

| sent my prayer up, up into the sky. Up to aheaven | wasn't sure even existed. Wardens were literd.
Scientific. We weren't into the spiritual, and our theology tended to start and stop with the idea that
nobody redly knew what the hell was going on, beyond the aetheric level.

But if God was out there, if he cared, this was the moment for that hands-off policy to be rescinded.

| ran my heart out. Ran until my leg musclesfdt like overcooked noodles. Until my heart was hammering
so fag, it felt like one continuous long reverberation in my chest. Until | was soaked with sweat and spots
danced in front of my eyes.

Until | could barely lift my feet for each endless step.
And then, | couldn'.

| tried, made it hdfway, and tripped. | ingtinctively put my hands out to bresk my fdl... and someone
grabbed my wrigt. | still banged a bruised knee painfully against a stone step, but the pain barely
registered as | looked up to see who had hold of me.

Imara. Bruised, bloodied, but not beaten.

My daughter gave me adow, lovely smile, and reached down to take my other hand in hers. "One more
sep, Mom,” she said. "Just one more.”

There was dways one more.

| raised my foot, trembling, and set it on the step. Imara pulled, and with her help, | raised mysdlf up.
Onelast step.

And then | was at the top.

Ashan stood between me and the door. Imarastill had hold of my hands, and she was smiling so swestly,
S0 luminoudly, that tears flooded my eyes. Oh God she waslovely. She was dl that was good about me,
about David, and | barely knew her, | wanted to have time to understand her, who she was, what she

"l loveyou, Mom," she said, and let go.

Ashan lunged at her from behind. He took her in both hands, snarling with raw fury, and snapped her
neck with adry, terrible crackle. | saw it happen, right in front of me, and | saw her eyes go wide, the
pupils spreading.



| saw my daughter die.

Hethrew her down the steps as if she was nothing. Asif she wasn't worthy of respect and love and
devotion. A broken doll thudding down those steep concrete stairsto flop limp and shattered at the
bottom, smal and human and mortd after all.

| didn't scream. | had nothing |eft to scream with. | stared at Ashan. Hewas primal. He'd defeated
everything and everyone who'd come againgt him, from David to Vennato Rahel.

But none of that mattered now. Hed killed my daughter. And | was not backing down.
"No dlies?' he said, and grinned. "No Djinn to rescue you? No Wardensto fight on your sde?’
"No," | said raggedly. "No one."

Hed kill meif he could. If there was even the dightest chink in whatever was holding him back, it would
break now, and my blood would soak into these thirsty, eternd stones, and it would be over.

Just... over.

| extended my right hand and wa ked toward him with ddliberate steps. He snarled, and it was such a
low, vicious sound that if I'd till cared about living or dying, I'd have stopped. But it was all or nothing,
now. David had put my feet on the path. Rahdl and VVenna had defended me. Imara had pulled me when
| couldn't make the last effort, and she'd—she'd—

My turn to sacrificedl, if | had to.

My hand wasin his space. | waited for the blow that would snap my neck and send me to my deeth, but
it didn't come. My fingers reached, moving forward, then flattened againgt his chest. His shirt was ripped,
and my fingertips registered the difference between hot skin and cool fabric.

We were close enough to be kissing.

"Y ou don't understand,” he said, and suddenly | was talking to aman—an entity, anyway—not just a
force of nature. Someone with flaws and fears and longings. | heard them trembling in hisvoice. | saw
them in hisinhuman eyes. "We were gods. We were kings of thisworld. Then you came, and we were
daves, davesto you. Y ou took our birthright. Y ou took away our place.”

Asif he wanted meto understand. Forgive. Wind blew cold over us, swirling the rags covering him,
tossing my hair back in abanner. The Chapd of the Holy Cross was ten steps behind him, and the doors
were open.

"The Mother forgot us," he said softly. "Hest. Pain. Birth. A dow and quiet cooling. Wewere her
children, but she forgot us."

"Sheremembersyou now." | looked over his shoulder at the open doors, the glow of light through the
huge expanse of glasswindow at the far end of the chapd . It was asimple place, with polished wood
benches, aplain dtar. | could hear the whispering again, stronger now. A union of voices. The Oracle
waswithin. "Y ou've killed your own, right in front of her. | don't think shelll ever forget you again.”

He couldn't get paer, but | think he might have, at that. "Natureis sdfish,” he said. "Sacrificeis
meaningless. Only surviva matters”

| couldn't think about Imara, about sacrifice. "I'm not fighting you anymore.”



His eyesfilled with asiver sheen of tears, and he pulled in asudden bresth. "No," he said. "'l choosethis.
| chooseto stop you, now, here."

