GaleForce
Rachda Caine

Table of Contents

TitlePage
Copyright Page
Acknowledgements

Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen

Sound Track

Teaser chapter

About the Author

““1f for some absurd reason you haven't tucked into this series, now’sa good time. Get
cracking.”’*

Praisefor the Weather Warden Series

“Theforecast calsfor . ..afunread.”
—Jm Butcher
“* A fast-paced thrill ride [that] brings new meaning to sormy wesether.”’

—Locus



“* A breeth of fresh air in the urban fantasy field.”
—SF Site

“* A kick-butt heroine who will gpped strongly to fans of Tanya Huff, Kelley Armstrong, and Charlaine
Harris”’

—Romantic Times

** Chaos has never been so intriguing as when Rachel Caine shapesit into the setting of agtory. Each
book in this series has built in intengity and fascination. Secondary characters blossom as Joanne meets
them .. . and twists are revedled that will leave you gasping.”

—HuntressBook Reviews
“*The Weather Warden seriesisfunreading . . . more engaging than most TV."”
—Booklist

“*Caine writes with asuperquick pace that carries the reader from beginning to end effortlesdy. Caine's
writing reminds me of Laurdl K. Hamiltonin her early days. . . . Diginto thisgrest new fantasy series”’

—*Purple Pens

“*With chick-lit dialogue and rocket-propelled pacing, Rachel Caine takes the Weather Wardensto
places the Weather Channel never imagined!’”’

—Mary Jo Putney
“‘| dare you to put this book down.’”’
—University City Review (Philaddphia)

Also by Rachd Caine

The Weather Warden Novels
' Wind

Heat Sroke

Chill Factor

Windfall

Firestorm

Thin Air

To thelibrarians and staff of the New Orleans Public
Library system, struggling to return from the

disaster of Hurricane Katrina. Y ou are truly amazing.
Almost every branch of the NOPL sustained damage
during Hurricane Katrinaiin 2005, and many are

gtill closed and in need of renovation.

Donate by visting the Rebuild Web ste:
nutrias.org/~nopl/foundation/katrinaf oundationdonation.htm .
Other Gulf Coadt-arealibraries are dso il in need




of your help. Y ou can find acomplete list through

the American Library Association:

www.aa.org/dacro/katringlkatrinahtm.

Please donate generoudly to bring books back to

those who, like us, want to believe that words can

changetheworld.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Joe Bonamassa, for giving me Soe Gin and the

ingoiration to do thisthing.

Prologue

““Honey!’ | ydled. ** Get the phone, would you?’ It wasringing off the hook, and | was alittle busy
trying to put out afire—awildfire, actualy, blazing across Alligator Alley dong the coast of Forida. It
had been burning for three long days, sending choking black smoke our way.

Never off duty, that was me. Joanne Baldwin: Weather Warden by first choice—if aworld-ending storm
blew up without notice, | was the go-to girl. My secondary ability—and second choice—wasto act asa
Fire Warden, which was what was occupying me a the moment. Being an Earth Warden, helping living
things heal and grow, and controlling things such as earthquakes and vol canoes, was a so something |
could do, though not nearly asreliably or aswell. Asfar as being comfortable with the abilities, having
Earth powerswas sill adistant, weird, cautious third.

| tood on the ba cony of my gpartment building, my eyes stinging from the whipping wind and drifting
smoke, and worked magic. It didn’t ook like I was doing much of anything. Truthfully, | probably could
have goneinsde, picked up the phone, and talked to whatever cold-caling teemarketer was on the
other end . . . but | wasfeding frustrated, and | needed to do something positive, so | was concentrating,
from adistance of severd milesaway, on rendering burnable underbrush less burnable. These changes
would have to be undone later, for safety, but they made dandy firebreaksin the meantime.

Of course, | wasinterfering with Fire Wardens and Wesather Wardens who were aready doing their
assigned jobs. Well, that waswhy | was the boss, right? That was what bosses did—interfere. (My
bosses dways had, anyway, dthough cometo think of it, | hadn’t liked it much when I’ d been on the
sticky end of the problem.)

The phone quit ringing. Good, | thought. Maybe they’ d just given up.

The glass door behind me rumbled open onitstrack. | didn’t turn away from therailing until aman’s
hand dangled the phone over my shoulder. | looked at the phone delivery service, eyebrowsraised in
slent question; David just raised hisown in response.

David was dways fantastic on the eyes, but he was especidly great just now, at sunset, when the red sky
picked up bronzetintsin his skin and highlighted supernatural sparksin hiseyes. Oh, his eyes—currently
therich, dark color of old pennies—were taking on abrighter hue as | watched, because athough David
was currently wearing human form, and liked to weer it alot, a a DNA level he was something
completdy different. We cal them Djinn, because the old tales of those supernatural cregtures ableto do
humans' dirty work were somewhat true.

Of course, thesetales were also awholelot not true, as| continued to learn every day.

David was only haf dressed, in apair of worn blue jeansriding low on hiships. Therewasalot of
tempting gold-dusted skin on display, and so much to admire, from broad shouldersto abs that would
make a Greek statue cry with envy.

He usudly had a shirt on, but then, David was actualy more modest than | was. At leadt, in public. In
private. . . wdl. Let’ sjust say that when David played at being human, he brought his A game.

David waggled the phone again, significantly. | blinked and took it, thinking that the last thing in the world
| wanted just now wasto get distracted from enjoying the view. ‘‘Hello?’

| was't prepared for the volume—or the tirade— that erupted out of the phone. ** Joanne, would you
please butt out aready? Jeez, woman, we can save the world without you! Just go relax! Do you even
own adictionary? Vacation! Look it up!”’

The voice on the other end was Paul Giancarlo, one of the most powerful eement-controlling Wardensin




the country. He happened to specidize in weeather work; he was also one of my oldest surviving friends.
The tone was a strongly Jersey-accented bellow, barely contained by the phone' s speaker. | held the
phone farther from my ear. **Oh, hey, Paul,” | said. ** So. How' s that fire going?”’

“Thefireisgoing fine, and you need to quit screwing around. Y ou are not on duty. | have coverage on
the damn fire, and you need to stop—"’

“*Helping? Thought you needed it. Because three daysis kind of along time to be bresthing smoke—""
“Kid. Stop dready. We' reon top of it!”’

| doubted that. **Let metalk to Lewis.” Lewis Levander Orwell, my old college buddy and part-time
crush, wasthe only guy in the entire Wardens organi zation who still had the right to tell mewhat to do, a
fact that made me alittle smug and—yes, | could admit it—alittleinsufferable.

“*Lewis doesn't want to talk to you. Lewiswants meto tell you to butt out. Get it?Y ou’ re on vacation.
Vacate dready.”’

Before| could fire back, Paul hung up on me. | stared at the phone, surprised and alittle wounded.
David took it from my fingers, put it on the patio table behind me, and said, *‘1 assume hetold you that
you aren’'t needed right now. No, actudly | don’t assumethat. | overheard.”

‘* Eavesdropper.”’

“*People three doors down heard it,”” hesaid. ‘It wasn't agreat feat of supernatural detection.”’

| glared a him for asecond, but honestly, | couldn’t stay angry at David, especialy when he gave me
that look.

But | glanced toward the fire again anyway, and | heard him sigh. ** Jo. Let go. | know how hard it isfor
you, but you need to let other people handle their jobs. That’ swhy they have them.”’

“Threedays’’ | said, pointing an accusatory finger toward the smoke. ** Come on, you don't think they
could have been a little more aggressive about it?’

““You know aswell as| do that sometimes managing how afire burnsis moreimportant than putting it
out,” he said all too reasonably, and stepped between me and my view of the conflagration. Not that he
wasn't, you know, burning hot himself. Because he definitely was, and | felt mysdlf inevitably getting
digtracted.

“‘Stop that,”” | said, not with alot of strength.

“*Stop what?’ He reached for my hands, and | shivered as a breeze moved across my back, which was
left mostly bare by my sky blue halter top. Florida had been kind to me, for achange, with lots of sun,
lots of untroubled, cloud-free beaches. It was as if the Wardens themselves had conspired to make my
vacation uneventful, a least on the weather front, until thisfire thing had popped up.

And that had been okay for the first couple days. And then it had just kept on coming. | know it sounds
crazy, but I’ d gotten alittle bit too rested.

Not that David couldn’t make that haunting feding of uselessness go away; he was promising to, just with
the gentle pressure of hisfingers moving up my barearms.

“*Stop making mewant you,”’ | said. That got the eyebrows again, and adightly wounded frown.
““Making you?’

““Y ou know what | mean.”’

“No, | don't, actudly. Y ou think I’'m manipulating you?’

“You'reDjinn,”’ | said. **Manipulating peopleisbasicaly built into your DNA. I'm not redlly sure you
can hdpit. But—I didn’t mean that. I’ m just—I’m sorry. | don’t know what I’'m thinking. | just—""

“*Y ou want to be taking action,” hesaid. “*Yes. | know. Y ou redly do need to learn how to let go.”’
““What | don’t need iseven more vacation.”” | stepped back from David and dropped grumpily into a
deck chair, retching my long, barelegs out in front of me. The tan was coming dong nicely. Great
accomplishment. Everybody else is saving the world; you’ re golden-browning.

“*Oh, | think you definitely do,”” David said, and draped himself over the other chair, chin propped on his
fist. **1 have never met anyone who needed to learn to relax more than you do.”

And that was saying alot; he’'d met alot of people—millions, probably. | till didn’t have any clear idea
of how old David redly was, only that his birth date was so far back in history that the idea of calendars
had been newfangled. He d been around, my lover. Thefact that he was hanging around here, letting me



be bitchy to him, was kind of amazing.

Before | could apologize to him, the phone rang again. | picked up the cordless extension, pressed the
button, and said, **Paul, | swear, I'm not—""’

A businesdike voice on the other end said, **May | speak with Joanne Baldwin?’

“*Speaking.”’ | rolled my eyesat David. Another attempt to sall meflood insurance or steel hurricane
shutters. | readied the I’ m-in-an-apartment speech, which usualy served to put a stop to these things.
““Ms. Bddwin, hello, my nameis Phil Garrett. I’ m an investigative reporter with the New York Times.
I"d like to spesk with you about the organization known as the Wardens. | believe you're one of its
senior members. Could | have your title?’

| blinked, and my expression must have been something to behold, because David dowly straightened up
in hischair, leaning forward. **Y ou—sorry, what? What did you say?’

“‘Phil Garrett. New York Times. Calling about the Wardens. | have some questionsfor you.”’

““I"”’—my voice locked tight in my throat—‘ got another call, hold on.”” Inapanic, | hit the END CALL
button and put the phone down on the table, staring at it asif it had grown eight legs and was about to
scuttle off. **Oh my God.”

“What?’ David asked. Helooked interested, not alarmed. Apparently, | was amusing when panicked.
The phonerang again. | didn't moveto pick it up. David took it and said, pleasantly, *‘ Yes?’” Therewas
apausewhile helistened. “‘| see. Mr. Garrett, I’ m very sorry, but Ms. Baldwin can’t speak to you right
now. What' syour deadline?’ His mouth compressed into athin line, clearly trying not to smile at
whatever my face was doing now. | could hardly breathe, | felt so cold. ‘I see. That’ sfairly soon. Ms.
Badwin isactually on vacation right now. Maybe there’ s someone else you can—'"" Another pause, and
his gaze darted toward mine. ‘'Y ou were given her number.”’

| mouthed, blankly, Shit! David lifted one shoulder in ahdf shrug. This could not be happening. |
mouthed, By who? David dutifully repeated the question.

““Not at liberty to divulge your sources,”” he said, for my benefit. **I see. If you want my opinion, | think
you're being used, Mr. Garrett. And you' re wasting your time.””’

Helistened. | felt my heart hammer even fagter. Mr. Garrett wasn't going down essy.

“I'll have her cal you back,”” David said, hung up, and put the phone back on the table. He leaned
forward, watching me, hands folded. ** Y ou're scared.”

| nodded, with way too much emphasis. ** Reporters. | hate reporters. | hate reporters from little weekly
papersin One Horse, Wyoming, so how much do you think I’m going to hate somebody from the New
York Times? Guess.”

Y ou don’'t even know him. Maybe thisisagood thing. Good publicity.”’

“* Areyou on crack? Of courseit’snot agood thing! He' sa reporter! And we're a secret organization
I Who the hell gave him hisinfo? And my number?’

“*Jo, he’ sareporter. He didn’t have to get your number from anyone inside the Wardens. He could have
gotten it through smple research. Asto what put him on to thewholetopic. . . David shrugged. He
was right. With al the disasters and potentialy life-destroying eventsthat we' d had the last few years, the
Wardens had been alittle more public than anyone liked.

Andsohadl.

| grabbed for the phone and dialed Lewis scdll. It rang to voice mail. ** Lewis, cal me back. I’ ve got
reporter troubles. Look, if thisisyour ideaof ajoke and you staked me out as the sacrificid goat for the
media, | am not going to be the only one on the dtar when they get out the knives—"

David took the phone and hung it up, very calmly. ** That’s enough of the metaphor,”” he said. **Look,
you don’t need to flail around. Y ou know what to say. Deny everything. They won't have proof. They
never do. And even if they do have something, refer them to the government and the UN. It' Il go away.”
“What if it does’t?’ | chewed my lip in agitation, tasting tangerine gloss. Great. Now | was destroying
my makeup, too, and the whole purpose of lip glosswasto stay interestingly kissable. *‘Look, it'sthe
Times. Thisisdifferent. I'mworried.”

David cocked his head, looking bemused now. ‘*I’ ve seen you face down mongters, hurricanes, and
tornadoes, and you' re scared of aphone call?’



“It'sbigger thanthat.”” | feltitin my gut. ** There was areporter afew months ago. When | was on my
way to Sedonawith Venna. She knew things. It was just amatter of time, | guess, before word got
around and people got to digging. Dammit! | should have known thiswas coming.”’

Heleaned forward and took my hands. Hisfelt warm, strong, calming. *‘| have aquestion that will scare
you even more, if you want to change the subject, ’ he said, after along moment.

| frowned a him. **No games.”’

““No. Thisisaserious question.”” He dipped off the deck chair, and one knee touched the concrete

bal cony floor. He never looked away from my face, and he never let go of my hands. *“ Thisisaquestion
that’ s going to need a serious answer.”

My heart froze, then skipped to catch up onitsbeats. “‘I—"" | couldn’t begin to think of what to say. |
just waited. | probably had it al wrong, anyway.

“Will you marry me?’ he asked.

Oh. I didn't haveit wrong at dll.

My lips parted, and nothing, absolutely nothing, came out. Was he serious? He couldn’t be serious. We
were comfortable together; we had love, we had partnership, we had—everything.

Everything except . . . wdl, this—an officid kind of commitment.

Not possible, some part of my brain reported briskly. David was a supernatura Djinn, only partly tied to
the mortd world. | might have been aWarden, with extra powers over wind, water, air, earth, living
things. . . but | wasjust human, when it came down to brass tacks. He wasimmortd; | wasn't, and |
was achingly aware of that, every day that passed between us.

“David...” | cameup againgt an absolute blank wall, inspirationdly speaking. *‘ |—can we talk about
thislaer?’

““Why? So you can come up with reasonsto justify your fears about me leaving you? ' Hewasn't angry;
he didn’t mean it to hurt. It was matter-of-fact and strangely even gentle. * Jo, | need to know that you
fed as 1 do. | need to have you with me. And— it'smortal custom.”” He was clearly reaching on that last
one.

“*Have you been married before?’ There, I'd asked it. We didn’t go into hispast alot, but | knew it
was ancient, and there had been plenty of relationships— Djinn aswell as human.

Heraised my handsto hislips, and | shivered at the warm, intimatekiss. *‘Yes,”’ hesad. ** Agesago.
Before| knew what | waswaiting to fedl.”

| stared at him. ** And now you know.”’

“*Of course| know,”” he said. His eyes had taken on the burning purity of newly minted copper. *‘| was
waiting for you.”

The phonerang. My gaze went to it; | was startled, but didn’t moveto pick up. Onering, and it cut off. |
wasn't sureif the caler had thought better of it, or if David had severed the connection.

““If you say no, it'sdl right. I will stay with you aslong asyou want meto say,”” hesaid. ** Y ouwon't
loseme. You don't haveto agreeif thisdoesn't fed right to you.”

“But it’ simportant to you.”’

““Yes. Or | wouldn't have brought it up.”” David looked troubled for a second, asif he was unsure of
how much—or little—to say. Then he plunged ahead. ** When humans make their vows to each other,

it sthe closest they can come to the depth of commitment aDjinn feds. Y ou see?| just want—I'm afraid
of loangyou.”

And it had taken him alot to risk the question—I knew that. David' sfedingsfor me were fierce and
congtant; it was part of who the Djinn were. But human fedings were changeable, and | had no doubt he
lived in fear that one day I’ d wake up and be a different person, one he couldn’t reach.

Being married wouldn't lessen that risk, but it wasasymbol, atrust.

It dl came down to trugt. His, and mine.

“Thisiscrazy,” | bresthed. ‘* What the hell arethe Djinn going to say?’

“*Nothing, if they know what’sgood for them.”” Therewasaglimmer of coldnessto histone. David was
the leader of about haf of the Djinn—the good haf, in my opinion, athough there were exceptions. The
other half was led by a Djinn named Ashan, an icy bastard who didn’t like me very much and wasn't



especialy warm toward David, ether. **If you' reworrying what it will do to my standing among them,
don't.”

But | had to think about that, didn’t I? It wasn't just the two of us. The Wardens might have athing or
two to say about a human marrying a Djinn, too. And what minister was going to blessthis union,
anyway? Asde from their religious bdiefs, most minigersdidn’t believein the supernaturd, at least not in
any good kind of way. And | knew David. He d want complete honesty in this, no matter how difficult
that would be.

The day was getting darker, the sky turning from denim to indigo. On the horizon, the sun was nearly
down, pulling itsglorioustrailing rayswithiit.

Black, greasy smoke drifted into my eyes, and | blinked and coughed. David glanced at it, annoyed, and
the smoke disappeared—moved elsawhere. The air around uswas fresh and clear.

“*Jo,”” hesaid, ‘*you don’'t have to answer now. | just . . . had to ask the question.”’

| ought to say no. | knew that. | just knew.

“Yes’’ | sad, and something in me broke loose with awild, silent cry. | was off the cliff now, | redized,
with afiercejoy, and that felt good. It felt free.

Hiseyesignited into acolor found only in the heart of thesun. ** Y es?”

““Yes, dready. I'll marry you. Yes. Hell, yes. What am |, supid?’

The phone rang again. David let go of my hands, picked up the extension, and thumbed it on without
looking away from my face. **Mr. Garrett, I'm taking my lover to bed,” hesaid. **If you know what's
good for you, you' Il reschedule your deadline.’”’

And he crushed the phone asif it were made of marshmallow créme and dropped the smashed pieces on
the patio table.

““Oh,” | said faintly. ** Problem solved. Good approach.’”’

Onthehorizon, thefirein Alligator Alley continued to glow. | discovered that | didn't careat dl, as
David' s hand pulled meto my feet and into hisarms.

| woke up hours later to the sound of screaming sirens. The Wardens had mgjorly screwed up—again.
My apartment complex was on fire. We were being evacuated.

That wasit. | was never going on vacation again.

Chapter One

Getting married waslike planning amilitary invasion of adistant foreign country, only instead of moving
soldiers and guns, you were organizing bridesmaids and bouquets.

Of course, my bridesmaids were bound to be pretty tough chicks. | couldn’t redlly be sure there
wouldn’'t be guns.

“Youknow,” sad my best friend, Cherise, staring thoughtfully into the mirror and smoothing her hands
down the clinging lines of her dress, *‘there’ samath formulafor wedding dresses.”

| blinked at her. | wastrying to figure out if the layer cake of tulle and lace | had on congtituted romantic
excess, or if it looked like I’ d fought off a demented pastry chef and barely escaped with my life.
“What?’

““Theproblemis, this dresslookstotaly fabulous on me. And the better the bridesmaid’ s gown looks on
her, thefuglier the bride’s. I'm just pointing it out because I’ m akindhearted person, you know.”’

She wasright—she did look totaly fabulousin the dress. The color was adark rose, one that wildly
complemented Cherise' sblond hair and beautiful skin. It wasasmple sheath dress, clinging indl the
right places, and it ended at the right length for her, just below the knee, to display her perfectly sculpted
cavesto full advantage. No dyed generic pumps for Cherise; she’ d scoured the stores and come up with
apair of immy Choo shoes that made me pray to the fashion gods for something half as great to appear
inmy clost.

Thefirst time |’ d ever met Cherise, she' d looked fantastic. Cherise could ook delicious wearing an
oversized foam-rubber sun—I know, I’ ve seen her do it, back in the days we both worked for the local
bottom-of-the-barrel TV station aswesther girls.

I, on the other hand, did not look ddicious. | looked like awedding cake that hadn’t quite risen
properly. And white redly wasn't my color.



“You'reatruefriend,” | said, and unzipped my dressto let it dideinto aconfusion of frippery onthe
dressing room floor. The waiting dresswrangler rescued it, fussily dusted it, and put it back on a hanger
and in agarment bag, the better to protect its doubtful charms. ** Right. Something in off-white? With
less—"" | made avague, poofy gesture with my hands. The sdlesclerk, who must have seen brides make
athousand terrible decisions, looked relieved. She nodded and turned to Cherise.

“Maam?’ sheasked. *‘Can | bring you some more selections?’

Cheriseturned, handson hips. *“ Y ou’ re kidding, right? Look, | gave her fair warning. | am not giving up
thisdress. I'll be maid of honor, but not matronly of honor.””

““Keepthedress,’ | said hadtily. **1t really doeslook great on you. So you're done. It'sjust mewe' re
ill working on.”

Cherise, mollified, unzipped and shimmied out of the dress. She was the one who fussed with it, getting it
hung just S0, and zipped it into the garment bag before handing it to the salesclerk. ‘* Be sure nothing
happenstoit,”’ shesad. ‘' Put my nameonit in giant letters. Cherise. Infact, if you' ve got avault—""
“Cher,”’” | said, *‘leave the poor lady alone. She'sdeding with enough asitis. Your dressis safe.”’
““Maybe | should takeit with me.”’

“*Maybe you should put your clotheson. I'm fedling kind of outclassed, here.’”’

Cherise grinned, undermining her Playboy Bunny gpped but making herself red inaway most pretty
women weren't. Shelooked after hersdf with care, but she dso didn’t put too much emphasisoniit.
Cherise liked to do things that the Genetically Chosen Few generaly didn't, like read, geek out on TV
shows, indulge in online gaming. Her most prominent body decoration, which showed plainly asshe
turned to gather up her jeans and tank top from the bench, was a Gray—alittle gray alien tattoo waving
hello from the small of her back, where most beautiful women would have put arose as atramp stamp.
That was Cherise, cheerfully mowing down the barriers.

| sat down on the other bench, legs crossed, fedling exposed and vulnerablein my lacy underthings. | had
ahugeligt of things ill to do for the wedding, and | was running out of time, and the last thing | needed
to be doing was obsessing about the dress. | mean, | had good taste in clothes, right? | could usualy
walk into astore, grab something right off the rack, and get it right.

Today, I’ d gone through more dresses than I’d worn in the last year. Maybe | ought to try the designer
line again. Or get married in agarbage bag. Add acouple of frills, anice bow—couldn’t be worse than
what I d just seen mysdlf in today. There was afashion hell. I'd been there,

““You okay?’ Cherisefinished buttoning up her jeans, skimmed her top down to street-legd levels,
flipped her hair, and voila, she was fantagtic. She stepped out of the Jmmy Choo pumps and boxed them
up with the care usudly reserved for crown jewels or religiousrelics, and did her perfectly pedicured
toesinto apair of hot-pink flip-flops. ** Because you look alittle bit—""

“*Spooked,”” | supplied sourly. **Worried. Scared. Nuts. Insane. Completdly, utterly—"

‘| was going to say hungry. It' saready two hours after we should have had lunch.”

Low blood sugar probably was impairing my impressve dress-choosing skills, and even though thiswas
afull-service bridal store, | doubted that they catered. **Oh,”” | said. **Right. Lunch.”” Now that she
mentioned it, my stomach growled impeatiently, asif it had been trying to get my attention for awhile and
was ready to cannibalize another body part. | reached for my own jeans and top and began tugging them
on. | wasn't as perfectly body-balanced as Cherise, but | had legsfor days, and eveninflats| topped
her by severad inches.

The hardworking clerk came back, swesting under aforklift’sworth of aternate dress choices. | frozein
the act of zipping up my pants. **Um—"

Cherise, rightly identifying amoment when amaid of honor could take one for the brida team, smiled
winningly at the clerk and said, ** Sorry, but I’ ve got anail appointment. We'll have to come back later.
Could you keep those out? | swear, it’ll be an hour, tops.”” She caught my look. ** Two, at the mogt.”’
The clerk looked around the dressing room, which had far fewer hooks than she had dresses, sighed,
and nodded.

| had just finished fastening the top button on my pantswhen | felt the whole store distinctly shake, asif a
giant hand had grabbed the place and yanked. | froze, bracing myself on thewall, and saw Cherise do



the same. The clerk froze under her load of thousand-dollar frocks.

Andthen dl hell broke loose. The floor bucked, walls undulated, cracks ripped through plaster, and the
ar exploded with the sounds of glass crashing, thingsfaling, and timbers sngpping. The sdlesclerk
screamed, dropped the gowns, and flung herself into the doorway, bracing hersdf with both hands.

| should have taken cover—Cherise sengbly did, curling ingtantly into aball under the nearest cover,
which was the bench on her side.

What did | do?| stood there. And | launched myself hard into the aetheric, rising out of the physica
world and into a plane of existence where the lines of force were more clearly visible.

Not good. The entire area of Fort Lauderdale was aboiling confusion of forces, most erupting out of a
fault line running directly under the storein which | stood. It looked asif somebody had dropped a
bucket of red and black dye into awashing machine and set it on full churn.

We were so screwed.

| sensed other Wardens rising into the aetheric, responding to the crisis, there were two or three of them
relatively close whose sgnatures | recognized—two were Wegther, which wasn't much help, but one
was an Earth Warden, and a powerful one.

| flung my gtill-new Earth Warden powers deep into the foundations of the building in which my physica
form was till trapped, and began shoring up the structure. It was taking a beating, but the wood
responded to me, healing itsdf and binding into an at least temporarily unbreskable frame. The metal was
tougher, but it also fel within my powers, so | braced it up as| went, creating alightning-fast shell of
gability in aworld that wouldn’t hold together for long.

| reached out, in the aetheric, and connected with the other Earth Warden; together, we were able to
blanket part of therift with power, like pouring superglue on an open wound. Not amiracle, it wasjust a
bandage, but enough. | didn’t know enough about how to balance the forces of the Earth; it was different
from the flashing, volatile energy of Fire or the massve, ponderous fury of Westher. It had al kinds of
dow, ungtoppable momentum, and | felt very fragile sanding in itsway.

Help, | said to the other Earth Warden—not that talking was redly talking on the aetheric. It was crude
communication, at best, but he got the message. | watched as he spread himsdlf thin, and his aura settled
deep into the heart of the boiling red of the disturbance.

Oh, hell no. Noway was| going there.

Thenagain, if | didn’t, | wasleaving him adoneto do the dirty work—the potentialy fatal dirty work.

| took adeep metaphorica breath, steadied mysdlf, and stepped off the cliff.

Sensations are different on the aetheric—properly, they’re not sensations at al, because dl the nerve
endingsare dill firmly planted down on terrafirma. But the mind processes stimuli, no matter how
unpleasant or strange, and so what it felt like to me on my way down, following my Earth Warden
colleague, was . . . pressure—being squeezed, lightly at first, then moreintensdly. It waslike diving in the
ocean and swimming deeper and deeper, but thisdidn’t fed likeliquid; it felt morelikeameta vise,
cranking inexorably tighter.

| faltered and nearly bugged out, but | caught a glimpse of the other Warden. He was below me, only a
bit farther, and | decided that if he could do it, | had to. Down | went, and if I'd had an actud, physica
mouth and lungs, I’ d have been screaming and crying by thetime | got there.

His aetheric form—uwhich, | noticed, sported shadowy, shoulder-length hair and the ghost of a guitar
dung across his back—was knedling down, studying something. | joined him. He sllently indicated what it
was he was examining.

I’d never seen anything like it in the aetheric, but | didn’t need a college courseto tdll it was very, very
bad. It looked like some kind of black icy knife, sharp on al edges, wickedly pointed at the end. It was
plunged deep into the ground, or what represented the ground up here.

The Earth Warden reached out and touched it, and from the way he jerked back, it was avery painful
experience.

Well, | hadn’'t come dl thisway not to try.

Thejolt that went through mewhen | tried to take hold of the thing felt like being on the receiving end of
alive power cable, only not as much fun. | let go— couldn’t do anything €l se—and |ooked wordlesdly at



my colleague.
He shook his head and pointed up, indicating we should rise. | nodded. Up we went, dowly, letting the

pressure bleed off. | didn’t suppose we' d get the bendsin the aetheric, but it didn’t seem prudent to push
it, and besides, | was dtill trembling from the jolt that piece of black ice had sent through me.

Far above, in the softer regions of air, he made a gesture that was clear even in the agtheric—thumb
toward hisear, little finger toward his mouth. And then he pointed from himself tome.

Hewas going to call me. | nodded and waved, and dropped out of the agtheric, back into my body.
The earthquake had stopped . . . temporarily, at least. The dress shop was amess—plaster cracked,
mirrors broken, racks toppled. Disaster with a designer label. Somebody was shaking me. Cherise. She
had her hands fisted in my shirt and wastrying to haul me up, but | was bigger and she was shaking too
much to really be effective on leverage.

| helped her out by lurching to my feet and checking on the store' s other occupants, including the clerk.
Apart from being terrified, they were dl miraculoudy unharmed, though hair, makeup, and wardrobe hed
been sacrificed to swest, tears, and sfting plaster dust.

| made Cherise sit down on abench and stood for a moment, letting my awareness spread through the
structure, looking for mgjor damage. A few cracked support beams, but nothing that couldn’t be braced,
and nothing that would come down unexpectedly, unless there was another hard jolt like the first one,
which | couldn’t guarantee wouldn'’t happen.

| pulled my cedll phone out asit began to ring, and walked to the front, where plate glass windows had
once been. They were now aglitter of broken fragments inside and outside the store. People were
gathering out in the street, which was ahazard in itsdlf, as driverstried to navigate their way through to
check on their families, their homes, their businesses. Nobody looked badly hurt, but everybody |ooked
shell-shocked. Earthquakesin Californiacame with the territory, but in Florida?

| answered the cdl. ** Joanne Baldwin.”’

““Warden, it' s Luis Rocha. Earth Warden. We met up top.”” Meaning, up in the aetheric. | didn’t know
hisvoice, but | liked it—warm, brisk, efficient. No wasted words. ‘* Everybody okay there?’
“*Lookslike.”” No wasted words here, either, apparently. ** Good work up there.”’

““Youtoo, but I’'m worried. | don’'t know what the hell that thing iswe saw, but whatever it is, it needs
looking into.”

“*You think it’ sthe cause of what just happened?’

“* Any place can have earthquakes, but not without some warning signs, and there weren't any. External
cause, hasto be. That thing—it seemsto be the epicenter, and no way isthat supposed to bethere.”’

| frowned. ‘Y ou think it could do more damage?’

““Don’'t know, but | wouldn’t leave it there. We need to figure out what thisthing is, fast.”

“My job,” I sad. “*I'll get the Djinn onit. Y ou do your thing, Warden Rocha, and thank you. Excellent
job.”’

| heard the grinin hisvoice. *“ Y eah, wdl, put it on my bonus schedule. Adios, sefora.’”

“*Adios,”’ | said, and hung up. | dipped the phone into my pocket and wondered, for the first time, why
David wasn't—

“I'mright here,” David said, appearing out of thin air in midstride. He was dressed for business, not
pleasure—sturdy blue jeans, aplain shirt, thick boots, and hislong olive-drab coat. Glasses, too. They
glittered likeicein the reflected shine from the broken glass. He didn't hat at a polite distance; he came
right up and put his hands around my face, wordlessly smoothing away plaster dust, and placed awarm
kisson my forehead. | felt the various aches and pains melt away, and amad jittering inside me go lill
and cam. | hadn’t even redlized how tense | was.

““What kept you? ™ My tone stayed dry, adthough | had astrange desire to burst into tears. ‘* Next time,
don’t stop for traffic lights, okay?’

He sighed and put hisarms around me. ** Safe drivingisn't just agood ideg; it' sthelaw,” he reminded
me, in that mocking way that only Djinn can. He d no morethink of obeying traffic lawsthan | would that
thing about not wearing white after Labor Day. ‘* Sorry. We were busy.”’

Y eah, no kidding. Busy here, too. What's—'" My phonerang. | stepped back from him with an



apol ogetic what-can-you-do lift of my hands, and answered, *‘Baldwin.”’

It was my friend and (technicaly) boss, Lewis, and he was uncharacteristicdly angry. **What the hdll did
you think you were doing?’ he demanded. He was someplace close, or at least equally affected; | could
hear the rising babble of confused voices and car darms. **We re going to be damn lucky if thewhole
eastern seaboard isn't in chaos by the end of the day!’”’

| stopped what | was abouit to say, frowned, and rewound what he'd said. | listened to it againin my
head before saying, cautioudy, ‘* Hang on asecond. Y ou think it' smy fault?’

| felt, rather than heard, him coming to a complete stop wherever hewas, asif I’ d gotten hisundivided
attention. | hoped he wasn't standing in the middle of the street, like theidiots outside. And | thought he
wasreplayingwhat I'd just said. ** Areyou saying it isn't your fault?’ he asked.

““I"’m about ninety-nine percent sure | had nothing to do withiit.”’

Y ou were seen in the middle of the—""

“Yeah, trying to fix it, whichissort of my job!’’ | snapped, and looked at David. He was watching me
with warm brown eyes, looking dmaost completely human. | wondered what kind of effort that was
taking. *‘If you don’t believe me, ask the other Warden. Luis Rocha. He was there. He saw what |
““Rocha,”’ Lewisrepeated thoughtfully. *“ Yeah, | know him. Luisis solid. Okay, let metalk to him, but
meanwhile—sorry. | just thought, with you new to your Earth powers—"’

““Y ou thought I’ d go yank around at force linesin the ground, because they were there? What am [,
four? Come on, man.”’

Ah, therewasthe Lewis| knew and loved, in that ironic lift in hisvoice. ** Jo, you know damn well that if
you' re standing at ground zero of trouble, | have to assume you' ve got something to do withit.”
“*Convicted on prior bad acts?’

“* Something likethat.”” He was moving again. | heard the shrilling cal of asren asit ripped by him and
dopplered away, and then heard it coming into audio range on my end—same siren, or very smilar.
“Whereareyou?’

“Devid sBridd. Um, it was Delvid s Bridal, anyway. | think it's Super Discount Gowns now. At the
very leagt, there sgoing to be awholelot of discounting going on.”

“* And you say you didn't haveamotive,”” Lewisreplied. *‘ Right. I’'m heading that way. Stay put.”’

He hung up before | could assure him | wasn't going anywhere. | looked around. The clerk was making
sad atemptsto right salesracks and rehang gowns. Cherise exchanged alook with me, nodded, and
went to help. David, of course, could have waved amagic hand and put it al back to rights, but that
wasn't the way things were done, at least not out here in the open, where it could be withessed by the
generd public. We' d do most of our helping out later, when people weren't looking.

At leadt, | hoped so. The old days of the Wardens leaving messes behind them were over—or soI’d
been assured. Thiswould, | thought, be agood test of their resolve to do the right thing, and if they didn't
... well, | could aways take names, kick asses.

““Not norma,”’” | said aloud. ** This shouldn’t have happened.”’

| didn’t need confirmation, but David gaveit to me anyway. ** Someone caused it,”” he said.

“A Warden?’

Hewasslent. When | glanced hisway, | saw that his eyeswere growing lighter in color and brighter in
power . . . but then they cooled again, and he shook his head. ** Unknown.”’

““What? How can it be unknown? How can you not know?’ Because David, after al, was sort of the
running definition of omniscient these days. Imagine those surveillance cameras you see on every street
corner, only for the Djinn, every single object in theworld, living or inert, has a history and a path through
timethat they can follow. David was capable of unspooling that carpet back and following the threads to
... nothing, apparently.

That was unsettling to me—to him, too, because he shot me afrown and said nothing in his own defense.
Heturned away to pace, head down, and | was reminded for al the world of atracking dog trying to
pick up ascent.

Vanly.



| felt adight bump of power on the aetheric level— it took concentration to detect it—and knew that
someone had arrived. Someone of the Djinn variety. Could be agood thing; could be abad thing. . . .
Either way, it would be unpredictable.

| turned, a determined smile on my face, and was relieved to see the Djinn Rahel lounging in the cracked
doorway, amsfolded, surveying the damage with amused, lambently glittering eyes. Shewas atall
cresture, elegant asaheron, but her nature dways put mein mind of a hunting hawk—predatory, aert,
adways on the verge of griking.

Today she wore a bright lavender pantsuit in what |ooked like (and probably was) the softest of peach
skin. It wastailored within an inch of itslife, clinging to her long legs and her sculpted torso. Purplewasa
relaxed color for her, asit wasfor me. In aless conciliatory mood, she' d have been wearing neon
ydlow.

“*So,”” shesaid, inalow voice asrich as spilled syrup, ‘* does this mean the wedding is of f?”
“Youwish,” | said. “* Thanksfor the help. Oh, wait . . .”’

Her smile widened, reveding white, even teeth. My, she was in agood mood. She didn’t even bother
with sharpening them to freak me out. ** Did you need help, little sster? All you had to do was ask.”’
LikeI’d had timeto pretty-please. Shetilted her head, ill focused on me, and the hundreds of tiny,
meticulous braidsin her ebony hair shifted and hissed together, and the tiny beads clacked. Snakes and
bones. | ressted the urgeto shiver. | liked Rahel, and | thought she liked me, as much asthat kind of
thing could happen, but | was never redlly . . . sure. Y ou never could be, with the Djinn.

And once again, she surprised me by saying, **What do you need?’

Djinndidn’t offer. But shedid, and | gaped at her for along, unflattering few seconds before | got
control and composed mysdf into agrateful expression. *‘If you could check and let me know if you find
anybody wounded, anybody in trouble—"’

Sheflipped anegligent hand—perfectly manicured, with opal polish on the sharp nails—and misted
away. | looked around. David hadn’t bothered to turn, and the humansin the store and on the street had
been too preoccupied with their own traumato recognize atruly strange thing when they saw it.

Two seconds later, more or |ess, ashadow darkened the doorway, and Lewis edged in past the sagging,
glasdess metd frame. Helooked first to David and nodded; David had turned to face him, which said
something about how Lewis rated on the whole threst-level scale as compared to Rahel. Not that Lewis
was athreat, except in the sense that David probably never forgot (or could forget) that Lewisand | had
oncebeen. . . close. Not for ages, but dill. 1t hadn’t been the kind of one-night stand you forget.

Even so, the two of them were friends, if cautious friends. And they respected one another.

“*Everybody okay here?’ Lewisasked. | gave him asilent thumbs-up, not quite daring mysalf to speak.
Helooked—wsdll, like Lewis. Drop him in the middle of Manhattan or in aforest in the Great Northwest,
and he basically remained unchanged. Blue jeans, hiking boots that had seen miles of hard use, brown
hair that shagged a bit too much, athree-day growth of beard on along, angular face. Almond-shaped,
secretive dark eyes. ** Jo. We're setting up astaging area. I'm on my way there now. If you' re done
here—"

“Yeah, I'll comewith,” | said. I’d had apurse a some point, and | went back into the changing room to
hunt for it. Good thing it was ahobo bag. | fdt asif | matched it nicdly, what with the rumpled clothes,
swest, and plaster dust.

When | turned, David was right behind me. He steadied me with big strong hands, looking into my eyes,
and | couldn’t resst an audible gulp. Hejust had that effect on me.

“‘Becareful,” hesaid, and kissed me. It was probably meant to be one of those gentle little pecks one
partner gives another casudly, but it turned into something else as our lips warmed and parted and made
pledges to each other we couldn’t redlly keep at the moment.

When we parted, | felt significantly more aone, and | could see he did, too. David tapped me on the end
of my nose with onefinger, an unexpectedly human sort of gesture, and gave me a heartbreaking amile.
“I dmost lost you,” hesaid. **1 hate it when that happens.”’

He d redly, truly lost me a couple of times. Once, he' d broken the laws of the Djinn and the universe
itself to bring me back. | was well aware how much he' d risked for me, and how much he'd risk again if



he had to.

| had to be more careful. Losing mysdf was one thing. Losing David was an unacceptable something
dse

Cherise was till in the main room, hanging up gowns and dusting them off, shaking them out. The clerk,
who looked pissed now rather than shattered, was muttering under her breath as she checked each dress
for damage. | gave Cherise the high call-me sign, and she flashed me agrin and mouthed, You owe me
lunch, bitch!

Cherise was the fastest rebounding human I’ d ever seen. And that was only part of thereason | loved her
likeasder.

Consdering my actual bitchy, whiny, double-crossy, drug-addicted sgter . . . better than my sster.
Lewis had aHummer. | hated Hummers, but | had to admit, it suited him—and he was probably one of
the few Hummer driverswho actually used it as God and Jeep intended, to be driven over hard terrain. It
looked it, too—muddy, dented, cheerfully well used.

| cameto ahalt, staring up at the passenger door. ‘| swear,” | said, **if | split thesejeans climbing into
your damn truck—""’

““Need aboost?’ Lewisasked from behind me. And | had aterrificaly tactile premonition of hisbig
hands going around my waist and lifting me up. . . .

Bad for my discipline.

“Asif,” | sad, and, with amighty effort, levered mysdf up to the step and into the cab of the truck. It
was like an eighteen-whedler, only with better upholstery. As| got mysdlf strgpped in, Lewisswung inon
the opposite Sde with the ease of long practice, and longer legs. | sniffed. The truck smelled like mud,
leaves, wood smoke, and mildew. **Y ou ever get thisthing detailed?’

““What would be the point?’ Lewisput it in gear, and the tank began to roll. He drove dowly,
negotiating around stopped cars and people still standing in the middle of the street. Norma lifewas
garting to reassert itself. Aswe got farther from the dress shop, | saw that the damage appeared limited
to broken windows and overturned shelvesin the stores. It looked like New Orleans after aredlly rocky
night of Mardi Gras. **Okay,”’ Lewissad, drawing my attention, ** so give me the bullet points.”’

| ticked them off, afinger a atime. **One, | was minding my own damn business, trying on wedding
dresseswhen it hit. Two, | worked with Luis Rochato try to figure out what was causing it and lessen the
damage. Three—'" Number three was my middle finger, unaccompanied by the other two.

“Classy,” Lewissad. *‘I’'m sure the Wardens Council would be impressed with the summary.”’

| repested the gesture for the missing Wardens Council. Because | didn’t much like most of them,
ayway.

““When you and Rochawent up on the aetheric, what happened?’

| described it for him—the red boil of forces out of control; Rocha diving down toward the source; me
following; theice black shard of—something—driven into the skin of the planet.

“Youtouchedit,” Lewissaid, ‘‘and it knocked you away.”

“*Likeit was Sammy Sosaand | was the baseball.”’

“*Nice sports reference. Y ou do that because I’'maguy?’

““No, | doit because | like baseball. Back to the subject. | couldn’t hold ontoit, and if | couldn’'t—"
The only Warden waking around who was stronger than me was currently driving the Hummer. **You
want to giveit ashot?’

“I'dliketo seeit,” he said. We cameto astoplight; he turned right, found a deserted parking lot, and
parked. ** Show me.”’

| took hishand. It wasn't strictly necessary, but it made me fedl better. We launched up together, out of
our bodies and into the aetheric, and | was as dwaysinterested to see that Lewisdidn't redlly look all
that different on the astrd planes than he did back home. Most people tended to reflect the person they
wanted to be—prettier, fancier, stronger, taler, skinnier. Hell, our friend Paul manifested asakind of
King Arthur- eraknight, athough | was pretty sure he didn’t know that.

| had no ideahow | looked up top. Did | want to ask? Y eah. But it just Wasn't Done. Warden protocol.
The aetheric was abuzz with Warden activity. Lewisand | stayed out of it, floating high and looking down



on the teeming, busy swirl of light that wasthe city of Fort Lauderdae. | pointed to a cluster of Warden
activity, and tugged on his hand. Down we went, hurtling fagt, flashing past startled colleagues| didn’t
even vaguely recognize.

We headed down into the disturbance, which, though till roiling, was contained in atight, glassy shell of
power. It looked fragile—the shell, not the disturbance.

Lewistouched the surface, and it took on amilky swirl; then his hand passed through it. Hewent inside,
pulling me after, and when | looked back | saw the bubble sedling itsalf behind us. Pressure closed in on
me, real and intense, and | wasglad | didn’t have blood vesselsto rupture, because there would
definitely be rupturing going on, followed by copious hemorrhaging.

Down we went, diding through what felt like molten glass, and then | saw the black otherworldly glitter
below and pulled on Lewis shand to let him know. He nodded, and we touched down on something that
wasn't ground, wasn't surface, wasn't anything really except a shadow of redlity.

And thereit was: the black thorn of glass, driven deep.

Lewismimed that hewas going to grab it. | shook my head. He mimed again. | shook my head again.
Fat lot of good that did. He grabbed it anyway.

Lewisheld on for longer than | had—ong enough that | began to think he was actualy going to manage
to yank the damn thing out—but then was thrown back, just as1’d been. Well, more violently. And he hit
and bounced and drifted, seemingly unaware of anything until | grablbed on and began hauling him
upward, away fromthat . . . thing. | couldn’t explain why, but it gave me the serious creeps. It glittered.
It looked deadly sharp, no matter what angle you looked at it; there was a sense of purposeto it that
made my skin crawl.

It meant to be there. And it meant to defend itself.

Lewis came awake again, thrashing, and broke free of my hold. | fumbled for him, but he was aready
svimming away from me, heading back down.

Crap. Thiswasn't going well.

| couldn’'t yell on the aetheric, but | damn well fdt like shouting. | pushed after him, fedling sick from the
pressure, and grabbed hold of hisankle. He shook free of my grip and kept going, arriving back in front
of the black shard. He didn’t touch it thistime; he just drifted dowly around it, taking in every detail.

And then he went up, into another aetheric plane higher than thisone. | tried to follow, but | dammed into
aglass celling that no amount of trying would get me past. | was anchored in thereal world, and that line
sretched only so far.

| had no ideahow Lewiswas ableto do it, but then that was why he was at the top of the Warden food
chain, and | wasn't.

| waited impatiently, and in amatter of minutes he was back, faling back down. He grabbed my hand
and we plunged through the aetheric levels, back down to thered world . . . into our bodies.

| coughed, gasped, and felt my head pound in time with my rapid heartbest. | was covered in sticky, cold
swedt. Infact, | felt downright sick.

So did Lewis, clearly. Helooked just asbad as| felt, if not worse, and when | touched him, his skin was
ice-cold.

Worse, hishandslooked . . . burned, flushed bright red on the palms. He wiped them on hisjeansina
convulsive movement, asif there were something horrible on them that he wanted to get off, but it was
clear from the way he was shaking that it went deeper than surface dime.

“Chrigt,’” hesaid, and leaned his head back against the whiplash rest. **What the hell ?”

“* And here| was hoping you' d have some bright, easy answer,”” | said. *‘ Because |’ ve got no clue, man.
I’ve never seen anything likeit before.”

“*Have you shown it to David?’

| hadn’t, and as he mentioned it, | wondered why | hadn’t. And why he hadn’t immediately sensed it.
Strange.

“No,” | said dowly. “*And I—don’t think | should. Don't you think?”’

Lewisnodded, not looking a me. His face had gone the color of old newspaper, and hislips looked
gray. ‘'l don't, ether,” he said softly. **Why isthat?”’



“What?’

““Why do we think that? Wouldn't we usudly ask the Djinn to take alook?’

Usudly, but thistime. . . itjustdidn’'tfed . . .

| had no answer. | just stared at him, then shrugged. Lewistook adeep breath, started the Hummer’s
engine, and pulled back out onto the road.

Therest of the trip was spent in silence.

“You'rekidding,”’ | said as Lewis negotiated the Hummer into a parking space built for aHyundai.
““We'remeseting a Denny’s? Was Chuck E. Cheese aready booked for the president?’

“*Emergency meeting,” hesaid. ** Thiswas the closest place we could find where we could have some
privacy. Besides, | could use some food—how about you?’

Well, | supposed | could use a Grand Slam or aMoon Over My Hammy or something.

Getting out of the truck in the narrow space between two other vehicles proved to require movesillegd
in some Southern states. | managed not to scratch the other car, which was good, becauseit wasa
Ferrari. Bright red.

Denny’ s had suffered little or no damage, asfar as| could tell. Maybe they’ d been outside of the shake
zone. Plate glasswindows were intact; diners il sat at tables; waitstaff circulated with trays and plates.
Lewisand | walked in, out of the cloying humidity and into the frigid embrace of air-conditioning. |
shivered alittle—till fighting off the chill I’ d gotten on the agtheric, | guessed.

Lewisled me back to aprivate room, one with diding doors. Insde were four of the most powerful
peoplein the Southeast, never mind Florida, and they were dl digging in to breskfast.

| half recognized Luis Rochafrom his sgnature on the aetheric; he was medium height, medium build, a
bit broad in the shoulders. His skin was a dark, warm bronze color, and his eyes and hair were black.
The hair waslong, trailing down around hisface and past his collar. His deeveless gray muscle T-shirt
revealed strong, defined armsinked up with flames and intimidation, but his smile was warm and rather
Sweet.

Hewasthe only Earth Warden in the room. Two of the others—Sheryl Brewer and Nicholas Mancini—
were both Weather Wardens, solid technicians, if not spectacular. Usualy, troublein Florida came from
westher, after dl—it wasn't known as Hurricane Centrd for nothing.

The fourth was, of course, aFire Warden. Nobody | wanted to see. She no doubt went with the red
Ferrari out front, and her name was Janette de Winter. Good at her job, but my God, didn’t she know it.
We exchanged narrow smiles. She was egting addlicate little fruit cocktail thingy. Even now, in the midst
of criss, shewas perfectly put together—atailored white suit, long tanned legs, open-toed pumps
showing a perfect pedicure. Her makeup had that airbrushed quality of having been put onin layers, until
shelooked more like an animated magazine cover than ahuman being.

Maybe | was just fedling catty because | was sweaty, bruised, and covered in dust.

She raised an eyebrow at my appearance, looking coolly amused. Nope. It wasn't because | 1ooked like
crap. | fet catty because | just plain didiked the woman.

Lewisand | took seats at the table. He did in next to the Weather Wardens, leaving me stuck next to de
Winter, but also next to Rocha, who winked at me as he shoveled syrup-drenched wafflesinto his mouth.
The server appeared, and Lewis and | gave our orders—I went for waffles, after seeing Rocha s evident
happiness with his. Also, just so | could see de Winter ook pained. Waffles were clearly déclasse.
Hooray for waffles.

“Firgof dl,” | said asthe waitress closed our doors, **and just to get it out in the open, thisis not my
fault. Ask Lewis.”’

All eyesturned to him, if they weren’t dready there. He Sipped coffee and nodded. ** She’ sin the clear,”
hesaid. ** Whatever’ sgoing on, | don’t think any Warden isbehind it.”

Luis Rocha put down hisfork. *‘1t wasn’t natural. No way in hdll. Did you seeit?’

“Wesaw,” Lewissaid. “*And | agree. It wasn't naturd. But it’ s nothing a Warden could be powerful
enough to do alone, ether.”

There was amoment of slence. Brewer said, softly, *‘Djinn?’ It wasthe question we were al dreading
and the reason, on some levd, that Lewisand | hadn’t wanted to go to David about what we' d found.



Because either he knew, which was bad, or he didn’t know, which was worse.

Either way, it put him, asthe leader of the New Djinn, in an impossible pogtion.

“That'scertainly apossbility,” Lewissaid. | knew what he was thinking: Ashan, and the other half of
the Djinn. The old, arrogant half. But the truth was, | didn’t believe even for a second that Ashan would
have driven that evil black thorn into the skin of Mother Earth. In acurious sort of way, he cared more
for her than for himself, his people, and certainly humanity. He wouldn’t have doneit, and he wouldn't
have alowed it to be done, not by any of hispeople. Or David's, | thought suddenly. There’ d have
been war first.

Nothing scarier than awar between the Djinn.

Been there. Had scars.

“Didyoutry to getit out?’ Rochaasked Lewis. Lewis nodded and held up hishands. They were
blistered. *“ Madre de Dios. That happened on the aetheric?’

“Yeah.” Lewisstudied hispadmswith afrown. ** Shouldn't have.”” | knew that self-hedling was one of
the toughest things for Earth Wardens, and so did Luis Rocha; he gestured to Lewis, and the two of them
went off to aside tableto St close together, backs to us. Healing was, sometimes, kind of a private thing.
Intimate. | Spped coffee and tried to ignore the fact that I” d been left on my other sde with Janette de
Winter, who was shooting me looks that could kill.

“Any report oninjuries?’ | asked thetable at large. They all glanced at each other, and then Sheryl
Brewer took on thejob.

““Minor stuff sofar,”” shesaid. **We ve got some superficial cuts and a couple of broken bones, but
nobody dead or serioudy injured. The damage was contained pretty quickly. Whatever you guys did—""
“Wasn't much,” | said, “‘ a least on my part. Rocha deservesthe credit for containment, definitely.”
Credit for more than containing the earthquake, apparently, because when he and Lewis rejoined us—
coincidentaly, the same time my waffles arrived, al fluffy and begging to be drowned in syrup—Lewis's
pams were smooth and blister-free again. ** Surface damage,”’ he said to our questioning looks. **Looks
likethething’shaot.”

“*Hot hot, or radioactive hot?’' Brewer asked. It was an excellent question, and not the one Lewis had
been hoping to answer.

“‘Radioactive,”’ he said reluctantly. **We need to find thisthing in the real world and contain it. Fast. Jo, |
want you to talk to Paul, figure out if we' ve got anybody who specidizesin radioactivity. We re going to
need somebody who knows what they’re getting into.”’

| nodded and dipped my first bite of waffle into syrup. It never made it to my mouth, because my phone
rang. | stepped away from the table to answer it—it was anumber that didn’t pop up with aname, but it
wasaNew York City areacode.

“*Ms. Bddwin? Phil Garrett here, New York Times. | hope you weren't injured in the disturbance down
there?’

| was surprised firgt of dl that he' d gotten acell sgnd through; the Wardens had priority on connections
inacrigs, aong with various emergency services and governmental agencies, and | was pretty sure
reportersweren't on that list. After that surprise wore off, though, abig, ugly ball of black stress formed
in my stomach where my watfle was going to go, and my kneeswent alittlewesk. | fet light in the head
for asecond, and braced mysdf against thewall. So not cut out for this.

““No, Mr. Garrett, I'mfine,’’ | lied, and was pleased that my voice sounded steady and almost
welcoming. ‘*What can | do for you?’

“Wadll, | don’'t know if you remember, but acouple of daysago | tried to reach you when you were on
vacation. . . . | wanted to talk about the Wardens organi zation that you' re part of.”’

My heart trip-hammered, thanks to a sudden dump of adrenaline into my bloodstream. | supposed as an
Earth Warden | ought to be able to take care of that stuff, but no, not happening. | struggled to keep my
voice camand light. “*Mr. Garrett, I’ m ashamed of you. A journdigt, ending asentenceina
preposition?’

Helaughed. He sounded at ease. | supposed thiswas fun for him. All in aday’ swork, terrifying the
people on the other end of the phone. **Ms. Baldwin, if dozens of English teachers and journaism



professors couldn’t best it out of me, | think you' ve got alost cause on your hands.”” The amusement fell
away like adiscarded carnival mask. *‘ Let’ stalk about the Wardens. What would you say if | told you |
had a credible source telling me that not only are the Wardens redl, and acknowledged by every
government on Earth, at least in secret, but they aso function asakind of shadow governmental agency?
One that fundamentally affects and controlsthe lives of ordinary people?’

“I"d say you need to call Spielberg,”’ | said. ** Bet it would make agreat movie. Y our sourceisamental
case, Mr. Garrett. If you actually have one. Which | notice you didn’t actualy say. So, in theory, | didn’t
actualy answer the question, ether.”’