"Dont."
"I choose!" He screamed it, and reached out with al the power that wasinsde of him to destroy me.
Sop.

It was apulse of intention, not aword, and the world froze between one pulse beat and the next, waiting
breathlesdly. | thought it was Ashan's doing for asecond, but | saw thewild fury and fear in hiseyes, and
| knew.

| turned. The air dragged at me, dow and thick as molasses.
The Oracle was doing this. She was giving me achance, and | knew it was my very last one.

| walked into the chapdl.

Chapter Ten

The Oracle was Sitting on a bench, facing the glorious sweep of glass that |ooked out on the stunning
vida It redly was one of the most beautiful things 1'd ever seen. 1'd looked into the eye of more than one
storm, and seen the complex, mathematical beauty of it; 1I'd seen most of the most savage, gorgeous,
violent faces of nature,

But thiswas different. Degp and dow and silent. There was no math to it, no science. Only spirit.

Unlike the other Oracles, thisone looked... norma. A woman, with generous curves and alived-in face,
with lines at the corners of her eyes and mouth. She was wearing a dress the color of the rocks outside of
the window, brick red, with a subtle patterning to it, like the creases and shadows and textures of the
sandstone. It had flowing deeves and aloose drape, and it pooled around her feet, into shadow.

Shewas no race | could identify—coffee-and-cream skin, with afaint golden glow undernegth; dightly
upturned eyes, but not enough to make her distinctly Asan. Full lips. Beautiful bone structure under a soft
mask of flesh. Her hair was dark, shot through with wide swathes of gray, and her eyesreflected back
the light from the chapd's windows so strongly, | couldn't tell what color they were, a least not from a
Sde-onview.

She was sitting with her hands nestly folded in her Iap. Rough, scarred hands. Hands that had seen alot
of work, and little gentleness. She looked tired, poised on the knife-edge between middle age and
growing old.

Her head dowly turned, and then she was looking at me. Seeing me. | can't describe what that felt like,
except to say that it was beyond terrifying. Asif the stars had come divein the sky and were weighing
me, judging me, finding mewanting. | felt smal and dirty and ridiculous, aclumsy fregk of nature with no
business here, no business at dl. The Oracles barely recognized the Djinn. Humans were beneath
contempt.

And yet, shewaslooking a me.



| got to my knees. | did it ingtantly, without thinking, because | knew | was very close to something
greater than the furious energy of the Fire Oracle, or the menace of the Air Oracle.

The Earth Oracle was closest of al to the Mother.
Shetilted her head dowly to one Side, consdering me like aparticularly interesting piece of abstract art.

"Please,”" | said. The sound washed over us both, meaninglessin this place. Talking wasn't going to get
me anywhere. The Earth didn't use words. It spoke in the whisper of leaves, the hiss of grass, the
groaning of rocks buried degp. Communication was something very different here, and | was completely
unprepared, completely unworthy to try it. Not even an Earth Warden, which at least would have been
something, some connection, however dight and fragile.

| was just dirt on the floor in this place. No, less than that. Sheld at least understand dirt.

Her gaze dowly shifted away, toward the dtar, the flickering banks of candles on either sdein their red
glass holders, and the astonishingly beautiful vistastretching out before us.

Shewanted something from me, and | had no ideawhat it was, or how to provideit.

| felt the gradua withdrawal of her presence from me.

| was being dismissed.

"No!" | said, and held up my hands. "Please! Pleaselisten to me, | need you to understand—"

No answer. Shedidn't even blink. It was asif | didn't even exist to her anymore. Maybe | didn't. Time
was different in her world. Geologic. Human lives came and went faster than the ticks on a.clock.

"Please!" Thistime, | shouted it, and | did something that was ether very, very brave or abysmdly stupid:
| reached out to her, and took her hand. It felt warm and rough, more like sandstone than flesh. " Please
listen."

Not aflicker. Not atremor. I'd come so far, fought so hard, run so fast... and shewasignoring me.
Unlike Rahd, thiswasn't someone | could give ahard right cross to the chin to get her attention. There
was a strong sense of deep holiness here. Respect was required.

Respect was demanded.

Outside of the glasswindows, | saw the sky... change. It had been getting darker, but now it curdled,
likeink dropped in clear water—a sense of something wrong, something desperately and fatally wrong. |
felt it happen insde of mysdlf, too. | felt the deathclock we all carried, dl mortal things, speed up.

Oh God. Was she going to just wipe everything clean? All life? Destroy it dl and wait that long eternity
for thingsto grow again? Or would the Djinn step back into their place as firstborn, best loved?

| went up into the aetheric, and there | saw it for what it was. A storm coming. A storm that showed
bloodred, full of fury and power. | felt atethering tug, and looked down at my aetheric form to see that
therewas aline, athin, unbreskable line stretching from the center of my being up into that scorm.

It was connected to me, and as | looked around, | saw hundreds of lines. Thousands. Millions. Like solid
raindrops, each leading down to ahuman life. A human who'd just felt an ingtant of shadow, of doubt in
hisor her ownimmortdity.

Who'd had the sensation of someone walking over their graves. Six hillion graves, and only one entity



walking, but it only took the one.
It was gtarting.

"Please” | said. "Please don't do this. We don't deserve this. We can't desarvethis Dammit! What do
you want me to say?'

The Oracle trembled, asudden al-over shake, and | felt the Earth itself groan in response. What the
hell—?

Her eyes closed, and the hand | was holding suddenly turned and took hold of me. Hard, hot, unyielding.
| felt the tremors continue, both through my knees and where she was clutching my fingers. Something
waswrong. Terrifyingly wrong.

Oh no.

| took an aching breath and reached forward to move the neck of the Oracl€e's robes aside, and there,
battened on her like ablack nest of worms, was the Demon Mark. The skin around it was drained white,
leached of life, and | could see the black writhing tentacles bulging under the skin. It was burrowing.

| wastoo late. It dready had afirm grip on her.

| reached out and put both hands on the Demon Mark, willing it to come to me. It ignored me, burrowing
for therich, burning source of power that was the Oracle. | wasinggnificant. Therewasno way | had
enough power to make it cometo me.

There was something coming toward us, digging through stone and concrete. Something dark and
terrible. The adult Demon was on itsway here, following me or drawn to the immense outpouring of
power that was going on—no telling. But we didn't have long.

None of usdid. | could fed theterrible pull insde of my life being dragged away.

The Oracle's power was compromised asit tried to fight the infection of the Demon Mark, but even o, it
was channeling the intention of the Mother to wipe humanity out of her way.

| couldn't stopit. | couldn't even hed the Oracle, which wasthe only way | could even begin to make
thingsright.

"Takemy hand." A rusty, exhausted voice. | looked aside and saw Rahel, holding out atrembling,
blood-stained hand on which the claws had raggedly broken. When | took it, it felt cold.

She extended her hand to Alice—Venna—who was equally damaged. The line stretched on. Djinn after
Djinn after Djinn. And with them, humans. | recognized afew Wardens. A few members of the Maat.

A chain of hands, joined oneto the other, building acircuit of power that, whileit couldn't possible be as
huge asthe potentia of the Oracle, was amuch easier target.

Come on, | begged the Demon Mark. Come on, you sick little freak. Take us. You know you want it

It wasn't coming. | hissed in frustration, grabbed hold of it, and pulled with al the fury and grief and rage
inme. Ft it spird through the circuit of hands, rebound, and come back again, stronger. Stronger till.

They poured their power into me, and the Demon Mark moved in my hand, turned, and struck. It was
enraged, and my skin was nothing like the barrier of the Oracl€'s; it toreinto me with full force, aready



bloated to twiceits origind Sze, and ripped toward my heart.

| let go of Rahel's hand just as the adult Demon erupted from the stone beneath my feet, scattering
razor-edged shards like thrown knives. | felt the hot cuts of the debris, and hit the floor, panting, gagging
on the sensation of the Demon Mark.

| don't know why | thought it might work. Don't know why it did work, except that | knew that two
Demon Marks couldn't touch without fighting. Destroying each other. | knew that because having two of
them insde me had killed me, once.

| turned and threw myself directly on the Demon, wrapping my arms around it.

It didn't fed like I'd expected it to fed. I'd thought it would be cold, ice-cold, and sharp to the touch, but
it was lukewarm, and its flesh—if that was flesh—was only semisolid, sickeningly fragile. | fet itstaons
dig into my shouldersto push me away, but | pressed harder againgt it, driving my hand into its chest.

And | felt the Demon Mark stop its burrowing, stir, and turn. It raced down my trembling, bloody arm,
digtending the skin asit went, diding like abundle of worms.

It didn't care what kind of damageit did, and it fdt like being set on fire from theinside. Like having
every muscle ruptured, every bone shattered on theway. | screamed, but | didn't let mysalf pull away.

The Demon Mark erupted out of the palm of my hand, the one bearing the mark of the Wardens, and
dammed into the center of the adult Demon.

| looked up &t it, but there was no face, no sense of any sort of humanity to it. | couldn't tell if it felt pain,
or fear, or even disappointment.

And then it screamed, a high thin metal sound, and plunged back through the hole and into the dark.
Gone.
Maybe dead, maybe not, but it wasin trouble.

| collapsed to my knees, bleeding, whimpering, exhausted. The death clock inside of me wasticking
dowly, inexorably down.