Heignored that, dthough it at least deserved a chuckle, | thought. ** Thisis serious Suff,” hesaid. **1
takeit serioudy. I'm not convinced about al thistalk of paranorma events and controlling the wegther,
but there’ s got to be something behind it. Maybe you guys have technology we' re not aware of,
something classified; we can get into the detail s later. What | want to know isthe structure of your
organization. | understand it' sworldwide. Do you report up through the U.S. government?’

“I’m not having this conversation.” | kept it Smplethistime. Garreit waited for meto blurt out
something ese; silence was pressure. | held on to my tongue and turned to see the entire table of
Wardenswatching me. Lewis put down hisfork and got up, walking toward me. Whatever he saw in my
expression, it couldn’t have been reassuring.

“* So the organization isindependent of nationd interests? A shadow government of itsown?”’

“No!"” One-word answers were going to land mein trouble; he' d box menesatly in. **I’'m afraid | can't
confirm any information for you, Mr. Garrett. | redlly have no ideawhat kind of fiction you’ ve been fed
by your source, but—"’

‘| havevideotape,”” he said. ** Television footage of awoman stopping atornado in the Midwest last
week. The more | searched, the more | came up with— strange events caught on tape here, surveillance
cameravideo there. Put it al together, and it confirms everything my source hastold me.”’

| took adeep breath, covered the speaker of the phone, and whispered to Lewis, **We re screwed.
The New York Times has the scent on the Wardens. | don't think he' s going away. He sounds serious.”’
“*He' slooking for independent confirmation,” Lewissaid. ** Print reporters have to prove a story before
publication. He sfishing.”

“*He' sgot redly big bait. Whale-sized.”

Lewis shook hishead. ** Then we' d better handleit. If wedon't, he'll catch us at aweak moment and get
somebody to admit to something. Tell him we |l meet with him.”’

“Wewill?’

“Both of us,”’ hesaid, and grinned. ** Tell him to pick adark, smoky bar. They love that kind of spy shit.
Besdes, we need anonymity.”’

“*And scotch,”” | muttered. *“ Lots of scotch.”

Dueto the excuse of the emergency, our appointment with Mr. Garrett wasin aweek, in New Y ork
City. He' d offered to come to Florida, but the last thing | wanted was for him to run into some busy,
annoyed Warden who blurted out the truth just to get him off their backs. We were working here.

A week. | had aweek, in conjunction with the other Wardens, to come up with agood fiction to feed the
hungry reporter—one that would induce him to back off. Alternatively, we could go for the big
hammer— get someonein the UN or the U.S. government to tell him to back off, but that would pretty
much prove hiswhole case for him. | felt an itch between my shoulder blades, as though somebody had
drawn target crosshairs right below my neck.

Asit happened, therewasn't alot for the Wardens to do about the earthquake; on the surface, it quickly
became one of those weird leading-this-hour stories on the major news networksfor half aday, then
dipped into obscurity. It was dl over but for the insurance claims, which were going to be considerable.
No fatdities, only light casudties.

We d been damned lucky.

| never finished my breskfast. By thetime | felt composed enough to eat, the waffles were cold, tasteless
hunks of dough, and | needed to |ose a couple of pounds, anyway. Considering how nervous| aready
felt about facing Phil Garrett in aweek, that wasn't going to be achallenge,



Intheinterest of having a comfortable place to work, | went home. Well . . . comfortable was a stretch
right now, since haf the complex had burned to the ground, and the half left standing had sustained
smoke and water damage.

Curioudy, my apartment was perfectly fine. Not awater stain, not a smoke smudge. It even smelled
newly cleaned.

David had done me afavor. Again.

| had a secure phone setup in my office area, and VPN access to the Warden' s database systems back
in New York; | logged in and began reviewing files. Earth Wardens who speciaized in detecting and
handling radioactivity were few and far between, and alot of them were dead, missing, or had quit over
thelast few years. It had been tough on everybody. First we' d had internd strife within the organization,
and then the Djinn had found away to destroy the rule book that bound them to servitude, and launched
their own high-body-count conflict.

We were lucky to have as many Wardens as we did, but we weren’t exactly spoiled for choice these
days.

My best bet was anava officer named Peterson, but he was on a carrier in the Persian Gulf. Second
best choice was an ex-army guy named Silverton. No addresslisted, just acell phone. He was shown as
NFA—no fixed address. In other words, Ex-Sergeant Silverton was either homeless or liked living out of
asuitcase and hotels. Since he could afford a cell phone, | supposed it wasthe | atter.

The phone cal with Siverton reveded nothing much, other than he was available and could be on the
ground in Fort Lauderdale in eighteen hours. | authorized his travel—paperwork was going to survive the
nuclear winter, dong with cockroaches—and set about typing up my incident reports on the earthquake.
When that got old—which | admit, it did quickly—I began surfing the Net for brida information. | had a
wedding to plan, after dl. Thesethings don't run themselves, unless you' re so famous you can not only
get your wedding servicesfor free, but have people pay for the exclusive coverage.

Hmmm, now that wasanidea. . . .

| was looking at wedding cakes when the phone rang—the secured line. Paul Giancarlo’ s raspy,
Jersey-spiced voice sad, **We ve got afuckin’ note taking responsibility for the earthquake down
there.””

“You'vewhat?’

“Let meread it toyou.”

To the Wardens,

Your timeisup. Y ou' ve been given warnings, but you' ve ignored them. Either cut off contact with the
Djinn, or face the consequences. Today’ s earthquake in Fort Lauderdaleis proof that we can do what
we say. The Djinn must be stopped.

Paul paused and cleared histhroat. *“ 1t ssigned, ‘the Sentinels.” ™’

““The Sentinels?'Y ou' re kidding me. Aren't they some football team?’ It was amost laughable. Almogt.
“*Serioudy, man, I’ ve heard rumors, but—wasn't it just talk?”’

“*Not according to this. Not according to what I’ ve been hearing. Look, we' ve got ourselves ared, live
splinter group,”” he said. **One not afraid of using terror tactics.”

“* And they sent anote? How . . . 1980s of them.”

“E-mail, actualy. And yes, wetried tracing it. No luck. We put the NSA on it, but nobody seemsredl
positive about the prospects. Thisthing in the ground you and Rocha saw, you think it's some kind of
device?’

“Maybe,’’ | said. “‘But. .. it didn't seem man-made. Didn't register like that on the agtheric at dl. |
don’t know. Thisisdeeply weird, Paul.”’

Y egh, but what worriesme ahdll of alot moreisthat what I’ ve been hearing about the Sentinels makes
sense.”’

“l—what?’

“Wedl know the Djinn are unpredictable,” hesaid. **We ve seen it, dl right? Soisit al that surprisng
that the ones who got hurt the most—the Wardens who survived that whole bloody mess of acivil war—
want to seethe Djinn stay out of theway?’



| didn’t know quite what to say. ‘Y ou sound like you agree with them.”’

“Not entirdly,” hesaid, whichwasn't, | noticed, exactly adenid. **But | don't like the idea of putting
our people at risk for no good reason, either. Maybe the Sentindls have theright idea, wrong tactics.’”
““You'retdling meyou don't trust David?’

“Kid—,” Paul Sghed. *‘I can't have this conversation with you. Y ou're not exactly rationa on the
subject. But | wasin the New Y ork officesthat day. | saw what happens when the Djinn go off the leash.
| fought for my life; | saw friendsripped gpart in front of me. Y ou got any ideawhat kind of impression
that makes?’

| couldn’t think of any way to respond to that. He' d caught me off guard. | knew that Paul till had
bitterness about the Djinn revolt, and he was right; bad things had happened, mostly to Wardens. But he
was discounting—or ignoring—all the thousands of years of suffering the Djinn had endured on their Sde.
Most Wardens wanted to ignore that.

“Right, moving on,”’ Paul said into the dlence. ** I’ m getting the team together herefor analysis. We're
going to count heads, see who' s not answering the pingsfor roll cal. | want aline on anybody who's
missing, just in case. | don’t suspect my own, but it’s useful knowing if somebody’sin trouble.”

That, | thought, would be afull-time job. Following the Djinn problems of the past year, alot of Wardens
had smply . . . vanished. Most of them were dead, killed in the fighting, but some had dipped away,
knowing that we didn’t have time to track down every name on thelist. It' d take yearsto round up any
rogue agents out there.

“I'mpulling in Silverton,” | said. **He sour best option for handling thisthing, if it sradioactive. If |
need anybody else, I'll let you know.”’

“*Yeah, you do that. And kid?’

“Yeah, Paul?’

‘Y ou sure about thiswedding thing? Redlly sure?’

| knew that Paul, once upon atime, had harbored ambitionsin the direction of mein hisbed, and I'd
been kind of willing to contemplateit. But dl that had changed, and he was gentleman enough to
acknowledge it. Under the exterior of a badass Mafia scion beat the heart of avery sweet man—if you
could overlook al the cursing.

“I'msure,”’ | said softly. *“1 love him, Paul.”’

Hedidn't sound impressed. ** Y ou know what heis.’”’

There it was again, that thread of darkness, that dmost-prgjudice. ** Yes, | know what heis. HE's
someonewho's saved my life more timesthan | can count. HE' s someone who' s put hisown life on the
line not just for me but for the Wardensand al of humanity. | know exactly what heis. And who heis.”
Awkward silence, and then, ** Fuck, babe, I’ ve gotta run. We're good, right?”’

“We'regood,” | said. “*Kisses.”’

| said it to ahumming disconnected signal. Paul was aready gone, off to the next crigis. | finished up at
my desk, closed the lgptop, and sat back to think.

The Sentinels. That had an amateurish ring to it, but who was| to judge? Lewis had started theMa at, a
separate Warden-like organi zation, when he' d been just out of college, and that had turned out to be a
useful thing—the Ma at took in people without enough talent to be Wardens, but more than the average
human, and paired them up with Djinn volunteers. They worked on the theory of additive power—
forming chains of people and Djinn in order to amplify and direct power that otherwise wouldn’t be
strong enough to make a difference.

The Sentindsdidn’'t sound like they had anew idea, just adifference of politica opinion. They were
anti-Djinn. Well, that shouldn’t have come as a shock; enough Wardens had been hurt or killed in the
troubleswith the Djinn to make some kind of backlash inevitable. | just hadn’t thought it would be so
fast, or so decisive. I’d never thought that it would come down to reasonable, responsible people doing
something like causing unnecessary loss of life.

Onething was certain: Whether it was agood ideaor not for David to beinvolved in thisinvestigation
about the black knife, it was going to have to happen. | needed him to know about the anti-Djinn
movement, and | needed a Djinn to try to analyze the history of the black knife and tell me whereit came



from, who madeit, who planted it, and how to removeit.

It waslogicd, dl right.

| just had asinking fedling that it was exactly the wrong thing to do.

Chapter Two

According to the checklist I’ d downloaded from the Internet, | was dready running about six months
behind on planning any decent kind of wedding that didn’t involve shotguns and pissed-off dads. As|
waited in the Fort Lauderdale airport for Warden Silverton’ s plane, | read over the printed bridal list and
anxioudly jotted notesin the margins. Somethings| just marked out. | wasn't fooling with wedding
advisors, wedding consultants, or wedding planners; none of them would be equipped to dedl with the
complexities of the wedding of aWarden and aDjinn, anyway. And if they were, they’ d be way, way
too expensive.

Clergy. Now that was something | did have to think about. Unless we went for acivil ceremony . . .
Hmmm. Maybe one of the pagan faithswould be willing to do it. And then there were the caterers.
Photographers. Musiciansfor the reception. Florists.

The whole thing was obscenely complicated. | suspected the wedding ritua was designed to make
absolutely sure you redlly wanted to get married. God knew that if you were on the fence about it, the
organizing would put you over the edge into permanent bachel orette-hood.

| was settled in an uncomfortable hard plastic seat in the baggage claim area, watching the arriving
passengers. | had asign propped next to me with the stylized sun symbol of the Wardensonitin gold
and glitte—unmistakable, to anyone who knew what it meant, although I’d put SILVERTON below it in
block letters, just in case.

| spotted alikely candidate—atal African American man with erect military bearing who snagged an
olive-drab duffd bag from the baggage belt. Sure enough, as his eyes scanned the waiting crowd, he
fixed right on me and headed in my direction.

| stood up, claimed the sign, and waited for him to stride over. He got taller and taler the closer he came,
very imposing. His handshake was firm and businessike, and | redized he was older than I’ d thought—
probably in hisearly fifties, with alight dusting of gray in his close-cropped black hair, linesaround his
gyes. ‘‘Mr. Slverton,” | said. ** Joanne Baldwin.”’

““Heard of you, ma am,”’ he said. No hint of whether the advance notice had been good or bad. ** Call
me Jerome, please. No point in formality if we re going to be working together.””

“‘Right. Jerome, my car’ soutside. How was your flight?”’

“*Food-free,”’ hesaid. ** Could | impose on you to discuss this assgnment over dinner?’

“Sure” | sad. **Anything in particular?’

“Figh,” hesaid. ‘*Hate to missthe fish when | cometo the coast.”’

Heliked my car. In fact, Jerome liked my car more than most people, waking al theway around it,
asking questions about the engine, the performance, the mileage. | was betting that he' d ask to driveit,
but he didn’t; he stowed his gear in the trunk and took the passenger side. | made sure to drive extrafast,
just to give him a demongtration, which he seemed to gppreciate.

“*So,” | said, aswe whipped down North Ocean Boulevard, enjoying the sea breeze and late afternoon
sun, “‘I noticed you were NFA in the system. Travel alot?’

“Prefer it that way,” hesaid. **Not redly interested in being tied down.’”’

“* And that sound you hear isthe hearts of women breaking from coast to coast.”

| got alow chuckle out of him. **Not likely, ma’am.”

“‘Joanne.”’

“*Joanne.”’ He flashed me amillion-dollar smile. ** Pretty women make me nervous.”’

| doubted that. ‘*No Mrs. Silverton, then?”

The smile disgppeared. ** No. Therewas, but she’ sgone now.”” Theway hesaid it didn’t invite mining
that particular subject. ** Tell me about the earthquake. ™’

| did, sparing no details, no telling what was relevant. When | got to a description of the black glassthorn
stuck into the aetheric, he frowned and turned toward me, intense and focused.

“That’swhy you called me;”’ hesaid. ** Because of the radiation problem.”



“*That’ s one reason, but you' re supposed to be a very good Earth Warden aswell. One of the most
sengtiveto things not being right before things go to hell. That might redly be an asset around here right
now."’

| took aright turn into the parking lot of aseafood restaurant | particularly liked, parked, and turned off
the engine. Silverton made no move to get out, so neither did |.

“I"'m going to need somethings,’” he said. ** A handheld GPS device. A Geiger counter. Couple of other
things.”’

“Anything you need, I'll get,”’ | said. *“Makemealist.”

Hewas dill studying me, in away that made mefed like | should have something moreto say. | followed
aburst of inspiration and asked, *‘ Have you seen something like this before?’

With that, Silverton opened his door and put one long leg outside. Before he levered himsdlf up, he met
my eyesand said, *‘1 sure as hell hope not.”’

It took therest of the day to get Silverton’s shopping list together, which included a detailed map and
geologicd survey of the area, and awhole bunch of equipment whose names and purposes| didn’t even
recognize. **What are you expecting to find, Jmmy Hoffa?’ | muttered, loading thelast of it into the
backseat of the Mustang. | didn't like using the car as a packhorse. It was athoroughbred. Besides, |
didn’'t want dingsin the upholstery.

Silverton didn’t answer me. It was getting dark, and I’ d proposed waiting until the next morning, but
Silverton seemed anxiousto get started, so we started driving, cruisng owly—just two peoplein afast
car, dumming it on aleisurdy sghtseaing trip.

Silverton kept his eyes glued dternately on the Gelger counter and the maps, and | could tell that he was
also maintaining part of his awareness, searching the aetheric. It took alot of control to do that. He
steered me with terse commands to go right or left—once, he had me back up and turn around. | heard
the Geiger counter begin to click, and Silverton nodded once.

The sun was going down in the west, layers of stacked colorstrailing behind like vast silk scarves. A few
cirrus clouds skidded toward the horizon, but it was acam seawith fair winds.

And insdethe car, the Geiger counter stopped clicking and started chattering. | ingtinctively dowed
down. ‘‘Here?’

““Not yet. Kegp going.”’

Not good. The clicking was aready frantic. What did that mean for al those people driving by? Were
they sck?Dying?

“Pull inup ahead,”” Silverton said, and pointed off to the right. | bumped up aramp into adeserted
parking area—some kind of office building, marked as condemned. | barely paid attention. My gaze was
fixed on Silverton as he compared maps, looked at the GPS, and used colored pens to mark our
position. He shut off the Gelger counter, which was a storm of constant, nervous clicking, and got out of
the car. | unbuckled my safety belt and hurried after him, grabbing the heavy duffd bag from the back.
He paced the parking lot, prowling like a cat, and finaly headed off acrossthe asphat toward the
building.

It didn’t look like much: three stories, mostly built of concrete dabs, with afew cheerlesswindows. The
style looked vaguely 1970s, one of those designs of the future that had never really caught on. I'd aways
wondered why, in the future, people never seemed to appreciate things like plants, carpet, and
comfortably padded furniture. | just knew that the officesinsde this building would have hard plastic
chairs and concrete floors and earth-toned macrameé wall hangings.

Well, it would have, except that this building was |ong abandoned. Some of the higher windows were
broken out; the lower ones were boarded up with warping plywood. A sign on the door announced NO
TRESPASSING, in uneven Day-Glo |etters.

Silverton, however, wasn't about to be warned off. He walked up to the double glass doors and, without
hesitation, yanked. Nothing happened. They were locked.

| cleared my throat. **Maybe we should—""’

Apparently, the end of that sentence was break in, because Slverton exerted a pulse of Earth power,
and the lock made allittle metallic snapping sound, and the glass doors shivered and sagged open. He



shot mealook. **Y ou were saying?’

“* Just wondering if we ought to dert the bail bonds-man now, or wait until they let us have our one phone
cdl,” I sad. **Don’'t mind me. I'mfine.”” Well, | wasn't, redly. ** Are we radioactive?’

Silverton raised hiseyebrows. **Wéll, yes. Did the clicking not tip you off?” He didn't wait for my
answer, which would not have been helpful anyway; he swung the door open, and awave of
eau-de-abandoned-building swarmed over me. Old paper, turning to dust. Mold. Stde, till air. A
faintly unpleasant undertone of sewer problems, too.

Oh man. Thiswaslooking lesslike agood plan dl thetime. | had not worn the right shoes for tramping
through sewer water. In fact, | didn’t own the right shoes for that, and hoped | never would. Still, not
cool to abandon the contractor you' ve hired to solve the problem.

So when Silverton strode on, into adim entry hall, | followed.

Silverton was much better prepped than I’ d thought; that even extended to flashlights, big heavy onesthat
would double as clubsin an emergency. | was glad, because | could hear scuttling somewhere upgtairs. |
know—big, bad Earth Warden afraid of thingsthat scuttle. But it’sall context. I'm fine with Nature' s
way, aslong as Nature keepsit out of my way.

| cautioudy split my attention between the red world—which wasfull of hazardous broken furniture,
moldering carpet, and dangling wires—and the agtheric. The spirit world was tinted bloodred here, and it
fethot . .. oven-hot. | didn’t likeit. Things had happened in this place, bad things. Their ghosts till hung
around, joyless and draining. Workplace shooting, maybe. Or something equally horrible. Emotion
stained this place, even over and above whatever our radioactive target might prove to be.

Silverton reached the end of the hallway and turned adow circle, then pointed at a dented metal door
that sssid MAINTENANCE ONLY . It was locked. He did the trick again, and beyond was a pitch
darknessthat made my skin crawl. The flashlights weren't making adent, redly.

“Allowme’ | said, and twisted asmall thread of Fireinto awick, then setit dight insde abubble of air.
| levitated it into the room ahead of us and turned up the brightness until the flickering magic lantern
revealed rusted metal steps, going down, and mold-streaked concrete walls. ‘Y ou’' re sure about this?’
Y ou want to get to it; we go down there,”” Silverton said. ** Tell you whai—makes you fed any better,
Il let you gofird.”

It didn’t, but | was probably the best equipped to dedl with any hostile force that popped up out of the
darkness. Damn, | hated being competent sometimes. ** How radioactive are we, exactly?’
““Onascdefromonetoten?’ Silverton asked cheerily. ** Dead, ma am. Or we would be, if we weren't
Earth Wardens. Got some naturdl immunity againgt thet kind of thing.”

“Some?’

““The longer we stay, the worse off we are,”’ he pointed out. Right. | was taking the lead. Fantastic.

| stepped onto the rusting metal, heard something creek, and hastily pushed my awareness down through
the stairs, checking for structural integrity. They’d hold, thankfully, but just to be sure | added alittle
diffener at thewelded joints.

Twenty-two steps later, | arrived a the basement level, where the building’ s power plant was contained.
At least that waswhat | assumed it was. a huge block of metd, dented and rusted, with inert panels of
darkened indicators. | summoned the floating light closer as| walked around it.

“*Should beclose,” Silverton said. In the dark, his voice sounded like the whisper of aghost. And there
were ghosts down here; | could fed their presence on the aetheric. People had definitdy died hard inthis
place. Enough of them could have spawned a New Djinn. Nobody knew where the Old Djinn, the ones
from the dawn of time, had come from, but the newer ones were born out of enough energy being set
free a the sametime. Disasters and mass killings were particularly pronetoit.

| kept looking into Oversight and templated it across the real world as | eased around the generator.
Whatever thisthing was, it ought to beright there . . . and it was.

It was asevered head.

| screamed and recoiled—reflex—and dammed into Silverton’s hard chest. He steadied me, moved me
out of the way, and crouched down to stare at the dead, still face.

“That'saDjinn,” he said softly.



“Can'tbe’” | wasgetting control of mysdf again, willing myself back to some kind of menta balance.
My heart was still thumping like a speed-metd drummer, but my hands were only shaking alittle. “* Djinn
don't die. Not like that. And they don’t leave corpses when they do.”

“Thisonedid,” Silverton said. ‘* Recognize him?”’

| didn’t. | didn’t want to, either. *“How can you cut the head off a Djinn?’

“Youcan't.”” Silverton reached out and touched the head. 1t wobbled backward alittle, but didn’t roll.
‘*He' s buried in the concrete up to the neck.”’

Okay, that was—if possible—even creepier. *“What about the black thing? Isit him?’

““No,” Silverton sad. **It'singde him. We have to get him out.”’

He put both handsflat on the floor, on elther side of the Djinn’s head, and the concrete began to liquefy.
Silverton reached into the wet concrete and gave me aglance. ** Grab his other arm.”’

Last thing | wanted to do, but | did it. | reached down into the cool, wet cement and found something
that felt morelike flesh than liquid, and pulled. Silverton matched me, and we stood and walked
backward, ill pulling.

The Djinn’s body dipped free, covered from the neck down in agray, dripping mass. He was naked,
and helooked very, very . . . human. Theonly way | could tell that he wasn't entirely human wasthe
gauzy signature on the aetheric, barely perceptible now that we had him free of the ground.

Silverton wasright. The black knifewasingde him, drivenin like aspike. This close on the agtheric it
looked even deadlier than before. Glittering, sharp, lethal.

Silverton took a deep breath. ‘*We re going to have to open him up.”’

| ran through dl the reflexive denids and argumentsin my head, and findly said, *“ You tel mewhét to
do.”

Silverton reached in his backpack and pulled out two pairs of thick, black rubberized gloves. He handed
me one and donned the other pair, then took out along, wicked-looking knife.

“*You going to be okay?’ he asked me. | must have looked pale. | nodded, poured on the power to the
light drifting overhead, and swooped it closer to give Silverton as much vishbility as possible. ** Quick and
dirty. We're not doing an gppendectomy here. Thisisan autopsy.’”’

| had no ideawhat a Djinn looked like beneath the skin. Human, | supposed—full of organs and blood
and nerves and dl the thingsthat sustained us.

| waswrong about that. Maybe this Djinn had only assumed a human shape, or maybe the black thing
indde him had corrupted him from within.

In any case, as soon as Silverton' s knife pierced the graying skin, what poured out wasn't blood. . . . It
wasatoxic black liquid, like ail. It didn't legk; it pumped— asif some part of him was Hill dive. God, |
hoped that wasn't true.

Siverton didn't pause, but his face went tense and still. He ripped the knife from neck to groin in one fast
motion, put it aside, and yanked the cavity open. *‘Hold it,”” he snapped a me. Before | could come up
with the very good reasonswhy | didn’t want to do that, my gloved hands moved, grabbed the dick
edges, and braced it open for him.

Silverton reached inside the Djinn, got both hands around the thing inside him, and pulled. It resisted, but
then he rocked backward, as if something had broken free, and the top of the black shard swam up out
of the black liquid and caught the light.

It flared into agaaxy of sars, glittering, and | gasped and looked away from it. There was something
deeply wrong about it. Deeply dien.

““Oh God,” | whispered. Slverton’ s face had gone an unhealthy shade of gray, and his hands shook as
he pulled the thing out. ** Drop it. Jerome, drop it!”

Hegot it free of the Djinn’ s corpse and let go. It fell to the concrete floor—not like the glassiit
resembled, not at al. It fell with athick, metalic clunk. Drops of oily black dripped from its sharp edges,
and both Silverton and | stared &t it without saying aword for afew moments.

Then Silverton said, ** This shouldn’t be here. Thiscan't be here.”’

| licked my lipsand tasted swest. *‘What isit?’

Hemet my eyes, and | saw red fear in him, the big tough military guy. **I don’t know. If | had to apply



somekind of scientific principletoit, I'd say it was antimatter. Antimatter in suspension, made stablein
thereal world.”

| knew the theory of antimatter, of course. Back in the 1970s, a scientist named Dirac had been trying to
figure out an explanation for the way matter behaved in certain circumstances, and he came up with a
theory about something called the Dirac Sea—akind of negative energy that exists underneath the
positively charged matter in avacuum. That led to scientists talking about contraterrene matter, and
antiparticles.

Human scientists had actualy managed to artificially create antimatter—in fact, they regularly did it, in
places like CERN and Fermilab. Of course, their antimatter was unstable—it had to be, considering that
it was manifesting and interacting with the matter-based world. The longest antimatter had ever lasted,
evenwith dl their technology sustaining it, was abouit fifteen seconds before it annihilated itself.

Butif this was some kind of bottled, stable antimatter, that was bad. Very, very bad. When matter and
antimatter collided, gammarays were one Sde effect, which would explain the radiation. Even this
container, whatever it was, wasn't able to completely contain the antimatter, so there was a continuous
stream of radioactive energy pouring off it.

“* Antimatter collisons are about ten times more powerful than chemically based energy,” Silverton said,
and wiped his sweating forehead with hisdeeve. ** Onekilogram of antimatter annihilating itsdlf is
supposed to produce about 180 petgjoules of energy.”’

“Whichis...”

** Catastrophic would be charitable.”

“* And how much do you think isin there?’

We both looked at the thing lying on the concrete floor, dien and deadly enough to destroy a Djinn even
without being released.

“I think,”” Slverton said dowly, ‘*‘that we're looking at about two kilograms.”

In other words, double the worst-case scenario he' d just described.

“Weneed the Djinn,”’ | said. ‘* At the very least, they need to know about what happened to him.”’ |
nodded toward the dead Djinn.

Silverton nodded. ‘I think we' re going to need more than the Djinn,”” he said.

“Likewho?’

“God.”

Chapter Three

There was no way we could safely remove the black antimatter shard by ourselves. Touching it had
damaged Silverton dready; hewastrying to hideit, but | could seethe painin hisface, theway his
gloved hands were trembling. | remembered Lewis s blistered hands— and that had been on the
aetheric.

“Let’'sget out of here,”’ | said. Silverton didn’'t argue. He had trouble getting to hisfeet. | dumped the
equipment, stripped off his pack, and supported him on the way up the stairs. He made it about halfway
before his knees gave out. He was abig guy, and | had to work hard to get him up the rest of the way
and out into the hallway.

“Leave,’’ hesaid. Inthelight from my floating lantern, he looked drawn and sick. *“Y ou need to get the
Djinn here, fast. Go.”

“*| don’t need to go anywhereto do that,’’ | told him, and concentrated on the invisible thread that linked
me with David. It wasthin here, but till aconnection. | pulled, and distantly felt his attention shift toward
me. | couldn’t communicate with him over the aetheric, at least not from this spot, but he knew | was
looking for him.

| put my back into pulling Silverton down the hallway, trying to avoid the worst of the debris. It seemed
likeavery long way, and | had to superoxygenate my lungsto keep spots from dancing in front of my
eyes. I'd pay for it later, but for now, | just wanted out.

My hedls hit an inconveniently placed broken computer monitor, and | tipped backward.

David caught me. “*What the hell isgoing on?’ he asked. **What are you doing?’

| whirled to face him. | can only imagine how | must have looked—wild-eyed, swesting, scared. He took



astep back. *“‘Help me get him outside,”” | panted. Without comment, he scooped up Silvertonin his
arms and walked down the hdl, olive-drab coat belling behind him. | hustled after, feding ashakein my
kneesthat definitely hadn’t been there before. Infact, | felt distinctly sick now, wobbly, light-headed, but
| was determined not to show it. We had enough problemsto talk about.

David smply blew the glass doors off their hinges a the entrance—effective, if alittle showy. The
resulting hail of broken glass melted away in midair and formed a soft mound of sand, which served asa
bed on which he placed Silverton. “*‘Now,’’ he said, and turned to me, *‘what the hell—"’

He caught me as| collapsed. Which actualy came as a surprise to me—the collapse, not that he caught
me. | hadn’t felt it coming on; I’ d thought | was coping just fine. David pressed hiswarm hand to my
forehead as he lowered me to the sand beside Silverton. ** Jo?’ He muttered under his breath, something
about stupid Westher Wardens and their foolish sense of invulnerability, which redlly wasn't fair because
| didn't fed at dl invulnerable a the moment. | felt scared.

David'smagicd touch poured warmth into me, but it waslike pouring it into ablack hole. Whatever was
affecting me, it waswrong in ways | couldn’t even begin to redlize.

“Wait,”’ | said, and held hisgaze with al the determination | had left. ** David, | need you to go into the
basement. There' sadead Djinn there, and athing— athing we think is antimatter. Don’t go alone. Be
careful—"

| had moreto say, but it got lost somewhere, and the light was too bright in my eyes, and then it was
dark and 4till and quiet, and | wasall alone, floating.

Well, dying dways had been kind of peaceful for me.

| woke up in a hospital, hooked up to tubes, and | was alone. No David by my bedside. No Lewis
loitering in achair. No Cherise, even.

All done.

| pressed the call button, wondering if | wasin aWarden hospital. Pressing the call button seemed like an
Olympic event, and one | wasn't likely to medal in at that. | was unreasonably exhausted, considering I'd
just woken up. While | waited for attention, | looked over theroom | wasin. Typica hospital issue—an
adjustable bed, with railsthat were up. Machinesthat beeped. A silently playing TV high in the corner,
tuned to the Weather Channdl, which led meto believe that at the very least I'd had Warden visitors.
Nobody was responding to my call. | pressed the button again, sweeting with effort. My mouth tasted
like metal, and it was sticky and dry. Everything smelled wrong. My whole body ached, the kind of
nasty, dl-over body achesyou get with high fever, and there were some white-hot spots of painin
variousjoints. I'd been hurt worse, but somehow, being al aone, hooked up to machines and | ft
ignored, made this seem worse.

| gulped down a breath and pressed the button again, convulsively.

The door banged open, admitting a nurse wearing the latest scrub fashions—flord print, witha
predominantly red color. Shedidn’t look familiar, and she didn’t look happy. ‘‘Ms. Badwin,”” she said.
“Awake, | see”’

| tried to nod. Appallingly, | couldn’t seem to get my throat to produce sounds. | gestured &t the water
pitcher; she poured me aglass and held it for me. | gulped. Water had never tasted quite sogood . . .
until | reglized that it wastaking on ared tinge. | wasbleeding into it. | pulled back, gasping, and wiped
my lips. Blood on my fingers. It was coming from my gums, which were seeping red.

“*Relax, honey,”’ the nurse said, unbending alittle bit when she saw the obvious distressin my face.

Y ou had a pretty high dose of radiation. Y ou' re getting treatment, though.”

The water had lubricated my vocal cords. *“Wheream |7’

“* Extension Hospitd Fourteen,”’ she said, which meant | wasin the Warden system, not general human
hedth care. Thank God. ‘I'm sorry we didn’t have anybody with you, but you’ ve been out for awhile,
and we had other patients. Do you have alot of pain?’

| managed to keep my nod to a measured sort of response, not a frantic oh-my-God-yes-give-me-drugs
sort of gesture. She got the point, though, and showed me the meds button, which | pushed for al it was
worth. Liquid gold painkillers did through my veins, and | breathed adeep sgh of rdief. Even tasting
blood didn’t seem that disturbing, suddenly.



“David?’ | asked. My voice sounded horribly weak.

The nurse hesitated and didn’t quite meet my eyes. **Y our friend and Lewis Orwell brought you in, but
they had to leave. Some kind of emergency.”’

“*Haven't been back?’

““No, not yet. But I'm sure they’ |l be back as soon asthey can.”

Not good. That meant something had happened. She'd said it had been days. . . .

Someone el se hip-bumped open the door, and camein carrying two tall coffees. It was Cherise. She
looked tired, but still glamoroudy tousdled, and the smile she gave mewas purerdief. **1 knew amocha
would get you up,”” she said, and flopped into achair next to me. **Y ou are so predictable. So. How are
you?’

“Sick,” | said. **What the hell happened?’

The nurse cautioned her about hot liquids and my invalid tate, which both of usignored, and |eft the
room. Cherise leaned forward and helped me manage the mocha. It was warm, not scalding, and the
caffeine/ sugar/fat combo made mefed much steadier ingde. “*Well,;” Cherise said, ‘*you pretty much
freaked everybody the hell out. Including people |’ ve never heard of, who flew over from Switzerland
and Augtraliaand placeslikethat.”’

“Wardens?’

“* Some of them, yeah. There’ s some kind of big meeting going on. That's where everybody is.”’

Cherisg' shig blue eyesfocused on mine, and | saw an interna debate going on for afew seconds before
shesad, **Your friend’ sdead.”

“l—what?’

““Your friend Mr. Silverton. He didn’t make it, Jo. They tried, but he wastoo far gone. David and Lewis
both tried, but nothing worked. They were scared about you, too.”” Cherise’' s expression told me
everything | didn’t want to know about how bad off | reglly was. Bleeding gums were the least of my
problems. ** Y ou’re going to haveto rest up thistime. Serioudy.”’

“But. . . did they say anything about the Djinn? The dead one? And the—""’

“*They said that under no circumstances was Joanne Baldwin supposed to jump out of bed and charge to
anybody’ srescue. Serioudly, Jo. Not your problem. Not anymore.”” She reached out and smoothed hair
back from my face. *“ Y ou look like crap, by theway.”

“*Geg, thanks. So glad you'remy affirmation girl.”” | actudly wasglad, but | couldn’t let her know that.
Therewaslove, red and soothing, in the touch of her fingers. It lulled as much asthe morphine. | felt
sharp grief at the death of Jerome Silverton, and guilt. We d gotten in over our heads, and that wasthe
last thing we' d intended. I” d counted on Jerome, as the expert, to know when to back off. Instead, he'd
continued though he’ d known it waslikely asuicide run. | guessed he thought it was necessary.
““Hewroteyou anote,” Cherise said. **While he could still write. Do you want it?’

Cherise was a better mind reader than most of my magic-gifted colleagues. | sighed and nodded, fedling
the hot prickle of tearsin my eyes. She dug paper from the front pocket of her jeans, unfolded it, and
handed it over.

Jerome' s handwriting was messy. | couldn’t tell if that was norma for him, or if the damage wastaking its
toll. It took me awhileto work out what the note said, but when | did, it hit me hard.

It said, | waswrong. Thought | could control it. Not your fault.

And, on aseparate line, Hope you' re okay.

| folded it up, closed my eyes, and fought back wave after wave of usdlesstears. When I'd managed to
get control again, | handed the note back to Cherise, who exchanged it for abox of tissues.

““Thedead Djinn?’ | asked.

“Wall, that’stheweird thing,”” Cherisesaid. ‘1 mean, | wasn’t there, obvioudy, but | heard people
talking. According to David, the Djinn wasn't there.”’

“What?’ He most certainly had been there. | could still remember Silverton’ sknife dicing his body
open, remember the dastic tension of holding open the edges of theincison so Silverton could pull out
the black glass shard.

““Wadll, the Wardens say he' sthere. The Djinn say he' snot. They say there’ sabody, but it'snot Djinn.



They can’'t seethe black thingy, either. Nothing.”

| opened my mouth and shut it again, thinking hard. ** David, too?’ | findly asked.

““Yup. None of them can seeit, senseit, whatever. It' sjust not there for them.””’

Oh, man. Not good. ‘** So what are the Wardens doing about it?’

““They're*containing the Stuation.” *’ Cherise made air quotes around the phrase, and rolled her eyes.

“* Some of them are talking about encasing it in abig block of lead. Some are talking about shooting it
into space. Nobody knows what the hell to do, but everybody agrees, it's way too dangerous where it
IS’

“*Everybody except the Djinn.”’ | couldn’t leave that done. ** Serioudy, they can’t see it? How can they
not seeit?’

“Noclue”

““What does Lewis say?’

‘“He can seeit, and yeah, he knowsit’ s a problem. The Djinn thinks the Wardens have some kind of
psychosis. They say that if the thing wasthere, they’ d be ableto senseit.”

Grest. *How do they explain Silverton? Me?”’

Cheriselooked grim. ** They think one of you screwed up, accessed something you shouldn’t have. They
can't explainit, but they don't believe the Wardens' explanation, either.”’

““Not even David?’

““No,” shesaid softly. “*Not even David. Sorry, babe.”’

Wow. That was. . . strange. And | wastoo tired and too sick to do anything about it. Cherise didn’t
need to worry about me going al heroic and crazy on her; al | wanted to do was hide under my blankets
and pretend it was dl just abad dream.

And for awhile, that was exactly what | did, asthe morphine dragged me off to adream-rich deep.
Two dayslater, | wasinterrogated by apand of Warden elders: Guillard from Switzerland, Jonesfrom
Australia, and Lewisrepresenting the U.S. | fdt alittle better, and they’ d let me walk to the shower and
wash my hair, which made a difference in both body and soul.

Therewas dso aDjinn in the mix—ashort, round little thing with that indefinable glimmer to her skin and
eyes. Shewas introduced as Zenaya, and gave me adight nod but no other indication of how she stood
on the subject of me.

No David. That was deeply troubling.

| went through things, step by step, detailing what I’ d seen and experienced. Zenaya said nothing, but her
eyesflashed an eerie green when | talked about the dead Djinn, and the manner of his death. | addressed
aquestion to her. *“Wouldn't you know if one of your people disappeared? ' | asked. She shrugged
dightly. *“Wouldn't David know?’

“Yes’’ shesad. ‘**But he sayshefindsno onemissing.”

“Ashan?’

Another green flash to her eyes. Shefolded her arms. ** Ashan says his Djinn are dl well. He says nothing
more.”’

Which might or might not mean anything. Ashan wasn't chetty at the best of times. **But | saw him. And
trust me, hewasaDbjinn.”’

““How could you tell?’ Zenaya asked me, very reasonably. | started to answer, then hesitated.
Because | redly wasn't surehow | knew. | just. . . knew. ‘*Hisagthericgnature,’ | finaly said. **Only
the Djinn look likethat.”

“‘Leaving asidethat point,” Guillard said, in hisrich, dark chocolate voice, ** clearly you cameinto
contact with something highly dangerous. Earth Wardens have not been able to correct some of the
damage you sustained. We are dependent on simple human methods, which iswhy we ve had to
hospitaize you for so long.”’

Lewis nodded. He wasn't looking at me; he kept his gaze focused on the window, on the rain outside,

“* Sometimes damage just surpasses our ability,”” he said. ** That could have been the case thistime.”
““No,” | said. ‘*David tried to heal me, and you know he should have been ableto. He has before.™”
Lewis had no answer to that. Whatever he was thinking, he was keeping it close to the vest, and he



wouldn’'t damnwell ook a me. | wondered why. Was he angry about Silverton? He had every right to
be, | supposed. I d screwed up, big time, and aWarden had paid with hislife.

Guillard asked more questions about the black shard, thingsto which | had no real answers except to
give arecitation of my conversation with Silverton in the basement. And then the whole thing was over;
Jones and Guillard wished me wel and departed, and Zenaya left without a backward glance.

Lewis stayed. He still wouldn't look at me. Out of sheer stubbornness, | refused to spesk first. | Spped
water and tugged irritably at my drying hair, trying to get it to stop poodle-curling around my face. | used
to have graight hair. | liked my old straight hair.

When | findly turned my attention back to my guest, Lewiswas staring a me, and what wasin hiseyes
wasn't anger a al. Or even disgppointment. It was something neither one of us could ever redly
acknowledge, and it was big and powerful and breathtaking.

He cleared histhroat and looked down, and said, ** Y ou scared the shit out of me.”’

““Yeah. Sorry, | had no idea it was going to be that dangerous, or I’ d have done more, taken better
precautions—""’

Hewaved that aside. ** Silverton was your expert; you were listening to him. So if there sblame, it shis,
and he' sbeyond dl that now, poor bastard. Even if you' d pulled back as soon as you found the dead
Djinn, it would have been too late to keep you from getting sick. This Stuff isbadly toxic. We couldn’t
have |eft it there. Asitis, we ve had to inform NEST, and they’ re following up with radiation trestments
for anyone who reportsin sick to the hospitals.”” NEST was the Nuclear Emergency Support Team, out
of Homeland Security. | didn’'t want to imagine how that conversation had gone.

“‘But by taking it out of the Djinn’sbody—""

“*The Djinn’s body must have been containing it, to acertain extent. Y ou exposed yoursalvesto a
massivedose,”’ hesaid. ** Silverton more than you, because he actually touched it, even with protective
gloves.”’

It could have just as easily been me. Maybe Silverton had known the risks when he' d reached into that
cavity to grab the thing; maybe he' d just been unlucky. No way to know. I’ d come close to dying lots of
times—I’"d actually gone over the edge, once or twice—but thisfelt different.

Thisleft me shaky and deeply unsettled.

“Isittrue? That the Djinn redly can't senseitat dl?’

“The Djinnthink we real suffering from some kind of mass hdlucination,” Lewissaid. *‘ David' sbeing
kind about it, but it'sablind spot for them. A big one. | don’t know how we re going to convince them.”’
“If melying inthis hospital bed doesn’'t—"" | felt light-headed, short of bresth. ** David hasto believe
me. Hehasto.”

Lewisgazed at me, expressionless. ‘| hope hedoes,’’ hefindly said. He leaned over and kissed me
chastely on the forehead. ** About your wedding—""

Oh, man. I’d known we' d have to have this conversation sometime, but | realy wasn't ready for it.
“Lewis, I'm sorry—"’

“Don't,” hesaid. *‘ Trust me. It won't make things any better. I’'m okay. And I'm happy for you. I'm
just worried. Thisthing—the Sentinels. They dready didn’t likeyou. | can’t imaginethey’ll be sending
any congratulations about the ultimate mixed marriage.”’

Heleft before | could say anything else.

| closed my eyes and floated in amorphine cloud, trying to figure out who, outside of the Djinn, could
create the black shard that I’ d seen. Who was capable of that kind of letha, subtle action?

| didn’t know.

| had dreams of distorted, screaming Djinn, of people being destroyed one by one, of the city in flames,
of mysdlf, walking through the rubble in a beautiful, perfect wedding gown.

Of David lying in the street, dead, with ablack shard driven entirely through his body.

| woke up shaking.

Chapter Four

So. .. heded.

David cameto vist, of course, and he stayed aslong as his duties would allow— onger than he should



have, by the expressions of the Djinn sent to remind him of other duties at hand. But despitewhat I'd
confidently said to Lewis, | could tell that David didn’t wholly believe me about the black shard, or the
dead Djinn. He couldn’t. There was some kind of sdlective blindness that he couldn’t control, and that
wasweird and scary. It didn’t matter, though. The Wardens figured it out without the help of the Djinn.
Somehow—I don’t know how—L ewis and afew other top-level Wardens managed to remove the
black shard and take it to a containment facility, where experts, brought in under high-level security
clearances, agreed that in fact it was, as Silverton had said, antimatter. Antimatter in some kind of
Stabilizing matrix. When | asked where the stuff was, and how it was being contained, | wastold it was
need-to-know, and | didn’t. Frankly, | wasalittle bit relieved. | was busy recovering, trying to get my
strength back. My muscles seemed |oose and weak, and once the doctors let me out of bed | spent my
time mostly in the physical therapy room, working hard to get mysalf back in shape again. The pain went
away. After afew weeks of natural hedling, they tried Earth Wardens on me again, and thistime, it
worked; burns and scars smoothed out and disappeared, and | was I eft with glossy skin badly in need of
atanning session.

Of course, | could dways count on Cherisefor that kind of therapy. She showed up one day toting a
blue beach bag and told me to get dressed. Undressed was more to the point. She’ d brought my favorite
swimauit, askimpy little turquoise number that showed off as much skin asthelaw dlowed. | changed,
assuming we were going to the hydro pool for some swim therapy, but instead, she got mein the
elevator, stripped off her white camp shirt and shorts, and revealed her own bathing suit choice: evenless
than | had on, though technicaly | supposed it could be considered clothing. It was a couple of scraps of
tangerine orange, and she looked spectacular iniit.

“Tdl mewe re not going to the cafeteria,”’ | said. ** They’re having mest loaf. Again.”” Cherise winked
at me and pressed the button for the roof. It was restricted access, but she had akey card, which she
used with the kind of triumphant flourish usudly reserved for magicians with hat-dwelling rabbits.

“*I know you're not up to atrip to the beach,”” she said, ** so we brought the beach to you.”’

They redly had. It wasn't just Cherise; it was Kevin—her sometimes boyfriend, despite afive-year age
difference—a Fire Warden with a deep-seated attitude problem. He was sitting in the shade of abeach
umbrella, wearing camouflage baggy shorts and a death’ s head muscle T-shirt. Hewas, a eighteen and
change, growing into his height; he waslooking lesslike the underfed, awkward teen I’ d first met, and
more like the tall, strong man he would become.

Acrossfrom him sat Lewis, wearing khaki shorts and aratty T-shirt advertising that Virginiawasthe
place for lovers. They were both wearing dick sunglasses, and | had to admit, they looked pleased with
themsdves

““Hey,” Kevin said. Too coal for any kind of more enthusiastic greeting. | nodded back. We kept our
dignity. *“Heard you screwed up. Way to go.”’

“lartthisgreat?’ Cherisedidn’t much care about thingslike dignity, if they got in theway of
enthusiasm, but then, that was something | loved about her. Something | suspected Kevin loved, too.
“*Check it out, we ve even got waves!”’

They’ d outdone themselves. God only knew how they’ d managed it, but they’ d cordoned off part of the
roof and put up patio tables, beach umbrellas, spread sand severa inches deep, and put in apool. Not a
big one—more of alandscaping kind of thing—but sure enough, Lewis obligingly generated someroalling
miniature surf. It wasvery cute.

There were two lounge chairs. | settled myself on one, dready relaxing in the warm glow of the afternoon
sun, and stretched my long legs out as Cherise kissed Kevin and took the other lounger. We debated the
merits of coconut-scented oils over banana sunscreens. | went with sunscreen, figuring that I d had
enough dangerous radiation for alifetime.

Asl| rubbed it into my legs, amae hand reached over my shoulder and took the bottle away. | looked
up, pulled down my sunglasses, and squinted.

David gave meadow, wicked smile. “*I'll doit,” hesaid. *‘Liedill.”

| licked my lips, tasted swest, and returned hissmile. | settled back against the cushions. David came
around to the side of the lounge chair, perched on the edge, and squeezed some sunscreen out into his



padms.

““You guysaren't going to make this X-rated, areyou?’ Cherise asked. ‘‘Becauseif you are, | need a
barf bag. Or avideo camera.”’

David didn’'t glance toward Lewis, and | had to fight not to. ** Nothing that couldn’t air on the nightly
news,”’ hesad. *“Word of honor.”” He held up hisglistening hands. ‘* Ready?’

“*Oh, yes.”

| dosed my eyesin tota, animd satisfaction as his fingers massaged sunscreen into every inch of my fedt,
then worked their way dowly up my legs, my knees, up my thighs, seeking out every ounce of tensonin
every muscle. He skipped areas that might have led to excessive moaning (not that | wasn't moaning
aready) and moved on to my hips, my stomach. What he did to my shoulders should have beenin the
Kama Sutra. Itfdt. . . heding. And yes, sexy ashell.

“Turnover,” hesaid, low in histhroat, and | glanced up to seethat wicked, lovely spark in hiseyes.
“*Timeto do your back.”

Oh, and he did me. Thoroughly. | was abondess, purring hegp by the time he' d finished. David pulled
up another lounge chair and parked himself next to me. When | looked at him, he was showing more skin
than | could remember seeing from him beforein public; he had on asmpleblack pair of swim trunks,
and nothing else, and it was spectacular . | let my gaze wander down the clean sculpturd lines of his
chest, bump over histaut abs, and found mysdlf staring none too subtly at his swim trunks.

“Jo,”" hesaid. | heard the curl of soft reproach in hisvoice.

“*Sorry,” | said. **But you' re worth arude stare or two, you know.”’

Hesmiled. | couldn’t tell if he found me amusing or arousing, or both. He took in adeep, dow bregath
without replying and turned his face up toward the sun. | remembered how it flt for aDjinn, that almost
sexua pulse of warmth and energy. Gave new meaning to theterm hot.

It was along, lovely afternoon. Lewis read a book.

Kevin and Cherise played cards. There were cold beers, and dl in all, it wasjust . . . perfect. Peaceful.
There was westher out over the Gulf, but it held politely off, stacking up its clouds at the boundaries of
the low-pressure system in neat storage ranks.

| wished it would never end, but of course eventually it did. Asthe afternoon cooled, and the clouds
began to movein, David kissed my fingers and murmured, *‘1 haveto go.”

“I know,” | said, and opened my eyes. Hiswere brown, almost completely human in color aswell asin
the emotion they contained. | wondered from time to time what Djinn really thought about us, about the
tedious nature of human existence, but David redlly seemed to delight in participating when the
opportunity presented itsdlf. *“ Y ou’ re being careful, right?’

That got me anironictilt of hiseyebrows. *‘Look who' staking.”’

“*Exactly. You're consulting an expert here. Nobody better at getting into trouble than me.”” | rolled up
to agtting postion, facing him. *‘1 mean it, David. | dreamed—"" No, | didn’t want to talk about that.
Theimage of him lying broken in the street, pierced by that black thing ... no. “‘I mean, I'mjust
worried you' re not taking this serioudy. About the antimatter. *’

That earned me atrace of afrown. **It'snot that | don’t take it serioudly. It sthat for the Djinn, it's
invisble. We can't seeit, touch it, measureit. It doesn't exist to us. How can | possibly watch out for
it?’

“If it doesn't exist, how did it end up inside adead Djinn?’ | demanded. He kissed my fingers again.
“*Jo, | dready told you, thereisno dead Djinn,”’ he said. ** Believe me, we' d know. We always know.
Noneof usismissng.”’

He kissed me again, an gpol ogetic good-bye, and that wasit. He misted away, off about his business,
and | felt asudden chill. Cherise had thrown a couple of wraparound robes in the beach bag, and |
donned one, shivering initsterry cloth embrace.

Lewisnoticed. | suspected he noticed ahell of alot. *‘Let’sget you back inbed,” hesaid. **You're
checking out tomorrow. Don’'t want you relgpsing.”’

Not that there was much chance of it; with Lewis' s Earth Warden treatments, and David's
Djinn-powered supplemental hedling, I’ d have to be damn stubborn to screw up that badly.



But | felt cold—cold and scared, for no reason | could redly put anameto. Once | was back in my
room, even piles of blankets didn’t seem to thaw theice. | wanted David. | wanted him here, with me.

| wanted him safe.

And | was desperately afraid that he wasn't.

When | tried to follow up and find out more about the dead Djinn, the antimatter black shard . . . | was
told it was none of my business. Officidly. Thiscamein acurt email message from Warden HQ,
courtesy of my good friend Paul, who had evidently decided that the only kind of ball | was going to play
was hardball, and therefore he' d better play to win.

| couldn’t redlly resent this, because he was right; | was recovering, | wasweak, and it was being
handled by competent people. So | needed to stay out of it.

Naturdly, | couldn’t stay out of it.

Not really my thing, being sensible. Instead, | did my work quietly, hidden in between the obvious tasks
of drafting the guest list for the wedding (everybody wanted to attend, and no, | wasn't going to feed the
entire North American Warden contingent with |obster tails and open bar). | researched caterers, florists,
and minigers.

Where we were having the actual ceremony, thankfully, was aforegone conclusion. There was a chape
in Sedona, one of the placeswherethe Oraclesreside . . . this one was the home of the Earth Oracle, a
kind of super-Djinn who was an avatar of the Earth hersdlf. | wasn't entirely sure what the Oracles did,
exactly, except that they were the direct conduits from the Djinn to Mother Earth. If you wanted to talk
to her, you went through them.

This particular Oracle was dso my kid. Long story, but she' d been born in the Djinn way, from power—
David's, and mine. Half-Djinn, haf-human, and not strong enough to survive the Djinn civil war that had
erupted around her literdly on the day of her birth.

I’d thought I’ d lost her forever, but shewas dive, in asense, if beyond my reach. Oraclesdidn’t have as
much contact with humans, and they couldn’t reach usin the way that Djinn did.

If I wanted my daughter, Imara, to be at the wedding of her parents, then | had to bring the ceremony to
her. Super-Djinn badass avatar or not, | didn’t think she could actualy leave the chapd, at least on the
physica plane. Besides, it was agorgeous place. | couldn’t think of a better, more sanctified spot to
exchange vows.

However, a most, it would hold only a couple dozen people, not nearly enough for the rapidly spawning
guest ligt. That would be like trying to fit Mardi Grasinto atwo-room split-level. Maybe, | decided, we
ought to have two ceremonies. A party in Fort Lauderdae, an al-access blowout to make the rank and
file of the Wardens happy. And then a private ceremony in Sedona.

Maybe | could get the Wardensto kick in for the party asamorae builder.

| was working out the costs, and trying to persuade mysdlf that | felt wesk because | wastired, not
because anything above four figures was unacceptable, when the telephone rang. | picked it up, had a
bad reporter flashback, and checked the number. It was blocked, which meant it was probably a
telemarketer. Annoying, but not nearly as stressful.

“Hdlo?’

The sound of bresthing on the other end made my hackles go up. Couldn’t redly say why; bresthing was
not, in and of itsdlf, athreatening sort of sound. But | knew something else was coming, and so | wasn't
surprised when arough maevoice sad, ** Y ou don't care, do you? Y ou don’t give ashit about the dead.
The ones who stood up and died for you.”’

| flinched, remembering Jerome Silverton, and forced mysdlf to stay till and listen. *“What are you talking
about? Whoisthis?’

““You didn't even warn them it was coming. Y ou didn’'t warn your own friends that the Djinn they
trusted, the onesthey liked, could turn around and rip themin haf.”” The hatred in that voice was chilling.
““Now you' re screwing one of them. One of the enemy.”

“*The Djinn aren’'t the enemy. Who are you?’

“You'redready onthelist,’ thevoice said. ‘* Fair warning, Baldwin. Y ou're atraitor, and we don’t
want you in charge. Quit now, beforeit' stoo late.”



He hung up. | sat frozen for afew seconds, staring at the phone, then called Warden HQ and asked for a
trace of thelast call.

| got nothing. It would take a Fire Warden to disrupt the sort of trace we used, but clearly, our enemies
were oursaves. That didn’t bode well for along-term solution.

| was trying to decide how much of this—if any of it—to tell David, when the doorbell rang. It took mea
few long secondsto lever mysdlf out of the chair, put my laptop aside, and go to answer it. The
gpartment was cool and quiet, except for the distant, constant sound of construction on the other side of
the complex, where they were repairing fire damage.

When | got to the door, there was nobody outside. | looked right and left, frowning, and remembered to
look down.

It was addlivery service package, plastered with labels. | didn’t remember having ordered anything, but
maybe someone had sent me a get-well present. | reached down for it, but as| did, David came up the
sepsat the end of the hallway and turned toward me with hisluminous, lovely smile.

Now that was the best present ever.

““What are you doing up?’ he asked as he came closer. He was tossing newly minted apartment keysin
hishand; I'd ingsted that if he was going to marry me, he' d have to start doing more mundane, human
things, too, such as unlocking doors the standard way, and knocking before entry. He' d found it funny, of
course. But he humored me,

“* Just getting the package,”” | said, and bent down again to pick it up.

Asmy fingers closed around it, David asked, in pure puzzlement, **What package?’ and it hit melikea
Speeding express train—I| was dready feeling worse. Woozy. Something was wrong here.

And he couldn’t see the package.

Oh God.

“Get Lewis,’ | said, and backed away, into the apartment. * Get him fast, David. Go!™”’

Hedidn't waste time asking what | was on about; he just blipped away, moving faster than light could
follow. I dammed the door and kept on moving, asfar back as| could. | ran into the plate glass window,
did aong to the opening, and stepped onto the balcony, where | braced mysdlf against the far railing and
dowly lowered mysdlf into adeck chair. | was short of breath and swesting, and it wasn't dl just nerves.
That box. Dammit. How many people had been exposed? The driver, for sure. People at the distribution
center . . . | grabbed a pad of paper, threw away thelists of florists I’ d compiled, and began to frantically
scribble down anyone | could think of who might have touched the package during the shipping process.
They al needed to be examined and treated.

| was only halfway through the list when the phone rang, and | grabbed the extension sitting next to the
pad. ‘‘Lewis?’ It was. ‘* Get adisposal team over here, right now. There' s a package outside my door.

| think it’ sthe same stuff asin the office building. Antimatter. David can't seethe package at dl. Get a
teamn on tracing the package back through the system. People who came in contact with thisthing—""
“Gotit,’ hesad. “*Look after yourself. Get the hell out of there.”

“*I don’t want to go near it, and I'd haveto if | leave by the door. I'll haveto climb down—""1 didn’t
fed up to the acrobatics, not at the moment.

| didn’t need to. David came out of thin ar, moving fast. He picked me up, out of the chair, stepped up
on the balcony railing, and off into open space without a second of hesitation. | didn’'t even havetimeto
gasp before hisfeet hit the ground, and then he was carrying me across the parking lot at breakneck
gpeed. He dumped mein the passenger seet of my car, took the driver’ s seet, and started it up with a
touch of hisfinger to theignition.

“David—"

Hewasn't listening. His eyes were focused and distant. He had amission, and that mission wasto get me
out of danger. | didn’t have anything to say about it.

| redlized | was dtill holding the phone. Lewis svoice was afaint buzz on the other end. *“ Right, I'm out
of the gpartment,”’ | said to him. ** And we' re about to |ose the connection. Hurry up with the disposal
team. | don’'t want that thing lying around where anybody can pick it up. My God, Lewis, there are
people here. Innocent people! ™’



David put the Mustang in gear, and we screeched out of the parking place, cornered hard, and
accelerated out of the gpartment complex and onto the Street.

The phone went dead, of course. | tossed it in the backseat and rested my head against the cushions as
David put the Mustang through its paces, driving way too fast for ahuman’ sreactions. He must have
screened us out of other peopl€'s perceptions, because we blew past a police squad car doing about
120, and there was no reection at al from the two protecting and serving in the front sest.

‘| thought you didn’t believein thisstuff,’” | said to David. ** Y ou're acting like you do.”’

“I'mtrusting you,” hesaid. *‘If you say it'sthere, and you say it made you sick, I’'m not taking chances.
But Jo—I can't seeit. | can't senseit. It'sjust not there.”

“‘Look, there are thingsthat exist that areinvisble to humans—"’

““But not to Djinn,”” heinterrupted. ** Nothing isinvisble to Djinn. Nothing that belongs on thisearth.””
Thiswaskind of the point. He must have redlized it, too. He was quiet for amoment, and when | looked
over, | saw that his eyes had taken on afierce orange color, like the heart of afire.

“Thisisn't something being done by the Djinn,”” he said. **Not mine, and not Ashan’'s. Whether |
persondly beieveinit or not isbeside the point. If an enemy is sending these thingsto you, personally,

it' s someone human. Someone who wishesyou harm.”

No kidding. | remembered the angry phonecal. ‘*‘Maybeit' saDemon,”’ | said. ** They seemto liketo
dropinfor regular vigts.”

“*Not funny, Jo.”

Y egh, not from thisside, either. Do you think itis? A Demon?’

He seemed to consider it serioudy. *‘Demonsaren't 0. . . strategic in their gpproach. Their godsare
smple and straightforward—consume, kill, escape. Whatever thisis, there sno sense to what you
described before. The dead cresture—"

“Djinn, David. Hewas Djinn. We're sure.”

Helet that pass, but | could tell he wasfar from convinced. ** And the black thing insde him. Who would
do such athing? Why?’

“Maybe,’ | ssid dowly, “‘itwasatest.”

“A test of what?’

“Of theDjinn,” | said. ** A test that you failed.”

Hetook his gaze away from the road, which was eerie and darming, though | knew he didn’t need to be
garing straight ahead to drive. *‘ Failed how?’

“*Failed to sense the danger. Look, that was a Djinn we found—'"

“ltwasn’'t.”

“* Argument’ ssake, if it was, why can't you admit it? It' sasif you just can't bring yoursdlf to—""

“*There’ snothing to admit!’” he said, and | heard the unmistakable vibration of anger undernesth the
words. ‘‘1 would know if a Djinn had died!”’

“*Except you don't, and onedid,”’ | said, and closed my eyes. ** So what does that mean?”’

““It means—"" David took in adeep breath, and | could see him struggle to get histemper under control.
“* It doesn’t mean anything. Because dl thisisanillusion, Jo. Just anillusion. There sno dead Djinn;
there’ sno such thing as your antimatter.”’

Whoa. The blind spot the Djinn had was big enough to swallow the sun, and it was garting to redlly scare
me. And there didn’t seem to be any point at al to trying to debate it, because he smply wasn’t going to
ligen.

| turned face forward as he steered the Mustang through traffic at speeds that would have made
NASCAR driversweep and flinch. ** Glad we got that al straightened out.”’

Sarcasm was wasted on him, right at the moment. He sent me a heartbresking smile of relief, and |
redlized he actually thought we had straightened it out.

Oh dear God.

Wefinished the drivein silence. Oncethetraffic cleared, David pulled off theroad at a beachfront area,
one loaded up with pleasure-seeking, bikini-wearing sunbathers, al onetequila short of a Girls Gone
Wild video. He turned off the engine, and we sat for awhile watching the waves crash and roll, and the



tannersszzleand flirt.

““I need my cdll phone,”’ | said. David . . . flickered. Likeabad sgnd, or ahologram. And then he
reached in his coat pocket and handed over my cell phone, which | knew perfectly well I"d left back on
the table in the gpartment. **Hey. Don’t do that, okay?’

Helooked puzzled. **Don’'t do what?’

“*Don't go back there. Promiseme.”’

HWhy?i

| swear, when | closed my eyes, | saw red. | counted to ten, ddliberately, and tried to pry my fingernails
out of my palms. *‘ Because even if you don't believeit’ sthere, that stuff istoxic to me, and it could be
fatd toyou. All right?’

He shook hishead. *‘ There’ sno danger. If therewas, I'd know.”’

Whichwasjust crazy. But he earnestly seemed to think he wastdling me the truth.

| took the cell phone and called Lewis. **Where are you?’

“*Just got here,’” hesaid. | heard his breeth huffing; he and what sounded like an e ephant herd of people
were jogging up the sairs. ** Okay, | seeit. Box in front of the door.”’

“That'sit,” | sad. *‘Becareful.”

“I’m not going anywhere near it, trust me. We' re usng abomb robot.”’

“*We' ve got bomb robots now? Cool.”’

“*It'son loan from Homeland Security,” Lewissaid. ** They'renot going to likeit if 1 get it blown up,
though. I’ll call you back.”

Homeland Security was|oaning us gear? Wow. When had we actualy come up in theworld like that?
Apparently, while’d been unconscious in a hospital bed for something or other, or on therun. | wasn't
aureif | liked it. Part of the reason the Wardens had existed for so long in secrecy had been the low
profile. The morewe*‘ cooperated’” with other governmental agencies, the more likely it wasthat we d
get attention, and any attention was bad.

| remembered the reporters, and shivered. They had ajob to do, and athough they’ d grant me some sick
time, they’ d be back.

“‘Let’schange the subject,”” David said. ** The wedding. Where do you want to have it? At the chapd ?”
There was only one chapd for us—Imara s home, the Chapdl of the Holy Cross. | nodded dowly. “*But
we' d haveto haveitinsecret,” | said. ** After hours. They don't do officiad weddingsthere.”

““| could work it out,’”” he said. | was surethat wastrue, actually. *‘ 1t won't hold too many.”’

“*Small ceremony,’”’ | said. “*Big reception. It works.”

He nodded, staring straight ahead into therolling surf, the eternd sky. ** Areyou dl right?’

“Me? Sure”’ | dredged up alaugh. *“Why wouldn’t | be? Just because some crazy is sending me
antimatter through themail . . .”’

““We changed the subject,”” he reminded me gently. ** If you' re worried about the wedding, you can il
change your mind.”’

| draped an elbow over my seat and curled around to face him, resting my chin on my forearm. **| redly
don'tthink | can,”” | said. “*And | redlly don't think | wantto.”” | felt acold breath of . . . something.
““Unless. . . you're having doubts about us—""

““No,” David said immediately. *‘I’m just concerned for you. Y ou seem. . . unreasonably upset. | just
can't understand how you can be so convinced and upset about something that has no evidence.”

Well, that wasrich. Hethought | was crazy. *‘David,”” | said, **we re not going to convince each other
on thisstuff. Arewe?’

He shook hishead ruefully.

“Thenlet’ sstop trying.” | reached out. He took my hand, and some of the fluttering in my stomach
quieted. ** So if we can have only twenty people at the ceremony, who are we picking?’

Hesmiled. “*You gofirs.”

“All right. Onename at atime.”” | took adeep breath. ** Cherise.’”” Safe. He nodded.

“Lewis,’”’ hesad, which surprised me, but | supposed it shouldn’t have. He and Lewis had known each
other long before | ever set eyes on David.



“Um—Paul.”

““Rahd.”” Hegave meaquick, gpologetic amile. **I can hardly leave her out of the invitation. She'd only
show up if wedidn'tinvite her.”

Shewould, just to beapain inthe ass. Djinn. What can you do?‘‘Fine,’ | said. *‘How many isthat?’
“*Counting us? Six.”” He studied me for asecond, eyes going gentle again. ** Seven with aminister. Do
you want to invite your sster?’

“Ohhel no,”’ | said. ** Psycho sister Sarah is not welcome. She's caused me plenty of trouble without
this I'll gowith ... Venna”’

David' s eyebrows twitched, either in surprise or amusement, or maybe some of both. Vennawas a
Djinn, but she was on Ashan’ s Side of the fence; she' d done both of usfavors, but aswith most Djinn, |
couldn’t peg her asgood or bad, redly. Still, shewasaways. . . interesting. ** She might attend,”” he
sad. **It might interest her. But shewouldn’t come done.’”’

““You are not inviting Ashen.”’

That got an actud laugh. ** It would be politically wise.”

“* And persondly stupid becauseif | seehim again, | swear I'll rip off whatever passesfor his—"’

He kissed me. It was meant to be a shut-me-up kiss, quick and swest, but it turned warmer, richer, and |
melted againgt him like chocolate on ahot plate. **I' m asking Ashan,”” he said when he let me up for
breath. ** And you' re going to play niceif he shows up. Which hewon't. But it will bewiseto ask him.”’
| made a noise that brides-to-be probably shouldn’t make, according to Miss Manners. He kissed me
agan.

We had so much to talk about—flowers, cakes, catering, dresses, tuxedos. . . . Wedidn't talk about any
of it. Instead, David pressed hislipsto the pulse a my neck and murmured, **1I’ m bored with planning the
wedding. Let’s plan the honeymoon. Better yet, let’ srehearse.””

I’ d been recovering for weeks, and my libido had taken a serious begting aong with my body, but when
he said that, | fet afadt, hot flush of desire. Aside from some gentle play, he’ d been careful with me,
knowing | wasfragile.

Now he sent waves of energy flowing into me, curing the lingering aches and exhaustion, and | caught my
breath in true, deep pleasure.

“Right here?’ | asked. “‘Inthecar?’

““I think | said before, the seatsdo recline.’”” Being aDjinn, he didn’'t even have to crook afinger to
make it happen. My seat dipped back, nearly level, and | made a sound low in my throat as hiswarm
hands moved over me, diding the stirgp of my top down my arm, folding back fabric. . . .

““Wait,’ | said, and sat up again. ** There’ samote haf amile back.”

Helooked surprised, and alittle disappointed. | kissed him again.

“I'mnot saying no,”’ | promised. “‘I'msaying . . . | want lots of time, and abed. If it' sarehearsd, let's
makeit afull undressrehearsd.”

“*Oh,” David murmured. ** That'sdl right, then.”

Chapter Five

Therain hit while we were lying twined together, sweaty and completely satisfied, on the motel bed. It
was anice motel, nothing deazy, and the rooms were actudly quite lovely. Big ocean views. We' d drawn
the curtains, though, for privacy. No matter how much funit is, somethingsredly aren’t meant to be
shared with strangers on the beach.

| listened to the patter of drops on glass and rested my head against his bare chest. He had a heartbest,
and hislungsworked just like any man's. In fact, hewas dl the way human in every way thet | could
sense, including his postcoita drowsiness. Hisfingers combed lazily through my hair, leaving it smooth
and shining, the way it had been when he' d first seen me.

“How’dwedo?’ | asked, and hishand left my hair to softly stroke my arm, skim my side, wrap
possessively around me.

“*| think we need more practice,’” hesaid. *‘1 don’t think | quite had that last part right.”’
“TheRussanjudge gaveit aninepoint five’’ | sad. ** And you nailed the dismount.”’

| loved it when he laughed. Djinn didn’t laugh enough, and they had little enough to laugh about, in



genera. His happiness was contagious, like fever, and | basked in its warmth. We kissed, long and dow,
and | heard thelow vibration in the back of histhroat. Still hungry. Still wanting.

| knew how he felt. The passion between uswasn't fading; if anything, it was strengthening astime went
on, aswe |learned each other and found new waysto please. | loved surprising him, loved the mixture of
shock and wicked delight in hiseyes.

When my cdll phonerang, | flailed for it and switched off theringer, but | couldn’t resst taking aquick
glance a thelit-up display. Lewis, of course. And | had to answer. Otherwise, he' d do something stupid,
such as send the cavalry to bust down the door and catch me doing something morally questionable.
David groaned, deep in histhroat, and buried hisface against my neck. **You haveto getit,” he sad.
“Right?’

“*Afraid so,”’ | said. ** Put the porno movie on pause for asecond.”” | caught my bregth, tried to pretend
| was fully clothed and businesdike, and answered the phone. ** Lewis?’

“*Took you long enough,”’ he said. He sounded tense, which wasn't good. Lewiswas one of the most
relaxed people I’ d ever known, in general. ** Okay, we' ve got the package in containment. Jo—there
wasasoacard.”

“A card?Like, agreeting card?’

“You'renot goingtolikeit,” hesaid. **It' sa congratulations card. On your wedding. It had amessage
indgde”’

| went short of breath, and it wasn't for any of the reasonsthat it would have been aminute before.
““What kind of message?’

Heignored that question, which didn’t bode well. *“Who knows you' re getting married?’

“*|—not that many people. We haven't officialy—I don’t know. | didn't think it was astate secret! My
God, | was about to order invitations!”’

““I think we' d better talk,”” Lewissaid. ** All of us. Warden HQ in New Y ork. There are some things
you need to see.’”’

“Now?’

““Tomorrow. Let David driveif you'retaking thecar.”

| bit my lip. Not that | didn’t love being in the car with David, but even at the speeds hewaslikely to
travel it would be at least afifteen-hour trip. Then again, it kept us mobile, and Weather Wardens
generdly didn’t do too well in airplanes. We draw storms the way abug zapper draws moths.
“*Seeyouthere,’’ | said, and hung up. | dropped the cell phone back on the nightstand and rolled back
toward David. **Where were we?’

Hisfingers dowly stroked the column of my throat, down the valley between my breasts, and acrossto
circlethe hard cap of my nipple. ** That depends,”’ he said, low in histhroat. **How much time do we
have?’

““How fast can you drive?’

Helaughed. **Y ou wouldn’t believe how fast | can driveif I'm properly motivated.”

““ Any particular thing you find motivetiona?’

He put hislipscloseto my ear. ** Y our mouth.”” Histongue traced the folds of my ear, drawing shivers.
I lovethe way you useit.”

““I"'m guessing you aren’t talking about pleasant travel conversation.”

| couldn’t see hissmile, but | felt itsdark power. “*Don’'t want to giveit atry?’

“*Dude, there are laws, you know.”

“*Laws againg driving above the speed limit, too, but | don’t notice you objecting to breaking them.’”’
“Youareavery bad'—I caught my breath convulsvely and pressed againgt hisfingers, which had
wandered lower—**man. And we should get dressed and on the road.”’

“Inawhile,’ he said, watching me, and his hand began to move. My mind went white and smooth with
pleasure. Hiseyeswere lazy and still somehow fiercely intent. **Let me seeif | can ease your mind first.”
| decided not to protest, unless don’t stop counted.

Drivingwith aDjinnisn't redly like norma driving. For one thing, nobody redly seesyour car; they have
an awareness of it, for traffic safety, but even the most vigilant of peace officers can look right a you



breaking the speed limit (and nearly the sound barrier) and not fee moved to react.

The downside? No bathroom breaks. Djinn just don’t think of thingslike that. | know they eet, so they
must have the other human-type functions at least when maintaining human form . . . but you' d never
know it. They're better masters of their bodiesthan we are.

After six hours on the road, | was squirming in the seet and ready to die for abush by the side of the
road, never mind a bathroom.

“*Comfort break,”” | said to David. ‘** Sorry. Nature cdls.”

He sent me alazy, amused glance, entirdly relaxed and at ease behind the whed of my car. I'd learned
not to look out the windows, the constant smear of color reminded me of science fiction movie concepts
of travel past light speed. Instead, I’ d asked for alaptop, which David had obligingly provided, and an
Internet connection. Bingo, | was back to research.

Only thistime, | wastracking down suspectsinstead of china patterns.

““What areyou doing?’ David asked, leaning over. | nudged him back with one shoulder.

“Drive”’

‘| am.”” He stayed where he was, eyes off the road.

Y ou know that makes me crazy, right?’

Hislipsthreatened to smile. **Not the right kind of crazy. So?’

| Sghed. *‘I’m searching al my correspondence, trying to figure out how many people I’ ve told about the
wedding.”’

“And?’

““Dozens’’ | stared gloomily at the screen. “*Not only that, | didn’'t exactly think to make it eyes-only
clearance. Those dozenstold more dozens, who told their friends, who posted it in the Wardens chat
room...."”

“Soit'sadead end.”

Y eah, and we might be the ones dead at the end of it. Wasn't surel liked that symbolism.

| was on the verge of logging off the computer, but aword caught my eye on the Warden chat board. |
frowned and scrolled back up, looking for it, and finaly saw, in the message thread of people offering
congratul ations on the upcoming wedding, asingle entry. Y ou had to be registered for the Warden chat
board, of course, and authenticated, but somehow, this particular entry had no name or |P address
associated with it. What it said was, smply, It'll never happen.

| shivered. The Sentinelswere at work.

“*Bathroom,”” David announced, and | closed up the laptop and was unhooked before he' d screeched
the Mustang to astop in front of the gas pump of the BP station. | barely noticed the convenience store,
except that as| frantically scanned the interior walls, the bored clerk took pity on me and pointed toward
the rear of the store. Clearly, he knew the look.

| found the bathroom; it was unlocked and relatively clean, and all that mattered was the swest, sweet
relief. When | finished, | went to the sink and washed, studying my facein the mirror. | looked okay—a
little thinner than usual, more angular, but not as haggard as |’ d feared. Stress |ooked good on me; it
aways had. Lucky me. As abeauty trestment, though, it sucked.

Hmmm. Maybe some cold cream. And Ding Dongs.

| was gathering up swest, snack-treat goodness and heading for the register when | felt . . . something.
Not exactly trouble, but . . . something. It was subtle, but I’ d definitely felt something shift, and not on a
natural real-world level.

| put the food down on the counter, smiled meaninglesdy, and wandered back toward the cold-drink
caseto give mysdf timeto think. Timeto track what was happening. The clerk must have thought | was
giving the Pepsi-Coke debate serious consderation. | glanced over my shoulder and saw that David was
gassing up the Mustang, eyes scanning the horizon but without any sign of worry or darm.

So maybe this sudden foreboding was just my imagination working overtime. Maybe | wastired, on
edge, and il recovering from my near miss.

A big semitruck eased into the parking lot. It was atight fit; the place wasn't exactly atruck stop, and |
wondered what he was doing. Maybe he needed a bathroom, too, or Ding Dongs. Everybody needed



Ding Dongs, right? But no driver emerged from the shiny red cab; it just sat, shimmering in the overhead
lights, idling.

| felt achill. | grabbed adrink at random from the case and went back to the counter, threw money at the
clerk, and continued to Sare at the truck without blinking or looking away. Something. Something
wrong.

David didn't seem dert to anything at al. He replaced the gas cap and stood next to the car, leaning on
it, waiting for me to reappear.

““Your change,”’ the clerk said, and pressed coinsinto my hand. | shoved it into my pocket without
looking, grabbed the sack he handed over, and hurried outside. There was acool breeze blowing in from
the ocean. Couldn’t see the shore from here, but the sound of the surf was a distant, low murmur.

| stopped, staring &t the red truck, which continued to idle where it sat. Nothing intimidating about it,
other than itssize. But then again.. . .

“Let’'sgo,”’ | said, and climbed into the passenger seet. David raised his eyebrows a my tone, which
wasfairly tense for somebody who' d achieved the desperately needed pit stop, but he got in the car and
garted it up. We pulled out onto the road in asmooth growl of acceleration, the tires biting and cornering
perfectly.

Behind us, the semitruck lurched into gear and followed.

“Crap,”’” | whispered, and turned in my seet to look behind us. *‘ That truck—"’

David glanced in the rearview mirror. **What about it?’

“‘Don’'t you think there’ s anything strange about it?”

““I think you'retired,”” hesaid. ** And you're worried. Let me worry about keeping us safe.””’

“But—"" | stopped myself, somehow, and managed anod. **Okay. Just . . . keep an eye onit, would
you?’

“*Sure.”’ He sounded indulgent and amused.

“David, I’'mnot kidding.”’

He gave measrangelook. ‘I know,” hesad. *‘I'll watch.”’

That was said with agood deal more seriousness. | nodded and turned again, looking behind us.
Thetruck was till there, but rapidly faling behind as the Mustang’ s engine opened up with itsthroaty
growl. | frowned. Thetruck didn’t seem at dl intimidated by my scowl. You' ve seen Dud one too many
times, | told mysdif, but | couldn’t shake the fedling that there was something . . . something wrong.
Something dangerous.

But despite dl that, the steady blur of passing scenery, David' simpeccable (nay, uncanny) driving, and
the soft, lulling roar of road beneeth tirestook itstoll. Before too long, | wasleaning againgt the
passenger-sde window, deepily contemplating the headlights visblein the far distance behind us, and
dipping over the edge into deep.

Or dmogt, anyway. | jerked myself awake with a start, banging my head against the glass, and blurted,
““How arethey till there? Thetruck? How fast are you going?’

David didn’t even need to glance at the speedometer to say, ** About one-fifty.”’

No semitruck on the planet was going to do more than eighty on these roads, and that was if they were
asking for trouble, especidly at night. So at haf our speed, more or less, he should have been far behind
us by now.

Invigbly far.

| checked the headlights again. They were till visble, and if anything, they were closer. **How fast isthat
truck going?’

It no longer mattered, because | felt a sudden snap of power out at sea, asif someone had pulled a sted!
wiretaut in front of us, and | had timeto seeawall of water rise up, glistening and glass-brick thick inthe
moonlight, beautiful and deadly. . . .

David let out an almost inaudible hiss and reacted instantly, faster than any human could have.

It was amost fast enough.

Plowing into apuddle of water three inches deep in acar going a hundred miles an hour creates an
incredibly strange set of physica problems. Forces shear in unpredictable directions, and asthe driver, if



you don't get it right in that first second, you' re out of control. Spinning, skidding, flipping . . .

If only it had been that easy. But thiswasa wall of water, not just apuddle. It was at least afoot thick,
probably more than that, a huge amount of mass.

If we'd hit it head-on, the car would have been crushed. Instead, David' sreactions were just fast enough
to throw usinto askid, which burned off some of the kinetic energy. In that extra quarter second, he and
| both reached out to snap apart the wall of water.

Again, we amost succeeded. It was evaporating into mist even aswe hit it, but part of it was ill
inevitably solid.

Theimpact was like being dapped by God. | heard crumpling meta and | was jerked violently from side
to sde. The glass next to me shivered and cracked into afrosted geometric mess. | heard David' s voice
but couldn’t sort it out; there was too much to process, and my body couldn’t decide what to complain
about fird.

“I'mfine’’ | said, although | probably wasn't. David did something to the car, swore quietly, and |
heard meta grinding in the engine. Wdll, he could fix it. Hewas Djinn, after dl. That waswhat they did;
they fixed things. They were nature’ s great handymen.

““Hold on,”” he said, and hishand closed over mine. | turned toward him. Mist leaked in through the
window cracks. The water we' d vaporized had formed athick, heavy, creamy fog that swallowed us up.
““I loveyou. Hold on. I'm sorry | didn’t believe you, I'm sorry—""

Thefog was getting lighter. It wasn't anywhere near dawn. David was il talking, low and quietly.

“l can't get usout,” hesaid. ‘I can get myself out, but not you. If | try to pull you out, I'll kill you. So
hold on. I'll protect you. Jo, | loveyou. | love—"

The semitruck burst out of thefog like the red fist of avengeful god, and | felt the surge of power around
us as David pulled together a bubble of protection just before the world came to a sudden, sharp end.
“Hey.”

| jerked awake, sweating and trembling. The sun was coming up, ahot blur on the horizon, and | wasn't
dead—we weren't dead, and there wasn’t any truck. There hadn’t been any truck for hours, sincewe' d
left it behind at the gas Station.

Wewere dive. It had been adream.. . . no, not adream, agoddamn nightmare, so red it till ached in
every muscle. My heart wasthumping so fast it felt asif it were on the verge of needing ashock to bring
it back to norma rhythm. | was damp with cold swest.

David waslooking a me with worry in his eyes. His hand was on mine, just asit had been in the dream.
Exactly asit had been. | twisted around, sure | was about to see the specter of the truck rising up behind
us, but no.

Nothing but road, and early-morning mist, and the traffic of another normd, busy day. | recognized the
road. I'd traveled it before I’ d met David, driving non-stop through the night, heading for Lewis's
last-known address in a desperate bid to save mysalf from a death sentence.

Why did it fed asthough | were il on therun?

David chose not to ask about my al-too-obvious freak-out, for which | was extremely grateful. He
downshifted the Mustang and blended smoothly into the traffic as he reached down between the seats
and came up with asmoking hot cup of coffee. Not aword spoken. | cried out in relief, grabbed it, and
found it was exactly right—just hot enough, not one degree over, athough | would have gladly chugged it
if it had been the same mean temperature aslava, damn the burns and blisters. | felt badly off balance and
unsteedy.

When I’ d taken enough in that | felt part of theworld again, | sighed, tilted my head back againgt the
seat, and asked, ** So how far do we haveto go?’

“*Coupleof hours” hesaid. ““WEe Il be there on time. Do you need acomfort stop?’

Of course | did. Wefound asmall roadside diner with clean facilities and a pretty spectacular breakfast.
Probably not too smart to order the Heart Attack Specid, given my earlier cardiac fibrillations, but damn,
eggos, biscuits, and gravy dl sounded like heaven. If heaven came with aside of bacon.

David watched me consume with alazy sort of pleasurein his expression as he nursed a cup of coffee
and abowl! of mixed fruit. If he noticed that the waitresses kept whispering and looking him over, he



didn’t mention it. ** That was some dream,”” he said. ** What happened?’

| didn’t want to talk about it. Unlike most dreams, this one remained vivid and terrifying. *“Wedied,”’ |
said. No explanations. His eyebrows climbed, and | saw him think about asking for details, and then
think better. ** That truck. Did you ever see—"’

Hewas dready shaking hishead. *‘ There was nothing weird about the truck, Jo,”” he said. **It turned off
and went its own way alittle after you fell adeep. It was a Peterbilt, carrying aload of televison sets. The
driver was aHaitian immigrant. Want to know his name?’

| paused, studying him. A forkful of eggs cooled on my upraised fork. **You redly did pay attention.”
“*Of coursel did. He has six kids, awife, and an elderly mother. | know everything about him, everything
about the truck, everything about its cargo. | wasn't taking any chances. Not with your life. I’ ve nearly
lost you too many times.”” He said it without any emphasis, but it went straight to my heart. | lowered my
fork and put it down, and fought to catch my breath. He leaned forward, cup cradled in both hands with
exquiste care. ‘*Nothing will happen. Y ou haveto trust meon that.”’

| held hisgaze. ** And you haveto trust me that everything may not be assmple asyou think itis.”
““You're talking about the package.”” | nodded. ** Jo, | promise, I'll try to keep an open mind. No matter
how . . . unlikely dl thisseemsto me.”’

Heredly wastrying. More than that, | knew it wasn't easy for him to devote so much time to me; there
were constant demandsin the Djinn world, just asin the human one. He had aday job, after all.
“I'loveyou,” | sad. **More than chocolate. And you know how much that meansto me.”

“‘Eat your eggs,”’ he said, and gave methat dightly off-kilter smile, with anintriguing tilt of his head.
“Wouldn't want you to faint like agirl later and blameit on low blood sugar. Again.”

““Hey, buster! When havel ever fanted likeagirl?’

He picked up the spoon from hisfruit bowl and licked it, dowly and contemplatively, tongue moving very
deliberately around the deek curves. **I can think of one or two times.”

“That,” | said severdly, *‘istotdly unfair.”

“What is?’ He dipped the spoon into the little pot the waitress had |eft out for my coffee, and then
licked that off, tongue curving lovingly into the bow! of the spoon. **Mmmm. Fresh cream.”’

| think one of the waitresses dropped awater glass. | distinctly heard one of the other ones murmur
something that sounded like Thank you, Jesus.

“*Stop it. Not even you can make mefaint with desire,”’ | said. | wastrying for stern, but it was coming
out more indecisive than anything ese. It wasn't that | was weeak-willed; it was that nobody wasimmune
to David when heredlly put effort into it. Especialy me.

“*Oh, | don’t know,”” he said, and even his voice was pure seduction. ** Five minutes from now, when |
dothisthing | wasjust thinking about—""’

“Isit that thing with your little finger? Because I’ m ready for that onethistime.”

““Ohno,” hesad, very earnestly. ‘1 was thinking of the thing with my tongue, actualy.”’

““What thing with your tongue?’

His smile deepened, and sparks flew in the darkness of hiseyes. **Y ou sure you redlly want meto
demongrate? Right here?’

| was pretty surethat if he did, there'd be alot of women asking to order what | was having. | took a
deep, dow, determined breath, and said, ** Play nice, David.”

“I'mawaysnice”’

Oh, I didn’t think so. That was part of his dark, chocolate-rich charm, and as|’d aready noted to him.. .
.| redly couldn’t resst chocolate.

He ate the rest of the fruit, nibbling on the moist bites with such suggestivenessthat | think every waitress
in the diner made sure to come by and ask if there was anything at al she could do for him. He never
noticed. He was having too much fun making me squirm.

But when | glanced down involuntarily a my watch, he sighed, atethelast bite of cantaloupe, and
nodded. ‘*Right,”” hesaid. *‘Let’sget going.”’

“*Assoon asthisisover—"’

“Don’t think | won't holdyou toit.”



Chapter Six

When we came out of the diner, there was avan pulled up behind the car, negtly blocking usin. | felt my
nervestighten up and shiver, but | sllently told them to stand down; I’ d already made afool of myself
over the semitruck, and thiswould turn out to be just another idiot picking up, dropping off, or parking
badly. In fact, it even looked like adelivery van— battered, a bit weeather-faded.

The sunlight caught a glitter on the door, and | paused, blinked, and tried to convince mysdlf it was
nothing but random metallic paint flecks. Tried hard, but got nothing. | gave it up and took aquick look in
Overgght.

The van took on the dimensions and solidarity of one of those military Humvees, wickedly armored and
decorated with spikes. Tough and badass—that was its essentiad character, interpreted for mevisualy by
whatever processing filter the Wardens had that others didn’t. The aetheric showed truth, but it was a
subtle and strange kind of truth.

One thing was unequivoca about the truck, though: On the door panel blazed the stylized sun emblem of
the Wardens.

| opened my mouth to warn David, but he aready knew, of course. He stopped, studying without
expression the van and whatever occupantsit held. All the playfulness was gone, and he reminded me of
ahunting leopard, lean and powerful. His eyes had gone a color that should have been awarning, and
probably would have been to anybody with sense.

Unfortunately, the Warden who got out of the van was Lee Antondlli, and he had |ess sense than a pet
rock. Hewas abig guy, and agifted Fire Warden, but when it came to subtleties, he waslikely to crush
them under hisbig stedl-toed boots and never notice. How he' d survived the Warder/Djinn conflictswas
anybody’ s guess, but the fact that he hadn’t had a Djinn issued to him in thefirst place was enough to
keep him off theinitia hit list, and | strongly suspected hel d spent most of the conflict hiding out.

| said Leewas big. Not brave. Hence, of course, the unreasonably tough shell of attitude on hisvan, not
on his person.

Heleaned againgt the passenger sde of the van and crossed hisarms; they were impressively muscled,
and he' d invested asmall fortunein body art. It should have made him look intimideting. Instead, |
thought it made him look like someone doing hard-ass by the numbers, especialy when coupled with the
shaved head. **‘Warden,” Lee said to me. He didn’t so much as glance a David. | wondered why, and
then | redlized that Lee couldn’'t see him. David had made himsdlf invisible, dthough hewas Hill thereto
my eyes.

“Warden,” | replied to Antonelli coolly, ‘*who taught you how to park?1’d say Sears, but redlly, they
do amuch better job. Maybe you were absent the day they explained what those parallél linesin thelot
arefor—"’

“* Shut up, Badwin. I'm supposed to pick you up and escort you in,” he said. ** Since whatever you've
got going on is so damn important, | guess|’m riding shotgun.”’

Thiswasweird, and it wasn't norma. Lewis knew | was coming; he knew David was traveling with me.
Why send Antonelli, of al people, whom he knew | couldn’t stand? Lewis might work in mysterious
ways, but that was downright impenetrable. | bought timeto think by digging apair of big sunglasses out
of my purse and putting them on. There, Without aclear view of my eyes, Antondli was going to have a
tougher time figuring out what I’d do. ** Shotgun,”’ | repeated, ** so you' re the bodyguard. FHattering.”’
Antondli ran one hand over his bullet-shaped shaved head and gave me agrim-looking amile. **Most
ladieswould say 0.’

“* Savethe smarm, I’'m not in themood.””’

He shrugged. Hirting wasreflexive for him; he didn’t fancy me, except in the abstract way that somebody
like Antondlli fancied anyone with interna sex organs. If | stood till long enough, he’ d gladly take aturn,
but other than that, | was furniture. * Playtime’ s over, then. Let’ smove. Inthevan.”’

| stayed right where| was, next to the door of the Mustang. **I'm driving my own car.”” Technicaly,
David was driving, but Antondli might not know that. In fact, he didn’t look nearly worried enough, so |
doubted he had any ideathere was an angry Djinn standing a couple of feet avay, eyeslit up like
Halloween lanterns,



“*Look, | don’'t know the plan; I’m just following orders. Lewis saystake the van; we take the van,”’
Antondli said. *‘1 don’t ask no questions; neither do you. Come on, Sdter, let’ s go. I’ ve got thingsto
do.”

There was aring of swesat around the high neck of his muscle shirt, and dark stresks under the arms.
Unless Antondli had come straight from the gym, something was up. He was nervous.

““We can sort that out,”” | said, and pulled my cell phone from my pocket. **Let mejust call—

The circuitry inside the phonefried, boiled into vapor in an ingtant. | dropped the red-hot case and blew
on my blistered fingers. Antondlli hadn’t moved, but something about him had changed. | could amost
smell it: the burned-metal bite of desperation, mingled with a coppery odor of fear.

“Getinthefucking van,” hesad. *‘I’m not playing, bitch. Don't make this ashowdown; there are too
many people around. Kids. | don’t want to do that, and neither do you. Let’skeep thiscam.”’

Oh God, hewas serious. | could tell it from the sweat on hisskin, the dark shadowsin his eyes. Hewas
awholelot more scared of someone e se than he was of me.

That needed to change, right now.

| dropped my purseto the ground, glad I’ d donned the sunglasses. | made sure my feet were firmly
planted, shoulder-width apart, the right dightly forward to give me amore stable base.

“You'reright,” | said quietly. **1 don’'t want to do this. You don’t want to do this. But somehow, | think
it' sgoing to happen anyway, because | can't get in that van, Lee. Whatever’ sgoing on, | can’t takethe
chance. Let’ sthink this through before we both start something that will end badly.””

David had not moved. Hadn’t spoken. Still, | was feding the vibration of menace from him like the
subsonic pulses from avolcano about to blow; this was going to go south, very badly, very fast.
“Whoisit?’ | asked. ‘‘Lee, tell mewho's making you do this. It'snot Lewis. It's not the Wardens.
Somebody’ s forcing you to take me out of circulation. Come on, man, we don’'t have to makethisa
throw down. We can talk about it, work it out.”” While| talked, | used my Earth powers, subtly sending
caming vibrationsto him, [ulling him into a state in which he might be moreinclined to listen. To trust.
Antondli shook himsdlf, asif he were throwing off awrestling hold, and I knew my brief second of
opportunity wasgone. ‘* Saveit,”’ he snapped. *‘I’m not some wet-behind-the-earstrainee. Y ou can't
conme.”

And then Lee Antonelli, one of the best natural Fire Wardens | had ever seen, declared war.

Ill give him credit; it was agirategic strike, not just agenerd firestorm. He formed afireball and lobbed it
not at me, but at my car. Clearly, he did not understand my relationship with cars. He d have gotten off
easer if he'd gone ahead and set my hair onfire. I'd have taken it less personally.

| formed an invisible cricket bat of hardened air, swung, lined up, and hit asolid line drive, sending the
firebd| right back into Antonelli’ s midsection. It hit him hard enough to drive him againgt the body of the
van, which rocked and creaked on its springs, and his muscle tee caught fire. He glanced down,
annoyed, and brushed ahand over it. The fire went out, but there was a nice round hole with scorched
edges baring his carefully devel oped abs. He' d had atattoo put around his navel—awoman’ sface, with
the navel representing her open mouth. Classy. *‘Bitch!”’ he snarled.

“* Repeating yoursdf dready? We just started,”” | said. | didn’t dlter my stance, and | didn’t go after him.
“Walk away. Just get in your van and go. We Il al be happier.”

Only it wasn't going to happen. He was scared, and he clearly didn’t think walking away from thiswas
an option. Ingtead, he pointed hisfinger a me, and from thetip of it blazed a pinpoint of red light, hot as
the sun. Coherent light, concentrated a thousand times stronger than the brightest earth-based |aser
developed by men.

Air wouldn’t dow it down. Neither would water, dthough it would bend the beam and eat up some of its
energy in steam. Both optionswere sureto fail, and | knew from experience that if he could bresk my
concentration, he could hurt me badly enough that I d have a hard time defending mysdlf at al.

Instead of defense, | went for offense. | had to end thisfast, before some innocent bystander traipsed out
of thediner and into the line of—literdly—fire.

Firg, I summoned up agde-force wind that dammed into his chest and pinned him againgt the van. Then
| took away hisair.



It'sdamn hard to concentrate when you fed like you' re suffocating. | started with the air going in, filtering
out the oxygen as he gasped. Then | focused on the oxygen ingde Antondli’ s body—in hislungs, in his
blood. | knew what | wanted to see, and it glowed bright blue for me.

| separated the hydrogen and oxygen atoms, took away an atom from the oxygen molecule, and within
seconds, he was shaking in desperation, nearly out. | et him continue to breathe, because if anything it
increased his panic, but | destroyed the oxygen before he could metabolizeit.

There was aside effect of this, of course. Destruction creates energy, and | burned off the excessin
sharp blue sparks that danced on the antenna of the van, the meta rims of the wheels, even Antondlli’s
showy belt buckle.

It felt asthough | werekilling him, inacrud and inhumane way, and that was exactly what | wanted him
tofed. | wanted him to know that | wasn't going to givein, and | wasn't going to screw around. If he
wanted to play hardball, he was going to have to live through the opening innings, and I’ d taken the game
to the professiond level.

“Think about it,” | said. ‘I could just aseasily put water in your lungs. Drowning on dry land. Sound
good to you, tough guy?’

Antonelli sank to hisknees, eyes wide and desperate. | hadn’t noticed before, but he had brown eyes,
big and somehow childlike despite al the’roided-up muscles.

| felt oddly detached about what | was doing, but there was no way | was going to let go until | sensed
he was more afraid of me than of the theoretical bad guys.

“Jo.”” David s soft voice. His hand touched my shoulder. **Y ou don’t haveto kill him.”

“Maybenot,” | said. “*But if he sone of them, it'd be adamn sght safer inthelong run.”’

Hedidn't say anything. | could tell he'd dropped the veil concealing him from Antondlli, because
Antonelli’s mouth stretched wide, and he tried to croak out something that was probably aplea. Hislips
had gone the color of iron, and his skin looked dead and pale and rubbery.

He was about to lose consciousness, 0 | let him have atorturous, cruel gasp of air, loaded with O,. He
gagged and pitched forward, openly weeping; he wasn't coming after me, that much was certain. Hejust
wanted to live to get away.

But | didn’t want himto get away. | let him have just enough oxygen to survive, not enough to get his
amsand legsin any kind of working order. Then | picked up my purse and walked over to him,
crouched down to where he was Sitting againgt the whed of the van, and pulled down my sunglassesto
look into hiseyes.

““What were you going to doto me, Lee?’ | asked him. *‘Don’'t lie. It'Il only make me angry, and you
won't like what happens when | lose my temper.”’

| let him have more oxygen, just enough. I'd scared him, al right. I d terrified him almost more than was
drategicaly necessary, and | knew—again, in adetached, academic sort of way—that it might bother me
later. Maybe it would bother mealot.

Or—and thiswas alot more worrisome—maybe it wouldn't bother me at dl.

It took Lee six breaths before he was able to decide to choke out, ** Going to kill you.”’

““Meaning, you're gill going to kill me, or you were supposed to kill me?’

“*Supposed to.”” Hisface contorted with effort, and he bared histeeth. ** Going to.”’

I’d known that was a possibility, but somehow, it was very different hearing it. | glanced up at David. He
was standing over us, quiet, but hisexpression . . . Antondli was lucky not to be relying on hismercy. |
might have developed anasty streak, but | was the kinder choice between the two options.

‘| guess| should give up on the friendship bracdlets, ”’ | said. ** Good, | suck at crafts. So, I’'m guessing
al thiswasn't your own brilliant idea. Y ou haven’t had an original one since you set your cat onfirein the
second grade. Who sent you? Think hard, Lee. We re going into the fina lightning round. If 1 don't
believe you, the next breath you take could be water. Or cyanide. | just love chemistry.”’

Hedidn't want to talk, but self-preservation is adamn fine motivator. No matter how badass his bosses
might be, they weren't here. | was. Like anyone else, Antonelli wanted his next breath to be sweet and
life-giving, not foul and toxic. He knew better than to question whether or not | could do it.

“*Sentinels,”” he croaked. *“Want you dead. Paying cash.’”’



““Hmmm. How much?’ Helooked at me asif | weretotaly crazy. | wasn't so sure hewaswrong. “‘1'd
like to know how much it was worth, stabbing mein the back.”’

“Hvemillion.”

| sat back, surprised. ** Five million dollars?’

“I"dkill youfor free”” Antondli muttered. **Bitch.”

“*Isthat any way to talk to the person holding your oxygen tank?’ | asked, and cut off the flow into his
lungs. He choked and thrashed. ** Oh, okay. | see your point. Five millionisalot of temptation. But |
don't think it was the money. Y ou might like meto think it was, but | think whoever sent you scared the
crap out of you.”” | let him have an entire ten breaths of sweet, sweet air. He shook his head. ** Come on,
Lee. Please. | don’t want to hurt you anymore. Just tell me who sent—""’

| had no warning. Neither did Antondlli.

Some tremendous force dammed into me, throwing me facedown to the gravel path. | rolled, tossed my
hair out of my face, and saw that David had also been driven back from Antonelli.

That was. . . dmost impossible. Unless he' d been taken by surprise, by someone or something of nearly
equal strength, it was very hard to knock a Djinn for aloop. For afatal second, David was distracted
from Antonelli by a perceived threat against me, while | was busy regrouping and trying to figure out what
the hell had happened.

Antondli didn’t hit uswhile we were vulnerable; he wouldn't have had ether the concentration or the
energy. No, someone e se struck Antondlli. I'd gone up into Oversight, struggling to catch aglimpse of
what was going on, and saw a huge red, spectral hand reach through the agtheric and punch claws deep
into Antonelli’ schest. | felt the black wave of despair and fury like apsychic blast. In thereal world,
Antond|i’ seyes|ocked with mine.

And then the spectral hand crushed his heart like agrape.

Murder, cold and sudden and utterly merciless.

Lee Antondli swayed on hisknees, and aslong as| live I'll see hisface, seethat terrible, sad, confused
expression and those lovely brown eyes begging meto explain why I’ d let this happen. Y ou could say
that he deserved it; he' d been willing to kill me.

But you’ d be wrong. Nobody deserved that.

David whirled, turning into ablur of light, and was gone. | caught Antonelli as his corpse pitched forward.
Blood burst out of his mouth and nose, and | redlized it hadn’t been only his heart the hand had gone
after; it had been hislungs, too, and probably any other organ of note. His murderer had systematically
pulped him from theinside, like akid squashing tomatoesin abowl.

| cursed breathlesdy, well aware it wastoo late. David had darted off in pursuit, but | could tell there was
little to no trace on the aetheric of who' d delivered the death blow. Someone horribly powerful, though.
Someone not afraid to break every rule.

I’ d forgotten to worry about conservation of energy, in those few seconds, and as | eased Leeto the
pavement, the imbalance went critical. First, the windows on the van blew out in a shrapnel-spray of
glass. One second later, the windowsin my car followed. Then the diner’ s plate glasswindows. The
concussive effect rippled out, losing strength until it was only cracking glass and denting metal, and then it
faded away.

| didn’t care about that. Someone had murdered a Warden right in front of me, and | hadn’t been ableto
do adamn thing to Sop it.

Some hero | was.

| heard a confused babble, and then the patrons and staff of the diner boiled out into the parking lot,
ydling questions, momentarily more upset about their auto damage than anything € se. Someone caught
sght of me on my knees, with Lee' sbody cradled in my arms, and the tenor of the babble changed and
grew louder as people converged around me in aforest of heads and shadows.

““What happened?’ one of them asked. **Is he okay?’

““No,” | said. | sounded cam. That wasodd. * ‘| think he had aheart attack.”” Stupid thing to say; there
was blood on his shirt, on me, till dripping from his gaping mouth. ** Maybe ahemorrhage.”

“That's sad; he's so young,” someone else murmured. | heard acdll phone being dialed, and avoice



asking for an ambulance. After apause, they also asked for the police. Well, | couldn’t blame them. Big
dude dead on the ground, with aburn mark in his shirt and blood dl over hisface.

And me, with blood on my hands.

| couldn’t explain, so | didn’t try. | just sat next to Lee sbody, and by thetime redlized that | was
uncontrollably trembling, it wastoo lateto clam | was too badass to care about what had just happened.
| was crying by the time the Sirens approached.

| should have redlized that where the police went, the scavengers would follow. In this case, it wasthe
locd news crews, two different species by the plumage of their satdllite trucks. The reportershad a
certain deek, predatory look to them that identified them clearly from the casudly dressed videographers
and doppy, Earth-shoe-wearing boom guys.

| watched them approach as| was giving my story to the police, and it was like aflock of vultures
circling, waiting for my last breeth.

“Maam?’

| blinked. The police officer facing mewastall, beefy, ginger-haired, and excruciatingly polite. Despite
that, he wasn't the kind to take any crap, and | heard the warning in his oh-so-polite question.

““Sorry, gr. | wasjust coming out of the diner with my—my fiancé, and we saw this gentleman get out of
hisvan. He looked like hewasin sometrouble. | think he might have been having some kind of seizure.””
“*Saizure,”’ the cop said, and noted it down. ** Uhhuh. Was his shirt like that when he got out?”’

Oh. Theburns. *“1 didn’t noticeright away. | didn’t see him with acigarette or anything,” | said, which
was the absolute truth. *“Isit important?’

“* Probably not. He damn sure didn’t burn to death. So, you didn’t know him, ma am?’

| was lucky that nobody appeared to have noticed our little confrontation in the parking lot—then again,
it probably wasn't luck so much as David, taking care of business. Everybody remembered me and
David inside the diner, but nobody appeared to have been paying attention when we | eft and went out to
the car. The glamour had held until the windows blew out.

“No, I didn't know him,”” | said. It wasmy first red lie, and | had to make sure he bought it. | tried not
to hold mysdlf too till or keep his gaze too long. A good Earth Warden could have exerted some mental
pressure to make him overlook anything that tripped his suspicions, but I’ d never been that good, and |
was't about to try something like that a my current level of emotiond trauma. ** Sorry. | think he didn’t
redlly know what was going on. Maybe hewas high . . . 7’ Sandering the dead, Joanne. Good one. |
felt an uncomfortableroll of guilt, but then again, Antondli had been willing to abduct and murder me. A
little dander might have been gppropriate.

“*“Where syour boyfriend?’ the cop asked.

“Fancé’’ | automaticaly corrected him, and smiled nervoudy. ‘| think he went to the bathroom. It
was— thiswas awful. Redlly awful.”

The cop nodded, probably thinking of al the much more awful things he’ d no doubt seenin his career.
Probably thinking | was alightweight ditz. That wasfine, because in some senses| was, and besides, |
didn’t want him to take me too serioudy. That would be avery bad thing.

“Okay,” hesad. ‘' If you'll wait over there, Ms. Badwin, it'll be alittle while. Y ou said you were on
your way to New York?’

“Yes’’ | sad. **| have abusiness meeting. Look, can | cal—?’

“*Sure’ hesad. ** Just don't go anywhere.”’

| walked away, not in the direction of the reporters, and headed for the pay phone. How long had it
been since |’ d had to use apublic phone? Y ears. | missed my crigpy-fried cell phone, especially when |
saw the grime and dried spit on the telephone receiver. You' re an Earth Warden, | reminded mysdif.
You laugh at public phone germs.

Stll, | fished atissue out of my purse and wiped the plastic down before | started diding.

Lewis answered on the third ring. ** Somebody tried to kill me,”” | said. **No, don't interrupt, and don’t
joke. It was Lee Antondlli. | had things under control, but somebody took him out at adistance. He said
something about the Sentinels putting out a contract on my life.”’

Therewas aslence on the other end that stretched on for longer than | would haveliked. **How' d they



kill him?” Lewis asked.

“*Some kind of aetheric attack, nothing I’ ve ever seen before. Lewis, they just reached out and
destroyed him. What the hell isgoing on?”

“*Just get here,”’ hesaid. ** The faster the better.”” He hesitated for a second, and then his voice softened.
““You okay?’

“*Yeah. No damage.”

““That’snot what | meant.”’

Y ou mean, am | okay with the concept that somebody’ s capable of hiring margindly loya Wardens as
hit men to take me out, and killing them if they fail? No, not redly.”’

| went cold insdewhen Lewissaid, “*If it makesyou fed better, you' re not the only target.”’

“You?’

“*Among others.”” Hedidn't elaborate, and | didn’t think it was agood timeto ask. ‘* Watch your back.
If they can kill Antonelli from adistance—"’

“I'vegot David,” | said. ** And we' |l both be watching for it now. Y ou be careful.”

“* Always. Cdl when you get back on the road.”

“*Can't. Cdl phone had afata issue during thefight.””

“Get Davidtofixit,” Lewissaid. *‘l don’t want you out of contact for asecond.’”

And that wasit. Sentimentdl, it wasn't, but then we understood each other too well for that most of the
time. Not that we couldn’t be friends, but business was business, and staying aive was serious business
these days. I’ d fought beside him, and he knew that when the situation got dire, I’d be there.

Sill. A little verba hug might have been . . . nice. | replaced the receiver, listened to the machine
swallow my quarter deeper into its gear guts, and peered around the corner of the scratched plastic
bubble. The reporters were till there, trying to solicit comments from uncooperative cops. They were
aso taking to diner patrons. | hoped nobody had any crestive explanations that involved magic.

David came out of the diner, handsin the pockets of hislong olive-drab coat. He didn’t look happy.
Wind caught the tail of the coat as he strode toward me, giving him an dmost princely magnificence, but |
doubted anybody but me noticed except for some of the waitresses, who were still acutely
David-oriented.

“I didn’t find anything,”” he said as hereached me.

“Areyoudl right?”’ Heknew | wasn't. It was apro formaquestion, but | especidly liked that it was
accompanied by agentle brush of hisfingertipsaong the line of my cheek.

“Fine’’ | said. He held my gaze.

“Redly?’

“No.” | gave him avery smdl amilethat fet crooked and unsteady on my lips. ** That was—
unpleasant.”

“I know,” he said, and looked down at my hands. They were clean—the cops had alowed me to wash
up—but | till felt the psychic imprint of blood on them. ‘It could just as easily have been you.”
“Maybe,’ | said. ‘1 don't think so, though. There was something that made him vulnerable to them,
maybe alink they’ d created to keep track of him through the agtheric. It pushed us out of the way and
went straight for him. If they’ d been able to take me out the same way, don’t you think they would have
doneit?’

| couldn’t tell if it had occurred to him or not; David was being extraordinarily secretive at the moment.
He gazed at mefor a couple of seconds, then turned his attention to the reporters. **We should get out of
here)” hesad.

‘Do you know who was behind it?’ | asked.

“If I did, would I tell you right now?’ he asked, al too reasonably. *‘Buit | think you aready know.”
““If we can believe Leg, it wasthe Sentinds’ | said. **How comel’m on their hit list when | barely
know their oh-so-pretentious name?’

“‘Becauseof me” hesaid. “‘Let’sget out of here. I'd likeit if you were aless Sationary target.”’
“*Copswant to talk to you.””’

David took my arm, a sweet gentlemanly gesture that didn’t exactly fool me. Hewaked mein the



direction of the Mustang, which was currently an awkward bastard stepchild of a convertible, what with
all the glass scattered in glittering square pieces on the ground. ‘| don't want to talk to them,”” he said.
He opened the driver’ s-sidedoor. *“I'll let you drive.’”’

“*Bribery, pure and smple. Y ou're bribing me to do something illegd.”

“What'sillegd about it? It'syour car. Y ou dready talked to the police. Y ou' re not guilty of anything.”’
Widll, hedid haveapoint. But | ill felt uneasy, driving away under the noses of cops and television
cameras. ‘‘We'll beseen,”’ | said, and nodded toward the news crews. David didn’t bother to glance
their way.

“Wewon't.”” Only aDjinn could sound that confident. Or arrogant. | supposed if | didn’'t love him so
much it would have been just ashade more on the arrogant side. *‘ If we get entangled here, morelives
are at risk. We need to be moving, Jo.”’

Djinn were nothing if not ruthlesdy logica. And they weren’t above hitting the pressure points, even on
those they cared about.

| silently got behind the whed of the Mustang. It started up with alow rumble. Nobody |ooked in our
direction. **Repairs,’’ | reminded David. The broken remains of our windshields and windowsrose upin
aglittering curtain from the pavement, liquefied into a pool in each open area, and then solidified into
clean, clear safety glass. | checked that the driver’ s-side window rolled down, and it functioned perfectly.
“I'mdisgppointed inyou,” David said. **You believel’d do it wrong?’