"Please" | whispered. "We saved you. Please stop this.”

The Oracle hadn't moved from where she sat on the bench, but now, her head turned. | don't know what
she saw, because her eyes were white. Pure white, with atiny dot of black for pupil. Eerie and totally
inhumean.

She said nothing. Did nothing else. But at least | had her attention.

"We'renot invaders,” | gasped. "Maybe we're greedy, and sdlfish, and stupid, but that's our nature.
That's all nature. Weeds strangle wheat. Bees go to war against each other. Humans arejudt... better at
it"

Nothing. But she didn't turn away, either. | felt tears bresk free, and | didn't try to stop them. So much to
cry for, right now.

"Please," | whigpered, out of strength. | leaned forward and rested my forehead on her lap. Soft fabric
rustled around me as she shifted, and her scarred right hand dowly moved to rest on top of my hair.



| felt something tug inside and heard my deathclock tick faster. Faster. Y ears running out of me with
every exhaled, terrified breath. It was going to end quietly after dl. Not in blood and fire and storm, but
inglence.

When there was nothing left, | collapsed in aheap at her feet, on top of the pooled brick-red fabric of
her dress. It wasn't fabric. It ft like sun-warmed stone. It smelled like the empty, quiet places, and clean
wind, and for afew seconds, it didn't seem to matter so much, that everything would be gonethat |
knew. That | loved.

She was offering me peace.
The hell with that. Peace was overrated.

| reached out with oneflailing hand, grabbed hold of the bench beside me, and pulled mysdlf into an
awkward Stting position. Staring up at her. "No," | said. "Hear me. Hear me. Listen. We're apart of
you. Hear us!"

Millions of voices, taking. Babbling.

—scared, honey, there's nothing to be afraid of—
—Ayudame, padre—

—Jag inte den sa goda kansel for nimmel sen—

A storm of languages, of voices. Merging into one sound.
Into ajagged, discordant human chorus, six billion strong.

The Oracle dowly tilted her head, listening. | clapped my hands over my ears, but it wasn't enough; the
din was enough to beat right through the barrier, billions of voices shouting in my ears. Howling. Scared.

And one of them said—L.isten.
| knew that voice. That low, calm voice, with its blur of warmth and assurance.

Lewiswas spesking, too. Lewis, who was like Jonathan had been, who had the keys to power. Once I'd
opened up thelineg, it was like creating a network, and al he had to do wastap in.

| felt him, asif hewas actudly in the room with me.

Maybe hewas, in asense. | saw the Oracl€'s blind stare go away from me, to some empty spot in the

chapd.

The Oracle's head turned back toward me. One of her hands raised in agraceful, dow motion, and the
babble of voices ceased.

And | heard avoice speak, asingle voice, and it was vast and huge and unknowable.

Something broke with a sharp tug in my chest, and for asecond | thought, Thisisit, we're all dying, but
then | felt—heard>—the clock that had been speeding along inside dow down.

Then wind backward.

Now that wasaweird sensation. | gasped and held on to the bench for dear life, gulping down nausea,



and then, with a subtle and whispered pulse, everything judt. ..
... went back to norma.

All over the world, human beings stopped fedling bad, paused in the act of diaing 911 or their loca
equivadents. Stopped clinging to each other in fear. Felt vaguely embarrassed by that sense of sheer terror
that had gripped them for thirty long seconds of eternity.

The Mother had stopped in midhousecleaning.
The Oracle consdered me, and then extended a single pointing finger.

| felt something tir ingde, and then grow. Waves of heat and sensation coursing through me, besating like
wings. Each one more intense than the last, shaking me free of the flesh. Hot golden pressure bursting
through my mind, dissolving mein showers and waves and pulses of ecstasy. | let go and floated on wave
after wave of incandescent glory.

The Oracle smiled, and dropped her hand back to her side, and | dowly drifted back into my body.

When it was over, there was something left behind. A dow, rich, deep pulse of power. Connection.
Rhythmsthat 1'd never felt before, or had any idea existed within my own body.

The Oracle turned away and took her seat again, contemplating the bright red rocks outside, the washed
blue sky, the molten sun.

She looked peaceful. So peaceful.
| turned to go back out into the world.

Ashan was standing in the chapel. Staring at me with murderous, bloody fury. | backed up astep and
shot alook at the Oracle, but she was sedled in that silent contemplation again. Might aswell have been a
thousand miles away from the confrontation going on three feet from her.

"It'sover," | sad. "Back off, Ashan."