“| think that you have enough to think about dready, ”’ | said. **Hisvan'sgill intheway.”

Moving aworking crime scene would have been a puzzle even to one of the most powerful Djinn on
Earth, but David was alaterd thinker; he didn’t bother to move the van, or the cops, or anyone e se.
““Hold on,” he said, and our car lurched dightly and then began to float above theroad. It rose at a
steady pace, carefully level, then moved forward over the gabled roof of the diner. Nobody |ooked up to
follow our progress. | held on to the whed in awhite-knuckled desth grip; flying had never been my
favorite method of trangportation, and far less so when the vehicle wasn't actualy designed for flight.
Shades of Chitty Chitty Bang Bang.

““What arethey seeing?’ | asked. My voice was a hdf octave higher than | wanted it to be.

“*Nothing of any significance. To them, the car hasn’'t moved from whereit' s parked. They seethe two
of us standing at the phone booth. Oh, and aflock of birds overhead, just in case someone has some
rudimentary sense of the aetheric.”” Some people did; the oneswith a strong sense of it generdly put out
shingles as psychics or became wildly successful investors or gamblers. If they had more than that, they
probably would have ended up in the Ma at, where they were taught to combine their powers with
colleagues, and work in concert, if their abilities weren’t enough to qualify them as Wardens.

| had to rely wholly on David to keep me off the Warden radar. | would remain mostly difficult to find
until | had to draw on my powers, but at that moment, I’ d light up the aetheric like a spotlight in acave.
My brain was babbling to distract itself from theimpaossibility of aton of metd hanging in midair, gliding at
an angle away from the diner and toward avery busy road. *‘ Landing will betricky,” David said. *‘Are
you ready? When we touch down, you'll have to redlly accelerate to make the merge.”

Great. Now freeway merging was taking on awhole new dimension of complexity. | nodded, and got
ready to put my foot down and shift as David brought the car in at agliding angle, moving us faster and
faster astheroad blurred on gpproach. . . . It waslike landing ajet, only way scarier, from my point of
view.

Thetires hit pavement with alurch, and | instantly clutched, shifted, and accelerated, leaving arubber
scratch wherewe d hit. The Mustang bounced but recovered nicely, and when | checked the rearview
mirror, the car behind uswas still afew feet awvay. Not quite heart-attack distance, at least not on my
end. | could only imaginethat on the other driver’ send, having acar just appear in front of him might
have been . . . unsettling. Maybe when people said he came out of nowhere after an accident, they
redly weretdling the truth.

| got the inevitable honk and New Jersey salute, returned the favor, and settled into the drive. David
relaxed—nbut not dl theway. | could trandate his body language pretty well, and he was il tense.
Trying hard not to let me know it, but tense.



“You'redarting to believeme,”’ | said, ‘‘that things aren’t quite as straightforward as they seemed.”’
““They never arewith you. I’ ve dwaystaken you serioudy,” hesaid. ** But now I’'m taking your enemies
serioudy aswdl.”

Not agood sign for them, and that cheered me up as much as the food back at the diner. | wastired, and
achy from the stress and the drive, but there was something restful and strangely comforting about having
the whed benesth my hands and my feet on the pedals. And David at my side, which happened far less
than I’ d dways craved. Which reminded me. .. **You'rehanging around,”’ | said. ‘* Do Djinn get
vacations from the day job?’

“*Since’mthe boss, | can take vacation whenever | want,”” he said, and took off hisglassesto
needlesdy polish them. It was so cute that Djinn had poker tells, just like humans; | knew ingtantly that he
wasfibbing. *‘I can tekethetime.””

David' sjob wasn't exactly low-key. He served as the Conduit for half of the Djinn, alink between them
and the raw power of Mother Earth. Without that link, the Djinn were rliant on Wardens and their
relatively feeble draw of power from the agtheric. Hisjob was different from that of the Oracles, but even
more crucid, and it didn’t have time off.

TheDjinn didn't like being reiant on humans. Ever. | supposed that if I’ d been one of them, ancient
beings who' d been forced into the worst kind of davery imaginable for centuriesat atime, | wouldn’t be
al that fond of relying on others, either.

What dse David did besides managing that power flow for his people, though, wasamystery to me. |
knew he had to leave me on afairly frequent basisto attend to business; | knew some of that business
had to do with Djinn stepping out of line and needing correction. In asense, David had become the court
of last supernaturd resort, arole | inginctively knew he didn’t want and wasn't comfortablein playing.
Hisfriend Jonathan had been a great |eader, one who' d held the Djinn together despite dl theinfighting
for thousands of years; he' d had a certain ruthless wisdom that everyone respected.

David, however, was crippled by two things. One, he wasn't Jonathan; two, he had me to worry abot. |
was hisAchilles hed, at least when it cameto hisfellow dementas. Most of them didn’t understand why
he spent so much time in human form, and they’ d never understand why he had offered marriageto a
mere bug like me. They’ d forgive him for it, those who liked him; after dl, pledging to stay at my side
would only last ahuman lifetime, barely ablink to the Djinn.

But it wasaworry. He' d become kind of a Crazy Cat Lady among the elementals, far too attached to
humanity for hisown good. It wasasign, faint but definite, that he wasn't destined for the same long-term
Satus that Jonathan had held.

It made David vulnerablein ways| could only dimly imagine.

““What are you thinking about?’ David asked. His eyes were closed, and his head was back against the
cushion.

““Whether | want purple roses or yellow ones. | think purple might be a nice touch for the wedding
bouquet.”’

““That’ s not what you were thinking about.”

““‘How do you know?’

He smiled, but didn’t open hiseyes. **Because | know when you' re happy, and you' re not. Thinking
about wedding bouquetsis something you do when you' re happy.”

““You make me happy,”’ | sad, and that wasn't a dl alie. | took hishand inmine. ** And that’ sall that
counts.”’

Helifted my fingersto hislipsand pressed awarm kissagaingt them. **Yes,” hesad. “‘Itis”’

Chapter Seven

Therest of the drive wasfull of the norma annoyances of traffic, construction, and generdly idiotic
behavior by other motor vehicle operators. David didn’t have to ward off any supernaturd assaults, and
al that the day required of me was moderately offensive driving to avoid the unexpected lane changes
and peoplefailing to check their blind spots.

Werolled into the Warden parking garage, checked through the extensive security procedures, and got
our passesfor the headquartersfloor. 1t had been remodeled, again; somebody had kindly seen to taking



my name off the Memorial Wall, where they’ d hastily had it added when I’ d been thought to be dead.
That waswhat | thought, anyway, but then | looked closer. They’d redlly just put somekind of filler into
the engraving, aclear indication that they expected meto get clobbered at any time. Thisway, they could
rinseit out and vaila, I’d be memoridized dl over again. At abargain.

| cannot even begin to say how much that bugged me, but | bit my lip and smiled when | noticed, and
ignored David' sdightly aarmed look. He was picking up vibrations, al right, and | tried hard to keep
myself under better control.

Lewiswaswaiting for usin the big round conference room, the main one, and there was a crowd with
him. Most of them | knew by sight, and some | counted as closer friends. There wasn't asingle unfriendly
face, which was something of arelief.

Unlessyou counted Kevin.

Kevin Prentiss was seated at the table like an equal member of the war council, and next to him sat
Cherise. My best friend wasn't aWarden; she wasway cool of course, but controlling the elements
wasn't her bag. So | had to wonder what she was doing in such a high-powered inner circle.

She caught my look, raised her eyebrows, and shrugged. ‘‘Don’'t ask me,”’ shesaid. ** Lewis wanted
everybody here. Kevin waswith me, and he said | could come adong.”” The subtext was that nobody had
wanted to piss Kevin off by demanding his ride-along girlfriend step outside. He was maturing, but |
suspected he' d dways have more than alittle of that sullen, aggressive attitude he was known for. He
was at that sartling age when the changes come fast and furious; hisweedy physique wasfilling out,
developing into afairly impressive chest under that battered black T-shirt. He avoided my eyes, but then,
he aways did. We had shared some very unpleasant, even embarrassing moments, and neither of us
wanted to get too cozy. It had been abig step for him to spend time with Cherise (and coincidentaly with
me) on the roof of the hospital; he' d made up for it by ignoring methe rest of the day. I’ d returned the
favor.

Kevin was here because he was a serioudy talented young man. Not trained, not restrained, but . . .
talented.

And maybe he cared about me. A little.

| was surprised to recognize that there was a Djinn in the room aswell. She sat in the far corner of the
room, long, eegant legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles, displaying lethaly gorgeous shoes. |
hadn’t seen Rahel since the earthquake in Fort Lauderdale, so it struck me how much better she was
looking these days. She' d taken a beating at the hands of a Demon, not too long ago; for awhile, we'd
been worried shewouldn’t recover.

When sheturned her head dightly, | could see the scars on the right side of her sharp-featured face—
etched grooves, asif she'd been clawed. | nodded to her. Sheinclined her head, and her thousands of
tiny black braids dithered over her shoulders with adark rustling sound like old paper on stone.

She was sticking with purple again for her outfit. It looked good on her.

Lewisgot me and David segted at the table, and didn’t waste any more time. He hit acontrol inset in the
table, and a projector beamed a picture onto a screen at the far end of the room. It was grainy
surveillance video, and it took me afew secondsto recognize that it was my parking lot, in front of my
gpartment. | started to ask what was going on, but then | got my answer . . . addivery person got out of
adark-colored pandl van and jogged up the steps toward the second floor. Lewis froze the picture.
““Ring any bells?’ he asked me. | studied the face of the man on the screen, but it was an awful picture. |
shook my head. Lewis released the freeze frame, and | watched the deliveryman disappear into the
hallway with afamiliar-looking box in his hands. When he came back ten seconds later, no box.
Survelllance showed him getting into his van and driving away. It was the kind of thing that happened a
dozen timesaday at any apartment complex, nothing that would aert anyone to potentia trouble.
“Licenseplates?’ | asked.

“*Covered with mud,” said one of the Power Rangers down the table—Sasha, hisname was, a
nice-looking guy with aready smile. | called him a Power Ranger because he worked with Marion
Bearheart, and was part of the unofficial police force of the Wardens. When someone broke the codes,
Sashaand those like him took it on. | didn’t much care for the system—it bothered me to have so much



power in the hands of so few—~hbut most of them were honest. More of them were honest than the rank
and file of the Wardens, to befair. ‘*We ve been in contact with every ddlivery service. None of them
had drop-offs at your apartment that day.’”’

““Which leavesuswith . .. ?’ Lewisasked. For reply, Sasha appropriated the controls, bringing up
another video on the screen. This one was better defined, but at an odd angle. One of the traffic cameras,
maybe.

““We tracked the ddlivery van back, but welost it in the warehouse district. They were damn careful. It
took hoursto trace them thisfar, but | don't think we' || get much farther, not with these methods. If
they’re smart—and | think they are—they’ d have had Earth Wardens ready to reduce the entire truck to
dag and spare partsin afew minutes.”” Sasha blanked the screen. *“If | had to guess, I’ d say we ought to
be looking for warehouses rented out in the last two months.”

“*Put somebody onit,”’ Lewissad.

Sashafolded hisarms and sat back with acocky amile. ** Already done.”’

Lewisturned his attention to another Earth Warden, young but sharp. Heather something or other; I'd
heard good things. **What about the package itsalf?’ Lewis asked her.

Hesther ducked her head shyly and studied her interlaced fingers. *“ Still analyzing,” she said, so softly |
could hardly hear her. ** But there is definitely ahigh decay rate to what' sinside. It' s dangerous, most
certanly.”

“*But not abomb.”’

Shelooked up at him, then at us, wide-eyed. *‘Ohyes,”’ shesaid. **It had adelivery sysem and a
trigger. If you' d opened the package, it would have gone off and spread the contents.”’

“*And the contentsare.. . . 7’ David asked, in that cool, controlled voice so a odds with thelook in his
eyes.

“ Antimatter,”” Heather said. ** Antimatter colliding with any kind of matter will produce aviolently
energetic reaction. The by-products are—"’

“Therewasatrigger?’ | asked. ‘*What kind of trigger?’

Her gaze did away from mine, toward Lewis, and then back, asif she'd been seeking approval. ** It
looked asif it was adapted from amore traditional bomb-making approach. Timer and asmall charge
designed to crack the shell holding in the antimatter, spilling it out into the world.”

““Not askill you pick up at your loca community college,”” Paul grunted.

“Unfortunatdy, it' snot exactly rare, either. And with the Internet so helpfully offering tutoridsfor this
kind of thing, it will be hard to track.”’

““The paper?’ Lewisgot us back on track. ** The wrapping, the card?’

Hezather brightened immediately. *‘ That' sa possibility, " shesad. “* If the Djinn can help us, we may be
ableto trace the card’ s history back and find out who camein contact withiit.”’

But that experiment failed. | could havetold them it would. When they brought in the card—in a heavily
shielded container, since it was saturated with radiation—and presented it to Rahel, she just shook her
head. *‘Nothing,”” shesaid. ‘| seencthing at dl.”

It was the same with David, and | could see hisfrustration and growing darm. He' d dismissed dll thisat
first, but there were too many of us now, and we were too credible. The Djinn had to believe us—but
believing us meant accepting half adozen impossible things. Heather, disheartened, reclaimed the thing
and began to have it carted back to the lab for more tests.

| stopped her. **Can | seeit?’ | asked. Shelooked surprised. “*Wdll, it was addressed to me. It stands
to reason that | might see something othersdon't.”’

| doubted she bought that theory, but | redly did want to seeit. It had been meant for me. So had the
bomb—for me and David. | supposed the first explosion would have killed me, and the antimatter would
have done the job for David. . . .

Heather handed me apair of protective gloves, draped a heavy shielding vest around my chest, and put a
protective hood on me before she alowed me to reach into the container and pull out the card. It was, as
Lewis had told me, agreeting card—afairly nice one, actualy, with agraphic of awedding cake, a
bride, agroom. Inside, cursive preprinted script read, Congratulations to the happy couple!



But when | saw what was undernegth, | felt cold, clammy, and sick. It said, in plain block |etters pressed
deep into the paper, Seep with the enemy, pay the price.

Beneath it was sketched asymbol, kind of atorch. The kind that peasants carry to attack the
mongter-dwelling castle.

| cleared my throat and turned the card over. **Wasthere anything else?’ My voice was muffled by the
helmet, but clear enough. | distinctly saw Heather shoot another of those lookstoward Lewis. “*Wdl?’
“Giveitto her,” Lewissaid. He sounded grim and cam. **No point in hiding anything.”’

Hesather brought out another container. This one had several sheets of paper that had been folded in
half—jprobably to fit insgde the card or its envel ope.

Pain white paper, no watermarking. Chegp quality. On it was printed in very smdl type a—I hestated to
cdl it aletter, because there was no hint of communication to it. A manifesto, maybe.

The Sentinelswere declaring war on the Wardens, and they’ d felt compelled to give us al their reasons.
It was quite alist, starting with adetailed andyss of why the Wardens could no longer be trusted to put
the interests of the human race first. Seemswe' d been corrupted not by our own greed or weakness, but
by contact with the Djinn.

Mogt of the manifesto was about the Djinn, and the crazy paranoia gave methe cregps. Sure, the Djinn
could be capricious, even cruel; they certainly didn’t forgive those who trespassed againgt them, and
turning the other cheek had never been ahigh priority for them. Added to that, they had millennia of
pent-up anger againgt the Wardens.

But even 0, the Sentinels' position wasn't that Djinn ought to be treated with care and caution—it was
that none of them deserved to live. That every single Djinn in existence had to be hunted down and
destroyed for the human race to survive,

That they had to be punished for their crimes before they were dlowed to die.

| felt Sck, and I’ d barely skimmed the thing. David hadn’t been ableto, saturated asit waswith
antimatter radiation that rendered it effectively invisble to him, but he could read my expresson and
mood like flashing neon. He stood up and said, ** Enough. Jo, enough.”

| nodded and put the manifesto back into the container. Hesther sealed it and took back her protective
equipment. ‘‘ They intended that to be found,”” | said. ** So they redlly didn’t intend the bomb to go off,
did they?’

Lewis and Hesther once again exchanged that 1ook.

| was Sarting to redlly hate that look. ** These weren't in the box with the antimatter,”” Lewissaid. *‘ They
werein your mailbox, wherethey’ d be found later. But they’ re still saturated with radiation, enough to
sicken anybody who touched them.””’

No question, thiswas serious. If they’ d succeeded with the bomb in the package, I’ d be dead or badly
injured, and David . . . David would be, too. Putting tainted, taunting lettersin my mailbox wasworse
yet. It reminded me of the cruelest of terrorists, who detonated one explosion and waited for rescue
workersto arrive before detonating another. My friends would have been the onesto suffer.

| tried to lighten my own mood. ** Specid Ddlivery Guy ddiversthemail, too,” | said. ** Give him crediit,
at least he' safull-service assassin. Maybe we can get him to throw in a pizzaand hot wings next time.””’
All my attempt a humor did was give everybody the opportunity to stare at me with faintly worried
looks, asif they were afraid that | was going to scream, faint, or grow a second head.

At length, Heather said, **We re following up on anyone who goesinto the hospitas for treatment of
radiation sickness or burns, but | have the feeling that awell-trained Earth Warden could have handled
these | etters without lasting damage, if he was careful. Or she, of course. And we have to proceed on the
ideathat whatever the Sentinels are, they’ rewell organized and well protected.”’

Lewis nodded, acknowledging the point. He wasn't watching Hesther, though; he was scanning the faces
around thetable. | didn’t know what he was looking for, but he stopped and focused on Kevin.

““You ve got something to say,”’ hetold the kid. It wasn't aquestion.

Kevin, who' d been staring at the table, looked up, and his face flushed red dong the line of hisjaw,
bringing afew pimplesinto sharp rdief. His eyes were dmost hidden by the messy fdl of hishair, but |
had no problem reading his body language. Busted.



“Yeah,” hesaid reluctantly. ** So, | got this message about aweek ago.”’

“*About?’ Lewis svoicewas cam and even, but | wasn't fooled. Neither was Kevin, who looked down
again a hisclenched hands.

“* About joining the Sentinels,”” he said. * They told me they could use my talents.”

Therewasalong, ringing slence. | ingtinctively put out a hand to touch David's, telling him without words
to hold histemper.

““What did you say?’

Kevin cleared histhroat. **I told them I’ d think about it. | figured maybe keeping the bait out there would
help.”

“*Good thinking,” | said. ** Thanks, Kev."”

He shot meafrown. “*Didn’'t doiit for you.”

‘I know. But asit seemsthat they’ re after me, | still appreciateit. Did they say they’ d be getting back to
you? Give you any way to gpproach them?’

Y egh. They gave me aphone number.”’

Lewislet out adow, quiet breath. ** Let me have the number.”’

““No.”” ““No.”

“What?’

“No. It smy lead. | get tofollow it.”

“Thisisn't agoddamn game!”’ I'd never seen Lewislose histemper, but that was a sharp crack of
anger in hisshell of Zen. He stood up, leaning both fists on the table. Y ou can't screw with these
people, Kevin. And you'’ d better not screw with me, either. They want Jo and David dead, but | don’t
think they redlly care how many people they have to take out aong the way.”’

It was amistake, abig one, and | knew it the second Lewisraised hisvoice. Kevin had been raised by
an abusive parent, and he didn’t react well to things that dredged up that bitter past.

He said, without looking up, ‘* Fuck you, Lewis. I’m not your bitch. I don't have to do what you say.”
Lewis started to reply, but | grabbed him by the shoulder and squeezed hard enough to get my point
across. | used fingernails. Heflinched and looked at me, and | saw the light dawn in hiseyesand clear
away thefog of anger. He took a deep breath and walked away from the table, heading for the far
corner of the room where Rahel sat in slent witness. Kevin's narrow gaze followed him, just aching for a
confrontation.

| said, very softly, *“Would you be willing to join the Sentinels? Go undercover?’

That brought Kevin's attention back to me with asnap, and for asecond he looked his age—far too
young to be so angry and defensive. **What?’ he asked. On the far sde of the room, Lewisturned and
made amove, but then he checked himsdlf with ared physicd effort.

“You'dbecredible” | continued. ** Y ou’re strong, you' ve never redly liked the Wardens, and you're
on record as being one of my biggest nonsupporters. They’ re recruiting you aready. Why not join up?

Y ou could be our insde man.”’

David touched the back of my hand, just alight stroke of fingers, and | heard him whisper, so softly it
could have been my imagination, ** Are you sure about this?’ | wasn't, but it was the best chance we
were probably going to have to send someone inside the Sentinels quickly.

Kevin abruptly sank back in his chair in atrademark teenage dump, round-shouldered and boneless. His
eyesdrifted haf closed. “*Yeah,” hesaid. **Why not? They’ll probably be better company than the old
fartsaround here. The Sentinels may be assholes, but at least they have some backbone.™

A few eyebrows went up around the table, but nobody said anything. They wereleaving it up to me, and
| knew—knew—that | was about to make adecision that could cost ayoung man hislife.

| said, “*Doit. And Kevin?’ He cocked hishead to one side. ** If they ask you to kill me, demand at
least five million. That' s the current market price. Wouldn't want you getting shorted on the dedl.”’
Hesmiled, and | have to admit, it wasn't acomforting smileat dl. **Maybel’ll doit a adiscount,” he
said, ‘* because we' re such good friends.”

And then heflipped me off.

That ended thefirgt officid war meeting of the Wardens.



“I'mputtingastop toit,”” Lewissaid an hour later. He' d been pacing for at least forty-five minutes, with
occasiona stops at the window to twitch back the blinds and stare out at the city street. He looked of f
balance, and it was odd seeing him so out of control. Lewis had aways, by definition, been the guy who
held it together inacriss. **He' s a kid, Jo. Y ou can't send him in there by himself!”’

“l wasn't planning to,”” | said. ** Cheriseisgoing with him.”’

He spun and looked at me asif I’ d lost what was left of my mind. | didn’t blame him; if I'd meant exactly
what | said, he' d have every right to order me a padded jacket in designer fall colors.

| raised my voice. **Cherise?’ And sure enough, my cute blond friend poked her head around the edge
of Lewis soffice door and gave me atentativewave. **Comein. Explainit to Lewis.”

She eased indde, gave Lewis acharming dimpled smilethat didn’t seem to make him fed any less
unhappy about my idea, and shut the office door behind her. That didn’t leave much room. Typical
Lewis. Give him ajob as the head of the entire Wardens organization around the world, and he'll do
something goofy like take the smallest office available, even if he hasto kick ajunior andyst out to do it.
Therewas a battered desk that still bore scars from the Great Djinn Rampage that Ashan had led through
this place, and a couple of dightly-less-than-new chairs, and paperwork. And adeek new computer that
| doubted he turned on much.

With the four of us, it was crowded. | say four, even though David was, to dl intents and purposes, a
shadow; he hadn’t said aword, and he' d taken up a post leaning in the corner, arms folded, watching us
with an expression | could only think of as bemused.

Cherise spread her arms and dimpled even more. *‘ You rang?’ she asked.

Y ou have any objection to going with Kevin when he joinsthe Sentinels? It could be dangerous, you
know.”’

“*Ooooh, | livefor danger! But do you think they’ Il believe | won’t run back to squed to you about
what’sgoing on?’

“*I think just the opposite,’” | said. **I think they’ll keep you as a hostage for Kevin's good behavior, and
that also ensures you don'’t rat them out to me. It puts you squarely in the hot seet. It also makes you the
one person they won't be thinking of as athreeat. What do you think?’

Her blue eyes widened; she seemed logt in thought for a second, then nodded. ** Could work,”” she said.
“*Could definitely work.”

Lewislost hiscool. **What the hdll are you talking about, could work? Look, Jo, I'm iffy about sending
akidin, and I'm damn sure not dlowing her to go. She' s not even aWarden—""

“Exactly,” | sad. ** She’ snot even aWarden. If they’ re going to underestimate anyone, they’ ||
underestimate Cherise. Not that sheredly is Cherise.”’

| gave Cherise the nod, and her form shifted, growing taller, darker, the sweetly rounded figure of the
beach bunny taking on sharper edges and angles.

Rahd sighed, stretched, and looked down at her clothes asthey shifted to her traditional neon-yellow
pantsuit. She flicked an imaginary mite of dust from the cloth, and cocked a sassy eyebrow at Lewis.

He closed his mouth with a snap, then opened it again to say, *‘1 didn’t know you could do that.”’

Rahd amiled. “‘I’m sure, my love, there are many things | can do that you haven’t even begun to imagine.
" Shewinked, to top it off.

“* Areyou sure you' re strong enough?’ Lewis asked. He wastrying very hard to ignore the somewhat
intimidating charm she was sending hisway.

** Strong enough to impersonate a human?’ Rahel flicked her taloned, glossy fingersimpatiently.
““Please. Youinsult meif you think otherwise. Y ou are nothing like difficult to imitate.”

| thought Lewisfound that as profoundly disturbing as| had. I’ d known the Djinn could do it, of course;
David had pulled it off with me when we' d met, and there was no doubt that he could, when he chose,
take on other forms. But he d told me that Rahel was the master of that sort of disguise, ableto perfectly
match whatever templ ate she was given—something | hadn’t known any more than Lewis had, evidently.
| wondered whose form she' d taken on before, and for what purposes.

“*You're sure you know what to do?’ Lewis asked.

““I will watch out for the boy, and gather information for you. | will ddliver it to David as often as| dare



to, without exposing the boy to danger. Isthat not what you want from me?’ Rahd recited it likea
laundry list, ingpecting her nailsfor flaws. ** Don't worry, Lewis. It will hardly be thefirst time we have
hidden among you, discovering your secrets.’”

Well, if that didn't make usal paranoid . . . Lewisdidn’t look happy, but he' d lost some of the siff,
angry body language. **Y ou’' re sureyou can do this,”’ hesaid. *‘I'm putting Kevin'slifein your hands,
Rahd. And in someways, I'm putting you in more danger than him—these guys don't like Djinn. In fact,
it ssafeto say they’ d just as soon destroy you aslook at you. And I’m redlly not so surethey can't, if
they try.”

Shelet adow, contemplative smile dip across her lips, and even | shivered. ** How would they then be
any different from most of my so-called friendsand dlies?’ she asked softly. Her eyes had taken on an
unnatural gold glow, and there was no mistaking her for anything but what she was: Djinn, through and
through. **We have survived the Wardens. We will survive the Sentinels. Y ou may count onit.”’

There was no arguing with the Djinn once they got that look, and Lewisknew it. He put up hishandsin
surrender, came around the desk, and stood just acouple of feet away from her. They were dmost of a
height; he had aninch on her, maybe. ** Take care,’”’ Lewissaid, and leaned into kiss her lightly on the
lips. ** Come back safely.”

| felt my eyebrows pull up, but | wasn't redly surprised, not deep down. Lewis had alot of secrets, but
he’ d dways been intrigued by Rahd, and she was drawn to his power, if nothing ese. Maybe it wasn't
theworld s great love affair; maybeit wasjust casud, but it eased some anxious part of meto seethat
Lewiswaan't dill pining after me.

Okay, it vexed that part of me, too, but that’ s a personal problem.

Rahd effortlesdy folded her shape back into Cherise’ s cute, compact little body, tossed her blond hair
with aflair so familiar it would have fooled even me, and winked a him. We dl stared after her asshe
left, Cherise’ strademark little gray dien tattoo waving a the small of her back.

| didn’t even notice what she was wearing as Cherise; that was how much she' d thrown me off stride,
and after dl, I'd known who sheredly was.

Lewisturned hisattention to David, till anding slently in the corner. David cleared histhroat and
pushed his shouldersaway fromthewall. ** She'll bedl right,”” he said. **No, she’ snot full strength, but
that could play well, consdering what she' sdoing. There' sno danger. Rahe can dwaysleaveif things
get too hard.”’

He sounded too casua about it. | felt an uneasy lurch; there it was, again, that strange blind spat, asif the
Djinn just couldn’t see the threat when it wasright in front of them. What was it about these Sentinels?
How could they have that kind of power—or were they just taking advantage of aweakness|’d never
redly seen before? I’ d aways thought the Djinn were invulnerable, except when they took on each other,
or aDemon.

I”d been feding good about my plan, but the good feding was going away fast. ** But we' re going to give
her backup, right? Just in case?’

“Of course,”” David said. **What' s next?’

Asfar ashewas concerned, it was settled. | exchanged alook with my boss, and Lewis raised both
hands and shrugged. **It’syour show. Gorunit.”’

“Thenit'stimefor usto do some distracting, to keep them focused on their main targets. You get to live
thedream, my love,’”’ | said. **Y ou get to take me shopping.”’

David and | began to make sure we were seen, often, in public—usualy hand in hand. It wasnicein one
way, and nerve-racking in another, as, waiting for trouble, we both kept haf our attention on the world
around us.

Ominoudy, it didn’'t come. I’ d been hoping to lure the Sentinel sinto more threats or attacks, and I’ d
especialy wanted to keep their focus extended out toward us, instead of turning toward the
all-too-vulnerable undercover operatives we' d sent to them.

To bring things to a head, and present the Sentinels with even more of atarget, Lewis caled amass
meeting of the Wardens. Even on short notice he got about athird of the tota membership—an
impressive number. Not quite asrobust asthe UN Generd Assembly, but with nearly as many languages,



nations, and attitudes represented. The lecture hall had seen better days, and <till hadn’t fully recovered
from the devadtation of the last Djinn assault, but it was still impressive, paneled in teak with mahogany
trim, opulently chaired, with an illuminated sun symbol of the Wardens on the celling that served asa
massve light fixture. I’ d aways liked the room.

Today, | kept looking for the exits.

Ostensibly, the program was ahaf-day presentation from various Nationa Wardens on threat
asessmentsin their fidds of specidty—all of which were true and timely indeed, and much needed.

We d had far too many changeoversin staff, and too many crisesfor comfort. A little training and
communication was positive, and desperately needed.

But redly, the main point of the meeting was pure theater, and | wasthe sarring act.

It came toward the end of the mesting, as Lewiswas making his closing statement. He paused, glanced
over his shoulder toward where | sat behind him, and said, *‘| have one last item of business, and | think
you'll al be pleased to know that it's a posgitive one. Joanne Badwin has an announcement.”’

My pams were damp, my knees were weak, and my heart raced asif it weretrying to use up itsentire
guotaof lifetime beats in the next ten minutes. | hoped | didn’t look as nervous as| fet. Scratch tht; |
hoped | didn’t ook as panicked as| felt.

At least I'd dressed for it. If | couldn’t be self-confident wearing akicky Carmen Marc Vavo dressand
apair of honest-to-God Manolo Blahniksin matching tangerine, | needed to turn in my fashion police
badge. My hair looked good—wavy and glossy and glamorous. My makeup was fine, even though | was
fairly surel could use another touch-up on the powder to get rid of the shiny spots.

All I had to do was sell asgood as | |ooked.

| stepped up to the podium as Lewis gracefully relinquished it, and the spotlight found me, and dl of a
sudden it wastime. No more thinking, no more nerves. Y ou leap, and hope for the net.

“Hello,” | said. “*I'd like to thank Lewisfor alowing me to make this announcement today, becausel
think it's an important one. The Wardens have been through so much over the past few years, we velost
gresat colleagues to unavoidable accidents, and worse, to each other. We were drawn into a conflict with
the Djinn that nobody wanted, and we suffered for it. So many liveswerelost, and none of us can ever
forget that.”

There was utter Sllencein the lecture hall—not even anervous cough. | knew that many peoplein the
audience—probably most—had lost friends, lovers, family. They' d survived, but many still held onto the
pain, and the bitterness. Those were the prime recruiting ground for the Sentinels.

The ones who hurt the most.

“That' swhy thisisimportant,” | continued. ** You dl know me. You al know that | owemy lifetoa
particular Djinn who' s been my friend and my protector through al of this. What you may not know is
that it's more than gratitude; | love David, and he loves me. And we know it’s not easy, and it may not
be popular, but I'm here to announce that we' re going to do something no Warden and no Djinn have
ever donein higtory.”’ | felt short of breath now, elated, scared, exhilarated. **We' re going to pledge
oursalvesto each other in marriage, and | hopethat you'll al join usin the next couple of monthsfor a
great celebration of our wedding. We believe that in making this vow, we' |l bring the Wardens and the
Djinn together again, in friendship, repect, and cooperation.”’ | swallowed hard, suddenly fedling very
exposed. “‘ Thank you all.”

For a heart-stopping second, there was still nothing—no sound at al. And then alone pair of hands
clapped, somewhere in the darkness, and then afew more, and then it turned into around of applause.
Not cheers and champagne, but it seemed positive enough. Lewisreclaimed the podium and | went back
to my chair and sank into it, feding rdieved and alittle Sck with adrendine.

The next bit of theater belonged to Kevin, who was standing at the back of the hall, looking surly and
militant, as only Kevin could do. When alull came after the gpplause, Kevin said, clearly enough to carry
throughout the room, ** thought screwing a Djinn was off-limits. What, you' re specid ?’

There was an audible intake of breath, and heads turned. Somebody laughed, but it was quickly
smothered. Lewis, who' d been about to speak, seemed thrown off balance. He focused on Kevin with a
baleful stare, and said, *‘ If you want to offer your congratulations, Warden, do it to her face. I'm sure



Joanne will be glad to take them personaly.”’

That got generd laughter. People knew me al too well. | stood up dowly, making sure that everybody
Saw my expression.

Kevin pushed away from thewall. **Y eah? Well, I’m just saying what everybody in hereisthinking. We
just got done burying people who were killed by these bastards, and now she' s going to marry one? Not
just aDjinn, but the Big Kahuna? What' s the matter, Jo? Blowing off the Warden rules wasn't enough of
athrill anymore?’

“* Shut up, Kevin.”” We' d worked this out, but | was still taken aback by the venom in hisvoice. Kevin
had a huge backlog of hate stored up, and some of it was meant for me; it was an officialy approved
opportunity for him to vent some of it, and | was going to have to be the one to control my reactions.
He' sakid, | reminded mysdlf. He' s a kid who' s been wounded, over and over. Cut him some slack.
My dack-cutting hand was getting tired.

“*Shut up? In your dreams, bitch.”” He stepped up again, thistime addressing the entire hall. ** Look, you
can seewherethisisgoing, right?'Y ou think the Djinn arejust going to forgive and forget dl thetime we
spent gticking them in little bottles, making them do our shit work? Y ou think they don’t hate usfor that?
Don't kid yourselves. She thinks thisis some kind of peace process. It'snot. It’'s obscene. Believe me, |
know all about obscene. Especialy when it comes to people using the Djinn for sex.”’
“That'senough,”’ | said, and moved to the edge of the stage. ** Enough, Kevin.”’

“*Don’'t think so. Bad enough the two of you popped out some kind of mutant kid—""

| saw red, and fury burned up from around the base of my spine and jolted into my head like aphysical
shock. Son of a bitch. He' d never said he was going to drag Imarainto this, and while | was prepared
to overlook persond insultsto myself, my kid wasn't part of the dedl. Some of the audience agreed with
me; they were shouting him down. But asignificant portion was either silent or nodding in agreement,
shooting me frowns and dark looks.

““We need to move away from the Djinn, not get al cozy al over again,”” Kevin continued. ** Shejust
wants everything to go back to norma. What the hell was so great about that, anyway? What about the
rest of you? Y ou think we should just rip up the blood-stained carpet, remodel, and get over it? Or
should we figure out what the Wardens are supposed to be? Not depending on Djinn, not letting them
into our heads or our homes or our beds—"

“What' sthe matter, Kevin?’ | asked. ** Some hot Djinn chick turn you down?’

We d scripted this part. | hadn’t wanted to do it—had argued againgt it, in fact—but now | took just a
tiny bit of satisfaction in seeing him visibly flinch. The pallor that st into hisface, followed by avivid flush,
wasn't acting. | was bringing up old demons, opening old wounds.

““No,” hesad. “*I turned them down. But it didn’t matter. They had their orders, and the Djinn dways
follow their orders, don't they? My mother made sure of that.”’

Rumors had floated around over the past year about Kevin, about his stepmother, Y vette, who wastruly
one of the most morally grotesque people I’ d ever met. About her illicit use of Djinn for persona
gratification, and for other, even less savory, purposes.

Kevin had suffered at her hands. | didn’t know whether or not she' d turned her Djinn on himin asexua
sense, but | didn’t doubt it. It would have been atragedy for the Djinn aswell as Kevin, but Kevin
wouldn't necessarily fed that.

Theworst part of it wasthat for at least some period of time, Y vette had owned David. I’ d never asked
him what his history waswith Kevin, and neither he nor Kevin had ever redly come clean about it.

| hoped | wasn't hearing the truth of it, right now, but the pain and rage in Kevin couldn’t possibly be
mistaken for anything ese but honesty.

“*| hope you get what's coming to you. Both of you,”” he spat, and turned to leave.

“Waitaminute,’ | said. ** Y ou think you just get to make adramatic exit?’ | sent agust of wind past
him and blew the doors shut with a heavy thud. ** Sit your ass down, Kevin.”’

“Biteme.”” Hewhirled back toward me, and there were tears glittering in his eyes, real and agonizing,
and | dmogt stopped it there, amost went to him and put my arms around him and told him he didn’t
haveto dothis.



Lewisgotinmy way. ‘‘Sit,” hesadflatly. **I’'m not teling you again, Kevin. If you can't control
yoursdlf, I'll doit for you.”

In answer, Kevin formed afirebdl in both hands, glared at both of us through the unholy orange glow,
and then turned and threw thefirebd| straight at the doors. It hit and detonated with enough force to
blow the doors open and off their hinges.

He walked out.

““No,”’” | said, and put out a hand to stop the guards who started after him. **No, let him go. If he wants
to leave, let him leave. Thisisn't over, but there sno point in destroying the place. Again.”’

That got aweak wave of nervous chuckles. Some of the Wardens out there looked asif they were
auffering aPTSD moment; | completely sympathized. Thiswasturning out to be lesstheatricd and more
gut-wrenching than I’ d ever intended, but | supposed that was a good thing, ultimately. It' s for his own
protection, | reminded myself. If the Sentinels can’t buy his defection after that, it can’t be done.
But | wasgoing to have ahdl of alot of fence-mending to do. And | fdt filthy ingde, asif I'd dragged my
soul through a sewer.

Lewistook my hand, out of sight behind the podium, and squeezed. He knew what | was fedling. |
moved back to et him get to the microphone, and he said something to closethe mesting. . . . | wasn't
redly lisening. | was staring at the smoking, destroyed doorway where Kevin had made his grand exit.
God, please, watch out for him, | thought. If anything happensto him. . .

Lewis must have finished, because in the next moment people were getting up in the auditorium,
chattering excitedly, making their way toward the exits. And Lewis put his hand at the small of my back,
guiding me off into the shadows at the back of the stage, where he whispered, **I think it wasall right.”’
“Bruta,”’ | said. My voice sounded strange. *‘1 didn’t want to put him through that.”’

“*He signed up, Jo. It's something he wantsto do. Let him be ahero for once.”

“*Yeah, well, it'shard to just stand by and watch.”’

““Nokidding,” he said, and smiled anarrow, bitter smile. **How the hell do you think the rest of usfed
about watching you?’

| got alot of ** That was uncalled for!”’ supportive comments on the way out, but not quite as many as

I’ d expected; the mgority of Wardens seemed to want to stay out of the line of fire. Couldn’t really
blame them for that; most of them had reason to be gun-shy.

Wheat bothered me was the significant number who seemed to be huddled together whispering in the
hals, who fell slent when | came near. | felt stareson medl thetime. A few nodded, but it didn’t fed like
support. None of them were my friends, and most of them were people | knew only by reputation. Were
they Sentinels? Potentia recruits? No way | could tell, but it made the back of my neck itch.

Lewis escorted meto the eevators, staying protectively close. We d agreed that David should stay away
for this part; it would have been harder with him in the room. So Lewiswas taking his bodyguarding
duties serioudy, even in the rdlatively secure confines of the Warden'sown halls.

“*You redly think somebody’ s going to try to take me out here, with al these Wardens around?’ |
asked, aswe waited for the devator to arrive. He had his hand on my arm, and he didn’t smile.
“‘Let’sjust say I’'m not counting on anything right now. Where' s David meeting you?’

““Downgtairsin the parking garage.’”’ | shook free of Lewis sgrip. **Honestly, back off, would you? I'm
not glass, and | can take care of mysdf. I'd have thought I d proven it by now. I'm abig girl. | canride
the devator dl by mysdf.”

| could tell hewas just itching to go al macho and protective on me again, but he managed to hold
himsdlf back, raising both handsin surrender and stepping away. ** Fine. Just don’'t come crying to meif
you end up dead. Again.”’

The elevator’ sarriva saved me from having to make asnappy reply. | got in, afew other Wardens
crowded after, and | saw Lewis make avisible effort to stay where hewas. I'll be fine, | mouthed asthe
door did closed.

| wished | were as confident as | appeared to be.

Stll, nobody tried to kill me on the way down, dthough afew unfriendly looks were thrown my way by
oneor two of my fellow verticd travelers. One made up for it by ddivering acordia congratulations on



the upcoming wedding, athough he politely caledit a*‘ ceebration,”” asif hewasn't quite sure of the
legdity of thewhole event. Wdll, neither was|, actudly.

We made a couple of stops, including one at the lobby level, where half the passengers disembarked.
Next stop was the secured parking area, and as the doors opened, | was relieved to see the familiar form
of David leaning againgt asupport pillar, looking deceptively casud. He was wearing hisfull-on normd
guy disguise—jeans, checked shirt, dightly mussed hair. Glassesto distract from his eyes, dthough & the
moment they were solidly unremarkable. And the coat, of course. He hardly ever showed up without the
coat, evenin the humidly close hest of late summer in New Y ork City.

“*Y ou know, you're going to have to start learning how to dressfor the seasons,”’ | said without
preamble, taking his offered arm as we headed for the car. ** No more of this one-outfit-fits-dl thing.”’
Heamiled. ** Are you threatening to take me shopping again?’

“‘Threatening? No. It’s an absolute certainty. Besides, we' re supposed to stay public, aren’t we? Present
adigraction?’

“*Shopping isadigraction?’

“Itistheway | doit,”’ | said. ** By the way—what’s my new last name?’

“‘Excuseme?’

“Wadll, I'd like to know how I'll be signing checksin the future. Mrs. Joanne. . . 7’

“What' swrong with Badwin?’

““Nothing. Infact, | may hang ontoiit, but if you' re planning to do the normd-life thing, you need to have
an identity other than David, King of All Djinn.”

He shot me one of those amused half smiles. *“ Serioudy, King of All Djinn? That’ sfunny.”’

“* Answer the question. What' syour last name?’

““Whatever you want it to be.”’

| remembered that he' d used acredit card at ahotd early onin our relationship. **What about David
Prince?’

Hedghed. *“If youlike.”

“Youdon't?’

“*Jo, | don't care. Even when | was actudly built to care about those kinds of things, | didn't havea
family name. It was dways David, son of—"" He stopped, and something indefinable flashed across his
expression. | waited. ** Son of Cyrus.”’

“*Cyrus? Y our father’ snamewas Cyrus?’

“*It was avery honored name at thetime.”

“*Then your name ought to be David Cyrus.”’

He looked thoughtful. There was something going on behind his eyes, something | couldn’t guess and
probably had no context to understand even if | could. He d never mentioned his human father, or his
human mother, or anything about that period of hislife before it had cometo a cataclysmicendona
battlefield, with thousands of men pouring out their life energy. His best friend, Jonathan, had been like
Lewis, aWarden with al three powers, and deeply beloved of Mother Earth; David hadn’t been ableto
let go when Jonathan had passed over and been reborn as a Djinn. David had been reborn aswell.

| wondered how much real memory he had of those early, fragile years of hishuman life. Of hishirth
parents, before that rebirth. He' d seemed surprised that he' d remembered hisfather’ sname. . . and
seemed affected by it, too.

At length, as we passed rows of parked cars, David said, ** Cyrus sounds. . . fine.”’

We arrived at the parked, deek form of the Mustang, which wasin perfect, gleaming condition, for
having had its windows blown out less than a day before. David opened the passenger door and
gracefully handed mein, like aprincessinto a carriage. He shut the door and headed around to the
driver’sside, and we didn’'t speak again until we' d exited the garage and were aready on the road,
heading for the bridge.

““You haven't said how it went,” he said.

“*1t was harder than I’ d thought,”’ | confessed. ‘* Not the we' re-getting-married part. The Kevin part.”’
David nodded. *‘1 was concerned about that. HE's . . . fragile, in some ways. And he has good reason



for alot of hisanger. Putting himin thiskind of pogitionisarisk, a best.”

“*“He said—David, he said that his mother used Djinn againg him.”” | couldn’t even redly bring mysdf to
aticulate theimplications. **Did she?’

Hewas silent for amoment, apparently focused on steering around the traffic and increasing speed asthe
road opened up in front of us. The sted structure of the bridge flashed past in ablur, and | wondered if
the speed wasn't more about David channeling anxiety than wanting usto get back home quickly. “*You
know shedid,” he said. His face was smooth, expressionless, and he' d changed his glasses now,
darkened them to hide hiseyes. *‘In many different ways.”’

| couldn’'t ask. | knew | should; | knew he'd tell me and it would be ardlief if he did, maybe for us both,
but | just. .. couldn’t. | closed my eyes, rested my head againgt the window, and tried not to imagine
David as Y vette Prentiss sdave.

As her weapon.

“*Seep,” he murmured, and whether it was hisinfluence or my own weariness, the steady roar of the
tires and throb of the engine lured me down into the dark.

When | woke up, David was carrying mein hisarms. | hadn’t been carried like that by him, except when
| wasin danger or injured, inalong time, and it felt . . . wonderful. Hard not to appreciate the strength
and surety of hisbody against mine, and his smile was gentle and deadly at such closerange. ** Good
nap?’ He set me down, and my feet sank into sand. | hastily stripped off the Manolos. Sacrilege, to
walk on the beach in those. Also, awkward. It was night, and the surf curled in from the horizon in
swestly regular silver lines. It broke into lace and foam on the beach, and we were close enough to the
water to fed the breath of spray.

“Wherearewe?’ It wasn't Fort Lauderdale. The beach wastoo quiet, too secluded. It felt asif it had
never been touched by humanity.

““Nowhere,’’ hesaid. “*In asense, anyway. It'saplace | come sometimesto be alone, when I’'m
troubled.”

Hewastelling me something. | looked around. No lights on the horizon, no roads, no airplanes buzzing
overhead. Just the beach, the surf, the breeze, the moon bright as a star overhead.

“Thisign'tred,” | sad.

“It' sasred aswewant it to be. Like Jonathan’ s house, beyond the aetheric.”” David shrugged dightly.
“*One of the benefits of being the Conduit isyou can create your own redlitiesif you fed the need.”
“And...youfed theneed.”

Hetook my hand, and we walked a bit in the moonlight. It felt asif we were thefirst people to walk
here, and | supposed wewere. | didn’t ask. He didn’t volunteer. After awhile, we rounded an irregular
curve and | saw alow-burning fire ahead, warm and inviting. | knew, without aword being said, that we
were supposed to it down, and | settled into the cool sand without complaining about the damage to my
dress. Besides, my dresswas gtill on my deeping body, somewhere out there.

David took a seat beside me. The fire snapped and popped and flared like ared flame, and it warmed
like one, too. | stretched out my handstoward it. Asreal aswe want it to be, he'd said.

Likethetwo of us, together.

“*The question you won't ask meiis, did Y vette ever force meto abuse her stepson,”’ David said. *‘ The
answer isno. Not intheway you'rethinking.”’

| haveto admit, aweight of dread rolled away, and | must have given an audible sigh of relief. But David
waan't finished.

““What she did force meto do was to bring him to her, and watch,”” he said. ** Y vette always did like an
audience. Kevin avoids me because I’ m part of those memories. I’m bound up with al the sex and pain
and horror of it. So yes, | was part of it, even though | never—I never hurt him. | wanted to destroy her
for it. | wanted to rip her apart into so many pieces not even God could find atrace.”’

| heard thering of hatein hisvoice, real aswhat I’ d heard from Kevin. He meant it, and | ached for him,
too. *‘But you didn’t, because you couldn’t. Y ou were as powerless as Kevin to stop her.”’

He said nothing to that. The Djinn were not comfortable with the idea of powerlessness; in asense, it was
worse now than ever, because they had thousands of years of davery to try to put into some kind of



context. He hurt, and | couldn’t help him. Not with that.

“I’'mtdling you this because Kevin doesn't trust me,”’ hesaid. ** And that’ s part of the reason | sent
Rahd with him. He sabit fascinated with her, like most humans seem to be, and she’ sgot no history for
himto fix on. If he can trust any Djinn, he'll trust her. But he'll never truly trust me.”’

Thisfelt sointimate that it frightened me. He came hereto face hisfears, face his history, and therewas a
lot of that to get through—more than I’ d ever be able to understand. He could read my life at aglance, if
he chose, and that more than anything €se made me fed disadvantaged.

David put hisarm around me, and | leaned againgt him. We both stared at the fire for along time before
hesad, ‘**My birth mother waslike you. Strong, like you. Beautiful. Willful, which gave my father plenty
of heartaches; it was atime when women were more constrained by society, or at least had fewer
choicesin how to misbehave. She taught me many things, but one of the things she gave mewas alove of
learning, and that was rare then. Not even the sons of kings were learned; it wasn't considered manly.”’

| closed my eyes and breathed in the night, the peace. Maybe thiswasn't red, but it had akind of
solemnity to it that we couldn’t get out there, in the daily whirl of life.

“Tell meabout her,”’ | said, and snuggled closer to hiswarmth. ** Tell me everything.”’

And hedid.

Chapter Eight

When | actudly did wake up, we were still driving, and | wasn't surethat | hadn’t dreamed the whole
thing until David looked over a me. He had an expression, open and vulnerable, unlike any he' d ever
really shown me before. I’d never even redized how armored he was before, until the armor was
removed.

“| wanted to tell you all that,” hesaid. **I’'m sorry | didn’t before, but there never seemed to betime.
Always something happening with you. And it usudly involves explosions.”’

“That'san exaggeration,”” | replied with great dignity. ** Things hardly ever explode. They burn, they
shake, and occasiondly they break, but explosonsaren’t my thing.”’

“‘Point taken.”” Hegave mean ng look, and took the next exit. **Y ou need abreak.”’

“*Bugter, you need to learn how to take them, too. If you intend—""

“Tolivelikeahuman, yes, | know. I'll start tomorrow. First thing. For tonight, | just want to get you
safely home.””

Home. | imagined the soft bed, imagined waking up with him, and imagined that it would be like that
every day for therest of my life.

It seemed too precious to be true.

Thetruck stop where we pulled off the freeway was one of those open-al-night placesthat specidizedin
everything, from deli sandwichesto wind chimes. After investigating the facilities, which were
scrupuloudy clean, | browsed the snack aides and stocked up on road food, looked over the DVDs,
rummaged through the books, thought about purchas ng those wind chimes, and finaly ended up with
nothing but abag of chips and a cold soft drink at the register. No sign of David. | wondered where he'd
gone off to; maybe hewas ill inthe car.

| collected my purchases and went outside. No, the Mustang was empty. | went back inside, strolled the
aldes, saw nobody | recognized. Somewhereingde, adight tightening started in the vicinity of my
stomach. | walked faster, looked harder.

Nothing.

“Excuseme,”’ | said to the guy behind the counter. **1 camein with aguy, alittletaler than you,
brownish hair, kind of long—"

““Heleft,” theguy said. ** Said he' d beright back. | figured he' d just gone out to the car or something.
He snot out there?’

| checked again. No sign of David anywhere. | waited out in the darkness, indecisive, and paced.
Manolo Blahniks weren’t meant to be paced in, but | wasn't taking off my shoes on the stained concrete
of Moe s All-Niter, ether.

| findly stopped and said, **David?’ Just in case he was there and watching, though why he'd do that |
couldn’timagine.



Someone answered me, but it wasn't David. ‘*He sgone,”’ said alittle girl, standing in the shadows a
the edge of the building. She didn’t move, but she emerged from the darkness, as though the lights had
brightened around her, and | saw that it was Venna. Vennawas one of the most puzzling Djinn I’ d ever
met, and that was saying alot; she wasthe only one |’ d ever seen who preferred the form of achild, and
sheusualy liked to dressin Alice in Wonderland-style blue, with awhite pinafore. Long blond hair, held
back by asmple band, and big chinablue eyes.

There was absolutely nothing human about her right now. The clothes—the body—were adisguise.

| took along step toward her. **What the hell did you do to him?’ | blurted. **“Whereishe?’ Showing
aggression probably wasn't the smartest thing to do in this Situation; Venna could be deadly, although
she' d a'so been my friend more often than not, and saved my life afew times. Putting her on my bad side
wasn't agood career move.

But | couldn’t stop mysdif.

Shedidn’t react. Her hands stayed folded, but her eyes flashed amore intense blue, just for a second,
and | found mysdlf unable to advance. My heart raced, and | shuddered in every muscle, trying to fight,
but it was useless. She had me shut down.

“*Ready to listen now?’ she asked mildly. “*I'm sorry, but you' re angry. I'm just trying to be sure you
don’'t hurt yoursdlf.”’

| hadn’t known Vennawas capable of doing this. | hadn’t known any Djinn could do this, not so easily.
Not against someone of my strength level.

Asif shewere reading my mind, too, she smiled. ‘*Don’t be scared,” she said. ** It’sonly because you
have so much power, SO many waysto get ingde you. If you were any other Warden, | couldn’t do it at
al.”

“‘Except for Lewis,”” | managed to say, and her smiletook on dimples.

““I"d never do thisto Lewis. Lewiswould never makeme.”’

Asaways, there was this subtle tone in her voice when she mentioned his name—al the Djinn had it, a
kind of puzzlement, or awe. I’ d gotten to my current status as a triple-threat Warden, controlling
westher, fire, and earth, through a series of circumstances— died, reborn as a Djinn, then reconstituted
asahuman, then granted Earth powers by my half-Djinn daughter turned Earth Oracle.

Lewis had just been born that way. One in athousand years, | d been told, and nobody since the
origind—Jonathan, later leader of the Djinn—had displayed so much raw power from the outset.

If | were Lewis, that comparison aone would make me very, very nervous about my future.
Vennastudied me for amoment, then nodded. | felt the force gripping my muscleslet go. | lurched
forward, then got control and glared at her. It had al the impact of an ant glaring at agalaxy afew billion
milesaway.

“* David has been summoned,”’ she said. ‘*H€ Il return to you as soon ashe can.”

“* Summoned? Who summoned him?”’

That earned me a pitying look. **Who can?’

Oh. Mother Earth. | couldn’t fight that, and neither could he, whatever hisorigind intentions. *“Why
would shedo that?’

“*Her reasons are her own. Perhaps she wants to keep him away from you for awhile.”

“\Why?”

Venna shrugged. ‘* Some say you' re corrupting him.”’

Y ou're sure Ashan doesn’'t have some ulterior motive here?’ Because for better or worse, Vennahad
gone with Ashan when the Djinn had split between Old and New; | didn’t think she belonged there,
because she seemed genuinely curious about humanity, if not exactly caring. ‘‘What' sgoing on?’
Venna shrugged. Not her businessto wonder such things. “‘1 was just dispatched to reassure you.”’
““You'redoing agreat job sofar.”’

She cocked her head, her gaze growing sharper. *‘Isit true? That David intends to pretend to be human
for therest of your life?’

| cleared my throat. ‘*We re getting married, if that’swhat you mean.’”’

It obvioudy was. Her cute little-girl face scrunched into afrown. *“Why?’



“*If you haveto ask, there snoway | can explainit.”’

“* Areyour sexua encounters not currently satisfying?”’

“Vennal | know you're not achild, but redly, that'sjust creepy. And persond.’”’

She looked surprised, then thoughtful. ** So many rules,’” shesighed. ** All right. | accept that | will not
understand your reasons. But do you understand the risks? There are many of your people who won't
approve. Many who don't likethe Djinn at dl, and want usto leave you done.”’

“Can'timaginewhy,” | said dryly. *“You'redl just so darned nice.”’

Therewasthat smile again, mischievous and dimpled. | thought she must have copied it from ayoung
Shirley Temple, but for dl | knew, it could have been ayoung Cleopatra. She didn’t take the bait.
““How long ishe going to be gone?’ | asked. She shrugged. **Well, should | wait?’ Another tiny shrug,
asif it didn’t even matter enough to her to waste the energy on agesture of indifference. **Let me say it
another way: Can | go?’