"No," he growled. He was far from the polished, self-contained Djinn I'd come to know and fear—this
onewas primd, reduced to hismost basic ingtinctsto inflict pain and terror. "Not you. | won't be your
dave"

I'm not asking you to...

| would have said it, but he didn't give me the chance. He lunged forward, exactly as held lunged at
Imara, and | was glad to see him come for me, glad, because | wanted this monster dead more than I'd
ever wanted anyone dead in my life.

| reached for power, intending to finish thisonce and for dl, but | wasn't fast enough. He grabbed my
head and held it between his hands, and | knew | was one millisecond from a broken neck, dead like my
child, oh God, Imara...

Instead, he held me still and stared into my eyes, and | felt something happening. | fought to get free, but
he was too strong, and whatever it was, he was doing it up on the aetheric levels, too—

Something in me ripped away, something vita and irreplacesble, and | felt aliquid heat race through my
head, burning, erasing, taking me away from theworld...



No.

The Oracle moved. Impossible, that something so composed of stillness could move so fast, but Ashan
wasin her hands and being pulled back and down, still snarling and fighting.

Whatever held doneto me, it was still happening. | swayed, gasping, and grabbed for abench. Missed.
Thumped hard to my hands and knees.

Ashan was on the floor, too, and something was happening to him, something bad... the woman, the
thing, she was bending over him and there was a pure white light and screaming, so much screaming...

... and when it was over, she was Stting on abench, staring straight ahead as if sheld never moved.
Never would.

The gray-haired man with the pale, young face rolled over on hissde, dtill screaming. Something different
about him now. He was weeping, gagging on every bregth.

Not aDjinn at al now. Just aman. Human.
Cadt out from the angels.
... what wasaDjinn?

I'd known his name once, hadn't 1? And this place, | knew it, too... there was a haunting fedling of d§a
vu, but | couldn't remember...

Couldn't remember.

There was a popping sound, like thin glass dropped on stone, and without any more warning than that a
naked man was lying on the floor near the dtar. Golden skin, auburn hair. When his eyes opened, they
were the color of mdting brass, fierce and hot and inhuman.

| flinched and scrambled out of hisway. Toward the other man, who was at least human.

"No—" The metdlic one reached out, trying to grab hold of me, and | pulled away. "Jo, what's happened
to—7?"'

| had no ideawho hewas, but he frightened me. Scenesflickered in front of my eyes, people| didn't
know, alifel'd never lived. Terrifyingly vivid, but they had nothing to do with me, did they?1 didn't know
these people, these places. | didn't know... it wasdl so confusing...

The gray-haired man screamed and charged up from the floor, hands outstretched for my throat.

The woman on the bench turned her head toward me and made the tiniest gesture, the smdlest littlelift of
afinger, and | was spinning into the darkness.

My last sght was of the auburn-haired man lunging for me, trying to hold on. There was torment on his
face, and for asecond... for asecond | thought | knew him.

Then | was gone.

Chapter Eleven



| was lying on something cold and wet, and | was naked and shivering. Afraid. Something was very, very
wrong with me.

| reflexively curled in on mysdlf, protecting as much of myself as| could, as avareness of theworld
washed over mein hot, pulsing waves.

Biting, frigid wind. Ice-cold deet trailing languid fingers over my bare skin. | forced my eyes open and
saw my arm lying on the ground in front of my eyes, hand outstretched, and my skinwas apalid,
blue-tinged white, red at the fingertips. Frosthite.

| ached dll over, sofiercely that | felt tearswell upin my eyes. And | felt empty, cored out and thrown
out like an old orange pedl.

| forced mysdf to look beyond my own hand, and saw that | waslyingin amound of cold, dimy
leaf-litter. Overhead, fal-colored trees swayed and scratched the sky, and what little could be seen
between the skeletal brancheswas gray, flocked with low clouds. The air tasted thin in my mouth.

| tried to think where | was, how 1'd gotten here, but it was ablank. Worsg, it terrified meto eventry to
think of it. | shuddered with more than the cold, gasping, and squeezed my eyes shut again.

Get up, | told mysdlf. Up. I'd dieif | stayed here, naked and freezing. But when | tried to uncurl mysalf
from the embryonic position I'd assumed, | couldn't get anything to work right. My musclesjittered and
spasmed and protested wildly, and the best | managed was to roll mysalf up to my hands and knees and
not quitefdl flat on my face again.

| heard avoice yeling somewhere off in thewoods. Sticks cracking, as something large moved through
the underbrush. Run! something told me, and | wasimmediately drenched in cold terror. | lunged up to
my feet, biting back ashriek of agony as muscles trembled and threstened to tear. | fell against the rough
bark of atree and clung to it as cramps rippled through my back and legs, like giant hands giving me the
worst massagein theworld. | saw sparks and stars, bit my lip until | tasted blood. My hair was blowing
wildly inthe wind where it wasn't stuck to my damp, cold skin or matted with mud and leaves.

| let go of the tree and lurched away. My legs didn't want to move, but | forced them, one step at atime.
My arms were wrapped around my breasts to preserve awarmth that | couldn't find, either within me or
without.