Vennarolled her eyes, ashockingly human gesture for her. *‘Please,” she said. “* Go. | do have better
thingsto do.”

And she misted away, just like that. | was on my own.

| felt done, driving away from thetruck stop; I’ d entered it feeling peaceful and excited and happy, and
now | was back to living on the edge. All because Mommy Earth had yanked David' s leash. That could
happen any time, and I’ d forgotten about it, or wanted to. The car felt empty without him, and | felt
exposed. So much for my 24/7 protection, | thought, but then | felt guilty. Wasthat why | wanted him?
To make mysdf fed safe? Boo. Boo onme.

Sunrise dawned warm and clear, and by the time the heat grew oppressive | was upstairsin my
gpartment, eating asmall container of yogurt. Exhaustion was blurring my eyes, and | didn’t care much
about eating—hence the yogurt, which wasn't really eating, per se. All | wanted to do was take a shower
and nap. Can’'t do anything until David comes back, | reasoned. Might as well rest up.

Instead, after my shower (which was every bit aswonderful as|’d anticipated) | ended up, phone book
and phone next to me, parked in front of the Internet, obsessively researching so | could cross off items
on my wedding checklist. | was puzzling over the catering problem—$18.95 per plate for amedl that
was going to be served on plastic? Redly?—when the phonerang. | picked it up immediately, thinking it
would be acallback from theflorist.

Instead, it was Cherise, and man, was she pissed. *‘ You don't trust me,”” shesaid. *'I can't believe
you!’’

“Whereareyou?’ | asked in darm, because I’ d left gtrict instructions that Cherise could not be seen or
heard from, under any circumstances, until this charade with Kevin and Rahel was over with. ** Cher—"’
“*Oh, relax, thisisa secured line. My buddies from the Wardens and Homeland Security al say o, plus
my own persona Djinn bodyguard. So I'm being agood little convict,” shesaid. ** By theway, thanks
for booking me at anice hotdl. Lewissaid | could order room service any time | wanted, but no bonking
the waiters, no matter how hot they are. Oh, I’'m ordering movies, too, and you guys are paying. Evenif |
order porn.”’

If that wasthe worst of it, I’ d gladly pony up the cost of pay-per-view. **Y ou need anything? Clothes?’
““What' sthe point? Not going anywhere. I'm just lounging around in a T-shirt. It'slike a pgjama party,
except I’'m going to get redlly bored with painting my own toenails. So I’'m going to call you and take it
out onyou.” She paused for a second, and her tone grew more serious. ‘‘Isthisreally dangerous? Y ou
know, for Kevin?’

““Maybe.”” | couldn’t be dishonest with her, not Cherise. ** But he wanted to do it. In fact, he kind of
ingged.”

““Hewould. Rahel’ s doing me, though, right? So he' s covered?’ She made it aquestion, painfully eager
for reassurance. | swallowed hard.

““He'scovered,”’ | sad. ‘*Rahd’s smart, and she' s strong. If anything goes wrong, she can get him out.”’
Not if she can’t see the danger. But I’ d fought that battle with David, and lost. All | could do was hope
that Kevin, whom I’ d properly prepared with al the information | had about the antimatter, would be
ableto recognize trouble coming and help her avoid it.



“*These Sentinel people. Do you know who any of them are?’

“No,” I said. *“Wdll, one, but he' s dead now.”’

“*Then how do you know who you can trust?’

“ltrustyou,” | said. **I trust Lewis. For this, | trust Kevin. | dwaystrust David. But believe me, my
trust circle’ sgetting smaler dl thetime.”

“*Good. Maybe you won't get yoursdlf hurt quite as often.”” | heard the TV come on in the background,
and the bed creek. ** Okay, I’m going to my happy place. Russall Crowe movie festiva, baby. Sorry you
can't bethere, but if you decide to come over—"’

“I'mnotinNew York,” | said, “*and even if | was, going to see you would blow our whole operation.’”’
““| guess.”’ Shedghed. ‘*Okay, Mr. Dreamypantsison. Cal you later?’

“Yes'’ | said. ‘‘Hey, Cher?’

“Yeah?’

“*Do you know any good caterers?’

Cherise' s question about the Sentinel s stayed with me the rest of the day, as | went about my so-cdled
normd life. If anybody had turned up likely suspectsfor the Sentindslit, they weren't sharing it with me.
No sign of David, and no messages from beyond. | got callsfrom various Wardens either congratulating
me about the upcoming marriage, or fishing for gossip about the confrontation with Kevin. | answered
honestly to both, so far asit went. | didn’t try to hide my frustration with Kevin, but | told them it was
Lewis sproblem, not mine.

None of the phone cdls had seemed overly strange, but my paranoiadiaswere dl on high. | couldn’t
rule anyone out.

Hearing my doorbel| ring only made my self-preservation larms go off. | was boiling pasta. | took the
precaution of turning off the burne—in case | died, no sensein burning the building down again— and
went to look through the peephole.

It was David. Oh. | had told him to start acting like ahuman, hadn’t 1?1 needed to get him hisown key.
| unbolted the door and swung it wide—

David lunged forward, grabbed me by the throat, and drove me back to the wall as he kicked the door
shut. It wasared threat; his grip was bruisng my neck, making parts of me panic in fear of imminent
strangulation. | grabbed for hiswrist, which was stupid, and tried to get a scream past his hand.

No good.

He smiled, and | recognized the expression. It wasn't David' s, dthough he was wearing David' sface. |
croaked out, ** Don't you fucking pretend to be him!’* and David's body shrugged, and the Djinn
morphed into his more usud form.

It was Ashan, leader of the Old Djinn. Venna's brother and boss, and the least likeable creature I’ d ever
met, including the oneswho'd tried to kill me. Ashan was a cool, smooth, handsome bastard, al chilly
graysand ice whites, and he didn’t care for people at al. He liked me agood ded lessthan that. ‘I’ ve
comefor apurpose,”’ hesad, ‘‘but | don’t need to hear your préttle.”

| made some incoherent noises, which got the point acrossthat his grip on my throat was impairing my
ability to curse, and hefindly let up enough to dlow breath in, profanity out. After the profanity, | got my
pulserate dialed back from Going to Dieto Tota Panic, and said, **What the hell areyou talking
about?’

““Y ou brought thison yoursdf,” Ashan said. He emphasized that by damming me back against thewall
with painful force. *‘I was content to let you live, but you, you push, you aways push.”

“Letgo!”’ | snarled. He must have sensed | meant business, because athough he didn’t obey ingtantly,
he findly released his grip and stepped back. Not far back, though, and the cold fury in hiseyes stayed in
place. “*Whereis David? What have you doneto him?’

He dapped me. A solid man-dap, onethat | was not prepared for; it burned and | felt awave of total
rage crest at the top of my head and flow down every nerve ending. Somehow, | held mysalf back, but
my hands clutched into convulsivefigs. *“ Y ou will destroy him,”” Ashan said flatly. **1 care nothing for
you, but I do not want another war among the Djinn, and you will bring it on. It isbest if you disappear
from thisworld before you can rain destruction on dl of us.”



Word had gotten around fast, even on the outer reaches of the aetheric. | hadn’t expected the Djinn to
approve, but | hadn’t expected this. ** All because we' re getting married?’ Vennawas right about one
thing: The two of usengaging in alittle sexua adventure hadn’t bothered too many people. It wasthe
wedding that was pissing them off.

“Itisavow,” Ashansad. “*And avow is, for us, unbreakable. Do you understand? Y ou will bind him
to humanity, and heisthe Conduit.”

All a once, | got it, and it was like a second, harder dap, only this one was directly to the surface of my
brain. “*Oh crap,”’” | breathed, suddenly not angry at dl. ‘'Y ou mean that by taking vowsto love and
cherishinscknessandin hedth—"

““Through him, dl of the New Djinn could dso be bound,”” Ashan said. ** Conduits to the Mother must
not make such vows. We became daves the last time such was made. | will not alow it to happen again,
not for such small gain as your persona happiness.”’

And another thing came crysta clear to me. Ashan wasn't screwing around thistime.

| read it in hisexpresson: Hewas going to kill me. Problem solved.

And | think he would have, except that right at that moment, somebody else tried to kill me.

| thought it was Ashan who' d attacked for an ingtant, as| felt the force dam into me and pin me back to
thewall, snk past my skin, and close around my heart like aniron hand. But | could seethat in fact it
wasn't him, because he' d been forced back from me by the attack, and he was off balance and
confused.

| remembered David at the diner, blown back by the agtheric attack that had taken out Lee Antonelli.
They were coming for me. No warning, no quarter. | was under attack by the Sentinels.

Dark shadows flew out of the walls and coaesced into Djinn—Ashan’ s bodyguards, who' d been
keeping their distance until they were summoned. A threst to their boss brought them running, but once
they were on the ground, the next step wasn't exactly clear, since Ashan wasn't the target. | was.

And one more coalesced out of the air, ablur of motion, burning copper-bright. David. He was coming,
and coming very fast, heading straight for me, blind to everything e se around him.

The Djinn bodyguards stopped him, but only for afew seconds. He was too strong for them, even
collectively, but theingtant he broke free, Ashan lunged like awhitetiger. Thetwo of them fdl, ralling, a
blur of motion that somehow ill conveyed the fury and power of the conflict.

AsDavid tried to fight hisway to me, | drew al my power insde, fighting the invisblefig that wastrying
to contract and squeeze my heart into red jam. | felt my distant, powerful daughter’ sflow in to augment
mine; she couldn’t act directly, but she could help.

It was enough—barely—to keep me dive.

For now.

| opened my eyes. The fight between the two most powerful Djinn was aready over.

David was on hisknees, held fast with Ashan’sarm around histhroat and his hands twisted behind his
back, and the look on his face nearly made me cry out. It was shattered. Horrified. Betrayed.

“*Oh, God, no. Jo, hold on,”” he said, hisvoice rough and trembling. ** Ashan, let go, damn you. Let me
help her!”

The Djinn stood silently, watching. Waiting to see what would happen. Probably waiting to see how fast |
was going to drop dead. Thiswas nothing but agift to Ashan—I’ d die, and his hands would be clean.
There was no reason for David to come after him.

| held against the assault, somehow pushing back the squeezing hand around my heart, and | didn’t dare
gpeak to David. | couldn’t. No breath and no strength left over, and | knew it wouldn’t do any good, no
matter what | said. He couldn’t act, not with Ashan in the way. If he could have, he' d have dready done
it.

“* Ashan, you can't stand by and see her murdered!”” David screamed. *‘Let me go!™”’

Ashan said, in asoft but deadly cool voice, ‘It sthe business of humans. She told you that. I’'m only
enforcing what you know aretherules.”

My vision was eroding, black spots appearing at the edges. Maybe that waswhy | didn’t immediately
recognize that one of the Djinn standing next to Ashan was Venna, dressed not in her Alice pinafore



outfit, but in plain black. | focused on her. Her blue eyes were blazing hot, the color of agasflame.

She said nothing. Shedidn’t try to help elther one of us, not even David, whom | knew sheloved. She
loved Ashan more.

No help was coming.

The Sentinels can’t keep this up, not at this level of power, | told mysdf, trembling. Only maybethey
could. The assault continued on the agtheric, furious and unrelenting, and it required every bit of
concentration | possessed to keep myself from folding. Power was counteracting power, and the
resulting forces were out of control; | couldn’t do anything to reduce the damage, or I’d be ingtantly
dead.

Around us, sparks began to crawl on every available metdlic surface, zipping and popping. Lightbulbs
blew out. The Sentinds—if that was indeed who was behind this—pressed me harder, and | had to
respond.

Windows shattered. | heard the plate glass patio door break with a catastrophic crash. One of the
curtains caught fire from the constant sparking. It burned dowly, but it burned, giving off acrid black
smoke.

“*Stop this! They'll destroy her!”’ David screamed, and writhed to get free. Ashan held him, but just
barely. Vennalooked visibly upset, and turned away from them. She brushed her hand acrossthe flame
on the curtains and transferred it to her palm, then rubbed it contemplatively between her fingers,
frowning, and looked at Ashan. Something passed between the two of them, something | couldn’t
understand.

The whole world was narrowing, darkness closing in on me. | could fed it al around me, eating away,
gnking into every nerve, every muscle,

And the hand around my heart tightened, and every labored thump seemed likely to be my last on this
earth.

David' sface wastaut, pdlid, and desperate. He was il trying to twist free, but his strength, like mine,
wasn't up to the task.

The oddsweretoo high thistime.

“* Ashan, give meyour leave,’ Vennasaid. Her brother frowned, and nodded sharply, once. Venna
disappeared so suddenly there was a small thunder-clap of air left in her wake. | couldn’'t even sparethe
breath to curse, or to cry out. The pressure was throbbing in every nerve of my body, a constant,
grinding pain that grew sharper with every heartbeat. The Sentindsweren't going to let up. They were
going to daughter me oneinexorable inch at atime, and the Djinn—the Old Djinn—wouldn’t lift afinger
to stopit.

And they were going to make David watch, to make it that much more horrible.

| felt something new in the attack—atremor. Just aflicker, but somewhere, someone was weakening. If
it was acombined attack, and | thought it must be, then at least one and maybe more were fatering,
running out of power. Hang on, | told mysdlf. | felt sweat dripping from my chin onto my shirt front. A
little longer.

It was an eerie way to face the end of your life. If it had just been the Old Djinn, standing there
impassively, that would have been bad enough, but David— the dread and anguish in his eyeswastoo
much. | squeezed my eyes shut and concentrated harder.

Hold. You have to hold.

| felt another element of the attacking force weaken and drop away, leaving apurer sgnatureto it. If |
could only outlast therest, | might be able to trace it back to one source. . . a least get the name of the
bus that was going to run me down.

Even that cold comfort didn’t seem too likely. | felt myself shaking harder now, as| pulled dl the power
out of my muscles, out of my flesh, pouring my last vital resourcesinto defending the stronghold of my
heart. | couldn’t hold out for long; my reserves had gone shockingly fast, and without David's help, even
Imard s contributions weren’t going to be enough. . . .

| felt something in me give way, and my next breeth felt wet and |abored. Pain flared through me. | tasted
blood, coughed, and felt warmth spray out of my mouth.



““No,”” David whispered. ‘*Ashan.. .. please...”

Ashan didn’t speak, not even to refuse.

Another dement of the attack against me broke with an dmost physica shock. | could count them now:
three. Three of them left, but one was unbelievably strong, much stronger than | was. Stronger than |
could ever hopeto be.

My legsgave out. | fell to my knees, hardly felt theimpact. Part of the carpet was on fire now, and none
of the Djinn were reacting to the emergency. | heard the shriek of the smoke darm going off, and knew
that | was on the verge of creating yet another disaster, one that could claim the lives of the innocent
peopleliving around me.

| closed my eyes and found one last tiny pool of strength. With that last drop of power, | pushed back.
Two of the three attackers dropped away, surprised by my sudden aggression, and | saw thelast one
Clearly.

On the aetheric, he burned a brilliant white, less a person than astar bound in human form. | couldn’t see
hisfeatures, but | could see where hewas, in the instant before he cut off his attack and disappeared into
the boiling mass of confusion stirred up by the attack like the smoke in the gpartment.

I"d won.

| pitched forward to my hands and knees, gasping in thick, tainted breaths, coughing and wheezing. My
mouth was full of blood, and my coughs brought up more of it. I was hemorrhaging from my lungs, too
weak to save mysdlf, too weak to control the fire taking hold around me, or cleansetheair | was
breathing. No. You can’t die now. You won!

Winning isn't everything. Y ou need to have something left, in the end, to move on. Thiswasthe very
definition of aPyrrhic victory.

| realized that | was staring at David, still on hisknees, held pinned and helpless by Ashan. Hisface was
the color of ashes, and his eyes an unholy, almost demonic red, consumed with pain and pent-up fury.
“*Shesurvived,”” Ashan said, and | heard anote of pure surprisein hisvoice. | felt a surge of power
move through the gpartment. The Siren cut off; the air turned sweet again. No more sparks. Before my
watering eyes, the curtain knitted itsdf into its original unburned form, and the carpet heded itself.

That wasn't David’ sdoing. | could tell that he was blocked by Ashan here, completely cut off. Helpless.
The bodyguards wouldn't have dared take that kind of initiative, which left only thelast personI’d have
ever expected to do me akindness.

Ashan was garing at me with haf-closed, thoughtful eyes. | couldn’t read his expression. | wastoo tired
to eventry.

“*Go on and finish me off,” | said hoarsely. *‘1 can’'t op you.”’

“I know,” hesad. It wasthefirst time |’ d heard him speak with such alevel tone, no trace of hate or
contempt. **Y ou fought well. Almost like a Djinn. But you' re not a Djinn anymore, and you never will be
again.”’ After another pause, | thought | heard him say, very quietly, ** Pity.”

Helet David go and stepped back. David didn’t hesitate. Ashan ceased to exist for him the instant the
barriersfdl, and he lunged to me and gathered mein hisarms. | felt healing power cascade through mein
burning, amost painful urgency, and | shuddered and buried my face againgt his neck.

“Jo?’ Hewhispered it with hislips against my skin. His hands were everywhere on me, frantic,
protective. **I’'m sorry. I'm so sorry.”’

| felt tearswelling up, and whether they were shock or relief or the delayed effects of fear, | couldn’t tell.
| didn’t have any defenses|eft, not even against myself. | wanted to lie down on my side, curl up, and
weep mysdf into unconsciousnessin hisembrace, but ingtead, | lifted my head—which felt asif it
weighed about a hundred pounds—and focused on Ashan. His expression was closed and till, but |
thought | saw something in it that hadn’t been there before,

“*It was necessary, you know,”’ he said. ‘* Necessary you stop beforeit’stoo late”” Which wasn't an
gpology, but the fact that he felt compelled to explain himsalf was an enormous change.

David growled, degp in histhroat, and | stilled him with ahand on his cheek, till looking at Ashan.
“Thank you. | won't expect it again,”” | said. | saw aflashin hiscool eyes, and he bent hishead a
fraction of aninch.



And then he misted away, and his bodyguards followed, giving me arange of staresfrom curiogity to
anger.

Onefaded in. Venna, ill in black. | curled closer to David, taking comfort in the heet of hisbody, the
strength of hisembrace. | was shaking al over, and couldn’t seem to stop. It wasn't just physical injury.
I’d come close, 0 desperately close—in some indefinable way, | felt more fragile now than | ever had,
despite the fact that I'd won.

| wouldn’t have wanted to show so much vulnerability to Ashan, but it was different with Venna. She'd
seen me crying, filthy, beaten, broken. She’ d never made judgments, not in the way that Ashan would.

| felt the soft touch of her hand stroking my hair.

“Youhadtowinaone’’ Vennasad. “‘| amsorry. | couldn’t help. It was a human matter, not for the
Djinn.”

| gulped air and nodded. David wasn't so understanding. He let out that low, vicious growl again, and
Vennasat back on her hedls, clearly taking the warning very serioudy. | couldn’t tell if it angered her, but
| doubted it. She seemed to understand his desperation.

She studied the two of uswith a sorrowful and composed expression, like agraveyard angd. ‘Y our
enemies are much worse than you are. Y ou should be prepared for the fight.””

| croaked, **Who? Who are they?’

“You know,” shesaid, and stood up. ‘*Y ou knew before, and you will again. Y ou saw him. Y ou just
won't dlow yoursdlf to see.”

| reached out and grabbed her hand. She looked down, frowning alittle, and pulled free without any
difficulty—but she did it gently. *‘1 hope you survive. And | hope—I hope you are happy.”’

| laughed hollowly. **I hope 0, too. | don't suppose we can count on you for alittle help along those
lines?’

Vennaraised her eyebrows. **What do you expect?’

Nothing, | supposed.

Which was, asVenna performed her dramatic Djinn exit, exactly what we got.

David picked me up and carried meinto the bathroom. I might have passed out for awhile; when |
woke, | was naked, and the two of uswere in the bathtub, stretched out and facing each other. Hewas
gently duicing hot water over my chest, and when he saw | was awake, he switched to awashcloth,
which he used to sponge blood from my face and mouth. Therewasalot of it, whichwasadarmingina
distant sort of way. | wastoo weak to redlly fed panic.

He pressed hislipsto my forehead.

“I'msorry,” hewhispered. “‘I'm sorry | |eft you. | won't leaveyou again.”’

““Not even for—"’

“*No. Not even for the Mother.”

It had the fedling not of seduction, but of ritual, and the heat of the water eased something cold and small
and terrified insgde of me. We stayed in the bath until | felt deep overtaking me, and then he carried meto
bed, where | fdll into ablack, dreamless pit.

Segp wasn't without its horrors. | woke afew times fedling phantom fingers scrabbling for my heart, but
it wasn't an attack, just raw unfiltered panic. David wasthereto drive it away. Hush, hetold me, and
soothed the fear with gentle strokes of hisfingers. | won't leave you. You are safe in my arms.

When the phone rang, he answered, and | drifted back to adark, quiet deep for the rest of the night.
Inthe morning, | woke up stronger than I d felt through the night—though that really was't much of an
improvement, since I’ d started from a basdline of near death. | found out from David, who was up bright
and early fixing coffee and eggs, that the phone call had been from Lewis. The aetheric dust-up had been
witnessed by hundreds of Wardens, though nobody could tell what had been going on or who had been
thetarget. Lewis had decided to check in, just in case. A team of Wardens had been put on smoothing
out the effects of the fight, which was good, because it was well beyond me. Sitting up for more than an
hour was beyond me.

David poured me a cup of coffee and did into the chair beside me. **“How do you fed?’ he asked.
““Likel survived. Bardy,” | said. ** Y ou want the truth? | fedl fragile. And glad to be dive.”” | spped



without redlly tasting the nutty brown richness, though the smell of the coffee warmed me. **Why did
Ashan make you watch?’

His handswent still on thetable. He didn't look up. ** Punishment,” he said. **1 didn’t have permission to
leave the Mother. She wasn't pleased. She—she can cut me off from her, and she did it, to provethe
point. That'swhy | didn’t have the power to stop him.”’

He' d disobeyed the Mother for me. | amost dropped the china cup, and it rattled when | managed to
get it back to the saucer. *‘ David—"

“*If you' re about to tell methat it was stupid, | already know,”’ he said. ** But don't ask me to promise
not to do it again.”

“But—what did she want?’

“Djinnbusiness”’ Histone madeit clear that it wasn't any of mine. **Y ou wouldn’t understand eveniif |
tried to explain.”

Because of me, David had aready lost his status as the sole conduit for the Djinn; Ashan had taken on
responsibility for the Old Djinn. Now, if hewas't careful, he’ d lose everything. | felt that knowledge
stab deep, and lodge like a dagger of ice somewhere near my heart. ‘| don’t think I’'mworthiit,”” | said
dowly.

Heraised hishead, and thelook in hiseyesbrokeme. ‘I think you are,”” he said. ‘I think you’ re worth
far more. Y ou’ve proven it to me so many times.”’

| had to take adeep breath, or I’d have burst into tears. Asit was, my voice trembled. ** David—Ashan
told metherisks. If we exchange vows, it could bind the New Djinn the way that Jonathan’ s vow bound
the Djinninthefirgt place. | could be respongible for endaving you again. All of you.”” | swallowed hard.
“*| can’t take that chance.’”

““No?’ He smiled, but it was abitter, dark thing, and it made me shiver. ‘| can.”

“David—"

“*| warned you. When Djinn fal in love, there' sno middlie ground. Our love is deep, and tota, and
merciless.”’ Heregarded mefor along moment, and his hand closed around mine, far gentler than the
look inhiseyes. *“You think | did thiswithout considering the consegquences? Without considering the
cost to my own people, and my responsibilities?’

“I—"" I findly shook my head. ‘1 don’t know. | don’t know how it isfor Djinn, but whereloveis
involved, humansaren’t usudly that strong onlogic.”

That made his smile warmer, more genuine. * True enough for usaswell. However, | bdievethat the
New Djinn need to stay close to humanity, and | believe thisis an important step to ensure that happens.
You see? Logicd. It dso happensto bewhat | want to do. It'sarisk, yes, butit'sarisk | think is
acceptable. In addition, it saway to force the Sentinels out in the open, by forcing them to counter our
move.”’ Helifted my fingersto his mouth and kissed them, just alight brush of lips. **If you decidewe
can't go through withiit, I’ ll abide by your decison.”

“But . . . what about the others?’

“*The other New Djinn? | won't say there aren’t afew who are doubtful, but by and large, they're
interested. Intrigued. It's possible that if we exchange vows, the Djinn could regain some measure of the
additiona power they had under the old agreement with the Wardens—but still retain their autonomy. As
| said, we dll consider it worth atry.”’

“‘Egpecidly snceit’stemporary,”’ | said. ‘*Right? Till death do us part. Once I’m gone, thevow is
broken.”

Sadness softened the metdlic glitter of hiseyes. **Yes,'” hesaid. ** Exactly. Unlike the agreement
Jonathan made, which wasto agroup, thisisto anindividual. But the Old Djinn still don't want to take
therisk. They’re the more conservative force, and they worry about consequences. About precedence.”
He was describing alot more to me about Djinn palitics than he ever had before, and | had to admit, |
wasintrigued. *‘ The Mother said to let me fight my own battles, didn’t she? That waswhy she
summoned you both in, you and Ashan. To lay down the law.”’

“yes

““Which you promptly broke by racingtomy side.”



“* Ashan brokeit first,” David pointed out. * He cameto kill you, and | have no doubt he' d have doneit.
Hedidn't see you asworthy, not in any way, of what I’'m offering.”’

“Hettering.””

David shrugged. ** Ashan’s not known for being overly fond of mortas, but if he was going to be
impressed by any human, it would probably beyou.”’

““Why? Because | didn’t whimper and die?’ | shoved eggs around on my plate. | needed food, but
everything seemed distant, lacking any kind of attraction or urgency.

“*Because he saw what | saw. He saw your strength, your power, your beauty.”” David paused, studying
me with an expression so tender that it melted my heart and gave me shivers. **He saw what | saw in
your core, and it shook him. It shook al of them. Y ou have apeculiar gift to make Djinn fed . Inaway,
that makes you more dangerous than anyone they’ ve ever known.””’

“‘But lesseasy tokill, | hope.”

Hetilted his head. No answer. | chewed eggs. They were good, | supposed. Moreimportantly, they
were fuel for abody that had spent its reserves recklessly. My body fat was gone, and my blood sugar in
the negative numbers. David' sinfusion of energy last night had kept me dive when my morta flesh tried
to shut down, but now it was up to meto get things back in order.

“The Sentineds”” he said. ** Did you get anything from them? Anything that could help us?’

| dropped my fork and stared a him. ‘1 didn’t tell you?”’

“Tdl mewhat?’

“Ohmy God!"" Of course | hadn’t. I’ d been busy trying not to die, and then I’ d been completely
consumed by the novelty of till being dive. Until he’ d asked the question, the knowledge had been
lurking somewherein the back of my mind, waiting for the right moment. **I know where heis! The—the
anchor, the leader, whatever! Well, where he was, anyway.”’

“Where?’ David was aready up and on hisfeet, and looking more Djinn than he ought to. ‘*Where?'”’

| picked up my fork and gobbled down mouthfuls of egg asfast as| could, grimly intent on getting my
strength back. “* The FloridaKeys,”’ | said. *‘Key West, or somewhere closeto it. The bastard is our
neighbor.”

Chapter Nine

| rested for acouple of days. My appetite returned with a vengeance on the second day out from the
attack, and David was at first amused, then alittle appalled at my lust for calories. ** Are you surethat’s
wise?’ he asked when | opened up the fourth bag of barbecue chips. *‘ There’ s such athing as
overdoingit. . .."”

| knew there was, but the food and the deep were recharging my body, and | wanted to hasten the
process. Impatient, that was me. And scared. | knew the Sentinels now, in aetheric formif not in actua
physical shape. | knew how much power they were packing, and it was terrifying indeed. | wanted my
body back and balanced, fast.

| knew that bags of chipsweren't the way to go, but they tasted so good.

David distracted me from the chips by proposing an outing: shopping. **You,” | said, gazing & him
approvingly, ‘‘ are getting to know me way too well.”’

Heraised hiseyebrows. **I plan to research you in the biblical senselater.”

“* Mmmmm, maybe shopping can wait.”” Those wordswere asign of just how much that invitation redly
meant. | hardly ever delayed shopping.

““No. | want usout and visble’” hesaid. *‘If the Sentinels are watching, | want them to seethat you're
aive, well, and strong. | don’t think they’ll try that again. Y ou surprised them, and you scared them.””’

“l did?’

“If you hadn’t,” David said, ‘*they’ d have come back for you aready.”’

Dressing took on awhole girding-for-battle significance now that | knew my enemieswere going to be
watching me. | bathed, scrubbed, exfoliated, shampooed, shaved, tweezed, moisturized. | spent haf an
hour on my hair, and another half an hour on makeup. Choosing the right sundress required another long
gretch of time. When | findly appeared in the doorway, David was stretched out on the couch, feet
crossed at the ankles, reading a battered paperback, which he dropped on his chest at the sight of me.



“Yeah?’ | twirled for him, just fast enough that the floating hem of the light floral sundress showed my
thighs. **Hedthy enough?’

He pressed hislipstogether and struggled to sit up. ** That's one word for it.”

“What' sanother?’

“*Seductive.”” That notein hisvoice made me shiver, but | put my shoulders back and shook my finger at
him anyway.

““You said we needed to get out. So out we get, Migter.”’

He sighed, stood up, and dipped into his coat.

“David?’ | hated to say it, because thiswas akind of dividing line, and | wasn't even surewhy. ** The
coat. If you want to be taken for human, only flashers wear coatsin Fort Lauderdde in the summer.”’
He seemed honestly surprised. *‘But—ah. Yes. Right.”” Hetook it off and put it back on the chair,
petting its olive-drab surface ashe did, like afavorite pet he was sorry to leave behind. ** Everything else
okay?’

| gave him thewalkaround. **Not bad,”’ | said, ‘* but we can do better.’”’

““Ohno,” hesaid.

“That' sright. We re shopping for you, buster.”’

| knew dl the good placesto shop, but if | hadn’t, even JCPenney would have been able to supply a
decent dternative to the ever-present checked shirt that David seemed to think was the height of fashion.
But | wasn't going for better ; | was going for make women stop and stare, though with David, that
waan't exactly difficult.

He was made for Versace.

The salespeopl e thought so too; David was bemused by the whole affair, clearly wondering what the hell
he d gotten himsdlf into, but as dways, he was willing to experiment with the most trivia of human
pursuits. | conspired with the lead sleswoman to do before and after digita pictures. Going in, David
was a good-looking man, a bit conservative with his blue-and-white checked shirt and jeans.

Going out, he was 0 attractive that he was a menace to passing traffic. He wore a black, skin-tight
Versace knit shirt, long-deeved to give him deekness, and his black Diesdl jeansthat hugged hisassand
thighs, and flared out at the ends just enough. Because we were in Florida, | gave him abit of asurfer
fashion senghility, and it suited him brilliantly. The coppery tan could have been stoked by days paddling
inthe surf. | added avery fine Hugo Boss sports coat, in midnight blue, and when he put it on, the
salespeople gave a collective sigh and snapped pictures. He turned toward me, eyebrowsraised, adight
flushin hischesks

I’ve made a Djinn blush, | thought. There was aweird satisfaction in that. Also, | planned to try to
make him blush more, in private, later.

Some part of me, during dl this public playacting, kept monitoring the agtheric for any signs of Sentine
activity. Nothing. It was dead quiet, weirdly so. Maybe | redly had given them a shock with not dying on
cue.

| started to pay for the clothes, but David dipped awallet from his pocket and pulled out ajet-black
American Express card. | caught alook at the name as he handed it over.

DAVID CYRUSPRINCE.

David knew what | was thinking, and he met my eyes briefly, then smiled at the salesclerk and signed the
credit card receipt. We left the store with his old clothes and shoesin abag. | couldn’t stop stedling
glances a him, darkly gorgeous as he was; every woman we passed, young or old, plain or
modd-in-training, gave him an involuntary Sare.

“That,” hesad, ‘‘wasawaste of time. | could have just manifested the clothes, if you' d shown me what
you wanted me to wear.”’

“Thepointisto beseen,” | reminded him. ** Besides, buying clothesis something humans do. Y ou want
to be human, right?’

“Right.”” Hislipsquirked, and hetried to suppressaamile. *‘ That’ sthefirst time I’ ve ever purchased
clothing, you know. For mysdf.”’

““It'sgood to stretch,”’ | assured him. **Mr. Prince.”



The two of us strolled through the warm, humid morning. My dress rippled and flowed in the ocean
breezes, my hair looked fantastic, my shoeswerekicking ass, and | had the most beautiful man I’d ever
seenonmy am.

Stll, I was congtantly looking for aknife headed for my back. Our backs.

Nothing.

We shopped al morning, then ate lunch in acafé next to the ocean. | could see that David was settling
into his new look, which pleased me; | had the fedling that Djinn changed styles reluctantly. He couldn’t
help but notice the attention he was attracting, and unless Djinn were awhole lot lesslike humansthan |
suspected, attention wasn't unwelcome.

Otherwise, he wouldn’t choose to be so gorgeous to start with.

Over chicken salad and iced teas, he asked me about our afternoon plans. | proposed more shopping.
He counterproposed other things, which | confess sounded more interesting, but I’ d pledged to keep to
my timdine.

| redly needed to find that wedding dress.

So after lunch, we went to ZolaKeéller, and | started the arduous task of trying on
thousand-dollar-and-up couture. Which is not nearly as much of ahardship asyou might think. I went
through twelve styles, none of them quiteright, and then . . .

And then it happened.

The moment the clerk unzipped the bag, | just knew. Asthe weight of the Italian silk settled around me, |
knew even more. When she laced the back and prepped me for the mirror, | knew I’d found exactly
what would drive David wild.

Unlike most wedding gowns, thiswas no Disney princess knockoff; it was sophisticated, subtle, sexy.
Layersof silk dropped in subtle angles from the low-cut bodice, but it in no way resembled any kind of
wedding cake. Thefabric rippled in silk waves, layer upon layer, siweeping into afantagtic train.

But the back was what did it—alaced corset, fitted to show a deep, sexy V of skin down the spine
benegth the lacings. It was demure enough, but | could sense, like avibration on the agtheric, that it
would drive him absolutely mad.

“I'll takeit,” | said. The clerk raised both eyebrows.

“*Don’t you want to know—""

““If you tdl metheprice, I’ll chicken out, so no. | don’'t want to know. Just ring it up.”’

She cleared her throat. *‘1 redlly think | should warn you about the cost—"’

“Youredly shouldn't,” | Sghed.

The Warden AmEX was about to get a serious workout. Even though she was undoubtedly making a
commission, my saledady looked concerned for the state of my financia future. Aswell she should. If it
cost anywhere near what it looked, | was going to be paying approximately the cost of anew car.

She fussed around with the dress, looking for necessary dterations and marking them. A thorough
professiond. We discussed indoor versus outdoor, potential hazards of having a court train to manage,
and other thingsthat | couldn’t imagine ever discussing again in my entirelife.

But it was done. | had adress. And it was the dress.

| walked out of the dressing room fedling happier than | had in weeks, trailing the sdlesclerk likealady’s
maid. | was smiling widely, anticipating the pleasant shock of seeing David in hisgtill-new finery, and |
wasn't disgppointed; he was Sitting sprawled on a velvet couch, looking ready for afashion shoot.
Women werefinding reasonsto shop in hisvicinity. | couldn’t redlly blame them.

““Done,”’ | said serenely.

“Redlly? That wasfast.”” It wasn't, but he was being kind. He kissed me, and that was very nice,
especialy when, as he pulled back, he whispered in my ear, *‘1 want to take you home now.”

“‘Let memortgage my futurefird.”

| don't think asale ever went through faster. Infact, | didn’'t even notice the total amount as| signed the
dip.

And then, of course, everything went wrong.

David sensed it firt, by acouple of seconds; he looked up sharply, al the ease and humor draining away



from him, and his hand closed around minein aniron grip. He wasn't letting us be separated again, not
thistime.

“What isit?’ | asked, or tried to. | never got to the last word. David pointed to the world beyond the
glasswindows.

The clouds were thickening so fast overhead that it looked like specia effects from the most expensive
disaster movie ever made.

| turned my focus out to sea, out to that calm and tranquil sea. There were no hurricanes brewing there,
only the normal cycle of thunderstorms that needed no Warden regulation.

But someone was tampering with the clouds, forcing energy into a stable system—taking astandard
garden-variety thunderstorm, which hadn’t even redly been threatening rain until later, and packing it with
energy until it wasamesocyclone. I'd seen it done, but never thisfast, never with so little to work with.
The Sentinels were creating an emergency, and doing it so quickly that it made my whole body shiver
with the corona effect of the power. Lightning ripped through the sky, blue-white and purple, and struck
threetimesthat | could see, blowing up transformers, destroying ametd light pole, stabbing into the
lightning at-tractors on a building only two blocks away.

People began to react nervoudy.

Outside thewindows, | saw the classic formation take shape: anvil cloud, hard and gray aslead; cloud
driations below, showing the shredding forces at work; wall cloud pushing rapidly toward us, forming
and hardening asit came.

An occlusion downdraft was taking shape, leading the forcesinto a spinning, fata vortex.

| felt the forces coadescing, and turned my face upward as | rose into the agtheric.

Y ep. Tornado. Right over the store.

David was right with me. We rose up into the boiling storm of opposing forces. | couldn’t seethe
perpetrator; there was too much confusion, too much random energy masking his presence, but | sensed
he was here, watching. Waiting.

Thetornado was atrap, but it was one | couldn’t help but spring. It was dipping down out of the clouds,
heading for the crowded Street. Heading for the bridal store.

Heading for my dress.

| took adeep breath, tightened my grip on David’ s hand, and prepared for béttle.

“I'mwithyou,” hesaid. “‘I'll giveyouwhat | can.”” | understood, in that second, that the Mother had
cut hiscircuits again, stranded him from the core of his power. He had whatever wasin him, and no
more.

Just as1 did. Why was she on the side of the Sentinels? Or maybe it was Smpler than that: Maybe she
didn’t want the Djinn interfering in our internd struggles anymore.

| could understand that. It did seem amassive waste of resources.

““Watch our backs,”’” | told him, and focused on the glittering, complex, deadly snake of the tornado that
was dropping toward us with the speed of afreight train.

It wasn’'t the classic rope-style tornado; this one was a bruta wedge of power. That was not necessarily
abad thing; the intengity of atornado doesn’t depend on itswidth. But if it wasan F4 or F5, being a
wedge tornado would make things that much worse,

Luckily, it wasn't quite that bad. An F2 a mogt, with wind speeds of about a hundred miles per hour—
not bad, and not nearly as bad asit could have been. The Sentinels know how to make it look nasty, but
that wasn't the same thing as truly building it right in thefirst place. | needed to reduce the core
temperaturesinsde of the vortex, and | needed to do it fast. But as | reached out for it, the Sentinds
gprang the trap.

A second tornado—this one adender rope, and definitely built to the most exacting specifications— shot
down out of the cloud beside the wedge | was focused on, and this one packed deadly, razor-edged
debris. Metd, dl kinds of metal junk and scraps. It was aso spinning at arate of more than two hundred
miles per hour: F4.

One of them was going to hit. | could handle only one at atime, and | had no choice but to go for the
worst. | abandoned the wedge and went for the rope, ripping into it with desperate force, drawing heat



out of it asquickly as| could.

Not fast enough. | heard it hit the roof, which shuddered and groaned, and then heard the rising roar of
thewind asit drilled through stedl and wood and concrete.

People were screaming, running, looking for cover. They wouldn't find it, not in the store. ** Outside!”’ |
grabbed my salesclerk, who' d thrown my dressto one side, and pushed her to the door. David was
grabbing everyone ese he could find and shoving them that way aswdll. ** Run! Get to cover! Go now!””’
I’ d succeeded in weakening the vortex down to an F2, but just then, the dower-moving wedge dammed
down like a clenched fist, and the whole building shivered and began to come apart.

The two tornadoes, too close together for even the Sentinelsto fully control, began to merge and feed off
each other. The metd ingde the smaler vortex spread out wider, dashing and cutting like the edges of
knives asit whirled. Nobody had been hit yet, but they would be.

This had to stop. Now.

““David!”’ | screamed his name over theroar of the wind as the roof ripped off, disntegrated into a
million tiny fragments of blowing chaos, and | felt the eye of the storm focus directly on me.

David put his arms around me from behind, anchoring me, and we faced it together. The power that
flowed out of him was rich and strong, golden. It was easy to direct, capable of the finest touch and
control.

Nobody did tornadoes better than me. | knew that without conceit; it was a gift, and one I’ d had since
childhood. For dl their fury and force, they were fragile constructs, held together by finite forces. Like
everything else, they had keystones. Change that one point, you could change everything.

Thistornado’ s keystone was hard to find, hard to get my hands around, but once | found the specific
areal needed to affect, | poured David' s power into it, added my own, and the weight of oxygen and
nitrogen cooled, dowing the tornado’ s spin, shattering the forces that held it in form.

It blew apart in aconfusion of winds, pelting down debrislike deadly, sharp rain. | yelped and ducked,
and David formed a shield above us. Good thing he did. The Sentinestook one last, spiteful swipe at
me, arrowing ameta girder directly for me, but it met the shield and bounced off . . . and dammed into
the bag that held my dress, shredding plastic and fabric as the girder was driven afoot into the concrete
below.

| stlayed where | was, sucking in deep breaths, until it was over and therain started to fal in adrenching
downpour.

I’d just destroyed a second bridal shop.

David helped me up. He was keeping the rain off— aminor task, after the shield that had saved us—and
| felt the subtle changein him as the Mother opened the flow again, connecting him back to his power
base. Hiswhole body brightened, aswell asthelight in hiseyes.

“*Did you seethem?’ he asked. | shook my head, frustrated and furious. **1 think | might have.”
“SillinKey West?”

““No. Kissmmee. But they' re staying close. Maybe they can’t do this at too great adistance.”” He
looked around, an odd expression on hisface. **Nobody hurt. They’ll call it amiracle.”

| glared at the ruined wedding dress. ** Some miracle,’’ | said. ‘* My credit card charge already went
through.”

| checked in with Lewis. He d gotten word from Rahel that Kevin had been approached by the
Sentinds, but it was early days, they were checking him out pretty thoroughly, asking around. No
problemsthere. | doubted anybody had unreserved gpprova for Kevin; he smply didn't invite peopleto
like him. He was respected because he was strong, not because he wasin any way ateam player.

The Sentindswouldn'’t find anything that would put them off. Kevin was an arrogant little shit most of the
time, and he could give drug dedlerslessonsin insengtivity. I’d seen him do murder. Granted, it had been
well-deserved murder, but his reaction to it had been disturbingly vacant.

Still, Lewis believed the kid was redeemable, and | had to agree. I’ d seen firsthand the horror his
stepmother had made out of hislife, and while | couldn’t realy like him, | felt for him.

If Kevin held it together, | was going to owe him big-time.

Not a pleasant thought, really.



My sundress, amazingly, had survived the freak tornado incident, and my shoesweren’t too bad. My hair
had abit of awindblown do, but dl indl, I’ d gotten off lucky for achange.

Or so | thought.

When David and | emerged from the store and waved away the unnecessary medical attention, we
headed back toward where we' d |eft the car, severd blocks away. David was doing some subtle work
to keep therain off, so we were rdatively dry. The effect became less subtle when avan pulled up at the
curb next to us, launching awave of dirty water waist-high;, it hit David' s shield and rolled off, leaving us
dry.

Then | saw the camerain the window, and redlized that it was anews van.

“Oh crap,”’ | breathed. ** Drop the shield. Drop it now!”’

Too late, | redized. They couldn’t have missed it. In fact, they’ d counted on it, and they’ d gotten it on
tape.

| saw it in the triumphant smirk on the reporter’ sface as the van door did open. **Hi, Ms. Badwin,”” she
said. ““Want to talk to us about why you' re once again at the scene of adisaster? And how exactly you
are staying dry in the middle of athunderstorm? Whao' syour friend?’ She gave David aspecid
twice-over, which burned me even more than the fact I” d been caught on tape. *What exactly happened
back there?’

| redlized | was clenching my fidts, and tried to relax. The rain was plastering my hair to my face, and my
dress was becoming asoggy, ill-fitting mess. | tried not to think about the shoes. ** Tornado,”” | said
briefly. ** At leadt, that’ swhat they tell me.”’ | took David' sarm and pulled him dong.

“*Reporters?’ he whispered.

“*Vultures. Keep going, no matter what. They can smell fear.”’

Hisvoice turned warm with amusement. ‘* Not really afraid of reporters, given what just happened, but
I"ll keep that in mind.”’

““Shhhhh!’’

The reporter donned atransparent raincoat, complete with a cute little hood to protect her hair, and
climbed out of the van. Her camera guy and boom guy came after. The equipment was better protected
from the weather than they were. **Ms. Baldwin, wait! We want to talk to you about the Wardens! Was
thisthe work of the Wardens? If so, why was there so much damage? Weren't you supposed to contain
that kind of thing? Was anyonekilled or injured?’

““Noonewashurt,”” David said. | made afrantic shushing motion and kept him walking. It didn’t matter.
They kept pace, and now the camera guy had his portable light glaring on usin the downpour.

“*How do you know that? Sir? Sir?’

““No comment,”’ | snapped, and tried to get between David and the camera. | must not have been as
photogenic, because they broke off. | toyed with the idea of sabotaging the equipment, but | had the
feeling somehow that was abad movethistime. Then | spotted it: Acrossthe street, another newsteam
was following, photographing separately. They weretrying to provoke meinto aresponse.

Great. Asif | hadn’'t had enough traumain the past few daysto last alifetime.

“‘Look, thiswill bealot easier onyou if you tak to us now, rather than force usto run without your side
of the story—""

“Runit,”’ | sad. ** Somehow, | can't see you guys having alot of credibility |eft once everybody asks
you what brand of crack you were smoking. Now, leave usalone.”

They dropped back, mainly because we' d reached the car and were already getting in. | was surethe
videographer had a great shot of me getting into the car, looking pissed off; the only thing missing froma
humiliating fleeing-the-cameras exposé was me shoving the cameraman or giving him thefinger. Not that |
wasn't tempted.

Oncewewereinsdethe car, | tried caming, deep breaths. It didn’t redly work, but it made mefed asif
at least | was making an effort. David wasted no time, exerting a pulse of power to dry out our clothes,
hair, and shoes, not to mention the seats, even as he locked the doors in case they decided to try one
moretime. | hastily got the car in drive and pulled away into traffic, leaving the reporters behind.

| distinctly saw ahigh five behind mein their van.



“That,”’ | said, “‘wasnot the plan.”’

““What, the tornado? Or the reporters?’

“*Both. Either. Not theplan.”” | chewed my lip; too late to worry about my lipstick at this point. My
carefully applied makeup, not to mention my hairdo, was long gone. *‘ Right. Enough making like atarget
for the day. Let’ sgive the Sentinels some time to chew over their optionswhilewe go homeand.. . .”’
“And?’

“‘Do whatever comes naturally.’”’

““I canthink of afew thingsthat aren't quite that naturd. Arethey off thetable?’

“‘Depends.”” My heart rate was dowly declining from thetriple digits, but | till felt jittery. Too many
shocks, too closetogether. *‘1 think I’ll have to ask for amassagefirst. I'm abundle of nervesright
now."’

He put his hand atop mine on the gear shift, and adow warm pulse moved through my body, Steadying
me. *‘1 would likethat,”” hesaid. ** And if you want to take the phone off the hook and turn off that damn
cdl phone. . .”

““We d have Lewis and a bunch of paratroopers storming the apartment,”’ | said. ** Being out of contact,
not really an option right now. Y ou know, sSnce we' re bait.”’

Hesdghed. “‘Yes. Bait.”” Beat. *‘ I’ m sorry about the dress. Y ou seemed very happy.””’

“Yes." | bit my lip, unreasonably distressed, and was glad he sent another pulse of energy through my
nervesto counteract my ridiculously out-of-proportion reactions. *‘ It was gorgeous. Well, I'm sure 'l
find another one”” Maybe.

““We can look tomorrow.”’

| couldn’'t helpit; | laughed. HE d said it in dll seriousness, asif our little outing hadn’t netted a significant
and near-fata attack. Asif that wasjust par for the course, an everyday hazard of going to the store.
“Yes’' | said, when | was able to speak around the chuckles. ** Oh, absolutely. Shopping tomorrow.
But maybe we should try to pick someplace easier on bystanders.

He nodded soberly. “* Internet.”’

“Internet.”’

“‘| hear there' s pornography on the Internet.”’

“Filthy pervert.”’

His eyebrows quirked, then settled into asevereline. ‘| take exception. I’ m quite clean, actudly.”
““Too bad. | like ascruffy man.”’

“*I can be scruffy.”” Histone changed. *‘ Pull over.”

“What?’

“Pull over now.”

Oh. Not part of the banter, then. | looked in the rearview mirror but saw nothing out of the ordinary. Still,
David wasn't exactly oneto overreact. | took the next left and found a shopping center parking space,
right between anail salon and a Spanish-language video rentd store. **What isit?’

““We're being followed,”” David said.

“I didn’t see—""’

“By aDjinn.”’ Hewas aready opening hisdoor. *‘ Stay here.”’

“*David! No, you can't—"" | was having flashbacks to the horrible scene in my apartment, David on his
knees and helpless at the hands of hisfelow Djinn. | didn’t trust any of them now, certainly not any of
them who felt compelled to follow usin secret.

““I haveto.”” No point in arguing, because I’ d be arguing with the rain; he was dready gone, and even
though | hurriedly scrambled out after, | saw no trace of him.

And then | did, in the deep shadows at the side of the building. David was in conversation with avery tal
man—Djinn—with hair too long to stand up in the nearly pompadour style he waswearing. Thin, intense,
and entirely unfamiliar to me. He was wearing retro clothes, circathe mid-1950s, but he didn’t seem at
dl Father Knows Best to me; he radiated an unfocused kind of don’t-mess-with-me menace.

The Djinn’s gaze fixed on me, and | saw hiseyesflareinto abright crimson. He bent hishead and said
something elseto David, and blew gpart into mist and was gone.



David came back in no particular hurry, handsin his pants pockets, lost in thought.

We both got back into the car at the sametime, and | dried us off, aflick of power that felt satisfyingly
productive for achange. He hardly noticed.

““Who wasthat?’ | asked. David stirred, glanced at me, and looked surprised.

“Roy,” hesad.

““Who's Roy?’

““Oneof ming’ hesaid. **You don't need to have him over for drinks. He s not polite company. In fact,
I’d rether you never met him. But he' svery useful for somethings.”

“Suchas?’

“*Such as keeping an eye on Kevin and Rahel.”” He cocked an eyebrow at my expression. *“You didn’t
serioudy think I would let them do thiswithout somekind of backup plan?’

Oh. Actudly, I'd thought Rahel was the backup plan, but | could see his point. ** So what did Roy have
tosay?’

“*Kevin was taken from his apartment ahalf hour ago, along with Rahel disguised as Cherise. It was
efficient. He fought, but he was contained with aminimum of effort.”’

If you knew Kevin, thiswas ominoudy impressve. *‘ Sentinels?’

““| can't think of anyone ese with the strength and the motivation,” David said. ** Thething is, they did
this while they were hitting us. Which implies—"’

“*A wholelot of organization,”” | finished. ** Not to mention power to burn.”

Welooked at each other for along moment, and | finaly started up the car again. *‘1t' stoo late to
change our minds, isn't it?’

““I"'m afraid s0. The game sin motion now, and we haveto follow the play. | dispatched Roy to follow at
asafe distance; he should report back when Kevin and Cherise reach afinal destination. | don’t think
they’ll betakenfar.”

“Meanwhile?’

He reached out and traced histhumb over my lips. ‘* Meanwhile, we should find aplaceto say that’sfar
from innocent bystanders, and be prepared for another attack. Any ideas?’

“Yep.” | put the Mustang in gear and pulled out of the parking lot, merging with the rain and traffic.
““But you'renot going to likeit.”

I”d been right, and wrong. David wasn't wild about the beach house—which belonged to the Wardens,
and was normaly used to hogt visiting dignitaries— because it was long on ocean views and short on
actual security. He also wasn't crazy about staying in alocation where most of the Wardens would guess
we' d go, but | wanted to continue to provide some kind of attractive target for the Sentinels. Anything to
giveKevintime.

At least here, the beach was private, we were nowhere close to neighbors, and if the Sentinels decided
to lower the boom on us, they’ d do aminimum of collateral damage.

The rain stopped about the time | pulled up in the private drive, opened the massve metd gateswith a
pulse of Fire Warden power, and drove insde. The entrance was heavily landscaped, mainly with palms
and leafy bushesto concedl the grounds from prying eyes. It looked like the sort of placeamidleve,
once-al-powerful Hollywood player would stay to get away fromit al.

| made sure the gates shut behind us, and followed the winding narrow road around the curves until the
white beach house emerged at the end. It was a nest little bungaow, big enough for afew peopleto stay
out of each other’ sway, but not a place for massive entertainments unless you wanted to get full-body
contact. I’d last been here back in my former boss Bad Bob Biringanine stime; he' d used it to house
vigtorsto the Foridaterritory, and it was, in fact, the very place he' d performed his historic act of
heroism in shaving vital strength out of Hurricane Andrew. If he hadn't, | doubted most of the state would
have survived itslandfall.

| hadn’t thought of Bad Bob in along time, but it seemed like his ghost walked over my grave at that
moment; | dmost felt his presence, strong and astringent, charming and bad tempered. Corrupt, but
hiding it well. Of dl thethings| couldn’t forgive Bad Bob for—and one of them had led to massve
damages, once upon atime—I thought the worst was that he’ d known what Kevin' s slepmother was,



what kind of perversions she enjoyed, and he' d dlowed her to continue.

Worst of dl, he'd given her David to play with as her own persona sex toy.

David sat in slence, looking at the beach house. If | hadn't known him so well, I"d have thought he had
no reaction at al. | reached over and took his hand, and his gaze shifted toward mine.

“I'know,” | said. “*I’'m sorry, it’ sthe best place.

All right?’

“I'mfing’’ hesaid. He wasn't, but he so wasn't ready to let me see that wound. Hewas all courtesy,
opening my car door for me, handing me out, walking me up the stepsto the front door. **Keys?’

It didn’'t need one. | extended my hand, the one with the Warden symbol invisibly etched into the skin,
and heard thelock click over. | opened the door, and the smell of the place washed over me, bringing
with it another rush of memoriesas| stepped insde. Bad Bob hadn’t been gone long enough for his
imprint to completely fade from this place; | swore | smelled the ghost of his cigar smoke, beforethe
more powerful odor of musty carpeting and furniture took over. The house needed afull-scale cleaning.
Something to keep me busy, | supposed.

David hadn't followed meinside. | turned toward him and saw that he’ d put out a padm, which was
goreed flat againgt an invisible barrier. As| watched, he moved his hand from sideto side. | could see his
skinflattening asit came into contact with . . . something.

“What isit?’ | moved back to the threshold and waved my hand through the air. No barrier. | could
even make contact with David' s hands, but | couldn’t pull him through. “*What thehdll ... ?”
“Wards,"’ hesaid. *‘ Set to keep Djinn out. You'll have to take them down before | can comeinside.””
Wards—magical boundaries—were an exclusive specidty of Earth Wardens, and they were usuadly
fiendishly difficult to unravel. They could be set to exclude anything the Warden designed it to exclude—
Djinn, inthis case, but I’ d seen them engineered to hold out humans, and even specific individuals.

| was, theoretically, an Earth Warden, but | hadn’t exactly been trained in the finer points. It was on the
to-do lit, but from al that | understood, breaking wards was definitely a graduate-level course. Maybe
even postdoctoral. ‘* Any ideawho put thisup?’ | asked. Not Bad Baob, at |east; he was purely and
completely aWeather Warden. But he’ d had alot of friends, and most of them had been . . .
questionable.

““Yes, but it won't do you any good. He' s dead. Bad Bob had mekill him.”’

The matter-of-fact way that David said it made me freeze for a second, and not just in the not-moving
sense. “‘You. .. killed for him.”

““I had no choice at thetime.”

I know that. | just didn’t know—""'1 shook my head. *‘I’'m so sorry, David. He had no right.”’