My feet weretoo cold to fed pain, but when | looked back | saw | wasleaving smears of blood behind
on the falen leaves. Cuts had aready opened on the soles.

| kept moving. It was more of alurching not-quite-faling than running, but | was too frightened to wait for
any kind of improvement. Had to keep moving.

More shouting behind me. Voices, more than one. The hammer of blood in my ears kept me from
focusing on the words. Someone did thisto me, | thought. Put me out here to die. | didn't want them
to find that they'd failed.

Not thet they redlly had failed, yet.

Up ahead was atangle of underbrush. My body was already covered with whip-scratchesand a
lacework of blood againgt cold white skin. Even numb as | was a the moment, | couldn't throw mysalf
into athorn thicket. | needed away around... | turned right, holding to amassive tree trunk for support,
and clambered up ashort rise.

Just as | reached the summit, a shadow appeared at the top of it. | gasped and started to fall backward,



but the shadow reached down and grabbed my forearm, pulling me up the rest of the way and then
wrapping me in sudden warmth as his arms closed around me.

| fought, Startled and scared, but he was abig man, tall, and he managed to pin my aamsto my sdeina
bear hug. "Jo!" he shouted in my ear. "Joanne, stop! It'sme! It's Lewid!”

He smelled like woodsmoke and swest, |eaves and damp fabric, but he was warm, oh God, warm as
heaven itsdf, and againgt my own will | felt myself go limp and stop fighting. For the moment.

"Jo?' Hedowly let hisarmsloosen, and pulled back to look down at me. Hewastaller than | was by
half a head, with shaggy-cut brown hair, and along patrician face with big, dark eyes. A three-day
growth of beard coming in heavy on his cheeks and chin. "Weve been looking for you for days. What
the hell happened to you? Are you—?' He stopped himsalf with an impatient shake of his head. "Never
mind, stupid question, you're not okay or you'd have contacted us. Listen, we'rein trouble. Bad trouble.
We need you. Things have gonewrong."

| redized, with aterrible anking fedling, that | had no ideawho he was. And then the sinking turned to
freefdl.

He must have known something was wrong, because he frowned at me and passed his hand in front of
my eyes. "Jo? Areyou listening to me?

| had noideawho | was.

SOUNDTRACK

Y ep, once again, | had a soundtrack to help me stay focused, and boy, it was huge thistime. (It wasa
big challenge. What can | say?) If you can't afford agazillion CDs, hey, do what | do: Download them
from iTunes or one of the other fine music services where the artists recelve compensation per song.
Please don't stedl. Mother Nature doesn't like it when you stedl, and | think we've established what
happens when you make her mad...

Battleflag... Lo Fiddity Allstars

Extreme Ways... Moby

Come Undone... Duran Duran

Objection (Tango)... Shakira

PushIt... Garbage

Let's Get It Started (Spike Mix)... Black Eyed Peas
Goodnight Moon... Shivaree

Virtud Insanity. .. Jamiroqual

Stop Don't Panic... Jamiroquai

Superdtition... Stevie Wonder

Y ou Haven't Done Nothing. .. Stevie Wonder



Angry Johnny... Poe

Molly's Chamber... Kingsof Leon

Red Rain... Peter Gabriel

Twilight Zone... Golden Earring

(The System of)

Dr. Tarr and Professor Fether... Alan Parsons Project
Pretty Fly (For aWhite Guy)... The Offspring
Mugtang Sdly... The Commitments

Vertigo...U2

No Sugar Tonight/New Mother Nature... The Guess Who
Thunder... Prince

Tusk... Fleetwood Mac

SAL.T... TheOrb

Shiver... Maroon

Gd... Callective Soul

Where the River Flows... Collective Soul

Angd... Sarah McLachlan

Oh, Berta, Berta... Tony Furtado

Passve... A Perfect Circle

TheRiver... Joe Bonamassa

Bodies... Drowning Podl

Read on for asneak peek at
Thin Air
the next book in Rachel Caine's exciting

Wegther Warden series!
Available from ROC in July 2007



There were worse things than being naked, freezing, and onein aforest, | wasfinding out.

There was being naked, freezing, not aone, and not sure who the hell you were. And having people
depending on youl.

That wasworse.

Lewis—the onewho'd found me, the tall ragged-looking specimen with the cheekbones—had put my
slence down to shock, which was probably not far from the truth. When | just clung to him, shiveringin
thefrigid wind, hefinally stripped off his down jacket and draped it over my shoulders. | watched him,
shivering and numb, clutching the down coat hard around me. It smelled of dirt and festhers and swest.

"Say something,” he commanded. | didn't. | couldn't. All | could do was shake. What wasthat in his
eyes? Anguish? Fury? Love? Hate? | had no frame of reference for him, or for what he was fedling. " Jo,
how'd you get here? Where have you been? How did this happen?'

When | kept silent, he finally shook his head and glanced around, then gathered up the backpack held
dropped on the ground. "Come with me." | had no reason to, and in fact thelittle voice insde me was ill
urging meto run, fast, but | was too cold and too wesk to obey. Lewis steered me down the gentler
dopeof thefar sde of the hill, into asmal clearing. Overhead, it looked like twilight, everything masked
into smooth gray cotton by the low-hanging clouds. Virgae of rain draped from them, trailing the treetops.
"Sit," he ordered, and | collgpsed onto the cold ground in ahuddle. The coat couldn't warm me. | didn't
have enough heat left in my body for it to insulate. Asif he knew that, Lewisturned away and grabbed
handfuls of fallen wet wood from the underbrush—good-size logs, some of them—and began putting
together the makings of afire. He was good at it. Within five minutes, he had a cleared space, dug down
to the dirt, created afirepit, and ringed it with rough stones.

It didn't matter. The wood was way too wet to burn.

Lewis settled down next to the nongtarting fire, glanced at me, and extended a hand, pam out, toward
theinert pile of wood.

It burgt into immediate hot flame.

| jerked backward, startled, blinking in the sudden dazzle of light, and looked a him. He didn't seem to
find anything odd about what had just happened; in fact, he barely paused before he began digging in his
pack. He pulled out arolled-up pair of blue jeans and adenim shirt. Thick thermal socks.

| started to edge away from him, as discreetly as possible.

"Foot," hesaid, and held out hishand. When | didn't move, he sighed. "Jo, for God's sake, unless you
want to lose sometoes, let me help you." | dowly extended my bare left foot. Hislarge, long, blissfully
hot fingers wrapped around my ankle and propped it on his knee. He frowned at the cuts on my foot.
"What the hell happened to you?' It was, by thistime, arhetorica question. He was very intent on the
cuts, not my face. | got the sense that he didn't want to look at me too closely. "Okay, these are mostly
superficid, but it'sgoing to hurt like hell later if | don't do something about it. So please, hold till."

| expected him to reach for thefirst aid kit | could seein the neatly packed backpack. Instead, he just
cupped my foot in both hands, and | felt asudden pulsng warmth go through me, following by adull
shearing pain. | flinched, trying to pull back, but he held on, and in asecond or two the pain subsided and
faded dtogether. My foot ft ddicioudy warm. Tingling.

Helet go and tugged one of the therma socks up to my ankle, sealing in the warmth. | wanted to be



grateful, but the truth was, | was scared. Scared to death. | didn't know this guy, athough he claimed to
know me, and he could gtart firesjust by snapping hisfingers. Not to mention whatever held doneto my
foot, which felt really good now, but wasn't natural . | might not remember my last name (1 wastrying,
redly | was) but | knew that whatever was happening here, with this guy named Lewis, it wasn't normal.

"Next," he said, and held out his hands again. | hesitated, then gave him the right foot. 1'd need those cuts
seded up if | had to makearunfor it.

Maybe he's the one. The one who kidnapped you and knocked you over the head and dumped you
out here to die. Maybe, but in that case, why was he doing the magica first ad? He could have just let
me go. I'd have died out here, without help.

Wouldn't I?

When theright foot was healed and thermally socked, he put the blue jeans and shirt on the ground
between us, and looked up into my face.

| waited for some memory to makeit past the big black wall. Anything. His name was Lewis, he acted
like heknew me, | should know him.

| didn't.

He must have taken my long stare for something el se, because he shrugged. "Sorry. | don't know where
heis"

He? There was another one? | looked down, trying not to show how tentative | was. How confused and
scared.

"Jo?' He sounded grim. "Whoever took you... did they—ah, dammit. I'm just going to ask it, dl right?
Were you raped?’

Had | been? The word made me fed sick and dizzy, and | had no ideahow to reply. | didn't remember
my clothes coming off. | must have fought, right? | must havetried to get away. | wouldn't have just
ended up out here, naked and dying in the cold, without some kind of areason.

Abducted and raped and left for dead. | tried it on as an explanation for the panic | felt insde.

Hewas waiting for an answer. | didn't look up at him. "I don't—I don't know." My voice sounded
shockingly cracked and smdl. "I can't remember,” | whigpered. "Can't remember anything.” Tears
suddenly boiled up hot in my eyes, and | couldn't get words out past the congtriction in my throat. The
panic hammering in my ches.