David said nothing to that; he clearly wanted to drop the subject, and | obliged by focusing on the
Structure of the wards holding him outside the door. They were strongly made, and if they'd survived the
death of their maker, they were independently fueled by some source. If | could locate the source, |
could disable the wards—like pulling the battery. Problem was, a good Earth Warden (and this one had
been very, very good) could imbue nearly anything with aetheric energy and set it on adow, steedy
discharge. It could be something as innocuous as ateacup hidden in the back of the pantry, or as obvious
asabig switch labeded TURN OFF WARDSHERE.

| systematically examined the house and its contents on the agtheric, looking for any telltale sparks, but
nothing became obvious. David was unable to give me any pointers, the Earth Warden who' d created
the wards had aso done adamn finejob of erasing any tracks the Djinn could use to identify the control
mechaniam.

Thisleft usat astanddtill, ultimately. | couldn’t break the wards. David couldn’t enter.

“*Okay, bad idea,”’ | sighed, then shut the front door and sat down with David on the steps. A cool
breeze was blowing in off the ocean, and we sat for awhile watching the surf roll in. *“Maybeit’sagood
thing we couldn’'t get you insde. | know there must be— echoes.”

“*Not asmany asthere were at Y vette' s house, but yes, the history’ svery close to the surface here,”’
David said. He sounded remote and cool, asif he'd withdrawn into himsdlf for protection. *‘I’d rather
not stay, if we can find somewhereelseto go.”



I’d dways liked the beach house; it had been my favorite of the Warden propertiesin this part of the
country. But that had been before I’ d known the truth, and the depth of al the cruelty that the people!’d
trusted were capable of inflicting on others. ** That Earth Warden. Was he the only one Bad Bob made
you...?’

““No,” David said, and got up. He looked down at me with dark, impenetrable eyes, and offered me his
hand. ** Still trust me?’

| took it and let him pull meto my feet. **1 will dwaystrust you,”’ | said. ** Thank you for trusting me.”’
He kissed me, just agentle brush of lips. Something about this place turned him cautious, opened old
wounds, and | could tell that even if I'd found away to break the wards, it would have been hard for him
to stay inddethesewadls. “* Do you mind if | choose the next stop?’ he asked.

“*Hey, you're the guy with the black AmEx and unlimited credit ling,’” | said. ** Speaking of which, you
know that humans pay their debts, right?’

Hedidn't look a me. He was staring at the beach house, with ashadow in hiseyesthat I’ d never seen
before. ** So do Djinn,”” he said. **When they can.”

Chapter Ten

David's choice for our temporary refuge was just outside of Miami: another beach house, but if the
Warden retreat was one that would comfortably fit aB-movie lead actor, thiswas A-list al theway. A
Mediterranean-style villa, probably large enough to hold twenty peoplein comfort on along stay, it had a
gracious, sweeping stretch of grounds, a sculptural waterscaped pool, and its own white-sand private
beach, anear-impossibility in Miami. | shuddered to think what the place would cost to maintain, much
lessbuy.

“You'rekidding,” | said. David came around to the driver’ s Side and opened my door. *‘ David, redly.
Y ou' ve got to be kidding. Rich people don’t find thiskind of thing very amusing when they come home
to find us performing Goldilocks and the Three Bears in their bgillion-dollar manson.”

“It'sdl right,” hesaid. **It belongsto afriend.”

“A friend?’

A very good friend,” he clarified, and flashed measamile. “*We |l stay in the guesthousg, if it makesyou
fed any better.”

We made it only about three steps from the car when two huge, evil-looking Rottweilers came bounding
out of the darkness, silent and intent on ripping our limbs off one a atime, but both dogs cameto afast,
skidding hdt when they came within five fegt of us, or, more accurately, of David.

“*Hdllo, boys,”” David said, went down on one knee, and petted the two ferocious attack beasts. They
licked hisface and rolled over to have their tummies patted. ** See? It' sfine.”’

“It would befineif you d let me know when you were going to show up. By theway, you' re ruining my
guard dogs,”’ said avoice from the grand marble sweep of the stairsleading up to the house. Lights
blazed on, bright enough to land aircraft, and | squinted againgt the glare. A man came down the steps,
moving lightly despite the fact he was past hisathletic days. In hisfifties, with a pleasant, interesting face
and secretive dark eyes, he was dressed in blue jeans and a comfortable old T-shirt that had DON' T
PANIC, dong with thelittle green guy from Douglas Adams s Hitchhiker seriesasagraphic.

The jeans were expensive. So were the deck shoes. | couldn’t decide if he was awell-paid caretaker or
adumming owner.

*Good to see you, too, Ortega,”’ David said, and gestured toward me. ‘* Joanne Baldwin.”’

There was something about Ortegathat felt just dightly off to me. . . not the clothes, not theway he
looked, not the smile he gave me. | couldn’t defineit, not immediately, and then | realized that the feding
was familiar. It was the indefinable sense that I’ d had around David, when I d first met him—avibration
that I’d grown used to now.

| nodded to Ortega. ‘ How exactly does a Djinn cometo own aplace likethis?’ | asked. He laughed,
and his eyesflashed lime green, then faded back to plain brown.

“Very good,” hesad. ‘*But then, | expected no less. So, thisisthe one causing dl the trouble? The one
you intend to marry?’

David nodded. Ortega gave me a benevolent sort of smile.



“*Charming,” hesaid. ** And dangerous. But | suppose you know we re attracted to that. Well, then,
how may | be of serviceto my lord and master?”’

Ortegawas New Djinn, thank God, but then again, that had pretty much been agiven; | couldn’t picture
any of the Old Djinn reading Douglas Adams, much lesswearing any kind of a T-shirt with agraphic.
Well, maybe Venna, but it'd be aunicorn or arainbow.

““Need aplaceto stay,” David said. ** Guesthouse?’ Ortega bowed his head dightly, and in the gesture
| got asense of antique gentility. It went oddly with the jeans and T-shirt. ** Asaways, what | haveis
yours. Just let me move the cartons. | haven't gotten around to sorting through things quite yet.”’

““Thank you.” David gave the adoring Rottweilers one last pat and stood up to take my arm. **We're
not here, by theway.”’

Ortegasmiled. **You never are”” My Mustang faded out. ** I put your car in the garage. Slot five, next to
the Harley. Seemed appropriate.’”’

| looked at David, baffled. He shrugged. ‘* Ortega collectsthings,” hesaid. “*You'll see.””

| knew that some of the Djinn lived among humans, but | hadn’t known it could be so public. . . . Ortega
owned some of the biggest, splashiest red estate in abig, splashy, highly visible community. Granted, the
rich were different, but | waswilling to bet his neighbors had never guessed just how different. It worked
in hisfavor that the exceptionaly well-off tended to isolate themsalves in these luxurious fortresses, and
only moved in their own particular socid circles.

David took my arm and walked me down the wide, flawless drive toward what | could only assume was
the guesthouse—big enough to qudify as multifamily housing, and fancy enough to satisfy even the
pickiest of pampered Hollywood stars looking to dum it. He must have seen from the bemusement of my
expression what | wasthinking, because he laughed softly. **We' re safe here,’” hesaid. **Ortega' s
known as arecluse—it’ snot just as adisguise for humans; it’strue among hisfellow Djinn aswell. The
few of ushe dlowsto vist here are carefully chosen.”

““He's. .. not what | would have expected.”” The Djinn had dways had a touch of the eldritch about
them, but Ortegaseemed . . . normal. His eccentricities were more like what you' d expect from a
dot-com genius who' d cashed out of the Internet game early and sailed away on his golden parachute.
The door to the guesthouse swung silently open for us as we walked up the steps. Night-blooming
flowers poured perfume out into the air, and | stopped to drink it dl in. The cool ocean breeze. The clear
night air. Ralling surf.

David, gilded silver by the moonlight.

““What are you thinking?’ he asked me, and stepped close. Our hands entwined, and | crossed the
small, aching distance between us. Our bodies fit together, curves and planes. He let out adow breath
and closed hiseyes. **Oh. That’s what you'rethinking.”’

| put my asamsaround hisneck. **I'd be crazy if | wasn't,” | said. **Look, it's been driven hometo me
today that we'reliving in abubble. If it’s not the damn reporters sneaking hidden-camerafootage, it' sthe
Sentinelstrying to wipe us out. If we have even asecond of safety and solitude, | don’t think we should
wageit.”

“‘I’ve been wanting to get you out of that dressal day.”” His voice dropped low and quiet, barely a
murmur inmy ear. | felt my pulse jump and my skin heat in response. *“ Jo, | don’t want to go on likethis.
| can’t stand knowing that at any moment they could come for you again. If | loseyou—'" His hands
moved through my hair, urgent and possessive. “‘If | loseyou—"" He couldn’t finish the sentence.

We both knew that he was going to lose me, in the end. But it was the fullness of time, the richness of
time, from now until then that would make that pain of parting something worth bearing.

“I'loveyou,’” | said, and his mouth found mine. He tasted of tears, but | saw no trace of them in hiseyes
or on hisface. **No more mourning. I'm here. While I’'m here, we' re together.””

“Yes" Another soul-deep kissthat |eft my kneesweak and every nervetingling. ‘*We d better go
insde. Security cameras. Wouldn't want to shock the guards.””

“Mmmmmm.” He d destroyed my ability to form words that didn’t include adjectives, such as faster
and more.

David picked me up and carried me across the threshold . . . and stopped. He had no choice. The entire



room was filled with cartons, floor to celling, rows and rows and rows of them.

And each one was nestly |abeled MISC.

“Ortegal’’ he bdlowed, and let me down. ** Dammit—""’

The other Djinn popped in with an audible displacement of air, standing outside the door. He looked past
us, at the makeshift warehouse, and seemed allittle embarrassed. Just alittle. **Well,”” hesaid, **I did
warn you that | needed to clean up.”

That wasn't messy; it was obsessive-compulsive. I’d met a Djinn with abehaviora disorder. Now that
was new.

Ortegadid something | couldn’t quite follow, and two columns of boxes disappeared—yprobably moved
into the mansion, | guessed. He gave David a questioning look, then sighed and repeated the maneuver
with dl theboxesin view.

“* Any other rooms?’ he asked.

““Bedroom,”’ David and | said together. Ortega' s eyebrowsrose. ‘*Please,”’ | added.
“*Umm—bathroom. And kitchen.”

“Done.”’

Anditwas. Theareas| could see, at least; | had no doubt that if | opened up acloset (or for that matter,
adrawer) I'd see more of Ortega’ s collecting fetish, but right now, the only things that mattered to me
were open space and privacy.

Ortegawas waiting for something, watching David, and once again | caught ahint of something
otherworldly in him, something not quite in sync with the harmless human exterior he projected. ** | have
what you asked meto find,” hesaid. **When you're ready to seeit.”

David had been looking at me, but now his gaze cut sharply toward the other Djinn. **Y ou haveit?
Here?’

“Inthemain house. It swarded. | can’'t open it mysdf.”

“What isit?’ | asked. If I'd only |&ft it done, we might have been able to ignore the tempting, dangling
bait and go on to afevered night of fulfilling every delicious, decadent fantasy, but noooooo. | just had to
ask.

Ortega sface brightened. ** The Ancestor Scriptures.”’

David went very ill. | sensed whatever chance we had to forget al thisand hit the sheets vanishing like
mistin sunlight. **Y ou persuaded the Air Oracleto giveit up?’

““No.”” The Djinn’ssmilewidened, inviting usto join him, but David didn’t, and | had no ideawhat we
were smiling about. **| persuaded the Air Oracle to let me make acopy. Y ou have no ideawhat | had to
giveup for that.”

I’d met the Air Oracle once; it wasn't one of my most treasured memories. I’d had lots of scary
encounters, but the Air Oracle had been one of the strangest, most remote, most malevolent creatures |’ d
ever met.

Thefact that Ortega had charmed something out of himv/her wasfairly damn impressive.

David glanced at me, and | saw the frustrated gpology in his expression beforehe said, ** | haveto takea
look. This could beimportant.”’

My hormones were not understanding, but my brain tried to be. **I know. Mind if | look, too?’

‘| want youwithme,” David said, and he meant it on awhole lot of levels. | smiled, and heturned his
attention back to Ortega, who was waiting with apolite, attentive smile. **Main house, you said?’
Ortega nodded and blipped out, then dmost immediately blipped back, looking chagrined. **Y ou can't
travel so quickly, canyou?’ hesaidto me. ‘1 do apologize. We Il walk.”

The gtroll back to the main house was just aslovely asthefirst time, only with less anticipation of funto
come. Still, the destination was certainly interesting; when Ortegaled us through the front door, | was
struck once again by the incredible scale of the place. The massive chanddier overhead, |loaded down
with an entire year’ s production of Swarovski crystas, glittered like a captured galaxy. The celling was as
tall as any respectable opera house lobby, and the foyer was just about big enough to stage a road-show
production of Aida, complete with e ephants. There was a sweeping grand staircase, of course, with dl
the usua marble and mahogany festures.



What didn’t quitefit in this oh-so-upscal e setting was the clutter. Boxes piled randomly against walls,
paintings (nice ones, a that, to my relatively untutored eye) leaning againgt the boxes, knickknacks, and
gadgets strewn over every flat surface. It was like walking into one of those clutter stores, crammed with
bargains and coal finds, if only you can contain your sense of claustrophobialong enough to find them.
My eyes couldn’t focus for long on any onething.

If every roomwaslikethefoyer . ..

“*Sorry.”” Ortegashrugged. ‘‘ Ther€’ s never enough room. Thisway. Watch your step.”’

There were boxes on the staircases, too, dl labeled, unilluminatingly, MISC. | wondered if they were the
ones he' d banished from the guesthouse, but | was more afraid they weren't, actudly. At the top of the
gairs hetook aright, edging around another bulwark of stacked cardboard, and led usinto what should
have been a spacious—no, gracious—room. It was alibrary, old style, with floor-to-high-ceiling shelves.
An honest-to-God rotunda, and adiding ladder onrails.

He kept booksin thelibrary, but it was about five times more books than could safely fit on the shelves.
The stacks teetered and |leaned everywhere, and of course there were the inevitable boxes. These were
labeled, not very helpfully, BOOKS.

Ortegablazed atrail through the maze and brought us to what must have been one of the few open
gpacesin the entire house. There was a massive podium, al of carved black wood, decorated with
leaves and vines, and on it lay aclosed, massive book with aniron latch, secured with asmpleiron peg.
No title was on theworn, pale leather cover.

Ortega stood back and indicated it with one graceful wave. David stepped up to the podium, studying it,
and reached out to touch the latch.

It knocked his hand back with asharp, Sizzling zap of power.

“‘| thought you said it was acopy,”’ David said, rubbing hisfingersagaing hisjeans.

“Itis. Anexact copy. And | believe | did say it waswarded.” Armsfolded, Ortegawatched with
half-closed eyes, looking like nothing so much as an eccentric Buddha

David nodded, never taking his eyes off the book, and touched the spine. There was no zap thistime, but
as he moved hisfingerstoward the pages themsdves, | felt the surge of energy building up. He quickly
moved back to safer territory.

““Jo,”” hesaid, ‘*give meyour hand.”

| did, and he guided it dowly over the leather toward the latch.

No response. | heard Ortegalet out alow, quiet bresth and say something in alanguage that might have
been an antique form of Spanish, something last heard when the Aztecs were till running their own
kingdom.

“I'mokay,” | said when David hestated, and went the last bit of the way to lay my fingers on the metdl.
No shock. The Oracle had protected the book against Djinn, but had never anticipated a human getting
hold of it. It reminded me of something, this book. Something . . .

The memory snapped back into focus with an amost physica shock. I” d seen abook like this before,
minusthe latch, in abookstore in Oklahoma.

It had possessed the power—or the knowledge, which was the same thing—to endave Djinn.

| looked a Davidin darm. ‘It slike Star’ sbook,”’ | said. **Right?’

Star had been an old friend of mine, one who' d been badly damaged in the course of duty asaFire
Warden. | hadn’t known how badly damaged, for along while. She’ d had something like thisin her
possession.

David nodded, confirming my suspicions. There were cinders of gold and bronze in his eyes, sparking
and flaring. His skin had gone a darker shade of warm metdl at least two shades off from anything human.
“Openit,” hesaid.

“You'resure?’

Hewas. | eased theiron peg out of the loop and folded back the black metal hinged piece, and then it
was just amatter of opening the book itsdlf. **What now?’ | kept both hands on the book, asif it might
try to get away. Ortega, | saw, had moved back, but not far; he had an expression on hisface that was
half dread, haf fascination.



“Openit,” David said. ** Turn pages until | tell you to stop, and whatever you do, don’t focus on
anything. ™’

Easer said than done. Like the book that my old friend Star had used—it seemed so0 long ago—this one
seemed to want to be read. The symbols were incomprehensible, densely printed on the page; | was
tempted to look at the thing on the agtheric, but | was aso afraid. | had, in my hands, power that was off
the scale as humans understood it. It was something that | was never meant to have in my possession; |
felt that weight in every cdl of my body. It made me wonder why it hadn’t been warded against humans,
but then again, it had been the possession of an Oracle. . . . Humansdidn't even figure in their equations.
They’ d been concerned about the Djinn.

| turned pages, trying to keep my gaze unfocused as| did. The symbols kept attracting me, trying to
come clear into focus. | ran lyricsto popular songs through my head, the more annoying the better. |
knew—I remembered—that the last version of thisthing I’ d seen had possessed an eerie kind of pulll,
and this copy had that in full measure.

After about twenty pages, the book began to whisper. Turn pages. Don't listen, | told mysdf. David's
eyes were focused on the book, dark bronze with sparks and flares of gold. He looked completely aien
in that moment, more severely lovey than anything in human form had any right to be.

| felt my mouth trying to speak, and | ground my teeth together to keep the words—if they were
words—ingde. | had no ideawhat wasin thisbook, but | knew it was raw, undiluted power, and not
meant for humansto channd. If the Oracleswouldn't even let the Djinn haveit, it must have been deadly
dangerous.

This made me wonder with a prickly unease why the Air Oracle had let Ortega have it. Unless maybe the
Air Oracle had an ulterior motive of hisown.

““Stop,”’ David said, and | froze. The page dowly flattened, reveding denselines of text, dl carefully
scribed in alanguage that bore no resemblance to anything I’ d ever seen in human writing. * Ortega
Read.”

Ortegatook alook, frowning, and his eyeswidened. Unlike David's, they stayed firmly in the range of
human colors, and he quickly backed away. **What the hdll is that 7’

| think that’ swhat the Sentinels have found,”” David replied, never taking his eyes off the text, asif it
were a poisonous serpent poised to strike. ‘I think it’ s the source of their power, and how they plan to
drikeat us.”’

Ortegalooked pale now, and deeply troubled. ** But—if that’ strue, we have no defense.’”’

“*Then we have to come up with one.”” David took athick felt bookmark from adrawer in the podium
and dipped it in place between the pages, then nodded for meto closeit, which | did, feding amassive
rush of relief. | wasn't sure how much longer | could have resisted focusing on those words, and
repesting the whispered sounds that echoed in my head.

'S0, | guessyou know that the Sentinels must have acopy,”’ | said, staring at the closed volume. |
carefully flipped the latch back into place and dotted in the iron peg to secureit.

Clearly, it wasn't what David and Ortega expected me to say, and from their expressions, it hadn’t
occurred to them. *‘Impossible!’” Ortegablurted. David didn’t try to deny it; he was dready thinking
aong the samelines| had followed.

“*Star had one.”’ | glanced at David for confirmation, and he gave an unwilling nod. ** Do you know what
happened to it when she died?”’

“*| thought it was destroyed,”” David said. Helooked very troubled. *“If it wasn't . . .”’

Ortegawas looking, if anything, even more horrified. My voice ran down as| noticed hisdistress, and |
watched as he staggered to adusty velvet wing chair and dropped into it, rocking back and forth, head in
his hands.

David and | exchanged glances, and David went to the other Djinn and crouched down, laying ahand on
the man’'sknee. **Ortega,”’ hesaid, *‘what iSit?’

“It'smy fault,” he said. His voice sounded weak and sick, and pressed thin under the weight of
emotion. ‘| swear to you, | never meant—I thought—I was only curious, you see. Y ou know how
curious | am. It' sawaysbeen acurse—"’



A curse, indeed. David froze for amoment, then bowed his head. His hair brushed forward, hiding his
expression in shadow, and he said in an ominoudy soft voice, ‘Y ou had it. The other book.”’
Orteganodded convulsively.

““Whom did you trade the book to?”’

“*A Warden,”” Ortegasaid. His voice was muffled by the hands pressed to hiseyes. **He never knew |
was Djinn. | swear to you, | never meant—I lied, | didn’t get it from the Air Oracle. | created acopy of
the original book—"’

| need thisWarden'sname,”’ David said.

‘I never meant for any harm to—"’

“Thename, Ortega.’’ | shivered a the tone in hisvoice; he didn’t often sound like that, but when he did,
there was no possibility of argument. He was invoking hisright as the Conduit, the Mother’s
representative to the Djinn, and it rang in every syllable.

Ortegatook in adeep breath, lowered his hands, and looked David in the eyes. ** Robert Biringanine.”’
““Bad Bob,”’ | said blankly. **But he' sdead!”’

Ortegashook hishead. *‘I saw him,”” he said. ** Two weeks ago. On the beach. And he’ s been around
for awhilenow.”

Chapter Eleven

To say that was ashock would be an understatement. A shock implied ajolt, like sticking your finger ina
light socket; thiswas more like grabbing the third rail of the subway.

I’d killed Bad Bob Biringanine—well, at least, seen him die. I'd dways staked alot of certainties on that
fact; I’ d been told his body was found, and nobody ever seemed to have any doubt that Bad Bob was
pushing up daises. They’ d certainly gone after me with enough vengeance to sdll the concept of murder.
Ashislagt act prior to dying had been to infect me with a Demon Mark, ensuring my endavement and
eventua desath, | didn’t feel too good about his miracul ous reappearance. Of dl the people | would pick
to claw their way out of agrave, he' d be the dead last— pun intended—I ever wanted to see.

Partly it was because hel d so successfully hidden his capacity for cruelty and corruption from me—from
most Wardens—for so long. Partly it wasthat | still had nightmares about that horrible day, about the
helplessfury I’ d fdt and the dick, gagging fed of the Demon diding down my throat.

It couldn’t have pleasant associations for David, either. He' d been the Djinn who' d held me down. Rape,
he'd called it later, and he’' d been right, in an aetheric kind of way if not aphysica one. But it had been a
rape of both of us—he hadn’t wanted to do it any morethan | had.

I”d taken three steps back from Ortega, an involuntary retrest that had nothing to do with him and
everything to do with the monster that had just legped out of the closet to roar in my face. David must
have sensed my reaction, but he stayed fixed on Ortega.

“When?" he asked. **When did you give him the book?”’

“A few monthsago.”” Ortega struggled not so much to remember—Djinn didn’t forget—~but to order his
mind so thingswere clear. ** The day of mourning. He came—he had something | waslooking for. He
said he' d trade. He wanted the book.”

By the day of mourning, Ortega meant the day Ashan had killed our daughter, Imara, or at least
destroyed her physica body. Imara had become the Earth Oracle, but on that very black day, we
thought we d lost her forever.

Oh, and I’d died, too. Kind of. I'd ended up split, amnesiac, and wandering naked in the forest. Y eah,
good times.

That day had seen the expending of alot of power. A lot. Some of it was from the Wardens, some a
product of the Djinn, some from the Earth hersdlf. And there’ d been aDemon in the mix, fouling the well
of power. . . . Anything could have happened, out of that bloody mess.

Apparently, anything had happened. Somehow, Bad Bob had managed to come back.

If he'd ever redlly been goneat all.

Suddenly, the appearance and rise of the Sentinels was beginning to make sick, deadly sense. Bad Bob
was a player; he wanted power, and he' d do anything to anyoneto get it. I’ d cheated him the firgt time.
He' d make damn sure that David and | weren't in any positionto do it again.



By separating the Wardens from the Djinn, then destroying the Djinn, he could ensure that no one had the
resources and strength to fight him when he made hisfind move. Divide and conquer. A timelessclassic.
““He'sinHorida,’ | said. | wassureof it, assureas|’d ever been of anything in my life. ** The bastard's
not even hiding, redly. Thisis hisold somping ground. He s got networks of friends and supporters; he
feels safe here. That' swhy we traced the signature to the Keys, and Kissmmee—""’

“*The beach house.”” David snapped to hisfeet.

“What?’

““The beach house. | sensed him. | thought it was just amemory, but—'" A pulse of light went through
his eyes, turning them pure white. ** The signature of the power fitshis”’

“*He s been at the goddamn beach house?’ I'd goneinsde. I’ d searched the house looking for the
focus of the wards. Bad Bob must have been out picking up hislatest issue of Megal omaniacs Weekly,
which was damn lucky for me, because if he' d been there, I’ d have been trapped inside the house, with
David outside, and Bob could have done anything to me, anything at dl. . . .

| couldn’t think about that. Not without shaking. I’ d been through alot of traumain my life, but there was
something so dick and calculated about Bad Bob'suse of me. . . . It was worse than betraya. He' d
cultivated and trained me specificaly to transfer the Demon Mark to me, a.cold long-term plan that I'd
spoiled by not being quite as weak as he' d anticipated.

You're stronger now, | told mysdlf. But | also remembered the moment in my gpartment when Bob had
focused al the power of the Sentinels on me, and I’ d redlized that | wasn't going to be strong enough, in
the end.

None of uswas going to be strong enough, not alone.

“If he's4till a the beach house,” David was saying, asif he couldn’t seel was melting down, **hewon't
be there for long. We need to get word to Lewis.”’

| shook my near-panic off with what | hoped was't avisible effort, and focused on the problem at hand.
“*Contact Rahel. Tl her to get Kevin out of there. | don’'t want him caught in the middle if we spring a
trap. We're screwed if Bad Bob has the contactsin the Wardens that | think he does. He was too well
liked, even after the facts started coming out. Too many good people dtill like him. They wouldn't even
think of it as betraying usto do alittle under-the-table heads-up to him.”

David nodded. **Ortega. | need for you to go to Rahel and give her the message. Tell her to extract
Kevin. | don't carewhat she hasto do. | don’t care how noisy it is. Just tell the two of them to get out.”’
““Me?’ Ortegalooked completely thrown. *‘But I—"’

““It'san emergency,”’ David said, and again, | felt that pulse of command and control. **I'm sorry, |
know you don't like to leave this place, but it hasto be done.”’

Ortegalooked utterly miserable now. “* Can't you go? She won't listen to me. She doesn't even like
me—"'

““No,” Davidsaid. ‘| can’'t.”” Hedidn't explain. Ortega heaved a great sigh, nodded, and blipped
away.

David didn’t relax. He looked grim and angry, and avoided my eyes.

“Why didn’'t you go?’ | asked. ‘1| mean, I'm grateful. I'm just surprised.”’

“‘Becauseif you'reright, and if they have what | think they have, they will be setting atrap,” hesaid. *‘A
trap designed specificaly for me. They want to luremein. | hope that they haven’t managed to get
everything together yet to spring it. That’ swhy I’'m sending Ortega.”’

“*Because they’ d be planning to get you.”’

““The Conduit,” hesaid. **If they can destroy me, they can destroy the structure and power of the Djinn.
Y ou wereright, Jo. | didn't believeit, but you wereright. They’ ve found our one true weakness, and |
don’t know how we re going to defend againgt them. Maybe Ashan was right. Maybe the only way to
win isto withdraw.”’

“*And leave usto fight alone.”’

Heturned toward me, and | saw thefury and frustration in hiseyes. **Yes.”” His hands clenched and
unclenched. ** The book. We need to get it to hisvault. | don’t want it out where anyone can ssumble
acrossit.”” Heforced some of hisanger back with avisible effort; it wasn't directed a me, but at the



world. At Bad Bob. *‘I’'m sorry, Jo. | can’t touch it. Can you carry it?’

| picked up the weight rductantly, afraid that even latched it might still have the power to seduce me, but
it was quiet. Just leather, paper, ink, and iron.

Just abook that held the secrets to destroying an entire race.

No wonder it felt heavy.

The vault—of course amanson like thiswould have one, along with agenuine, honest-to-God panic
room—was crammed with stuff. VVauable stuff, to be sure. | was no expert, but | knew that early comics
were worth money, and he had shelves full of them, each carefully bagged and labeled. Coin collections.
Stamp collections. Toys. Rugs. Artifacts. | edged into the big stedl-cased room and waited while David
reorganized the collections enough for me to put the book down in an open space on atable. **Does he
ever sl any of thisstuff?” | asked.

““No,” hesaid, moving acollection of what looked like vintage one-sheet posters. ** But he buysalot on
eBay. Put it down here.”

| did, gratefully, and stepped back from it. So did David, letting out adow breath.

“‘Ortega,”’ | said. *‘Ishe going to be okay?’

David didn’t answer. | understood alot in that moment—hisfrustration, his anger. There wasagood
ded of sdlf-loathing in there. David was not Jonathan, who' d held the position of Djinn Conduit before
him; hewas't naturdly the kind of man who could make ruthless, cold decisions and sacrifice hisfriends
and family when necessary. Lewis waslike that. David was more like me—more willing to throw himself
infront of the bus than push someone dse, even if it wasthetactically right thing to do.

““He'll beokay,”” | said, and took hishand. **1t'sasmple enough job, and they won’t be looking for
Ortega. Hell, I'd never have had acluehewasaDjinn if I'd met him in any other context.”

“I know,” David said. ‘I just wish I’d told him that | didn’t blame him for trading the other copy of the
book. I don’t. His obsession isto collect things. Ortega has always been an innocent when it comesto
humans, he could never see the potentia for evil in them. That’ swhy Bad Bob took advantage of him.”’
““Hedoesn't seemvery ... Djinn.”’

David led the way back out of the vault and swung the massive door shut, then spun thelock. **No,”” he
agreed. ** Ashan wanted to destroy him completely. | wouldn’t alow it. Ortega doesn’t have much
power, for a Djinn—barely more than a human. He' s never been able to redly become what he was
meant to be.”’

“Whichis?’

“Cold,” David said. *“Liketherest of us.”’

| kissed hishand. “* Y ou’'re not cold.”

Helooked a me, and | saw the shadow of what he’ d done haunting him. “‘1 canbe,”’ hesaid. *“When |
haveto be.”

We went back downgtairs, edging through the boxes, trying to find empty space. Ortega had left himself
asmall nest, aroom filled with the most beautiful thingsof hiscollection . . . exquisite crystd, breathtaking
art, blindingly lovely furniture. | hated to sully it with my human presence, but my feet weretired, and the
Victorian fainting couch was exquisitely comfortable.

David didn’t sit. He paced. None of the beauty touched him; he was focused elsewhere, on things far
lesslovely. | used the timeto make cdls; Lewis had been maneuvering Wardens dowly into postionin
Horida, using his most trusted people aswdl asthe Ma at, who still were outside the Warden system
and therefore would be more trustworthy in something likethis, if less powerful. | broke the news about
Bad Bob—which was met with a suspicioudly long silence, asif he' d dready known and had hoped to
keep it from me. That would have been par for the course.

| also gave him the update about the book, and redlized midway through that | didn’t actually know what
it was David had read that had so unnerved him. It didn’t tactically matter to Lewis, but it mattered to
me, so after | finished thecal, | asked.

“TheUnmaking,” David said. ‘1 didn’t think—until | read it in the book, | didn’t think what you were
describing could be true. The Unmaking isthe opposite of creation.’”’

“* Antimatter.”’



He nodded dightly. ‘Y ou seeit as science; we can't seeit at al, but the Ancestor Scripturestdl usthat if
it can be brought forth, it will feed on and destroy al Djinn, and wewon't be ableto seeit. It sbeen
thought to be nothing but aghost. A boogeyman.”’

“Butit'sred,”’ | said. *‘It' sthe black shard, the one we found in the dead Djinn. That was a dead
Djinn.”’

“*It' show they grew more of the Unmaking,”” David said. | saw histhroat work as he swalowed. *“1t
feeds and growsinside a Djinn. What you found was just the husk, discarded and left behind. The
Unmaking itsdf isfar, far more powerful. That’s how the Sentinels are able to wield so much power; they
stedl the energy that pours from the Unmaking’ s destruction of the world around it.”” He closed hiseyes
briefly. **1 sent Rahd to them without any idea of the danger.”

Y ou couldn’t have known!™’

Heignored my attempt to mitigate things. ** Ortega should have been back by now.”’

“*Maybe he' s having trouble finding them—"

““No.” Hiseyesunfocused into the distance. **No, that’snot it.”’

| feltasck lurch. *‘ David?’

““He's—"" David reded, asif he' d been dgpped, and crashed into atable that held aglittering display of
crysta. He went down amid ashower of glasslikefdling stars. | threw mysdf onto my knees next to him,
trying to think what kind of first aid | could do for aDjinn, and saw asickening blackness bloom adong
the right Sde of hisface, like fast-growing mold. His mouth stretched in asilent scream, and hiseyes
flared amuddy red. ‘* Ortega,”” he gasped. ‘*Help him. I’ll hold onto him aslong as | can, but you have
to help him!”

Ortegawas under direct attack, and it was manifesting in David. Of courseit was; he was the Conduit.
Until he severed the connection, and left Ortegato die aone, he would suffer along with him.

| launched myself up on the agtheric, burning through the six inches of sted roof likemist, dl theway up
until the entire Florida coastline was below me, sparking and burning with psychic energy. It wasn't hard
to identify the trouble spot; it was ahuge red dome of boiling, smoky power, and as| plunged down
toward it, | felt the turbulence of the ongoing battle batter me, threatening to rip me apart. | couldn’t spot
Djinn on the aetheric; they were like ghosts, flitting out of the corners of my eyes. But | could seethe
destruction.

Oversght isn't ided to seeing the details of an event, but it is useful for watching the ebb and flow of
power. Ortega was an elusive sparkling shadow, dodging between thick threads of power that formed
psychic nets, the Sentinelswere trying to trap him. They’ d dready hurt him. | could see the darknessin
him, just asit had been manifesting in David back in thereal world.

| could sense hisfury and despair. He couldn’t get free. There was something holding him here,
something—

| needed to get to him. Quickly. But instant transportation was a Djinn thing, and mogtly fatal to humans;
the only Djinn I’ d ever known who could carry a human from one point to another without leaving pieces
behind was Venna

| dammed back down into my skin, adisorienting shock that | ignored because | didn’t havetimefor it.
David waswrithing amid the broken glass, fighting for control. My hands hovered over him, but | didn’t
want to try to touch him. | wasn't sure what was happening, but it was beyond my capacity to fight.
“Trying—trying to hold him,”” David gasped. *‘Haveto—""

David was choosing this. Ortegawasin trouble, and David was trying to anchor him, send him power.
That |eft David open to attack, just as Ortegawas.

““Let go!"" | shook David by the shoulderswith as much violence as| could. **David, let himgo! You
haveto! If they get toyou, it sover. That’s why you sent him! ™’

“Can'tlethimdie’’ David panted.

““What can | do?’ Why didn’t the Sentinels come after me again, the bastards? At least then, I"d fed!
lesshelpless. ...

“Thevault,”’ David gasped. ‘‘ The book. Use the book.”’

No. Therewas power in that thing, sure, but it was raw and untamed and all too easy to misuse. There



had to be another way to—

David' s hand became askeletd claw. His skin was turning the color of clay.

| had no time to think abouit it. | jumped to my feet and ran, threading through the maze of boxes, shoving
over obstructions, hurdling what | could and climbing what | couldn’t to make the most direct route back
to the vault. | wastrembling with fear by thetime arrived, because precious seconds were ticking away,
and upstairs David was dying. . . .

The vault waslocked. | remembered David closing it and spinning the did. Christ, no, please—

| had no choice. | reached out with dl the Earth power at my disposdl, ripped the locking mechanism to
pieces, and dammed the heavy meta door aside like so much cardboard. It ripped loose of the hinges
and tipped, hitting the concrete with enough force to shatter stone.

| scrambled over it into the vaullt.

| lunged for the book, opened the latch, and began flipping pages. | need something to save him, | was
thinking hard, trying to direct the book to meet my desperate need. Anything. Show me how to save
him!

A pageflipped and settled, and my eyes focused on symbols. | heard the whispers again, felt them
rushing through me like wind, and had time to wonder if thiswas the right thing to do, the smart thing. . .

But then it wastoo late. | felt my lips shaping sounds, heard my voice speak without my understanding
what it was saying. On the page, each symboal lit up in fire asit was spoken, burning like miniature suns
until 1 could barely see the rest of the scripture.

Midway through, | felt dry, aching, drained body and soul. It wastaking my power to fud itsdlf, and | il
didn’'t know what it was designed to do. Doesn’t matter, | told the part of my sdlf that was screaming,
the part that was in charge of self-preservation. If | don't, he's gone.

| had to take the chance.

As| spoke the last word, the entire book flared hot and white, and the force legped from the pagesinto
the center of my chest, knocking me down in aheap. | felt asckening, sdeways motion, asif the world
had been twisted into arubbery pretzel around me, and when | opened my eyes, | waslying facedown
onindustria looped carpet, smelling dust and mold. | rolled over, gasping, and felt every muscle and
nervein my body shriek in protest.

| had no ideawhere | was, but it seemed that | was al aone. Nothing moved in the shadows around me,
asfar as| could see. The room looked like a deserted hotel ballroom, but one that had seen its last
happy dances long ago. The carpet | was draped across was old and filthy, and the remaining furniture
was adrunken muddle of broken chairs, listing tables, and fouled linens.

My brain was racing frantically, but my body was dow to follow. | managed to force musclesinto enough
order to get me to my hands and knees, and then to my feet, though | had to keep ahand on the dusty
wall to brace myself. Apparently, Djinn spell books weren't the most comfortable way to travel, or the
most accurate, since I’ d been trying to arrive at the place where the Sentinelswere hiding out. . . .

| heard voices outside, in ashadowed hallway. | quickly crouched behind atable as aflashlight speared
sharply through the dark, sweeping the room. It was a casua check, but | heard footsteps coming farther
into the room, and risked alook. There were two people, one with the heavy flashlight in hand. | knew
their facesin the backwash of light: One was Emily, Earth Warden, and an occasiond adversary; the
other was even less comforting—Janette de Winter. I’ d last seen her inthe Denny’s, after the first
earthquake in Fort Lauderdale; she looked just as polished, perfect, and diamond-hard as ever.

And just by being here, she was proving out my suspicion that she was a Sentindl.

““Doyou fed anything?’ Janette asked. | concentrated on concealing myself, agthericaly spesking;
minimizing the blaze of power around me, drawing in dl my sensesuntil | was nothing but smple human
flesh. If they werelooking for aWarden, they’d missme.

Theflashlight played dowly around the room again in amethodica progresson, counterclockwise. | was
at the nine o' clock position, and | concentrated harder asthe light crawled over the detritusin the room,
heading my way.

It illuminated something strange; then there was aflash of movement, and then dl hell broke loose.



They hadn’t been looking for me. They’ d been looking for Kevin, and he was on the offensive.

Fire streaked out of hishand in aflat plane, dammed into the two women, and knocked them back.
Emily shrieked, but Janette reacted quickly, damping down the flames before they were injured and
setting up aglittering shield that splashed Kevin' s assault away in arolling orange stream. It ignited dry
carpeting, brittlewalls, and broken furniturein an instant bonfire.

Emily, who could control wood and metal, grabbed an entire tractor’ sworth of furniture and dammed it
toward Kevin with shocking violence and power. | knew her; she hadn’t been nearly that strong before.
Kevin tried to dodge, but there was no way he could win; Janette was lining him up in the crosshairs for
her own assault, and he had no way to stop Emily at dll.

AsKevin backed toward the wall, he tripped and went down, rolled into acrouch, and instinctively
covered his head with both arms asthewal of furniture tumbled toward him.

| put up awdl of power around him, and both Emily’ sflood tide of furniture and Janette' s flaming wave
broke againgt it a the sametime. Again, | was shocked by the force of what they were widlding; it was
al out of proportion to what most Wardens would have used, even in extremity. Kevin was strong, but
he couldn’t have equaed even one of them, much lesstwo in direct conflict.

| could. Bardly.

| stepped out from behind the table. | considered a snappy announcement of my presence, but redlly, it
wasn't necessary; both the other Wardens—no, Sentinds—were dready turning and looking for me. |
felt them lock on and acquire thetarget, and | shook my handslightly to loosen myself up.
“*Onechancetolive’’ | said. *“Where s Ortega?’

| couldn’t redlly tell their expressions, not from across the room, but their body language suggested my
sudden appearance wasn't just asurprise; it was area shock. If I'd been hoping that would throw them
off balance, though, the surprise was mine; Janette hesitated for barely a second before | sensed asurge
of power traveling invisbly through thewall next to me, and the paneling around me burst into white-hot
flame. | ignored it. Playing their game was a sucker bet, and | needed to get to Kevin before they could
Separate us and use us against each other.

| gathered up the heat vortex being generated by Janette’' s flames and sent it spinning toward both the
Sentinels. Neither of them were Weather Wardens, and they weren’t trained on how to defuse such
things;, instead, they scattered to get out of itsway. | kicked off my shoes, picked them up, and did a
broken-field sprint across the ballroom toward Kevin. When | reached him, | grabbed him by the collar
and yanked him out of the tangle of burning chairs and tables surrounding him. **Where sthe Djinn?’ |
shouted. Kevin coughed, spat up black, and jerked his chin toward the doorway. ‘* Ortegal Have you
senhim?’

“Yeah,”” hesaid, and coughed again, with deep wracking spasms that made my chest hurt to hear them.
“*Outsde. They had him.”

Janette and Emily were standing between me and my goa. Not agood placeto be. | began throwing
flaming furniture together and rolling it toward them in unwieldy balls, and not even their combined
powers could catch it al. One ball got past Janette and plowed into them head-on. They went flying.
Srike!

“Comeon,” | snapped to Kevin, and went to the first downed Sentinel. Emily. | straddled her as she lay
on thefloor, and put her down for the count by encasing her in athick layer of ice, pulling al the water
out of theair to do it. The heat would set her free, but not for awhile. Maybe not even intime. Gosh, |
was going to lose deep over that one. | have no ideawhat Kevin did to Janette, but it wasn't likely to be
asmerciful. Seeing his smudged, grim face, | had thefeding it was well deserved, too.

We left the ballroom. At the last minute, | damped the fires behind us. Kevin shot me aglance, and |
shrugged; | had the desire for bloodshed, but somebody had to set agood example. | knew it wouldn't
behim.

“Where' sRahel?’ | asked. The halway outside was more of the same—dim, cluttered, deserted,
ameling of ageand mildew.

Kevin coughed again, wiped his mouth on hisshirt, and said, ** They figured it out. They have her, too. |
couldn’t get to her.”



‘Do they know—""

“Fuck yes, they know! We were sold out. They were buying it right up until about an hour ago, and then
everything went crazy. ...’

| wanted to hear it, but the anxiety building in mewouldn’t stop clanging itswarning bell. **We ve got to
find Ortega, now. Go that way. If you spot him, yell.”’

But inthe end, | was the onewho found him.

They’ d posed him carefully, the Sentinels, just asthey had the Djinn I’ d helped discover before.
Someone—one of the Earth Wardens—had looped whorls of living wood, thick and stronger thaniron,
around hisarmsand legs, pinning him in midair againgt the wall.

He' d been helpless. However they’ d managed it, they’ d taken away his defenses, and they’ d done it so
fast, so horribly fadt. . . .

“Jo?’ Kevin's hoarse pant came from behind me. | was standing very ill, not blinking, not looking
away. ‘‘Jesus.”

We couldn’t get to him. There were too many Sentinels between us and Ortega. Six at least that | could
see.

I’ d expected to see Bad Bob Biringanine, so the sight of him shocked melessthan it had aright to.
Helooked exactly as| remembered him—uwhite hair, fair Irish skin turned ruddy on the cheeks and nose,
fierceblue eyes.

He smiled when he saw me. It was the same cynical, sweet expression that | remembered so well.

And then he turned to the man standing next to him and said something. The man’s back wasto me, but |
knew already, before he turned. Before | saw hisface and knew how badly screwed we were.

Paul Giancarlo, my trusted friend, was with the Sentinels.

| saw theterrible guilt in his eyes, but there was something ese, too. A fanatica light that I’ d never truly
recognized before. He was hurt, | thought. He was hurt by the Djinn. He was in charge while they
destroyed the Warden headquarters. He saw people die, people he liked. People he loved.

Bad Bob had preyed on him as surely as he had dl these others. He' d made them victims all over again.
Worse—he' d made them victimizers.

“*Jo,”” Paul said. ** Christ, what are you doing here? Get out!”’

“*Y ou want meto send David instead?’ | glared a him. ** Paul, there' s not enough what the hell inthe
world for thid””’

He clenched hisfigts, and | saw the musclesin his jaw tense and jump. He d always looked abit
thuggish, but never more than when he wastruly angry. *“If we get David, it sover. It' sdone. No more
bloodshed, "’ hesaid. **If we haveto go through al the Djinn, how much suffering isthat? Come on, Jo.
Y ou know they can’t be trusted. Y ou know!”’

“ Apparently | can trust them morethan | can trust you,”” | said.

“*Ah, reunions,”’ Bad Bob said. He reached down and flipped open the lid on ablack box on the floor,
something like what Hesther the scientist had used to carry her radioactive materials when she' d done
her show-and-tell a Warden HQ. ‘* Stop it, you two. Y ou’ re making me al teary-eyed. Next thing you
know we ll dl be group-hugging and braiding each others' hair.”’

Nothing seemed very real to me, and yet was Smultaneoudy very, very clear. | could see every singleline
of wood grain, every strand of Ortega’ s hair where it drifted in the subtle breezes of the halway.

| could see everything.

A black spear rose of its own accord from the box that Bad Bob had opened. Thiswas no shard; it must
have been at least Six feet long, glittering and lethd. It dowly turned, and | had the horrifying ideathet it
was aware, that it was seeking out itsvictim. It was nothing on the agtheric, an absence of dl things
around it, just ablack hole that could never befilled.

“*Too bad your boyfriend couldn’t be persuaded to make an appearance,”’ Bad Bob said. *‘| suppose
we' Il just have to perform asmal demondration instead with this unlucky fellow.”’

Paul caught sight of the hovering spear, and hisface went an ugly, ragged shade of pae. “*No,” he sad.
““No, you agreed, only if we could get—""’

The spear oriented itsalf and launched itself with sudden, horrific violence a Ortega.



| screamed and tried to form ashield in front of him, but the spear—the Unmaking—tore right through as
if my power was completely meaninglessto it, and buried itsdf in Ortega s chest.

The sound he made was like nothing | had ever heard, something | couldn’t bear to hear. It was sheer
torment, the sound of a Djinn being pulled gpart and fegling every hard second of the process.

Oh God no no no.

| was watching Ortega, but | was picturing David writhing on the floor of that room amid the shattered
crystd, and dying dong with him.

The Unmaking was burrowing into him. | could fed it esting a him, could see the color leaching from his
in.

Andasitatehim, it grew larger.

“Oh God,” Kevinsaid, and I’ d never heard him sound like that, so utterly blank and young. Asif he'd
never seen anything terriblein hislife.

On the other sde, Paul Giancarlo and most of the others winced and turned away. Some covered their
ears. Some looked sick.

Bad Bob continued to smile, utterly unmoved, and dl my hate focused to ared pinpoint, right between
his crazy blue eyes.

My power wouldn’t work againsgt the Unmaking, but it would damn sure make adent in him.

| cdled up everything, everything, and baled it into asingle bright lance of light in my right hand, and
dammed it toward Bad Bob Biringanine.

Who kept smiling.

Paul Giancarlo stepped in the way—no, not stepped. Lurched. | don't think he meant to; | don’t think
that it was hischoice at al. Bad Bob owned the Sentindl's, body and soul, and even they probably didn’t
understand just how much his creatures they’ d become. They’ d opened the door to hate and revenge,
and the darkness had claimed them. Lee Antondlli had shown methat.

Bad Bob used him as a human shield, because he knew it would hurt me the worst of dl.

| didn’t scream, but the anguish must have shown in my face; Paul must have seenit, in that ingtant before
theforce | released hit him squardly in the chest.

It wasfast, S0 fast he never blinked as the light hit him and blew out his nervous system, destroyed his
brain ssem, and dropped him lifelessto the floor.

I"djust killed my friend.

Kevin paused, just for a second, eyes wide, and then he attacked when he realized that | wasn't capable
of doing anything else a that moment, too frozen in shock to move or even defend myself. The Sentinds
were in confusion; Bad Bob was smiling a me, obliviousto anything but my horror, and the rest of them
had no ideawhat they were supposed to do. Like the Ma at, they were a collective mass of power, and
without aguiding force, they fell gpart.

Even 5o, if it had been just Kevin and me, we' d have been lost. Each of the Sentinels had more power
than we did, drawn from that black well of energy the Unmaking created when it destroyed things; they’d
havekilled uson their own, giventime.

They didn’t havetime,

An explosion rattled the entire building from outside. | saw aflaming car roll by the doors & the far end
of thehdll.

The cavary had arrived with abang.

| felt the aetheric popping and crackling with the arrival of more Wardens—some on the scene, some
pouring power in from remote locations. | heard the sound of fighting from outside, and then something
massive crashed againgt the outer wall, smashing ahole the Size of aBuick in the brick, and throughit |
saw . . . the Apocalypse, or at least, as much as could fit in the parking lot of acondemned motd.

A tornado skimmed past the opening, sucking and howling, sparking lightning againgt every metalic
surface. Carsrolled and disintegrated under the assault, then caught fire as Weather Wardens clashed
with Fire. | couldn’t tell the good guys from the bad guys, a least until the rest of the wall came down
with aheavy dam, and Lewiswaked in over the rubble, leading asmall but heavily kick-assarmy, and
joined me and Kevin.



“*Surrender,”’ he said flatly to the group of Sentinels at the end of the hdl. **Do it now and we' Il let you
liveto seeatrid. Otherwise, you get buried today.”’

He meant exactly what he said. Lewiswas giving no quarter today, if they pushed him into a showdown.
Therewas no trace of hestationinhimat al.

Bad Bob must have known it. He winked, jolly as aleprechaun, and blew me akiss. Then he went to
Ortega and wrenched the black spear out of him with his bare hands.

Asit cameout, it grew, adding inches moreto itslength. With every death it wasfed, it grew more
maevolently, horribly powerful.

Ortega was a dessicated corpse. A husk.

Bad Bob reached down and yanked up asmall femae form that lay huddled at hisfeet, tied with glittering
black ropes. Cherise’ shig blue eyes were wide under the confusion of blond hair, but the fury in her was
al Rahd.

““You don’t want to risk thisone, do you?’ Bad Bob asked, and yanked hard on her hair. **Come on,
Lewis. | know you better than that. Y ou’ re one of the good guys!™”’

Lewis sexpresson didn’t dter by aflicker. ** She's human. Humans get hurt when Wardens clash; you
know that. It's on your head, not mine.”’

““My son, you' ve redly learned how to operate in the subzero, haven't you? Well, very fine, but we both
know that despite this very pretty shell, what’ sinsgde is no more human than that.”” He jerked his head
toward Ortega s body. ‘* Probably awholelot less human, actualy. She' sawild one, isn't she?’

Rahd was playing Cherise for all she wasworth, and it broke my heart to see my friend so scared,
shaking, and crying. “‘Please,”’ she choked, *‘1 don’t know who you think | am, but I'm not—""’
“You'reaDjinn,” Bad Bab cut in. ** Show me. Show me now, or | usethis”” He dill had the spear in
his other hand, and he raised it, prepared to thrugt it into her guts.

Lewislet out alow, dmost inaudible moan.

Rahd flowed out of her disguise, dark and commanding and imperious, but till restrained by the black
ropes. Her eyes snapped violent yellow sparks as she struggled to get free. She subsided, panting,
dreadlockswild around her hawk-sharp face.

“‘That'sbetter,”” Bad Bob said. ** Do tell David that we'll bein touch, Jo. If he wants to stop me from
continuing to kill his people, he should consider giving himsdlf up to us. Very soon.”

The Sentindls crowded around him. Bad Bob grabbed Rahel, and each of them touched the black
aurface. . . and vanished. All of them together, Rahel included.

He' d taken her.

Kevin collgpsed againgt one of the left-standing structural walls, gagging for breath. He looked terrible. |
must have looked ahdll of alot worse, because Lewistook one look at me, gestured, and suddenly there
were two Earth Wardens at my sde, pouring warm, sticky power into me like syrup.

| felt arush of presence around me as| garted to fall, and David’ s arms caught me and held me close.
“Oh God,” hewhispered against my hair. ** Areyou crazy? What were you trying to do?’

““Saveyou,”’ | whispered back. **Always.”” | wanted to tell him that everything wasall right here, too, in
thiswarm, soft place I’ d reached where nothing hurt. But | couldn’t stay in that place, even though it was
S0 tempting to just give up and let shock take over.

Instead, | forced my legsto stiffen, and | pulled away from him. David let me go. He saw what wasin my
face, and helet me go.

| walked toward Ortega. When Lewistried to stop me, | shook him off. When hetried again, | hit him
with alightning bolt. | wasinsane, but not quite that insane; | pulled the charge at the last moment, feeding
just enough through him to knock him back a step.

Ortegawas dead. His eyes had gone black, burned and lifeless, and his skinwas adull, dusty gray, asif
he' d turned to stone. David joined me, standing close but not touching.

“It'snot your fault,” | told David. | could only imagine that he was thinking about ordering Ortegato
come here, because he’ d known therewas achance. . . .

But that wasn't what he wasthinking at al. David cocked his head dowly to one side, saring at the dead
Djinn, and asked, very quigtly, ““Whoishe?’



Chapter Twelve

None of the Djinn knew him, not even Venna, when | inssted that she be summoned from whatever
beach resort Ashan had decided to take his people to for the duration of the crisis. | wasn't sure that
Vennawould come, but she' d always been her own master, and that hadn’t changed just because Ashan
thought it had. He might be her Conduit, but he' d never own her.

Venna, dressed in her vintage Alice outfit, paced dowly in front of thewall and Ortegal s body, studying
him closdly. It was eerie, seeing that kind of detachment packaged in the body of alittle girl who amost
radiated innocence.

She and David were the only ones alowed near the body at dl. The entire room had been cordoned off
in gpace-age-looking shielding, and dl of the rest of uswere being thoroughly checked out by aradiation
team. Not surprisingly, we' d al gotten adose. **Not that it' s as unusud as peoplethink itis,’’ said the
Chatty Cathy in the hazmat suit who was drawing my blood. *‘ The average American gets about three
hundred fifty millirems ayear, just from the environment. Hey, want to know the weird part? Forty
millirems of that comes out of our own bodies. We re little fusion reactors, you know. Potassum-40in
the brain, Carbon-14 intheliver.”” She was chatty because she was scared, though her hands were
steady enough. She must have redlized it, because she sent me an gpol ogetic glance through the plastic
visor of her space suit. ** Sorry. | jabber when I’'m nervous. Thisisjust—well. They don't exactly train
you for thisat NEST schoal.”’

| wondered what the government had been told, or was telling them; the whole thing was founded on
need-to-know, and | doubted even this woman had aclue. There were some FBI agents stalking the
scenein ther trademark dark windbregkers, talking into cell phones. Lots of cops. Fire department.
And reporters. Lots of reporters, a cresting wave of them held back by a sandbar of uniformed police
around the perimeter. | could hear the dull thud of news helicopters overhead. No doubt we werein
heavy rotation on al the news channds.

In the shielded room, Alice finished her inspection of Ortega and came out. The NEST doctor working
on me muttered something under her breath, but she kept her eyes down and focused on what she was
doing. Keep on living in denial, | thought. Safer that way, lady.

Vennhacame up to my side and stared at the neediein my arm. **What is she doing?’

““Taking blood.”

“Isshegoingto giveit back?’

““Venna, what did you sense in there?’

““Heisnot aDjinn,” she said. Therewas no doubt in her voiceat all. **I don't know what heis. Or
was.”’

“HewasaDjinn,”’ | said. Vennadowly shook her head. **Venna, that was Ortega. Y ou know Ortega;
you remember him—"

Another dow shake of her head. It was exactly the same response I’ d gotten from David, and from two
other Djinn he' d summoned. None of them recognized Ortegaat dl. They didn't classify him as human;
they didn’t classfy him asanything. Certainly, not anyone.

| thought with a sudden hot pang of the Miami estate, al that fascinating, rich chaos that Ortega had
surrounded himsdlf with. I'd barely met him, but | was the only one who could mourn him.