Abducted and raped and left for dead.
| felt so cold. If | kept shaking likethis, pieceswere going to start flying off.

"You'rein shock," hesaid. "Look, I'm going to touch you, al right? We need to get these cuts closed up,
and thisfrogthite taken care of, and | cantell if therée's... anything ese wrong. Just—hold on. Dontt fight
me." Hereached out, very carefully.

| flinched. | couldn't helpit. | got hold of myself, somehow, and held till as his hands closed around both
of mine. He moved to get on one kneein front of me.

"l haveto—I haveto get closer,” hesaid. "I need you to lie down.”



Liedown. Liedown on thisfreezing ground.
Liedown, a hismercy.

Not easy, not at dl. | kept telling mysdlf that if he could hedl me—however hewas doing it—then |
should let him. | needed to be healthy. | needed to be ableto run.

| dowly let mysdlf sink back, holding his hands, until | wasflat on my back. The coat didn't go very far
down. The backs of my thighsfelt instantly ice-cold, in contact with the damp leaves, and athough the
fire was casting some warmth, | could barely fed it. My shaking was getting worse, not better.

"Easy," hemurmured, asif | were some wild thing hewas out to tame. "Try to rdax.”

Y eah, sure. Relax. | couldn't watch what he was doing, and the darkness behind my eyelids wastoo
frightening, too much of areminder of everything I'd aready lost. | looked up insteed, at the clouds, and
saw aghost-image of avast wind flowing like ariver, separated into layers. Every little eddy and swirl
was suddenly visibleto me. | stared, puzzled, entranced, and then gasped as | felt Lewis start in on me.

It hurt. Live-wire-on-the-tongue kind of hurt, every nervein my body sensitizing and responding and
burning, and | made amoan of protest and tried to yank free, but he held on, leaning closer, on his knees
in front of mewith hishead bent. It looked like prayer. It fet like torture.

Oh God... hewas inside me. Not in asexud way, athough there was something in it that resonated
aong those nerves, ing de those aching spaces; no, thiswas moreinvasive than that. | could fed him
moving through every part of me, climbing the ladders of my nerve endings, searching. ..

Out. Get out! | was awarethat | was panting, groaning, and trying to pull my handsfree of his. Let GO!
| was writhing on the ground, squirming, trying to suppresstheterrible fedingswelling up in me.

LET GO!

| got my wish, with avengeance, asapair of hands grabbed his shoulders and threw Lewis acrossthe
clearing to smash againgt atree trunk. Lewis yelled and flopped, rolled over and cameto his hands and
knees, then dammed face down into the leaves before getting up again, more dowly. Hisface was
dirty-gray with shock and rage.

"You asshole" Lewissaid shakily. "l wastrying to help her.”
| looked up at my rescuer.

For amoment, my mind just didn't want to acknowledge what it was seeing, because... hewasn't
human. Not at dl. No man had skin like that, like living metal—flickering copper and bronze, cooling into
something that was more like flesh, but il too burnished for anything outside of a specid effect. Hishar
waslongish, like Lewiss, abarely subdued blazing auburn, and athough he was dressed like aregular
guy, in blue jeans and achecked shirt, | had no sense of him being anything like... me. Like Lewis. Like
anyone human.

Hiseyeswere illuminated. Backlit, the way acat's can be in beamed light. A rich, scary color like
melting pennies.

He was staring straight down at me, riveted.

Expressionless.



Lewis spat blood, and climbed painfully to hisfeet. "Make up your mind, David. Do you want her to
freeze to death? Or can | get back to healing her?”

David—should I know the name? Or was he acomplete stranger? | couldn't tell, because he had
absolutely no cluesin hisexpression, in those crazy inhuman eyes, or in the tense, il set of hisbody.

Lewis must have taken his silence for assent, because he was coming back. He elbowed David aside and
reached for my hands again. | yanked them free.

"No!"

"Don't be stupid. Y ou've got frosthite. I'm restoring circulation.” Lewis made afrustrated sound and
grabbed my wrigts, hard, when | tried to pull away again. "Dammit, quit fighting me!"

"Let her go," David said, very quietly. "She doesn't know you."

mWhat?

"l can't see her," he said. "She's not on the agtheric.”

Lewisfrowned at him and rocked back on hishedls. "That'simpossble.”
"Look."

Lewisturned the frown toward me, and his eyes unfocused. For along few seconds, nothing happened,
and then avery odd expression overtook hisirritation, smoothed it out, and made it into ablank mask.
"Oh, shit," he breathed. "Whét the hell—?"

"I can't see her past," David said. "Someonestaken it from her."
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