““Never mind. Thanksfor the help,’” | sighed to Venna, who cut her eyes sharply toward the doctor,
who was withdrawing the needle and applying a bandage to the bend of my arm. **Y ou know about
Rahd?’

“‘That your enemies have her? Yes.” Venna continued to stare at the doctor, to the extent that the poor
woman fumbled the tube she was holding, but caught it on theway to thefloor. **1 do care, you know.
But thisis amess humans made, and humans must correct. Ashan won't interfere. Hewon't want meto
interfere, either.”’

“Venna,’ | sad, ‘that’sBad Bob Biringaninein charge of the Sentindls. Y ou know what he did to Djinn
before. Y ou think he’ s going to be any better now? Any kinder? Y ou can’t stick your heads in the sand
and pretend like you don't live here, too, asif you're not at risk. Rahel’ s proof of that.”’

No answer. Shetransferred her unblinking stare to me, which at least enabled the doc to make a



confused, nervous getaway .

“Therésabook,” | said. ‘*The kind of book Star had. Y ou know the one. And Bad Bob hasit.”’

Her eyeswent black. Storm black. She didn’t move, but there was something entirely different about her,
suddenly.

| held mysdif very, very ill.

“* A book of the Ancestors?’ she asked. | nodded. | was very careful about that, too. ** Then he has
power he should not have. Like Star.’”’

“*Doesthat change anything?’

She never blinked, and her eyes stayed black. **1 don't know,”” she said. *‘1 will find out.”

That sounded ominous. She blipped away before | could ask how she intended to go about doing that,
and | didn’t think any amount of calling her name was going to get her back. Not now.

David was till in the shielded room. He was studying Ortega, the way someone might afascinating
abstract sculpture, trying to find meaning in random patterns. | tapped on the window and got his
attention; he shook his head, asif he wastrying to clear it, and came through the decontamination door.
One of the NEST memberstried to lecture him about procedures, but he ignored it and came directly to
me

““Radiation,”’” | reminded him.

“I sheditintheroom,” hesaid. **How about you? How do you fed?’ Oh, thejoys of being Djinn.. . . |
wondered how much of the toxic stuff | had crawling through my cells right now. Too much, amost
certainly. The Earth Wardens had done their work, so | was probably going to fed sick, but not drop
dead.

Probably.

“Fantadtic,’’ | said sourly. **Do you recognize him at al?’

David' s head shake was just as certain, and just as regretful about it, as Venna s had been. | could see
how frustrated he was, how baffled by hisinability to comprehend what wasin front of him, and it scared
me, too. He was one of the most powerful entities on the face of the Earth. He shouldn’t have thiskind of
blind spot.

| wastrying not to think about it asan Achilles hed, but that was getting more difficult dl thetime,
especialy when the whole thing ran through my head and the person imprisoned on that wall and impaed
by the black spear was David, not Ortega.

They wouldn’t know him, | thought, with asickening drop of my ssomach. Venna, Rahel, all the
Djinn—they'd just stare at his body and not know who the hell they were looking at. They
wouldn’t even remember him at all.

Of dl the possible waysto destroy someone, that had to be the worst.

It reminded me, with a sudden snap, of how Ashan had tried to destroy me, not so long ago—on the day
that my daughter had died. He d tried to strip away not just my life, but the memory of my life He'd
been stopped middaughter, which waswhy | was till around, but there was something fundamentaly
sgmilar about what Ashan had done, and what was happening now, to the Djinn.

The Mother had intervened to stop him—but, | thought, that had mostly been because he’ d doneit on
the grounds of the chapdl in Sedona, on what was, for them, holy ground. The samekind of protection
might not apply for David out here.

The answer wasin the book. It had to be in the book.

“David—"" | chose my words very carefully, remembering Venna s extreme reection. ** The book, the
onethat we looked at earlier—"

Heraised hiseyesto meet mine, and | saw surprisein them. ** The Ancestor Scriptures.””’

Y ou remember them.”’

“*Of course | remember them.”’

“* And what about where we |ft them?’

“Inavault,” hesaid promptly. ‘*Locked up.”’

““Wherewasthe vault?’

He opened his mouth, but nothing came out. For a second he looked baffled, then angry, then blank. **I



don't know,”” hesaid. **How can | not know?’

“*David, what did the book say about Unmaking?’

His pupils expanded, black devouring bronze.

“‘Don’t say that.”” Hiswords had the ring of command, but | was no Djinn.

“You havetolistento me. | think that dl thisis connected to—"’

He grabbed me by thearm. “*Don’t say it. Don’'t.”’

“David, gopit!”’ | yanked free. He hadn’t used Djinn strength on me, but plain old human strength was
enough to pissme off. | didn’t like being grabbed, not in that way, and he knew it. *‘It' s connected to
what Ashan did when he messed with our redlity, to try to erase me from the world. Bad Bob
regppeared about the same time. Thiswegpon, the thing they’ reusing, it'satool of Unmaking; that’s
what they'recalling it—"

Hiseyesflared black, like Venna's. ** Stop,”” he growled.

“It'skilling you, and you can’t even see it. You can't seethoseyou lose. It'sjust destroying you.”’

He spun around and stalked away, fury in every sinuous movement. He knew, somewhere deep down,
but there was something in Djinn DNA that kept him from acknowledging any of it.

The secret was in that damned book, which | couldn’t read without major consequences. | knew |
wouldn't be ableto resist its pull.

Lewiswaswatching us from the back of the room, having completed his own blood donations, he
looked tired, but dert. ** Everything okay?’ he asked.

““Doyouthink Rahel isokay?’ | shot back, and saw the flinch. ** Sorry. | know you—care for her.’”’ |
was't exactly surewhat that entailed, between Lewis and Rahd; | wouldn't have been surprised if
they’ d been casud lovers. Rahel wasn't thetypeto fdl inlove, and Lewis. . . Lewisaready had, with
the wrong person.

““He hasn't hurt her yet,"” David said. He had hisback to us, but he was listening. ** They’re hiding their
tracks, but the connection is till there. | can trace her aslong asthey hold her.”’

Wasthat agood thing, or abad thing? | thought about the trap Bad Bob had laid thistime around. He' d
known—because of Paul, oh God, Paul, you fool—that Kevin and Rahel had been planted to spy on
him. Surely he was assuming that David could sense and track Rahd’ s position, too.

Surely he would just lay another trap.

Depressing as that was, we'd won akind of victory here. Y es, Ortegawas dead, but so was Paul; not
only that, but the Sentinels had been forced to regroup and retreat. The current count was twelve dead in
total.

Problem was, dl of them were Wardens. And it wasimpossibleto tell which of them had been Sentinels,
except for anecdotal information about which sdethey’ d been fighting for. | was sure about Paul, Emily,
and Janette. Therest . . .

Once again, wejust didn’t know who our enemiesredly were.

Lewis stood up and walked to where David was standing, facing the window. Facing Ortega's
desiccated body. ‘*We can't follow them,”” he said. ** They’ ve got weapons that can destroy the Djinn,
and we don’t know what they’ re planning. Let’ stalk to Kevin. Maybe he' s got some information we
don't.”’

That was coally logica, something that neither David nor | seemed capable of being at the moment.
David nodded, and the three of us|eft the treatment area.

Or tried, anyway. An FBI agent got in our way. Shewas atall woman, curved but in that I-work-out
kind of way. Feathered dark hair around a heart-shaped face. Cool, impartial green eyes.

“*Sorry,”’ shesad. ‘**Nobody moves. We haven't finished our interrogations yet.”’

David waslikdy to just walk over her, in the mood he wasin, and that would at the very least lead to a
confrontation we didn’t need. | looked over at Lewis, who sighed and dug something out of the back
pocket of hisjeans. *‘Right,”” he said. *“ All-access pass.”’

Hehedd it up. | couldn’t seewhat it said, but the woman’ s eyes widened, and she took a step back. | got
the impression she hadn’t done that inawhile.

“Yesdr,” shesad. *‘ Sorry. And they are—"’



“Withme' Lewissad. ‘‘ Thanksfor your vigilance, but it's not necessary, Agent. We' re the good
guys”

Shelooked asif she sincerely doubted that, but she didn’t say anything, just moved out of theway with a
be-my-guest motion. Then she went to tell her boss, atdl gray-haired man. Cover your ass. It wasthe
absolute code of any governmenta agency, no matter how well-intentioned.

“This’” Lewissad, “‘isacluster fuck.”” Hewaslooking at the parking lot, which wasllittered with
burned-out, crushed vehicles, downed trees, fragments of glass and metal. The hotel, which had luckily
been scheduled for demolition anyway, was partialy destroyed, whether by us or by the Sentinelsit was
impossibleto say. At acertain point, it redly didn’t much meatter.

The news mediawas out in ahuge, baying pack. | tried to count the number of satellite trucks, but my
head hurt. | was sure that afair number of those photo and video lenses were being pointed in our
direction, though, and remembered the reporter from Fort Lauderdale. Man, wouldn't she fedl
vindicated? She now officially had a scoop.

““How much did they get?’ | asked.

“*Oh, everything. Tornadoes forming out of nowhere. Cars burgting into flame and exploding. Trees
getting thrown. Buildings disntegrating.” Lewis s shoulders twitched, then straightened. “* The FBI wants
me to give a statement. Something aong the lines of, we' re a secret government agency; we d tell you
but we' d haveto kill you, blah blah. They'd like meto tieit to terrorists.”’

| stared at him. ** And what are you going to do?’

He shrugged. ‘' Don’t know yet.”’

“Youredly think thisisagood timetolie?’

“Wadll, | don't think it' s exactly agood timeto tell thetruth.” He glanced at David, whose eyes seemed
to be fading back to amore normd color. *‘I'll leave the Djinn out of it, if you'd like.””

“That'skind of you, but | think we' d better tell everything if wetell anything,” David said. “*Let’ stk to
Kevin. Wedon't havealot of time.”

Kevin was gtting with hisleast favorite people. Well, that probably wasn't fair; he didn’t like anybody,
S0 most people were hisleast favorite people, but he reserved a specia kind of didikefor theMa'at. |
wasn't really sure why, except that in generd, the leadership of the Ma at was pretty unlikable.

Two of them were flanking him: Charles Spenser Ashworth 1 and Myron Lazlo. Tak about the Old Boy
Network . . . they weren't justiniit, they’d laid the original cable. Lazlo had dressed down for his public
gppearance; he normaly liked subtle, tailored suits that reeked old money, but he' d deigned to wear
what | supposed was his “‘field outfit’’—khaki dacks, a cotton shirt open at the neck, and a sport coat
that undoubtedly cost nearly as much asthe sports car he’ d probably arrived in.

Even s0, Charles Ashworth'’ s outfit made Lazlo look cheap.

Both of them were older than the pharaohs, and twice as stern, both in looks and in attitude. Yeah, |
liked them just as much as Kevin did.

| thought it wasjust about the first time 1’ d ever seen actud relief on the kid' sface as he spotted me.
“About time,’” hesaid. *“Who put mein fucking detention with the Mummy Twins?”

| had to admit, that made me smile. The Ma at had taken alot of their iconography for their organization
from the Egyptians, and it was no accident they’ d made their headquarters at the Luxor in LasVeges. |
suppose they could have made a case for Memphis aswell, but where €lse do you get ared live pyramid
for aclubhouse?

“I did,” Lewissad. “‘ Thanks, gentlemen.”’

The gentlemen in question glared and, in Lazlo’s case, gave him awdll-1-never patrician huff. ‘*We are
not your staff,”” Ashworth snapped. ‘Do you have any ideawhat kind of imbaance thislittle fracas has
caused? Oh, of course you do. Y ou' re supposed to be preventing this kind of thing, you know.
Protecting people, not putting them in danger. 1sn’t that the Warden credo?’

He said Warden asif it were an epithet, which it practically was, for the Ma at. They looked on
themselves as the accountants of the aetheric; they were concerned about balance, aways balance.
Important, yes, but even supernatural double-entry bookkeeping was still bookkeeping, and | couldn’t
work up much enthusiasm for their way of doing things.



“*The credo of every one of usisto stop Bad Bob Biringanine from screwing things up any worse than he
aready has’’ Lewissad. *‘I'll expect your support.”’

He sent them on their way with ajerk of hishead. He was probably the only person in theworld they'd
have taken that kind of treatment from, another mystery of Lewis Levander Orwell. He had an
impressive presence, but not that impressve—generdly. And yet we dl jumped when he snapped his
fingers

Kevin stayed where he was, douched in the plastic chair, as the two older men vacated. | settled in on
one side, Lewis on the other. David paced. It waswhat David did, at times like these. He looked
preoccupied, and | knew that he was tracking Rahdl, trying to find out everything about what the
Sentinelswere doing.

“*You saw Paul, right?’ Kevin asked. He kept his head down, and addressed the question toward the
tops of hisdirty Nikes. *‘Bastard sold us out.”’

“I' know,” | said. My whole heart hurt, and | hadn’t dllowed mysdlf to redly fed it yet, the depth of
Paul’ sbetrayd. Things he' d said came back to me—hisrefusal to disagree with the Sentinels, his
reluctance about my relationship with David, and the wedding. For Paul, it had been amatter of usversus
them. He had never redlly understood, deep down, that Djinn and the Wardens were the same. Different
points on the same scale.

Sometimes | despaired for the human race.

“*1 think they bought the cover at first,”” Kevinwas saying. *‘ They had usin aroom for dmost aday,
talking to us. All about how the Djinn had always been dangerous, and we' d been stupid to ever open
oursalves up to them.”” Hisbitter eyesfollowed David. *‘Can't say | ever really disagreed with that.
Made alot of senseto me.”’

“‘That’' swhy you were perfect,”” Lewissaid. ‘‘How'd Rahel do?’

““Fine. If | hadn’t known she wasn't human, I’ d never havefigured it out. Shewas—"" Kevin' sthroat
worked nervoudly, his prominent Adam'’s apple bobbing. ** Shewasredly good at being Cherise.”” And

| couldn’t imagine Kevin had been ableto redly play dong too well, but that might have been okay. After
al, hewas socialy awvkward at the best of times.

““When did Paul show up?’ | asked.

“* About an hour ago,”” Kevin said. *‘ That was when they cut us off. Tried to make it seem like they were
just testing us, but Rahel knew Paul wasin the building, shetold me. She knew he'd sdll usout.”

“‘Didn’'t shetry to get the two of you out?’

“Yeah.” Kevin'svoicefatered. ‘‘| made her stop.”’

Silence. | looked at Kevin's hands. They were tightly bound up together, trembling.

“Why?’ Lewis asked the question | wanted to, in avoice far more gentlethan | could have. **What
happened?’

“Therewasthisgirl. | didn’'t know—she might have been one of them, | don’t know. But they
sad—they said they were going to kill her if wetried to leave. | had to—"" Kevin squeezed his eyes shuit.
“Chrigt. | should havejust let Rahd get out of here.”’

“Trust me, if Rahel hadn’t thought it was important to Stay, you' d have been yanked out whether you
wanted it or not.”” Lewis glanced at David, who was till pacing, but listening to every word. * Then what
happened?’

“*They had this stuff. Black stuff. | guessit was like—like the stuff you found.”” Antimatter. | nodded.
““They tied Rahd up with it, and she couldn’t move. | know shetried to get away, but she couldn’t; she
was able to make enough noise that | could run. | waslooking for away out when you showed up.”” He
nodded a me. *‘1 should have—""’

Kevin stopped. | knew that feding, dl too well. | wanted to help him, but | knew it was something that he
had to deal with himself. No platitude was going to help, no matter how sincere.

“Kevin.”” | took one of hishandsand drew it out of itstight ball; it stayed tensein mine, trembling, ready
to yank away at asecond’ s notice. ** Before Paul showed up, they may have told you somethings.
Something that could help us.”

Hewas dready shaking hishead. **I'd have said if they spilled their guts, okay? But they didn't. They



just talked about what a bitch you were, and how you were willing to fuck over the Wardensfor your
boyfriend. . ..”

“Finaly, someone you could agreewith,”’ | said. He shot me acovert look, dmost hidden by his
dangling, shaggy hair.

““No,” hesaid, *‘| don’t. Not after | saw what they wanted to do."”’

| felt ashiver crawl hand-over-hand up the bones of my spine. **What did you see?’

““They were going to torture him,”” Kevin said, glancing up at David, then away. ‘‘Make him tell
everything about the Djinn. About the Oracles. About how to destroy them.””’

“They redly arecrazy,”” Lewissad grimly. ** Destroying the Djinn and the Oracles would destroy us.
There sno way humanity, or anything e se dive on this planet, would survive a catastrophe like that.”’
Wethought of it a the sametime, our gazes locking over the top of Kevin's bowed head. David must
have as well, because he spun toward us.

““Heknowsthat,”’ | said. **Bad Bob knowsthat. He s not stupid enough to assume anything else. So
why would he want to destroy the human race?’

““You know,” David said.

“It'snot Bad Bob,” | said. **Isit?’

““No,” Lewisagreed. ‘| think it'sa Demon wearing hisskin.”’

Unfortunatdly, | had way too much persona experience with Demons. Most recently, I'd seenthe
damage they could do once they took on ahuman form. | thought the Wardens had been pretty
successful about purging anyone from their ranks who carried a Demon Mark—alarval form of aDemon
that granted the carrier more-than-normal strength and energy, dmost like having a secret Djinn under
your control. But you could carry a Demon Mark only so long before it began to corrupt you from
within, and if you wanted to survive, you had to get rid of it by passing it to someone else.

Someone else more powerful, because the Demon Mark was only attracted to power. It traded up.

I’ d been the unfortunate recipient of such athing, at Bad Bob'shands. | hadn’t understood, at thetime,
that he' d been paying me akind of backhanded compliment. . . . | hadn’t known, then, how redlly strong
| was.

He had. He d chosen mefor just that reason.

It had killed him in leaving his body—he' d waited too long, hung on to his power until it was nested deep
ingde. | thought about his cold body lying in agrave somewhere, and wondered if hisflesh was till there,
peaceful and empty. Maybe what was walking around right now was Bad Bob reanimated; maybe it was
just asemblance, like the one Rahel had worn to play Cherise. Either way, it wasn't Bad Bob on the
ingde. Couldn’t be. But if it was afull-grown, fully formed Demon, it had powers| couldn’t begin to
understand.

“Theantimatter,” | said. ** The Demon producesit, secretes it, something like that. That’swhy there's
no machinery, no plant they’ ve had to set up. That’ swhy we couldn’t find any kind of permanent base
for the Sentinels—they don’t need a plant, not even ahidden one. Because hejust . . . makesit.”” Like
sweat, or blood, or other bodily fluids. It was the very essence of why the Demon didn’t belong here; it
literally destroyed the world around it, just by being. The human shell kept it contained, like a space suit
insulating an astronaut from the cold of space.

If it left thet shell . . .

| remembered what Jerome Silverton had said about the black shard we' d found embedded in the dead
Djinn. One kilogram of antimatter annihilating itself is supposed to produce about 180 petajoules
of energy. The spear I’d seen Bad Bob useto kill Ortega had been at least five times the size of the
shard we d origindly found. Catastrophic would be charitable.

The Demon was hunting us. Hunting Djinn, using the Djinn to power the growth of the antimatter
weapon. Once it was strong enough, what would he do with it? Where would he—

“TheOracles,’ | said. *“What if he goes after the Oracles?’

David was dready gonewhen | turned toward him; ablurred motion was dl that was|eft. Imara. My
daughter wasin Sedona, locked for dl timein onelocation. Unableto flee.

| sat with Lewis, holding Kevin's shaking hand, and waiting for the end of theworld.



The end of the world didn’t come before dinner, anyway.

Asthe hourswent by, the FBI decided they’ d have a better chance of containing the situation—hal—if
they gected those of us not wearing three letters or badges on our outfits. That went for the Wardens,
the Ma at, and would have gone for the Djinn, had any been present. I’ d stood witness to the FBI
forendc team taking Ortega down from the wal, then interring him in ametd casket that was marked
with dl kinds of warning signs. Somehow, | felt someone should watch. He' d been akind man, apeculiar
sort of Djinn, and he hadn’t deserved thiskind of ending.

Lewis, Kevin, and | were bundled into an FBI helicopter—not my favorite form of transportation— and
flown to the Miami field office, where we were |eft in a severe-looking room for afew more hours.
Dinner was served, and gpart from its being warm and edible, | don’t remember much about it. We
barely talked. There didn't seem to be dl that much to say.

When David regppeared, he came with reinforcements—six Djinn. One of them was VVenna, which made
me smilein relief; one was the tough-looking specimen David had identified to me as Roy, when we' d
seen him earlie—he d been Rahdl’ s hypothetica backup. | wondered where he' d been when he was
needed the most.

Zenayawasthethird. | didn’t know the other three, but they al had the otherworldly grace and glitter
that | associated with the most powerful of the Djinn, Old or New.

“*The Oracles are protected,” David said. ** Ashan’ staking care of it, and Wardens we trust have been
assigned aongside them as backup.”

““Hewon't likethat,”” | noted.

““Hedoesn’'t haveto likeit. I've explained the necessity. * Therewasacold, angry shimmer in David's
eyes, and | wondered exactly how civil that discussion had been. **Weintend to go and get Rahdl.”
“Youcan't,” | sad. | wascam about it, and authoritetive, but al too aware that David might not bein
any mood to listen to reason. ** She' sbait. Y ou go charging in there, that' s exactly what they want—
especidly you, Conduit Boy.”

Hedidn’'t answer me, but he didn't argue, either. He was biding histime. | knew | couldn’t get him to just
gtand by and risk Rahdl’ slife, not under these circumstances. Time was running out. If | wanted to avoid
watching David throw hislife awvay, | needed a plan, and adamn good one.

And al of asudden, looking at him, | had one. Granted, | was operating on little deep, too much
adrenaline, and next to coma-levels of caffeine imbaance, but it sounded good. | bit my lip, running it
over in my head, and made a hold on gesture to David as | beckoned Lewistoward a convenient corner
of the room.

“What isit?’ he asked. He sounded just as stressed as | felt.

““I think I know what will bring them out in the open. We need to get the Sentinelsto come after us
again, not the other way around. If we alow them to choose the ground—"’

“Yeah, | getit. The Djinn don’t even know how much of a disadvantage they have.”” Lewisleaned
closer. ““It'scrazy, isn'tit? Your idea?’

“*Pretty damn crazy.”’

“Tdl.”

| did. Crazy didn't really exactly cover it, as| listened to the words tumble out of my mouth. Insane, that
was closer. Also, stupidly suicidal, but that was par for the course with me. At least it would be
consstent.

Lewisstared at me asif he couldn’t quite believe what I'd said, and in truth, | wasn't sureif | was
believing it, either. Then he said, dowly, **1t could work. It alows usto assemble dl the Wardensin one
place, choose the ground, protect the Djinn, offer the Sentinels atarget they can't afford to passup. .. ."”"
Oh God, it actudly was agood plan. Damn. I d been half hoping he’' d shoot it out of the air. Insteed, it
looked asif | was going to have to kick my shopping into high gear.

“Right,” | said, and turned to David. **How do you fed about getting married tomorrow?’

| had no idea Djinn could look so blank. Vennaturned to David and said, with the perfect blend of darm
and puzzlement, ** Areyou sure sheisn't insane?’

David continued with the blank look for afew more seconds, and then the light dawned warm in his eyes,



and hedowly smiled.

“Actudly,” hesad, *‘I'mfairly certain sheis, and that is exactly why I'm marrying her.”’

Chapter Thirteen

One nice thing about having the Djinn Conduit on your side was receiving no arguments from the rank
and file—no arguments of any substance, anyway. The other Djinn still thought we were crazy, but
generally decided that was our persond business.

What they weren't so wild about was the idea that we weren’t going to charge off to Rahd’ srescue, but
| knew they weren't tactically inept; they knew if we played the game the Sentinels had set in motion, we
would al pay the price.

| dso knew how hard it was going to be for them to stand by and sacrifice Rahd for atacticd point. |
was hoping it wouldn’t cometo that. | knew David, and | knew that making those choiceswasjust as
impossibly hard for him asit wasfor me.

Part of what we planned was, again, complete insanity. Lewis carried out the first part of it at four

0 clock, on the steps of the Miami FBI field office.

We called a press conference. To say it waswell attended would be to say that the hottest club in LA
had abit of await to get in. I’ d expected to draw attention, but as we walked through the lobby with a
flying escort of FBI agents, Homeland Security, and anxioudy hovering, nameless other governmental
representatives, | could hear the roar of the crowd outside.

One of the no-name governmenta types, nattily turned out in anicely tailored suit and a
two-hundred-dollar haircut, pushed in front of usand physicaly threw himsdf against the glass doors
leading out, facing usdown. **Wait!"’ he blurted. The paradetrickled to ahalt, and Lewisand | glanced
at each other. We d had bets on how long it would take for the cold feet to manifest. | was about to
make a cool twenty bucks. Sweet. ** Are you sure about this? Y ou’' re sure there' s no other way? The
chaos—thefear—"’

“Letmeputitthisway,” Lewissad. **You had hdf the news media covering the meltdown out at the
motd earlier today, and every phone lineto every possible agency has been jammed ever since,
demanding an explanation. Do you want to try to coordinate some big lie that won't get found out, at this
point? Because I’ d be happy to put your name forward as the guy in charge.”’

No-Name Nice Suit Guy swalowed and lowered hisarms. He straightened hislapeswith an
unconscious gesture and stepped out of the way.

“Damn,”’ Lewissaid. *‘Kind of hoped he'd go for it, actualy.”’

Fat chance. Thiswasn't ahot potato; it was the entire state of 1daho, fresh out of the microwave.
““Heregoes,’’ Lewissaid, and opened the door.

The noise washed over usin awave, and we walked out into awhiteout of flashbulbs and video
gpotlights. It waslike hitting apsychicwall, and if I'd been on my own, I’ d have caved fast and hard.
God. | couldn’t focus on anything; the crowd was afacel ess mass of shouting faces, dl blurringinto a
snarling, hogtile entity. | transferred my probably shell-shocked stare to the buildings on the far sde of the
street. Somebody wasin an office, backlit, looking out at us. Nice to have that kind of distance.

The FBI specid agent in charge stepped up to the bank of hastily taped-together microphones and made
some brief remarks, nothing incriminating for the agency, and introduced L ewis by name, adding that he
waswith **aspecia branch of the United Nations known asthe Wardens.”” That wasit. He got out of
the way, ignoring the shouted avalanche of questions.

Lewistook adeep breath and stepped up. He wastall, imposing, and had the kind of personal aurathat
made peopl e take notice, when he deigned to useit. He used it now. | saw ripples of quiet move through
the crowd, and reporters lean forward to catch every word he had to say.

“*Earlier today some of you witnessed a battle between two opposing sidesin aconflict,” hesaid. **As
you reported, there were casuaties on both sides. I’'m here to explain to you what that conflict is, what
it'sabout, and how you can help.”’

| expected atorrent of questions, but the crowd stayed still in the pause. Maybe they were stunned that
they were actudly going to be given information. Or maybe Lewis had sneskily exerted some Earth
Warden influence on them. | used some mysdf, on mysdlf, to dow my racing pulse and get mysdlf ready



for theinevitable.

““The Wardens are part of the United Nations,”’ Lewissad, ‘‘in the sense that we are aworldwide
organization, independent of governments but working in cooperation with them whenever possible.
Thereisaworld around you, aworld you see every day without knowing the truth behind it. At its most
basic levd, theforces at work in the universe, or at least on this planet, are real and tangible.’”” He paused
again and took the leap. **We are the ones who help control and shape that world. Without the
Wardens, the disasters you report on, the floods and hurricanes, forest fires and earthquakes—all these
thingswould befar, far worse.””

Somebody laughed. A few otherstook it up, and it grew in aripple through the crowd. ** Y ou’ re kidding.
Thisiswhat you haveto tell us?’ somebody shouted from benegth the glare of avideo spotlight.
“Where s Gandaf?’

That was pretty much my cue, athough | would have preferred Galadriel. | stepped forward. The FBI
had furnished me with a change of wardrobe—not my normd style, but workable. It included anavy blue
pencil skirt, aseverdy cut jacket, awhite shirt and serviceable granny pumps. I'd put my hair upina
bun, to complete the image of competence and authority, sexy-schoolteacher style.

| pointed up at the sky, which wasfull of lightly scudding atocumulus clouds—nothing out of the ordinary
for Miami.

Lewiswaited, patient as astone, giving them absolutely no indication what was going to happen. We'd
agreed that it needed to be big, spectacular, and easily captured on videotape.

| dowed the progress of the clouds and began packing energy into the system, careful to balance the
forcesas| went. | knew the Ma at were standing by in case | screwed it up, but it was a point of pride
not to need them to clean up after me. The shape of the clouds began to change, from sheer and wispy to
solid white, then gray as the moisture condensed. Altocumulus.

Then nimbocumulus.

Oncel had the system packed asfull as| dared, while ill remaining in control, | opened both my hands,
pams up. | could fed the dawning sentience in the clouds above, asthe energy accumulation granted it
some very basic level of awareness, of hunger. Of anger .

What | was about to do was dangerous, and not just to me. If | got it wrong, there could be alot of
collaterd damage.

Easy, | heard David whisper on the aetheric. I'mhere.

| cdled thelightning.

Floridaisthe lightning capital of the U.S. With the daily, constant interaction of wind, water, sandy soil,
and marshland, every reporter in the crowd had probably seen close lightning strikes.

None of them had ever seen this.

The bolt streaked down out of the clouds, long and purple, crackling with energy, and broke into two
jagged prongs. It hit my outstretched palms exactly on target, and for along, long second, | kept it there
asthe video cameras and photographers documented the event.

Then | clapped my palms together, and the lightning vanished. Thunder rolled loud enough to rattle
windows, but there was no other visible damage, apart from adight reddening on my skin. I'd
deliberately kept the lightning to the bare minimum voltage necessary to Sage avisble
demonstration—about forty kiloamperes.

But damn, it ached indde me. | kept my smilein place with an effort, and hoped | wasn't sweeting too
much under the lights.

Lewissaid, inthe samedry, cdm tone, ** Thisis Joanne Badwin. SheisaWesather Warden. The
demongtration you' ve just seen isone of severd we' |l conduct for you over the next few days. Therest
will be under controlled conditions, and you can provide your own scientific expertsif you'd careto do
30, to document and question the experiments. But ultimately, you' re going to find that what we retelling
you isthered thing. We can control the weather. We can control the land. We can control fire. The
problemis, al thesethings fight back.”’

Nobody seemed to know what kind of questionsto ask, exactly. Already, they were scrambling to find a
logica explanation for what they’ d seen—some kind of magic trick would be the most likely onethey’d



land on. | was sure whoever was the most outrageous street magician du jour would becdling into
debunk what I’ d aready done.

But what gave it weight was the silent presence of the FBI behind me, and the fact that we were standing
on the steps of agovernment building.

Eventudly, somebody found a question that made enough senseto voice. **How do you control the
weather?Isit somekind of machine, or . .. 7’ He sounded asif he couldn’'t quite believe he was even
asking the question. | understood that, too. An entire street full of very logical people had just been
tipped over the edge of acliff, and were dtill trying to figure out which way was up.

“‘That' sthe other part of the story,”” Lewissaid. ** The smple answer is magic. The more complicated
answer isthat the world around you is not how you imagine it to be—it's deeper and stranger than you
know. For many thousands of years, the Wardens have guarded humanity, and we ve doneit in silence,
in secret. But it’ stime to come out in the open, because now we have avery seriousthreat to ded with.”’
““What kind of threat? Doesthis have anything to do with what happened at the motel 7’

| wondered if the question was aplant. Lewiswasn't exactly above that kind of thing, blesshis soul. He
wasn't particularly worried about our impartial image.

“Let metdl you,” Lewissaid, ‘‘about the Djinn, and the Sentingls.””’

David and his gtrike team misted into view at the bottom of the steps, right in front of the cameras.

All hell broke loose.

We d intended to grab the world stage, and we did. The feverish speculation occupied every news
channdl, every broadcast on the local level. Expertstalked about a massive hoax; scientists sneered;
magicians explained how al we d shown on television could have been done by mirrorsand illusion.

But it didn’t matter. We' d taken the Sentinels by surprise. They’ d expected usto hide, and we weren't
hiding. Instead, we d thrown their name into the public awareness, and we d given them the onething |
knew they didn’t want: notoriety.

| wasthe lucky one. Exhausted by the efforts of the day, not to mention the lightning strike and the
management of the torm I’ d leveled over Miami, | collapsed on acot and dept for six hours of blissfully
ignorant darkness. Lewisdidn’'t deep at al. When | woke up, he’ d aready issued three more press
statements, and awhole packet of information about Bad Bob, including his photograph.

The Sentinels could not be happy about that. They were even less happy, | imagined, over the
announcement that David and | planned to celebrate our marriage in public, in front of al the cameraswe
could gather to document the affair. It was atrap, a perfectly obvious one, and onel didn’t think they
dared pass up. The Sentindls had gathered membership on the idea that the Djinn were toxic to us, they
couldn’t alow the two of usto make such a public commitment without striking. Hell, they’ d dready
ruined two wedding dresses.

Pulling together alagt-minute affair is surprisingly essier than planning something more formal. Oncel
gave up theideaof catering and open bar and invitations, things smplified dramaticaly. All | redly
needed was aminister, adress, and of course, as much security as possible so that we al survived the
happy day.

My cell phone was ringing off the hook. Modtly, it was Wardens who hadn’t been given the heads-up
about going public, and were blistering my ears off. One or two said they were going to complain to Paul,
which stabbed me deep and hard al over again. Paul had been a part of my life for so, so long, and now
... nhow dl that wastainted. | couldn’t even begin to imagine how much it would hurt, when | had timeto
actudly fed again.

One of the few welcome callswas from Cherise, who had checked herself out of Warden witness
protection and was boarding aflight for Miami, ‘* because you' re so not getting married without me,
bitch. Whereelseam | going to wear that dress?’

One mgor side benefit of becoming ingtantly famous—or infamous—wasthat | no longer had to shop.
Instead, | was under sSiege from locd brida storesdl trying to throw dresses my way, under the theory
that alittle discreet promotion never hurt anybody. | never thought I’ d have a sponsored by wedding, but
| had more to worry about than my ethical standards.

Principaly, | had to find adressin my sizein lessthan twelve hoursthat didn't suck.



That, it turned out, was far easier than it seemed. Ingtant organization . . . just add Cherise.

‘I booked the PAms,” Cherise said after burdting into the FBI offices, giving me afagt, fierce hug, and
giving Lewisawarm peck on the cheek.

“You—wait, what?’ | blinked, and so did he. | was barely out of the coffee-zombie stage, and Lewis
waswdl into his must-have-deep cycle. *“When did you get in?’

“*Exactly forty-eight minutesago,” she said. ** Gottalove that executive car service. By theway, |
charged it to the Warden card, so don't go al budget-conscious on me. Talking to you, Lewis’’ He
blinked, again.

Cherise must have had extra coffee on the plane; it waslike being hit by apink hurricane. ** So, | made
somecdls,’’ shecontinued. **You didn't get ahotd, right? | booked the PAms. Roya PAm Room for
the reception, outdoor gazebo for the ceremony. They' re used to celebrity weddings, no problem on the
security, although | went ahead and called a couple of other firms. | guessyou' Il have the FBI, too,
huh?’ Cherise paused long enough to wink at Mr. No-Name Nice Suit, who till looked fresh and well
tailored. **Mmmm, | fed safer aready.”

“Cher—"

“*Okay, I’'m going to let the PAlms handle dl the catering and flowers and crap—it’ sgoing to be
expensve, but there you go. If you want to make amedia circus out of the whole thing, you have to pay
for the big top and the clowns.””’

“Cherise”’

“*1 think we should head over there now. | got you the bridal suite, naturaly. Five of the couture bridal
shops are coming in an hour with their best stuff. They’ Il want credit on the official press statement, but
they’re doing it for the publicity. No charge. They’ Il want the dress back, though, unless you get blood or
something al over it, in which case, you break it, you buy it—"’

““Cherisel”

She stopped, blue eyeswide, staring a me. | covered my face with both hands, fighting for control
between hysterica giggles and the shakes.

“It'snotajoke’” | saidfindly. “*We could al be killed. We could get alot of other peoplekilled. | can't
havethis at the PAms. The Sentinds will attack. | can’t put al those innocent lives at risk!””’

Cher sat down next to me on the hard, narrow cot, and took both my hands in hers. Her manicure was
fresh, her hair glossy, her makeup perfect. | looked like I'd rolled out of the bad side of Satan’s bed, and
forgotten to brush my hair, but therewasrea lovein her eyes. Red friendship.

““Honey,” shesad, ‘‘thisisn’t about you anymore. Thisis about ideas. Those innocent people, they live
with risk. Y ou need to quit thinking that al usregular folks can’'t handlethe truth.”

| didn’t think she understood what she was saying, but | gave her acautious nod.

Y ou want to stick it to those bastards who think David and al the other Djinn need to die, right?’
Another wordless nod.

““When you hide, when you cdl things off because you' re afraid of getting hurt, that’ s when peoplelike
thiswin. Liveloud, Jo. It sthe only way to win. No fear.”

She tucked a stray lock of hair behind my ear and cocked her head.

“‘Bedides,’’ shesad, “‘| cannot wait to see David in atuxedo. My God, Jo. How can you even think of
depriving the world of that?’

Will, she had apoint. Across the room, David was degp in conversation with Zenaya. He caught my
look and smiled, and | felt the connection between us snap taut and thrum like aguitar string.

“*Suck it up, girlfriend,” Cher said. ** All you haveto do is stand there, look pretty, and say theright
things. Let usdo therest. Y ou' '—she turned and stabbed a perfectly polished fingernail toward Lewis—
“*you need to get some deep. Best man, right? 1 am so not having the bags under the eyes. Lie down,
now. And I’'m bringing in astylist, because God.”’

| moved off the cot, fast, to make room for Lewis.

Cherise set to work. It helped that Lewis granted her autonomy for all wedding-related decisions,
including open credit, and that the Feds, who didn’t know the playersin the Warden world, anyway, just
assumed shewas ‘“‘oneof us.” Which | guess shewas, in the greater sense. She cheerfully



commandeered everything and everyone she needed, and appointed a subcommittee—my wedding had
subcommittees!—to handle security services.

An hour later, | wasin asmoked-glasslimo—not a stretch, but one of the anonymous, though perfectly
well-gppointed Town Car varieties—clutching a bottle of mineral water and watching chaos on thetiny
built-in televison screen in the back of the seat. CNN was running Taking Head Thester; the Wardens
were staging additional demonstrations, including Fire and Earth, and people were sarting to actudly pay
attention. | wondered if anybody had considered the legal implications. Talk about mal practice insurance

“‘Paul’sdead,”’ | said, out of absolutely nowhere. | turned the cold glass bottle in my hands,
remembering that moment so vividly it hurt, that moment when Paul turned to face me, guilt and anger in
hisface. *‘1 killed him, Cher. He got in my way, and | killed him.”

Nobody had told her. | watched atremor run through her, and she bowed her head for a second. When
sheraised it, her eyeswere clear and bright. *‘ | knew he was the walking wounded,”’ she said. *“ Y ou
didn’'t seehim like | did, when he thought nobody was watching. He was scared dl the time. And angry.
And he never redlly stopped hurting. He shouldn’t have been in charge. All those people dead under his
watch—he couldn’t take it, Jo. It was't hisfault, and it’ snot yours, ether.”

It definitely was my fault that I’ d killed him, but | didn’t argue the point. | was going to have the rest of
my life to reconcile mysdlf with that, dthough | wasn't sure how much time that would be—maybe no
more than a.couple of hours, in which case I’ d be one of those tragic tales for the ages, dain by the bad
guys at the dtar and taking a couple hundred innocent lives with me because | was arrogant enough to
think my life was somehow so important, such abeacon for change. . . .

No. Cher wasright. Hiding was wrong. Reacting the way the Sentinels wanted us to was wrong.
Thismight bewrong, but at least it was wrong in the right direction. Somebody had to be the symboal. |
wasjudt filling the dress.

| looked in the rearview mirror. We were being followed by black chase cars, probably federa or
private security. There was a helicopter overhead, deek and military looking, that kept the chubbier news
choppers at bay by its mere presence. | couldn’t see the paparazzi, but | knew they were out there.
Waiting.

““Hey,” Cher sad. *“You with me?’

“I'm getting married,” | said. ** Jesus Chrigt, Cher, I'm getting married to a Djinn. What thehdll am |
thinking?”’

Sheamiled. **Oh, good. You' rewithme.”

The PAmswas ablur: smiling faces, people saying kind things, Cherise running interference. She
ensconced mein a penthouse the size of most houses, with a breathtaking ocean view, and | sat numbly
on the couch, worrying. | know, most bridesworry, but | had considerably more to worry about than
whether or not | was going to trip over the hem of the dress| didn’t yet have.

| was worried about Rahd, first and foremost. I’ d been trying hard not to think about her. | knew that
David was focused on her; how could he not be? Shewas afriend. Shewasin trouble. And | felt as
though | was horribly betraying her, even though | knew that tactically, we were doing the right thing.
He'll hurt her, part of me said. He knows we' Il come if he hurts her.

It waskind of odd, actually, that he hadn’t doneit yet. What if he has? What if David is hiding it from
you? That wouldn'’t be too hard for him to do, because | hadn’t seen him since before we' d | eft the FBI
building. No. He' d tell you. Unless he thought | couldn’t handle the pressure.

Or unless hetore off to do something crazy, which was entirely possible.

““Hey!"” Cherise snapped her fingersin front of my face. * Fashion show. Here. Have some coffee. Nod
when you see something you like.”

Thus began the most surred experience of my life, and with my life, that’ s saying something. How she'd
doneit | have noidea, but apparently my current CNN celebrity status had upgraded me to the
temporary level of an A-list star. The bridal shops hadn’t just sent dresses; they’ d sent teams, with
models who were fresh off Paris runways, apparently, far prettier and deeker than I’ d ever be. | felt dull
and dightly nuts, even with the freshly brewed coffee sipped from adelicate china cup. The dresses



ranged from something Cinderellawould find too ruffly to something better suited to the wedding night
than the glare of the spatlight. I mean, I'm daring, but I’ m not that daring.

In the middle of the parade, amodd who bore a striking resemblance to Heidi Klum (couldn’t redly be
Heidi Klum, could she?) entered, and for a second, | just stared, shocked. | shot Cherise alook; her
mouth was curved in atriumphant smile. She' d requested that one specidly, | could immediately seethat.
And shewasright. It was The Dress. The onethat I’d bought, the one that had been ripped apart in the
Sentinels' last public attack on me.

Maybe-Heidi-Klum swept to agraceful stop in front of me, and the silk fluttered to perfect layers, dightly
angled and draping to that gorgeous, dramatic train in the back. When she turned, the corseted back
displayed the deep V of skin that had so entranced me thefirst time. Sexy, yet demure. Sophisticated,
yet dill gartlingly innocent.

Hopeful.

“Yes’’ | sad. Bridal Shop Team Number Three— I’ d forgotten the names; Cherise had been keeping
track—high-fived one another. Maybe-Klum gave me a cool smile and rustled out, back straight, chin
high. If | could look haf that good inthething. ..

Well, that took care of the dress.

Cherisedid dl the work, reassuring the runners-up that we till liked them and would mention them
fondly. She Signed ajust-in-case-of-damage credit card dip, discreetly proffered by the winning team,
and dipped the copy into ablack leather binder.

““How much?’ | asked. She shook her head sadly.

“*Redlly, you don’t want to be asking that today,”” she said. ** Just go with it. Besides, we can return it
unless, you know. Now. Y ou go take a shower. WEe ve got the stylist coming in forty-five minutes.”’
Stylists made house cdlls. | waslearning alot today.

| cried in the shower, whereit didn’t show. | cried about al the doubt, al the craziness. Cherise was
doing agood job of keegping me moving, but thiswas like standing on the train tracks, watching the
Heart-break Expressrocket toward you. | wasin the crosshairs, and I’ d given up my safety to other
people. Worse, I'd given up Rahdl’ slife to the gods of chance and fate.

| arrived on timefor the sylist, who was atemperamental, gorgeous young woman with not one but two
assistants, one of whom took charge of my nailswhile the others waded into the misery that was my hair.
| closed my eyes and focused on the weether, moving in dow, peaceful waves outside the thick window.
The aetheric was dmogt artificialy cam; the Wardens were keeping their heads down, and the Ma at
had done afantastic job of smoothing out the ups and downs of the day.

Whatever problems came about, they wouldn’t be rain-rel ated.

I'll skip therest of therituas. By four o’ clock, | waslaced into the dress, staring a mysdlf inthe
floor-length mirror of the Palms penthouse, balanced on shoes rushed to us from one of the most
exclusive boutiques.

| was seeing astranger. My hair was up, piled inloose, sexy, complicated layers, secured with diamond
pinsand avell as soft asfog. My face was my own, only perfected with expert cosmetics. The dress
was, as|’d thought, exactly right.

My eyeswere the only thingsthat gave the lieto the wholeilluson. They were wide, dark blue, starkly
terrified.

Cherise squeezed my hand and stood next to me, sharing mirror time. She looked absolutely, delicioudy
adorable. “* Y ou should see Lewis,”” shesaid. ** That man was born for formal wear. I'd totally be dll
over him, except he' sway too tdl. | have afear of heights.”

“Thank you,” | said.

“*For complimenting Lewis? Trust me, that’ safreehie.”’

““No, for—for al this. For keeping me sane. | couldn’t—"" My hands were shaking again. | closed my
eyes and concentrated on calm. ‘* Whatever happens, thank you. | couldn’t ask for a better friend. | love
you.”’

“*Loveyou too, swestie, but I’'m not marrying you.”” Cherise cocked a perfect eyebrow. ‘Y ou notice |
didn’'t mention what David looked like.”



No, she hadn’t. That wasn't exactly like her.

“You'll see)’ shesad amugly.

There was adiscreet knock on the door, and one of the incredibly intimidating security gentlemen stuck
hishead into nod a Cherise.

Timeto go.

“*| don't think we should do this” | said.

But | let her lead me out, anyway.

| was taken through deserted halways, feding more and moreisolated and surred with every moment.
Was this how most brides fdlt, or only those with targets painted on their chests? Hard to say. | just tried
to swdlow the growing, acrid lump of dread in my throat, and followed the confident shimmy of
Cherisg'sdride.

Holding open doors, hotel staff smiled at me as| passed. | had no ideawhere we were going, so it wasa
surprise when thelast set of doors opened on blinding sunlight. The strains of ahighly accomplished string
quartet—good enough to overcome the barrier of surf noise, conversation, and humidity’ s effect on
wood and strings—hung luminoudy inthe air. It was an absolutely perfect day. The sky wasa
bresthtaking ceramic blue, washed clean of al imperfections.

| felt so much dread that | was afraid my kneeswould collapse underneasth me. They’ll hit us. They
can't not hit us. And there were so many people to protect. So many people | couldn’t swear wouldn’t
behurtinthis.

Cherise squeezed my hand one last timeand said, ** Stay fierce, Jo. We Il get through this.”” And then she
moved through the rose-covered archway, taking the arm of atall, eegant man who | only after the fact
redized was Lewis. A dragtically different Lewis. Smoking hot, in fact. She was right: He was made for
formal wear. The severe black-and-white tail oring made him look extraordinary.

| fidgeted dightly, clutching the small, perfect bouquet of ivory rosesthat Cherise had handed me, and the
security men on either side of me scanned the perimetersfor any threats. | spotted Wardens, Wardens
everywhere, waiting. If the Sentinels were coming, they were coming into the teeth of the buzz saw.

If the Wardens watching me aren’t undercover Sentinels . . . | had to leave that terrifying thought
behind. It was too much.

| knew mere security wouldn't stop Bad Bab, or the thing that was wearing hisface. The bigger the
clash, the bigger the boom; he'd love to smash us here, in thismost public of settings.

The gtring quartet shifted into the traditiond brida march, and the security man offered me hisarm. He
looked good in atux, too. A little beefy, but you redly wanted that in aquality bodyguard.

We passed under the arch and began the long, long walk down the rose-petal-strewn path to the
graceful, arched gazebo.

For some reason, | hadn’t thought about who' d be here. Mostly Wardens, of course, mostly friends.
Cherise had even managed to get some of our old TV dation colleagues here at the last minute, including
some of the crew, who were looking highly uncomfortable in their suits and jackets, but were beaming a
mein universa accord.

In the front row was my sister. Sarah looked elegant, perfectly coiffed, and terribly pissed off. Shewas
glaring hard at Cherise, and if looks could kill, there would have been awarrant out for her arrest. In fact,
now that | thought about it, | was alittle surprised there wasn't awarrant out for Sarah. She' d scammed
alot of money, and if her old boyfriend (psycho but strangely honest) was to be believed, she' d been one
gtep short of Master Crimind status. | hadn't planned on inviting her, but in retrospect, | guess| shouldn’t
have been surprised that she' d shown up anyway. If there was any chance of notoriety coming from the
day, she'd beright in front to tell her story to the cameras about growing up with the Freak.

| forgot al about that momentary stab of distraction, because Lewis moved aside, and David turned to
look at me, and the world just . . . stopped.

| knew why Cherise hadn’t said anything about how David looked. There smply weren't wordsin the
human language to describe his vividness, his presence, his—his beauty. He was wearing a tuxedo, very
much like the one Lewiswas modeling so effectively, but no matter how flattering the clothes, it was
David, and David' s essence, that blazed forth in that moment.



| saw it clearly: dl hislove, dl hishope, dl his commitment. He wasimmorta, and thiswas no act for
him, no temporary amusement. I’ d been told Djinn loved intensely, but in that Sngle, crystdline moment,

| knew.

It felt like adream. | extended my hand—no longer trembling—and hisfingers closed around it, drawing
meto hisside. | flt the aurafold around me, warmer than sunlight, and the euphoriawas like nothing |
hed ever felt.

Somewhere, the minister was speaking. | had no ideawhat kind of service Cherise had cobbled together
on the spur of the moment, and | didn’t care; thewords didn’t matter. | understood why David had
asked this of me now; | understood so much more than I’ d ever thought | would. It wasn't just words.

It was a vow. And vows among the Djinn were law, immutable as physics. | could fed the forces
gathering, asthe words progressed; | could see the shimmer spreading through the agtheric.

The minister had gotten to the heart of the matter. ** Do you, David, take thiswoman as your only true
lover, now and for her lifetime, forsaking al others, in sickness and in hedlth, in wedlth and in poverty, in
hardshipandinjoy?’

| saw the aetheric flare hot gold, so much power gathering, more than I’ d ever seen, and David opened
hismouth to reply. . ..

““No,”” said anew voice, before he could reply. ‘*He doesn't.”

Ashan had crashed our wedding.

Chapter Fourteen

The power on the agtheric went wild, currents flowing around us like whirlpools, lashing and foaming in
distress. David and | turned together and saw Ashan standing behind us. From the forbidding expression
on hisface, | was guessing he hadn’t brought us any wedding gifts, or at least none that wouldn’t
explode.

“l can'tdlow thisfolly,” Ashan said. **Maybe you truly believe thisisright, but we can't take the
chance. Y ou expose usdl to davery, David, not just yourself. No.”

The minister looked judtifiably bewildered, and not just by the sudden popping in of supernatural guests. |
was thinking hisbrain had skipped right over that part. The human race was absolutdly stdllar &t plausible
deniability. *‘But | haven't asked for any objections, ”’ he said faintly. **We don’'t do that anymore.
Redly, thisismog—"

Ashan ignored him. Ignored me, too. He was focused only on David, and if David was aglorious bright
gar, burning with potentia, Ashan was his polar opposite: leached of color; pale as an undertaker; grim
asimpending death. He was even wearing black—a savere suit, with ablack tie paired with awhite shirt.
Hisideaof forma dttire, | guessed. It might have even passed, if it hadn’t been for the bitter expression
and the cold, cold firein histeal-blue eyes.

““You have no place here,” David said. | felt the power of the Earth rising up in him, rich and thick and
irresigtible; Ashan was a Conduit, yes, but thiswas David' sterritory, David’ s home ground, in asense.
Ashan was an intruder, uninvited and unwelcome. *‘Leaveus.”

Ashan dowly shook hishead. *‘| don’'t come for mysdlf,” hesaid. *‘| comefor dl of us, to ask. Don't
dothis, David. Don't destroy us again, for your persona satisfaction.’”’

I’ d expected assault, not aplea, and especially not a pleathat had the ring of sincerity toiit.

David didn’t respond. He gazed a Ashan, firein hiseyes, but he didn’t lash out.

Ashan said, even more quietly, ‘| dso didn't comedone.’”” Hedidn’t move, not even hisgaze, but | felt
the shocking flare on the agtheric, and suddenly there was a presence beside him. It was human in shape,
but not human at al—awild power, barely contained by flesh. His skin was hot red, shifting with patterns
of color, and his eyes were the pure white of the hottest flame. I’ d never seen him take human form
before, but | knew him.

The Fire Oracle had l€ft his protected home in acrypt in Seacasket. | hadn’t even known he could.
With awhisper rather than aflare, another presence shaped itself out of the air on Ashan’ s other side.
Milk-glass skin, avessd containing fog and ice. The Air Oracle was only bardly human aswell, and
androgynousin form. Two of them. The Air Oracle had no fixed abode that | knew of, but sill, it took a
major event for it to manifest so publicly.



| knew, without even asking, thet it had never happened before. Not in al the history of the Djinn.
Another surge of power, this one familiar, so bitterly and swesetly familiar. My daughter, Imara— human
and far more than human, beautiful and unreachable and remote. She looked sad, but sure of hersdf—a
mirror of my face and form, but with atotaly individua core she' d inherited from both me and her father.
She was standing with the others, againgt us.

David closed hiseyes, and | knew it hurt him as much asit did me. When he opened them, his eyes had
gone dark, admost human. **You'resure,” hesaid. *‘ Imara?’

| thought for afew heartbests that she might defect, might throw her support to us, but then she bowed
her head. *‘I’'m sure,”” she whispered. ** Too dangerous. So much at risk. You can't, Dad. You just . . .
can't”’

Silence. The audience was whispering. | couldn’t imagine what they were making out of this. Lewishad
moved Cherise out of theline of fire, in case there was going to be any, but somehow | knew thiswasn't
going to cometo fireworks. Not thistime.

David dowly turned back to me and said, very smply, *‘1 do.”

My mind went blank for asecond, and | felt the seductive flow of power wash over me. Half done. This
was an exchange of vows; hiswas powerful, but not complete without my consent. The minister
nervoudy cleared histhroat, eyes darting from David, to me, to Ashan, to the three Oracles.

““Doyou, Joanne—"" Hisclerica voice was about haf an octave higher than it ought to have been. He
cleared histhroat and tried again. ** Do you, Joanne, take this man—""

“Wait,” | said.

All of the Djinn—even Ashan—Iet out asigh, and David sgrip on my hand tightened painfully. Hiseyes
went wide, and his skin bone-pae.

“Just wait,” | repeated. ** Ashan, the Oracles—you admitted yoursdlf that you don’t know what will
happen, David. How can we do this? How can we change the rules like this when we don't even know
what’scoming for us?’ My voice broke. My heart broke. | waswatching thefirediein him, and it hurt.
“Itisn't about us. It'sabout them, al of the people who depend on us!™

“I'mwilling to taketherisk,”” hewhispered. ‘' Believein us, Jo. Please. Bdlieve.”

His hand came up to trace my cheek, and | felt tearswell up in my eyes and burn trails down my cheeks.
Hisfingertips came away wet from my face, and heraised them to hislips.

Please.

| might have changed my mind. | can’t swear that | would have, or | wouldn'’t; the fracture between my
head and my heart ran right down to my soul.

| didn’'t havetimeto find out.

The aetheric caught fire. At first | thought it was David, erupting in frusiration and anger at me for what
I’d done, but then | redlized that it wasn't him at dl.

We were under attack.

David soun away from me. So did the other Djinn, dl facing outward, blindly seeking the thregt. *“Y ou
know what to do,”” David shouted to Ashan. *‘ Protect the Oracles!””’

A silver scar formed on David' sright cheek, then darkened, and theinfection I d seen earlier at Ortegal s
house began to spread its tendrils again under his skin, moving frighteningly fast.

“David!’’ | grabbed for him, but he spun away, avoiding me. Doing hisjob. Dispatching hiswaiting Djinn
according to some plan he hadn’t shared with me. . . . Lewiswas moving, too, shouting at the Wardens.
Everybody had aplan, it seemed, except for me.

| felt the black wave sweep over me. It wasn't meant for me; it was centered on David, but even the
edges of it made mefed faint and sick.

He collgpsed againgt me, shuddering, and | felt ascream trying to rip loose from him. | was the only thing
holding him up, the only defense he had I eft.

The Oracles vanished, leaving gusts of hot wind in their place that fluttered the pale layers of my gown.
David sweight pulled me down. It seemed as though he was growing heavier with every passng second.
Ashan stood there, immobile, impassive, perfect.



““Help!”’ | screamed a him, and grabbed his hand. It felt like cold marble. ** Damn you, he' s your
brother! Do something!”” The two of them were the same, united by purpose and power, if not by the
ties of blood that humans understood.

Ashan pulled free of my grip. **If youwant him,”” hesaid, ‘* save him. Hewon't save himsdlf. He could, if
hewished.”

| couldn’t hold David up. Lewis lunged forward and tried to help take hisweight, but there was
something strange happening here, something worse than anything I’ d expected.

“*God,” Lewis muttered. *“Hold on, we' re trying to put up the shield. Hold on—""

The Sentinels attacked from al around us, on every front. | heard some physica confrontations, and saw
abloom of fire erupt somewhere off to the Sde, followed by shouts and screams. Security piled on top of
me and began hustling me away; | gathered up my train with both hands, clutching it out of the way of
traffic. Lewishad arranged our forcesin teams, but even so, the assault was shocking in its suddenness
and force. | grabbed Lewis sarm as he pushed past and shook it fiercely. ** They're usng Rahel to get to
him! If you' re going to counter, it hasto be now. Right now! Go!™’

“‘Already onit,”” Lewis snapped, and spun away. ‘* Stay here. Draw them if you can.”’

David was down on the ground, surrounded by fierce-eyed Djinn protectors ready to fight anything that
camefor him, but they let me through. | sank down a hissidein aflutter of slk and held him. Hewas
gasping and trembling, eyes molten gold but with ominous sparks of darkness flying through them. The
gray mottling on hisface was taking on ashocking life of its own, moving dark tendrils benegth his skin.
Seeking out the aetheric pipeline that made David the Conduit. Onceit had thet . . .

““Let her go!’’ | shouted, and grabbed him by the lapels. ** David, you haveto let Rahel go, please!”’

He shook his head. His hand grabbed for mine and clenched tightly. *“* Say it,” he said. Hisvoice was
raw in histhroat, dmogt primal. ** Say thewords. Say it!”’

| felt tears trembling in my eyes. The whole world was coming apart. | heard the crack of gunfire
somewhere off to the side, and more screaming. Someone was shouting about a Warden down;
someone ese was warning of a Sentinel attack coming in the form of atidal wave from the ocean.
Thiscouldn't beright. It couldn’t be.

| squeezed my eyes shut, felt the tears burn down my cheeks, and whispered, ** Oh God help me, | do. |
do.”

Therewas an eerie second of utter silence, not even the wind moving. Conflicts stopped, pinned on the
ingant, and | felt something ingde me shifting, aligning like apuzzle box.

And awave of pure golden power flowed into me, through me, and oui.

| opened my eyes and saw David watching my face with alook | could think of only as awed relief. The
gray faded from hisface, back to aslvery scar. Gone.

And | felt the echoing power between us build, and build, and build, waves on the beach, pounding and
ceasdl ess, cascading out into the other Djinn, enhancing their raw power and refining it into surgical
Wegpons.

I’d just made the New Djinn aquantum leap more powerful, by giving them a second anchor into the
aetheric.

I’d dso just gotten married, even if the minister hadn’t quite gotten around to saying the words before
he' d fled to the hills, dong with most of the others.

The Djinn snapped aglowing shield of power over us, brilliant as shimmering gold. It covered not just the
two of us, but al of the PAms—hdll, it went so far out that it might have been covering al of Forida
Whatever the Sentinels were doing, they quit doing it, fast, rightly recognizing that they had just been
dedlt avery serious blow. It would take them time to figure out exactly what had happened.

“Didyou know?’ | fet giddy, halfway to heaven. Endorphinskicking in. ** Did you plan that?’

David grabbed me and kissed me, long and hard, with agood dedl less restraint than most bridegrooms
would have shown under smilar circumstances. His hands roamed, stroking down the silk, crushing it to
my hips, hisfingertips brushing over the skin left exposed by the open V of the corset a my back.

“* Absolutely,”” he said, deadpan, when he pulled back.

“Youhad noidea™



“l knew.”

“Youliar. You guessed!”’

He laughed and buried hisface against my neck, picked me up, and whirled me around in the deserted
gazebo. A storm wind lashed surf againgt the rocks, and awild cascade of lightning dashed out of the sky
and grounded spectacularly out a sea. It wasthejoy of the Djinn, madered.

David sobered, but the light stayed in him, burning fiercely. He kissed me again, thistime more gently,
with apromise of thingsto come, and | fdlt the curling smileon hislips. “‘I needto go,”” hesaid. *‘ Things
todo.”

““Samehere,’ | sad. **They’ll belooking for an explanation of what just happened.”’

He stepped back, and his gaze raked me from head to toe, ravenous and warm. **Don’'t change,”” he
said. *“I'll be back. | want to take that off you.”’

| shivered, nodded, and watched my lover—no, | supposed | was going to have to get used to the idea
of husband—mist away on the hot, humid breeze.

| couldn’t see any other Djinn, but there were plenty of hired security, al looking grim and efficient as
they herded gueststo cover. | had awhole contingent of them stationed near me, al facing outward. |
reached up and tapped the nearest one on the shoulder. **Hey!”’

“Maam?’ Heangled in my direction ahuge ear that looked as though it had been badly mangledin
some kind of sculpting accident, but didn’t turn to face me. **Y ou ready to go?’

“*Guess 0. Looks like the wedding' s over!™”

He snorted. *‘Right. Let’ s get you to the safe zone! ™’

“Sure’ | said. | felt giddy. Almost invincible, actudly, but even if bullets might bounce off me, | was
pretty sure they wouldn’t do the dress any good. Priorities. **Hey, didn’t you notice dl the cool stuff
going on? Supernatura suff al over the place?’

“Lady,” hesad wearily, “‘ I’ ve guarded the Rolling Stones. Trust me, you guys are amateurs.”’

When the phaanx of guards closed in around me, it was like being in amoving tank of body armor; |
clutched the train of my dresswell out of reach of their boots, and hustled along down the path, up the
seps, and into the narrow halways |’ d come through before. No staff were smiling a methistime; they
were probably busy toting up the damage charges. | hoped David' s black AmEx was up to the job.

My security detail arrowed me straight past Lewis and agroup of Wardens dl huddled together; | tried
to bail out to talk to them, but clearly that wasn't in the plans. No matter how loud | yelled, we continued
moving straight for the elevators. The guards broke up there, facing outward in an arc whilethe guy in
charge—Mr. Squishy Ear—took my elbow in one massive, scarred hand and escorted me firmly across
the threshold and into one of thelifts. He punched in akey card, and awvay we went, just the two of us.
“Where' s Cherise? My maid of honor?’ | asked.

“*Cutelittle thing?’ Bout thishigh?’ He marked off aheight just above the waistband of hisripstop pants.
“Blond?’

“That'stheone.”

“*Yeah, she' saready upstairs. We got her out ASAP. She wasn't any too happy about it. Said she
wanted to see you kick some ass.”’ He sent me a sideways |ook that doubted my ass-kicking abilities.
Sucker.

| smiled swestly. **Not in these shoes. They'rerentals.”

The devator lurched and came to a stop, and when my bodyguard cameto dert, | held out ahand and
launched mysdlf up into the agtheric, searching for trouble. A Sentingl wasin the woodwork, trying to
short-circuit the brakes and snap the cable. Nice. | didn’'t even have to act; the Wardens and the Djinn
swarmed in agolden blur, smothering the unfortunate enemy combatant. | smiled serenely at the guard,
who looked tense and prone to frowns, and leaned against the polished wood of the elevator wall.
‘S0, | said, asthelift trembled and started up again. ** Rolling Stones, en? Crazy?’

““Hard to believe, | know''—he shrugged—** but | gotta say, lady, in the crazy sweepstakes, you and
your wedding are coming up fast.”’

““I wouldn’t bet against us.”’

The doors dinged at the penthouse level, and | strolled magestically out into the foyer. More bodyguards,



equally grim and serious looking. | wasn't asked for ID; apparently, the dress was a big tip-off.

| went into the suite, walked straight to the bar, and poured mysdlf a tiff, two-fingered shot of tequila.
No lime, no sdlt, none of the party trappings. Thiswas about serious acohol, ddlivered inits purest form
at maximum impact. It was like getting dapped with an agave cactus; | gasped and bent over the bar,
tingling al over.

“Wow,” Cherisesaid, watching me. ‘I’ slike Brides Gone Wild. Impressive.”’

| held out my arms, she ran into them, and we hugged. ** Glad you're okay,”” she whispered. ‘| was o
scared. ...

“I wasn't,” Kevin said. He was stretched out on my nice beige jacquard sofa, ruining a perfectly good
tuxedo and getting hisnicely polished shoes al over thefabric. Unlike Lewisand David, he wasn't
improved by forma wear. He looked like a hoodlum who' d mugged agroomsman. “‘| was betting you'd
be barbecued.”’

“*Asshole,’ Cherise said. It sounded like she meant it for a change, and Kevin's perpetua douch
straightened alittle. ** Her wedding just got blown al to hell. Y ou could at least not be atotal wad about
it. For once.”’

He sat up completely, brushed the hair out of hiseyes, and looked alittle less smug. ** Sorry,”” he said,
and dmost meant it. *‘1 mean, | knew it was going to come out the way you wanted it to. Y ou wanted to
draw the Sentinds out; you did it. Most of them got obliterated, right?’

“I don't know,” | said. ** The plan wasto force them out in the open so we could identify them. That
seemsto be working pretty well.”’

“It wasn't just thewedding,” Kevin said. “* All the shiny pieceswere here, right? Ashan? The Oracles?’
Yeah, asif I’d actually planned that part. ** Sure. The better to get them to step out and show themselves.
“*Soyou got him. Theold guy.”” He meant Bad Bob. | didn’t answer. | poured another shot glass of
tequilaand downed it.

“Youmight want to leave,”’ | sad. **Becausethisisn’t over.”

Both Kevin and Cherise looked taken aback, looking around at the calm, orderly luxury of the
penthouse. Out & sea, the storms were disspating; there was till tension in the tectonic plates, but it was
being bled off in harmless ways by the Earth Wardens. The Md at were dl over the whole balancing
problem. It al looked . . . cam.

““Leave,”’ | said, even more softly. | poured two shot glasses and put the bottle aside. ** Go now.””’
Kevin grabbed Cherise’shand and dragged her, still protesting, toward the door. | didn’t raise my head
to watch them go. | stayed focused on the silvery glitter of the alcohal in crysta, and when | heard the
door click shut, | said, *“Y ou might aswell show yoursdlf. | know you're here.”” | could fed his presence
now. | couldn’t believe how it felt—how cold, how empty.

| heard the chuckle, and it was so familiar, so damned familiar it burned. | tried hard not to shudder, tried
to keep my head up and my back straight. ** Tequila,”’ Bad Bob said. ** Always thought you were a
scotch girl, Jo.”

“lam,” | sad. *‘But | remember you aways had ataste for the stuff.”” | took a shot glass and turned,
holding it out.

Sure enough, on the other side of the room, Bad Bob stood watching me. He was wearing atuxedo, too,
or haf of one, anyway; the pants were forma, the shirt untucked, the tieloosened. No coat. His
suspenders were in agarish rainbow that brought to mind the early oeuvre of Robin Williams.

““Likeit?’ He snapped the suspenders with histhumbs. ** Thought I’ d help you cel ebrate the happy day.
Andit’' sahappy day, isn't it? Y ou and David, dl cozy and bound up together, till death do you part.”
Bad Bab grinned, al teeth and crazy blue eyes. **I'll take that drink now.”’

| levitated it acrossto him. He laughed and snatched it out of the air, threw it back, and blew the shot
glassinto powder in midair with arandom burst of power.

“*You know what | am, don’'t you?’ he asked. He continued to grin, relentless as a shark, and ambled
dowly around the room, poking and touching things a random. ‘Y ou know why |I’m S0 set on getting
you.”



“I know,” | said. “‘I'vekilled three of you so far.”’

That snapped his head around fast, and the grin turned bloody initsintengty. ** Don't flatter yoursdlf,” he
said. *“ Y ou used our own against ustwice. That doesn’'t even count. Any fool Warden could have done
it. But the last—ah, the last one was specia. Shewas mine.”

“I didn’t think the Demons had family.”

“| didn’'t say shewasfamily; | said shewasmine. | created her; | cultivated her. | set her onyou. And
you stood there and watched her die”” His amiletwitched insanely. ** Poetic justice, | suppose, your
Djinn pouring poison down her throat theway | did it to you in thefirst place. Never been much for
poetry, mysdlf.”” He stretched out ahand. The bottle of tequilaleft the bar and arrowed across the room
to smack into his palm. He swallowed one mouthful, then two, and licked hislips. **Downto us, isn't
it?’

“Isit?’ | cocked my head and smiled back at him, trying to be aswinter cold ashe. ** So what're you
going to do, Bob? The Djinn have twice the power they did an hour ago, and none of the restraints they
used to have. Y ou can’'t command them. Y ou can't trick them. And you damn sure can't scare them
anymore. The Wardens know you now, and the ones who thought the idea of the Sentinels made sense
arelearning better, fast. Y ou can't threaten to go public. What' sleft?’

“*Samething that’ s always €eft, girly-girl.”” He shrugged. ‘* Degth, horror, destruction. No matter how
good you are, you can't gop it dl. I'll push you until you break, you, the Wardens, the Djinn. Until you
make amistake and | come for you.”’

““You don't think coming here wasamistake?’ | asked. ** *Cause | have to admit, ballsy. Not red
smart, but balsy.”

“*Oh, I'll be gonewell before hdp arrives,’” he said. **Might surprise you, but | can do the Djinn thing
now—nblip around through the aetheric. Handy when you want to vist old, suspicious friends.””’

| felt the atmosphere shift, dide toward the darker spectrums. ** Okay. Nice to see you, Bob. Now, fuck
off.”

‘| dwaysdid love your sharp tongue,’”’ hesaid. *‘I’m not going to fight you today. Be ashameto
destroy that dress.”” The bastard winked a me. **No, I'll just go home, play with my new friends. You
know them, I’ll bet: Rahd, that rascd, pretending to be al soft and human like that. Oh, and my new
friend. Someone very specid.”’

He reached into the shadows, and he pulled out my daughter.

Imarastumbled and fell to her knees, the brick-red dress she normaly wore now fluttering and writhing
around her. He' d bound her up with black ropes of twisting, glittering power, and where they touched
her, they burned. No, | thought numbly. Impossible. She was safe; she was taken back to the chapel;
Ashan was guarding her. . . .

“* Ashan never did likethisone,”’ hesaid. ** Figures on appointing anew Earth Oraclein short order.
Nice friends you have. Maybe you ought to reconsider which side of thisyou're on, girl; what do you
think?’

| lunged for Imaraand dammed into a barrier, one that blew me back across the room to dam full force
into the glasstiles of the bar. | saw stars and darkness, and sank to an awkward sitting position on the
floor, surrounded by falen shards of mirror.

“*Oh, don’'t fuss. She' snot redly here. Just thought I’ d give you fair warning, because it’s going to hurt
you awholelot worse than it hurtsmewhen | do get around to taking your kid.”’

“Stop,”’ | said. | felt light-headed, sick, hot. | no longer felt in the least invulnerable. **What do you
want?’

““| want to make aded,”’ Bad Bob said. **Y our daughter’ slifefor David's. Fair trade.”’

““No.” | snarledit. *“ Y ou don't even have her, you bastard; you already said so!””’

‘| said | don’'t have her now. Not that | wouldn’'t have her by the time your little rescue party failsto
take meout. Sorry, kid,”” he said to Imara’ simage. **Mommy doesn’t love you al that well, looks like.
Too bad, you'reacutie.”

He showed me what he was going to do to her, to my child, and | didn’t look away. | wanted to,
desperately, but something in me that was far colder, far wiser than my heart made me stay strong.



“When I’'mfinished,” he said, in awhisper as black asthe Unmaking itsdlf, ‘then I'll reach through her
to destroy you. But not before. | want you to fed every moment of it, Joanne. Every . .. single. ..
moment.”’

The Wardens and the Djinn had findly arrived, no doubt summoned by Kevin and Cherise. | felt theflare
of power outsde the doors; they were out there, but Bad Bob was keeping them shut out. He could do
that. He had power to burn . . . but hewasn't doing it alone. | recognized the signature behind it.

Ashan. Ashan was il interfering, throwing up barriers, trying to get mekilled. He' d consider his
problems solved, if | just disappeared from the face of the earth. After dl, the vows David and | had
exchanged had elevated the New Djinn in power—made them, | suspected, a match for the Old Djinn.
Maybe even more than amatch.

Y ou don’'t have my daughter, and you' re not going to have her,”’ | said, with anicy camthat | wasfar
from feding. ** The Djinn would be al over you right now if you' d harmed ahair on an Oracl€ s head.
You'reafod if you think anything e se—and that includes Ashan, by theway. He might be using you, but
hel Il never stand with you.””

Bad Bob stared at me for asecond. The gridy vision of Imaravanished into mist. Gone. Helifted the
tequilabottle to hislips and drank. Drank it dry. Then he tossed the bottle back to me, and | snatched it
out of theair.

““You comeon, princess,”’ hesaid. “* Y ou find out what I’ ve got. Cal my bluff.”’

| didn't blink. ““All right,”” | said. “‘I call.”” Anything, anything to buy time. My backup didn’t dare come
at him unprepared, any more than | dared a direct assault against him; they had to be sure he was cut off
from his support, and that they could get to him before he got me. Bad Bob had it in him to daughter me,
right here, right now. | fdt it inthe air. David needed to counter Ashan’sinfluencefirg.

We d wanted this. We' d asked for it. | only hoped that we were prepared to actualy ded with it, now
that the moment was staring usin the face,

“*Good girl.”” That smile, that evil, dark smile, grew wider ill. ** So give me your expert opinion: Do you
think thisisjust another illuson?’ He reached aside, into the shadows, and thistime he pulled out a
book: the book, atwin to the one, bound in leether and wrapped iniron, that I'd last seeninthe vault in
Ortega sMiami mansion.

| felt the pull of it from here, and the whisper of power. Nope, that was not an illusion. And our time was
running out. | reached through the golden thread that welded me fast to David and whispered, It's here;
he hasit here, and felt the Djinn surge in response.

They dammed hard into ablack shell of crackling power that Bad Bob threw up so fast it made me
shudder. The Wardens backed off, and the Djinn melted away, circling, looking for weakness.

| was trapped.

Bad Bab took theiron peg out of the latch with aflick of hisfinger, opened the book, and flipped pages.
““You have any ideawhat’sin here, sweetheart?’ he asked. **What kind of havoc | can wreak? Ah,
here sagood one. . .."" Words spilled out of his mouth, strange and liquid, and something in my brain
trembled and screamed an darm.

| froze asthelagt syllableleft hislips, and felt something seize control of me, and aburning sensation high
on my right shoulder blade, like abrand being pressed deep into the flesh. | couldn’t flinch. Couldn’t
scream. | smelled my own skin burning, and couldn’t so much ascry.

This shouldn’t happen. This can’t happen!

““Hush,”” Bob murmured. ‘* Sooner done, soonest over. There. Now | own you, sweet little Jo. The way
it was meant to be.”” He snapped the book shut and dropped it; it vanished into mist before it hit the
floor. He was storing it in a pocket universe, somewhere in the agtheric. No way to get to it without
knowing exactly where, without having the keys he'd crafted to hideiit.

| still couldn’'t move. | stayed <tiff and silent as Bad Bob walked toward me. Hewas a short,
bandy-legged old man, but none of that mattered. | was looking at him on the aetheric, and hewas no
longer troubling to hide himsdf a al. He was amorass of boiling black, tentacles whipping and tangling,
razor edges dashing at everything around him, and where he touched it, the aetheric bled.

| couldn’t even close my eyes. You son of a bitch, | thought. How dare you do this. How dare you. . .



| felt the power of the Wardens and the Djinn beyond the room flare up into one white-hot unity, burning
through the black shield he'd put up.

Not quickly enough.

““You know, you cost me,’”’ Bad Bob said. ‘1 spent awhile cultivating al that hate, al that fear from the
Sentinels. And you had to go put on a public show and get dl the fanaticsto wriggle out of the
woodwork, whether | wanted them to or not.”” He leaned very closeto me, lipslover-close, and
whispered, ** That' swhy | need you, Joanne. Be thou bound to my service.”

That made no sense. | was no Djinn. The Rule of Threedidn’t work on me, and in any casethe
agreement between the Warden and the Djinn had ended; it was just words. It meant nothing.

It hed to be a bluff.

And | couldn’'t help asurge of pure fear, because there was so much viscera delight in hisface.,
“*Bethou bound to my service.”” His eyeswere blood-shot, not entirely human anymore. His breath
smelled foul and ancient, something agesin the ground.

Sop, | wanted to say. | couldn’'t. He wasn't even letting me breathe, and my lungs were crying out for
air. | couldn’t even wield the power necessary to supply atrickle of oxygen. Sop this.
“Be...thou...bound...to...my..." Hewhispered each word separately, eyes drifting half
closed in pleasure, and then smiled. *“ Service. Ahhhh.”’

| felt the white-hot force of the united Wardens and Djinn bresk gpart into amillion spinning pieces. The
thread between me and David held, but only barely. Things were changing, terribly changing, and |
couldn’t see the edges of the wave that was rippling out from this moment. | didn’t know what he'd
done, or how, but it was flooding the world, drowning everything.

And when the flood receded, there was an ominous silence. The aetheric felt clean and very empty.

| drew in awhooping, gasping breath and sobbed it out, then bresthed in again. Some of the black spots
dancing in front of my eyes started to recede . . . not all, by any means. | felt one haf step from
unconscious, but | kept mysalf on my feet, facing Bad Baob.

“There’ hesaid. “‘ That'sbetter.”” He chucked me under the chin, asif | were hisfavorite niece who'd
just performed acute trick. Or a puppy. ‘* Oh, you have questions, don’t you?’

| managed to get enough breath to gasp, ** What— did—you—""

“*Y ou had a Demon Mark, once upon atime,”” hesaid. ** Y ou may have gotten rid of the Mark, but it
left you stained. Vulnerable. Mine.”

The Wardens burned through the shield and launched their assault, with or without the Djinn, and the
doors of the penthouse blew off the hinges. Lewis strode in, surrounded by abarely visible nimbus of red
light, and behind him came a grim-faced phalanx of my friends. Marion Bearheart, walking with acane;
Kevin, scared but determined; Luis Rocha, the Earth Warden I d first met during the origina Fort
Lauderdale event. Dozens more, people | knew and liked, people | hadn’t even known would put
themsalves at risk for me.

David stepped out of the center of the group.

““Whoops, Daddy’shome,”’ Bob said. *‘ Time for meto be leaving. Y ou will come see me, won't you?
I"1l expect you around sunset. Love that bloody color on the water.””’

My muscles were working again. | shakily reached for power and pulled it down, pulled it from all
around me, every surface. The room lit up with miniature lightning strikes, al bleeding toward me.
“*Bride of Frankenstein,”” Bad Bob said. ** All right, dl right, I’'m going. Don’t set your hair onfire.”’

He crooked hislittle finger and vanished with an audible pop of air. | stared at the spot in the agtheric; the
writhing black tentaclestook longer to leave, findly dipping through araw wound in the world.

| didn’t drop, though I’'m sure everybody expected meto. Instead, | turned to David and asked in what
seemed like avery normd tone of voice, **How badly are we screwed?’

He should have rushed to me, taken mein hisarms. It was what he always did—what | expected himto
do.

But he stayed where he was, watching me, and | no longer understood what | saw in hisbright,

burning-penny eyes.



Hesad, ‘* Ashan wasright. The vow we exchanged has made the New Djinn vulnerable again to the
Rule of Three. My people are at risk now. From yours. We did this, the two of us.”’

Hesounded . . . distant. Almost cold. | couldn’t control ashiver. Go to him, | told mysdf, but | couldn’t
seem to move. If | moved, I’d fal down.

“*He sdready turned Rahd to hiscause,”” he continued. ‘* She belongsto him. Y ou can't trust her
anymore. Remember that.”’

He sounded so alone. | got myself steadied, alittle, and took a step toward him.

He stepped back. Keeping plenty of space between us.

“I can’'t,” hesad. “‘I’'m sorry. | haveto seeto the safety of my people now.”’

“David—"

For an ingtant, | saw the torment inside him, and it stopped whatever | was going to say dead in my
throat. ‘1 can't,” he whispered. **He' s destroying her. He' staking great pleasurein it. How many more
of my people haveto die, Jo? We're not mortal. This shouldn’t be happening to us. It should never have
happened.” He blinked, and the metallic shine came back in hiseyes. **I’'m sorry.”

TheDjinnleft. Jugt . . . left. All of the Djinn, gone without a sound, including David.

He hadn’t even said good-bye.

| collapsed to my knees. Someone—I didn’t even see who—helped me up. | told everyoneto get out,
but they wouldn't. Understandable, | supposed.

| went into the bathroom, dammed and locked the door, and skinned down the fabric of the dressto get
alook at my right shoulder blade.

Bad Bob had branded me, the same way he' d branded his Sentinels. It was amark in the shape of a
torch. The old stains | eft from the Demon Mark I’d once carried had given him agateway . . . likeacut
letting in bacteria. And now | wasinfected.

The proof wasright there on my skin.

| stared into the mirror at the black mark, hideously reminded of the Demon Mark that had once grown
ingde me, and how that had felt.

How good that hed felt.

| flinched at a hesitant knock on the door.

““You okay inthere?’ Lewisasked.

My eyes, in the mirror, were wide and empty. He can have me, any time he wants me. | couldn’t dlow
that. If David wasn't going to fight Bad Bob . . .

Then | had to.

We sttled up damages with the PAms; nobody acquainted me with afind figure, for which | wasvery
grateful. | hoped the Wardens' bank account wouldn't snap under the strain. | changed out of the lovely
wedding dress done, not daring to let anybody— especialy Cherise—catch alook at the brand-new
black tattoo | was sporting. When | came out of the bedroom dressed in jeans and a purple knit shirt, the
entire crowded roomful of Wardens stopped talking.

“What?’ | snapped. ‘*Never saw anybody left at the altar before?’ Wow. Being dumped made me
bitchy, which was, of course, abravefront. | didn't fed bitchy; | fdt . .. done. | fdt asif my whole
world had gone the dead, burned color of the torch on my shoulder.

L ooks were exchanged among my friends. | wanted to kick and punch something, preferably Bad Bob,
until the sun burned out, but I’ d have settled for anyone who said something flippant right at that moment.
Nobody did. Cherisefindly stood up and said, ‘' Let metake that.”

Oh. Thedress. It was draped over my arm like alimp silk corpse. | held it out to her, and she zipped it
safely back inits protective plastic cocoon.

“*Probably should get that back to the store,”” | said. | wastrying to disconnect, trying to shut off all my
emoations. | was being pretty successful at it, too.

Cheriselooked devastated, asif I'd admitted defeat. ‘**“No,”” shesaid. **Um—can't return it. Therewas
asmudge.”” She put on her determined face, which was just cute, and dared meto say otherwise.
“You'll havetokeepit.”

““What for?’ | asked. ‘*Not like we' re going to get ado-over on thewedding.”” And that nearly broke



me. | wanted David. | wanted him to manifest out of the thin air and sweep me up in hisarms and carry
me off. | wanted Bad Bob to be gone and all to be right with the world, for once.

That wasn't going to happen. At lesdt, it wasn't going to happen unless | made it happen. All that is
necessary for evil to triumph is for good men to do nothing. | supposed old Edmund Burke had
meant to include women in that. And if he hadn’t, well, screw him.

“What'sthe plan?’ | asked Lewis. Lewis seemed lost in thought, but that was probably because, in his
typica fashion, he was manipulating a dozen different things a once. Now, he looked up, met my eyes,
and | had a second of icy doubt. Could he see what Bad Bob had done to me? No. If he could have,
Paul would have been busted for a Sentind the second Lewislaid eyes on him. Whatever Bad Bob had
doneto me, it wasinvisble to the Wardens. And the Djinn, | reminded mysdf. David hadn’t tipped to
Paul’ sbetrayd, either.

| knew | should say something, but if | did, I'd be making it redl.

I’d be admitting defest.

““We haveto go after him,” Lewissaid. **We got most of hissupport, | think; he' sisolated, maybe even
alone. We need to get him before he can recruit more followers.”

“*He'sgoing to go after the Oracles,’” | said. ** After my daughter, Lewis. | can't let that happen.”’
Hedidn't argue the point. **Hewon't go after anybody if we don’t give him thetime.”’

‘Do we have anything that can counter what he'sgot?’ Meaning, the Unmaking. And his sheer,
horrible power.

“Maybe,’”’ Lewissad. ‘‘But | think thisis going to be more amatter of wearing him down until we can
drike. More of asiege than ablitz attack.”’

Thelight dawned. ‘Y ou know where heis.”

‘*He sat the Wardens' safe house, on the beach,”” he said. **He didn't try to hideit. He sinviting usto
comeget him.”

“Which meansit'satrap.”’

Lewisnodded. ** But what are our options? We ve lost the Djinn, but if we don’t go for him now, he'll
have time to build up his organization again. Even if Bad Bob' sgot control of Rahel, we may never have
abetter opportunity.”’

No, | didn't likeit. Thiswas Bad Bob’ s version of our wedding—an obvious, juicy target, just waiting
for usto drikeit. *“We canwait him out.”

“*He can move through the aetheric, like a Djinn. How do you propose we seal him off, without the
Djinn’s cooperation?’

Lewis had apoint. We needed to get Bad Bob to fight us on our terms, and that meant | etting him think
he waswinning.

That meant walking into the trap—but being ready to turn the trap to our advantage.

Lewiswasthinking of something | hadn’t, but then, he usualy was. ** Y our link to David. It' s till
holding?’

| went still, listening. It was—dender asadilk thread, but strong as stedl. | couldn’t reach him, because
he was blocking me, but | could fedl him. | nodded.

“*Can you draw power fromit?’ Lewis asked.

| concentrated, and felt atingle of energy creep along thelink from David to me. Then more. | held up
my hand, and a golden, unfocused glow formed in my pam.

Lewisdidn't look happy with the outcome, which surprised me until he said, ** Then you' re the onewho
has the best chance. He'll send you energy to keep you dive, and as the Conduit, he’ s got accessto
more energy than any other Djinn except Ashan. That could give you the edge you need to defeat Rahd,
if it comesto that. And Bad Bob.”

| needed to tell him, couldn’t avoid the embarrassing and fata truth any longer. | shook the glow out like
amatch and opened my mouth to explain about the mark Bad Bob had burned into my back— about my
vulnerability to him.

| couldn’t. Not asingle word.
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| focused past him, to the delicate, antique desk in the corner. There was creamy, expensive hotel
sationery and aMontblanc pen right there, just waiting for meto scribble out awarning if | couldn’t
force my voice box to cooperate.

Except | couldn’t so much as make amove toward it.

Dammit. Bad Bob had ingtalled safeguards.

“Nothing,” | heard mysdlf say. **I think you'reright. Send mein. | think I’ m your best bet.””
Lewisdidn’'t seem happy withit, but | knew he'd doiit. *“Not dlone,’”” hesaid. *‘ I’ ve dready got teams
surrounding the compound. I'll go with you.”

““No, youwon't,” | said, and | meant it. ** Lewis, one of usat risk isenough. The Wardens need a
leader, and like it or not, you'reit. I’'m expendable.”’

“Don't say that,” hesaid. Not, | noticed, adenid, just an avoidance. Lewiswasfar too practical not to
redizethat | wasright about that. **| said you had the best chance, but we can do this another way, Jo.
All you haveto do is say theword, and we' ll—"’

“*Lose? Y eah, that works great. Good plan.”” | felt tears sting my eyes. ** Come on. Have | ever backed
off from certain death? Ever? Even when | had something to livefor?’

Heflinched at that one, but he didn’t look away. ‘*No,”’ he said. **Bad Bob knows that, too. He'sgoing
to count on it. Don’t let him push you into acorner, or you'll die for nothing. I don’t think | can stand
that. Y ou mean too much to me, Jo.”’

It was the closest he' d come to admitting how he felt about me, and he' d doneit right out in public. The
room—full of Wardens—was degthly till, though whether they were waiting for more revelations or for
meto rgect him, | couldn’t tell.

“I know,” | said softly. *‘I won't.”’

Cherise cleared her throat. ** If you need somebody to, you know, ride along and—""

““No,” | saidflatly. “*Not thistime. Thisisno job for anyone who can’t throw alightning bolt, acar, or a
ball of firethe size of Cleveland. | don’t want you anywhere near Bad Bob.”’

Shelooked disappointed, but not redly surprised. Despite the chaos of the day, there wasn't asmudge
on her. Kevin put hisarm around her and looked down; elfin and lovely and entirely human, shelooked
up into hisface. The smile they exchanged made my heart ache.

“You'regoing?’ she asked him. Kevin shrugged.

“Might aswell,” hesaid. ** Got nothing else planned for the day. My Nintendo’ s busted.”

““Watch your ass,”’ shetold him.

Ah, young love.

““Ready?’ Lewisasked me. | nodded. | still wished | could liveanormd life, have what | wanted, be at
peace. | should have taken all of my vacation. | wasjust now starting to see the wisdom of waiting for
trouble, instead of courting it. ** Can you get Davidto help at al?’

| shook my head. **No. He s—staying away.”’

Lewislooked very, very grim. *“Y ou mean, he swalled himself off on the agtheric. The way Jonathan
used to do.”

‘| can’t be sure. HE s not giving me anything back about where heis, but it would make sense.”” David
could save himsdlf, and his people, by shutting himself off like that for aslong as necessary. Ages, if need
be.

Lewispulled in breath to say something, then decided that discretion was the better part of vaor; he held
up his hands and walked away to confer with the others.

Hedidn't haveto say it. I'd dready figured out that if David had realy withdrawn into his stronghold on
the aetheric, | might never seehim again.

Not even to say good-bye.

To say that there was amilitary operation at work on the beach when we arrived was an understatement.
One handy thing about the Wardens coming out in public was that we no longer had to make do with
covert ops-style equipment. No, thistime we had cops, FBI, air surveillance, coast guard boats. . .
everything but the dancing bear and big top.

| was pretty sure that none of it was going to mean adamn thing to Bad Bob, in the end. Mortal



firepower was beyond insgnificant to him, except as an inconvenience, and with the Djinn off the board,
we had very little left to counter him.

Just me, the battered and damaged white queen, with alittle fleck of black to betray her true alegiances.
Lewisand | sat in asurveillance van, the tricked-out kind, watching monitorsin dl different spectrums.
There was no movement from the beach house. SWAT teams had goneinto position, stedthily moving
from cover to cover ingde the overgrown estate grounds. It wouldn't help them. Bad Bob knew they
were there; he had to know. He probably just didn’t damn well care. Humansweren't histhing, and in
fact they mattered very little to him except aswindow dressing.

“*Nothing on any of the monitors or sensors,”” one of the Wardens reported. ** Maybe he’ snot there.”
“*“He' sthere,’’ | said. | waswatching the houseitsdlf. | couldn’t sense or see anything, and | had
absolutely no basisfor believing what I’ d said, but somehow, | knew. | just knew. ‘*He' sgot waysto
conced himsdf. Probably usng Rahel.”’

““We need physica recon,” Lewissad.

“*I think that’smy cue.”” | didn’t wait for them to approve; | didn’t wait for the protests. | just jumped
down onto the road and walked up to the gates. | looked up at the perimeter camera, and felt Bad Bob's
amilelikeafetid ghost dl around me,

“*Jo, wait!”’ That was Lewis, trying to order me back.

““For what?’ | asked him, and he had absolutely no answer to that. | read it in his eyes, though.

He wanted me to say something, anything, to makethiseasier. But | didn’t haveit, and neither did he.
So | went on.

The gates creaked open, and | walked done, shadowed by the SWAT commandos and FBI tactical
units, up thewinding path. | remembered walking it with David, in happier times, Ortegawas il dive
then, dill ddighting indl hislovey things. | hadn’t feared Bad Bob, except asaghost safely seded inmy
memories.

The night was cool, and there were clouds blowing up at the horizon. A naturd front, nothing sinister
about it. Overhead, the stars were chips of ice, sharp enough to cut.

If I'd been walking with my lover, with my husband, it would have been magical. | love you, |
whispered to him, dong the bond between us. | will always love you. I’ m sorry.

| felt nothing in response,

| walked up the steps, moving steadily and without hesitation. | reached for the knob, and opened the
front door. It was unlocked. I’d known it would be.

Bad Bob was stting in aleather wing chair next to the fireplace, feet up, puffing on acigar. Hehad a
bottle of liquor next to him—scotch, thistime. He raised the bottle, and | levitated it to me. Thetaste of
liquid gold burned the roof of my mouth, then poured down my throat and started asickening burnin the
cold pit of my stomach.

““It'snot poisoned,”’ | noted, and sent it back. He caught it effortlesdy out of the air and chugged afew
mouthfuls, then put it aside.

““Wouldn't waste good scotch. Or good poison,” he said. **Wouldn't kill you, anyway, would it?
Nothing kills you. Goddamn cockroach, you are. You'll survive anuclear winter.”’

“‘Look who'staking,” | said. | sat down on the edge of the couch across from him. There were afew
lights burning, not many, and the whole effect was ghostly. Outside the windows, the beach was dark, the
water dick and almost flat—acam sea. ** Y ou’ ve been dead afew times, | hear.”

He chuckled. **Hurricane Andrew should vekilled me;”’ hesaid. ** Came damn close, actudly. But there
was aways just one more damn chalenge, one more thing to do. One more life to save. Y ou know how
itis”

“That' syour story? That you were in the business of saving lives?’ | leaned back and folded my arms.
“*Oh, comeon.”

“I"ll put my scores up against anybody’s. Including yours.”

“You killed people!’’

““*How many collaterad goddamn damages have you had over the past few years, girl? What the fuck
makes you the hero of the story? No, more to the point: What makes methevillain?’



| stared at him, not exactly sure what he was doing. I’d come here intending to make him kill me, or to
destroy him in the process, if that was possible; to wound him badly enough that Lewis could finish him
off. | hadn’t expected him to be so damn defensive about, of al things, hisrecord asa good guy.

““Your handsaren’t clean,”” he pointed out. * Hell, you' ve stood by and let people die, if nothing else.
How come|’m the bad guy?’

“*Because—"" | ground my teeth together. ** Because nobody ever became evil overnight. Because the
bad guys don’t see what they do as evil; they seeit astheir own persona good. Sound familiar?’
Hetook another dug, straight from the bottle. ‘ Joanne Baldwin, big-time hero. If | hadn’t given you that
Demon Mark, you' d still be paddling around the shalow-persondity pool, wondering if you could
destroy atornado fast enough to make the shoe sdle at Macy’s. Not good, not evil. Not anything.”’

| don’t understand.”

““Yes, youdo.” Heleaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, hands clasped. * ‘I’ ve made you
strong. I’m going to make you stronger. Stronger than any goddamn Warden in history. And I’m going to
do that by changing the whole ecosystem of the planet— by destroying the Djinn. Makes humansthe
real gpex predators of thislittle ball of rock. And I’m putting you in charge of it.”’

It hit mewhat hewastrying to say. **Y ou—you think thisisagood thing for me. For the Wardens.”

““| don't giveashit if it' sgood or bad. It'swhat’ s necessary. | dways do what’ s necessary.”” Bob'sgrin
flashed. ** Sometimes that’ saso fun, though.””’

| didn’t want to hear any more. Outside the windows, the seas began to chop as the wind moved fagter,
astemperatures shifted and swirled. He was playing with the weather. Taunting us. Sending temperatures
into adownward spird out near Cuba, creating an imbalance that would surely force intervention.
“I'mgoingtokill you,” | said. **Demon or not. Dead or not. Y ou' re not walking away today, not if it
costs me every last breath | have. If you made mewhat | am, then what | am is coming after you.”’
Hesdghed. “*Ah, Jo. Wave ared flag, and you run at it like abull, every time. Y ou think | didn’t know
that?’

Which was exactly how | wanted him to think. My gaze had fixed on something black and glittering,
mounted like some excotic trophy weapon on the back wall of the house, right out in the open, dmost asa
taunt.

The whole house was |ethally radioactive. | was, in effect, dready dead. Even as an Earth Warden, |
couldn’t diffuse that much radiation through my system without damaging my own cells. Maybe Lewis
could, but not me. My daughter had cut hersdlf off from me—had been forced to.

The power | was drawing from David in asteady stream was keeping me dive, but it wouldn't save me
over thelong haul. It was atreatment, not acure.

| turned away from Bad Bob and walked to the Unmaking. It was glimmering with its own black aura,
sending its poisonous tendrils degp into the house, into the aetheric.

““You don’'t want to do that, honey,”” hesaid. **It'ssuicide.”

| picked it up.

Theoutsde of it felt shockingly hot. A dightly rough texture when | ran my fingerslightly down, finding
the balance point. The horrible thing was heavier than I’ d expected, and my muscles began to shake,
trying to rid me of the burden.

Bad Bob hadn’t moved. He raised the cigar to his mouth and puffed, eyes haf closed. ** Y ou got the
wrong idea, Jo. You can't kill methisway.”’

““You're probably right,” | panted. | fought, but lost, the battle for control of the weather system that
was rotating in past Cuba, moving high and fast and wild. It collided with warmer air, and the clouds built
wallsof thick, heavy gray. Lightning burned insdeit, living and dying in rapid-fireflares. “*But I ll bet it
dowsyou down for the othersto finish.”’

“They'll have their handsfull trying to keep hdf of Floridadive by nightfal. If | make things bad enough,
the Djinn will have to show their faces just to keep the balance, and once that happens. . . they're
mine.”’ His paeblue eyesfocused on me. **Put it down, kid. You're just killing yourself faster.”

| shook my head. Swest dripped down my face, matted my hair. ‘*‘No. Make me. | know you can.”’
“Why should 1?7’ heasked. ** Y ou want to kill me, kill me. Do it. Maybeyou'll beright. Maybeit'll just



be that easy.”’

| lunged, both hands barely able to keep hold of the black spear, and as| did | had an involuntary flash
of sense-memory, of Jerome Silverton digging that black shard from adead Djinn, and of my dream of
David lying dead in the street, pierced just likethis.

| dragged mysdlf to awild, panting hdt, flat-footed, staring at Bad Bob' s blue eyes. Thetip of the
Unmaking trembled just an inch from his chest. He made no effort to get away.

“Doit,” hesad. ‘*Maybe|’m not your enemy &fter al. Y ou ever think of that?’

Sweat burned down my face, in my eyes, and | felt my hands spasming, trying to drop thisthing that was
dready killing me. It wouldn’t do any good, but you couldn’t blame my body for trying to save itsdlf.
Hewastrying to tel me something. There was amessage under dl this, amessage unknown and beyond
trandation, but somehow, one | was receiving.

Bad Bob had expected me. Hewasn't the typeto go in for sdf-sacrifice, and he knew how to set the
hook firmly.

How to usethe best possible bait . . . himself.

He had the power to stop me, if he wanted. Why wasn't he?

He' d taunted me. He d threatened my daughter. He' d done everything he could to drive meto this
moment. He' d used my vows with David to open the Djinn up to the Rule of Three. We knew he had
Rahd. And Rahel had agift . .. for mimicry.

Thelast piecefdl into place with aphysical shock. Thiswasn’t Bad Bob.

It was Rahdl. It had to be Rahdl, forced to take on his shape, be his puppet, his sacrificial goat.

| felt apulse of power in the black torch on my back. Bad Bob was getting impatient with me. | wasn't
following the script.

| closed my eyes and reached for the cord that bound meto David. Energy was flowing through the
connection, thick and golden, atorrent that was racing through my body in afrantic effort to keep me
dive. It wasn't working anymore. | need you to show me, | whispered. | need to see. Help me see.

| went up into the aetheric. It was hard, so very hard that it was like ripping off my own skin; | barely
madeit into the lowest levels, and my Oversight revealed the room in dull reds and blacks.

It wasn't Rahel in the chair after all. Rahel was outside, heading to the van. Bad Bob was holding me
here, and going after our flank by attacking Lewis.

| needed to act. If Rahel was out there, that meant that Bad Bob wasin front of me. Had to be. | just
had to strike that last inch. . . .

| saw abright copper flash, just aflash, with the last fading strength of Oversight before | fell back into
my skin, and | knew. | knew the truth.

David hadn’t gone to the aetheric. Bad Bob had used Rahd to lure him here, and he' d bound him, just as
he' d bound Rahel.

David was sitting in the chair in front of me, and | was an inch away from taking hislife. I'd come so
close, so horribly close, to making the wrong choice. One more inch, just one, and my lifewould have
been over, evenif I'd survived this day.

David had been trying to warn me al dong. Maybe I’ m not your enemy.

Oh God.

| tried to keep my expression the same, except for adight involuntary widening of my eyes. | was barely
hanging on; subtletieswould belogt, if Bad Bob was— and | knew he would be—watching.

He wouldn't want to miss seeing me make such a catastrophic mistake.

| know it’syou, | tried to say to David, through our locked stare. Trust me. If Bad Bob had put himin
thral, he wouldn’t have much room to maneuver, and no room to give me any red assstance. All | could
hope was that Bad Bob, clever and cruel as hewas, hadn’t thought of everything.

And of course, that | had, which wasn't too damn likely.

“Where?’ | shaped the word only with my lips, burning my question into Bad Bob' s eyes, trying to get
across one smple, impossible message. For asecond | thought I’ d guessed wrong, that I'd just
destroyed mysdlf for nothing and missed my only chance, but then those blue eyes darted quickly away,
to apoint just behind me and to my right.



The doorway. Of course. Bad Bob would want to see this up close.

One thing about the Unmaking; it was pointed on both ends. | didn’t have enough strength and control
left to turn, o | lunged backward, angling toward the doorway. One step, two, fast and hard, letting my
own exhausted weight do thework as| drove the weapon in reverse, straight for the real enemy.

| felt the end of the spear dam home, and felt the whole thing vibrate like astruck bell. It shook my hands
off its heated surface, and my whole body threw itself into an uncontrollable spasm, every muscle
gparking and spasming and driving me hard to the floor.

In the chair next to the window, the fake Bad Bob continued to Sit, watching me—unable to move,
because he couldn’t move.

| writhed over on my back. Swesaty hair clung to my face, obscuring my vision, but as| swiped it away |
saw Bad Bob—the real one—standing over me, staring down at the black rod that had punched
completely through his ssomach and emerged glittering and bloody from the other side.

Helaughed. ** Good thinking,”” he said, and blood fountained out over his chin and bubbled in his mouth.
““Damn, girl. Still gotanarm.”

Hefdl heavily to his knees, face draining white, and gripped the Unmaking with both hands. | wriggled
backward away from him as he began to pull it free of hisbody, onetorturousinch a atime. His hands
were shaking, turning gray, but he kept at it with Sngle-minded intengty.

And what he pulled out of hisbody was thicker . He was creating more of it, generaing it from hisown
body.

But it looked asif it hurt like ason of abitch.

| crab-crawled back until I bumped into the legs of the man sitting in the chair, and looked up at him. |
saw asingleflare of Djinn fire break free of the disguise.

“‘David,” | whispered. | got no response, of course. There was a container somewhere; there had to be
if Bad Bob had bound a Djinn—something glass, something breskable. But even though the beach house
was relatively uncluttered, | didn’t have time or strength to search. Bottlesin the kitchen, the refrigerator,
hidden in cupboards, forgotten in the attic—it could be anywhere.

Bad Bob grunted with effort as he pulled, one convulsive jerk after another. The Unmaking was diding
dowly out of him. | watched the sharp end disappear into his back. Another two or three pulls, and he'd
haveit out, bigger and more powerful than ever.

I”d bought us sometime, but it was running out. Outside, | heard explosions, and felt the ground tremble
under my feet. Rahel had reached the van, and she was going after Lewis. It was afree-for-all outside.

| closed my eyes and found what little smal, still pool of Earth power | had. I’ d never had timefor redl
training, rea control, but for this, | didn’t need it. It' salways easier to destroy than to create.

| attuned mysdlf to the specific frequencies of glass, crystd, and porcelain, and sent out a pulse of power
that rippled out from me like a sonic boom.

It hit the bottlesin the bar and exploded them in amist of slica. Crystal decanters and tumblersvibrated
apart. The wave reached the windows and blew them out in sprays of dlitter. It rolled over Bad Bab,
past him, and shattered everything that could be shattered, continuing relentlesdy through the entire
house, asfar as| could pushit.

He could have hidden his bottles somewhere e se, but he' d want to keep them close. Warden ingtinct. |
pushed the wave front asfar as| could, but my strength failed before | reached the gates of the estate.
“*Bitch,”” Bad Bob whispered, and with one convulsive jerk, pulled the spear completely out of hisbody.
The gaping wound crigped black at the edges, then began to knit itself closed.

Inthe chair, the falseimage of Bad Bob flinched, and | felt the timbre of power in the room shift and flow
astheforce that had been holding David gpart from me cut off.

I’ d destroyed the bottle.

David wasfree.

The golden thread between us vibrated and snapped tight again.

In asecond, he had his hands around me and was pulling me up, preparing to carry me through the open
window.

““Noyou don't,” Bad Bob gasped, and pointed hisfinger at us. | froze, off balance, unable to control



my muscles. Dammit! I’ d forgotten about the torch mark on my shoulder blade. It wasn't only David
he' d been able to manipulate.

““If youwon't play, you pay,”’ Bad Bob said, and grinned with bloody teeth. He reversed hisgrip on the
Unmaking, found the balance point . . . and drove it straight down, into the floor—through the floor, into
the concrete.

Through the concrete, into the bedrock of the earth.

| felt the sentience of the planet cry out, awave of horror and emotion that overrode every syngpsein my
body. | felt her agony. She hadn’t been hurt so badly in along, long time. David cried out, and | felt his
hands dide away. He lunged past me, heading for Bad Bob, but after one step he pitched onto hisside,
convulsing.

Conduit to the aetheric and Mother Earth, he was also the most vulnerable to her pain.

The earthquake hit with the force of abomb, shattering steel and wood and concrete asif it were so
much glass. | sensed the perimeter troops, Warden and human dike, being tossed around like dice
outside. | heard explosions, cracks, the sound of trees groaning in agony and breaking off in lethaly
heavy pieces.

| couldn’t move. Bad Bob didn’t move, ether; he stood staring at me, one hand till outstretched, the
other gripping the shaft of the Unmaking il sticking out of the ground.

Walsroared, cracked, and shattered. The floor rippled like liquid, then, the carpet shredding, it broke
into jagged fragments. Dust became amigt, then astorm.

The roof joists sngpped, and the entire thing inverted into aV, crashing toward us.

Bad Bob never stopped grinning. He waved merrily, ripped the Unmaking out of the ground inasingle
mighty pull, and vanished.

| dropped like a discarded puppet, rolled into aball, and fdt the first heavy piece of debris hit me. It was
the wing chair, tipping on top of me. | curled undernesth it for protection and screamed asthe entire
house came down in arush of smoke, sparks, and crushing chaos.

The chair might aswell have been made of pladtic.

Breathe.

| couldn’t. Something was on my chest. | couldn’t get enough room to alow my lungsto expand. My
digphragm fluttered, trying vainly to pull inair. | choked and tried to reach for power, but it felt dippery,
greasy, dusve. All my strength was gone.

You have to stay calm. Master your panic.

| had a house on top of me. Not that easy to stay calm.

You'realive.

And dying fast.

David—

| heard the distant groan of wood being moved. Rising noise, scrapes, the tortured scream of metal.
Can't breathe. | concentrated on putting my body into a state of meditation, to minimize oxygen burn.
Sow and steady, wait, wait . . .

Something shifted, and | felt a piece of debris as heavy asthefist of God dam down on my lower chest.
Ribs snapped in hot little starry snaps. | heard myself whimper, and then the weight shifted again,
vanishing in acloud of dust, and the pressure against me was gone.

“*Oh Christ,”” someone said. It sounded like Lewis. | tried to open my eyes, but it was too much of an
effort. ““We'relosing her.”

A warm hand was under my head, cradling it. | felt astrangely comforting sense of cold creeping through
my limbs, tunneling through me toward my heart. Energy cascaded through me, trying to fight the chill, but
the chill was stronger. Harder. More determined.

““No.”” It was David' s voice, choked and despairing. ‘*No, no. Jo, hold on—""

| pulled in addicious bresth and let it out, one last time. | wished | could open my eyes and see him, but
inmy mind | saw him as he' d been at the wedding, dight and golden and perfect.

| hadn’t wanted to hurt him thisway.

Itdidn't hurt at al, dipping away on atide of darkness. It felt . . . peaceful. Hello again, | said to death.



| was resigned, if not ready.

And then | was caught by asharp, red-hot hook. Thetide tried to pull me, but the hook—burning
through my body, back to front, on my right shoulder blade—held fast. Heat flared and blazed—not the
gentle hedling of Earth power, something else. Something wild and dark and harsh, burning black in every
nerve.

Thenext bresth | took | let out in araw, thin scream. | opened my eyes, and saw Lewis|eaning over me,
and David, and Marion Bearheart. Kevin was standing in the background, looking helpless and oddly
vulnerable. Dozens of otherswere behind him. The sky ripped open with lightning, and rain began to fall
inacold slver curtain.

| laughed. My body put itself back together in hot, agonizing snaps and jerks, every nerve carrying every
second of the pain to my brain.

And the pain fdt so good.

Lewislet go of me, staring in bafflement that was turning fast to grim horror.

David didn't move, but | saw the samething in his face—the same revulsion and sickness.

““Youthink I'd let her go that easy?’ It was Bad Bob' s voice, but coming raw from my own throat.
“Youthink I'd let any of you go that easy? She' sthe future, boys. My future.””

The laughter that exploded out of me was like ablack, nauseating cloud, and thistime even David
flinched away fromiit. | rolled up to my hands and knees, covered in fine dust like flour where | wasn't
stresked in blood.

Alive. Whole. Even the radiation sickness had been flushed out of me.

Thetorch on my back burned, burned so hat. . . .

“*So who' s the bad guy now?’ | taunted. He taunted.

Therewasn't any difference now.

| turned my face up to therain, and laughed, and for thefirst time, | understood why he was as he was,
what about this was so intoxicating. No ties. No worries. No burdens. Just power, as pure asit came.
People didn't matter. All that mattered was winning.

| didn't care about David, or Lewis, or any miserablelittle collection of cellswalking the planet. They
weredl just meat and fue for the engine.

Anditwasso. .. beautiful.

Then Bad Bob let me go, once he' d shown me the world as he saw it, alandscape where flesh and
blood were as meaningless and desolate as sand and rock. | felt the fire gutter and die on my back, and
my whole body jerked and folded in on itself.

Mourning for what I'd just lost.

| felt tears burning in my eyes and knew that the worst thing of dl thiswasthat | couldn’'t be sure
anymorethat if he offered methe choiceto fed that again, of my own freewill, that | wouldn't takeit.
So who' s the bad guy now?

Thecircle of people around mewaited tensdly. | lifted my face again, and said, *‘He sgone.”” My words
wereamogt logt in ablast of wind flying in from the ocean, blowing dust and debris and tattered palm
leavesintotheair. *‘| haveto go after him.”’

The Wardens shifted, looking at each other, at Lewis. He dowly shook hishead. *“We're not doing
that,” hesaid. ** Christ, Jo. What just happened to you?’

David knew. He reached around and pulled the back of my shirt down, and | saw Lewis sfaceturna
sck shade of white, “*Oh God,”” he said. **We need to get it off you.”

““| don't think laser removal isgoing to cutit,’” | said. | felt hollow, cored out. Beyond anything but
gdlows humor. “*It'sdeep. | don't know how to shut him out.””’

“Thenyou can't go,” Lewissaid. ‘“We need to keep you safe. If he can useyou—""

“*He can use me here. Againg you. | need to—I need to finish this.”’ | swallowed hard. ** He s till got a
Djinn. Rahd. And he' sgoing to use her to make that thing he has even stronger. The next time he puts
the Unmaking into the Earth, do you really think any of usisgoing to surviveit?’

| turned and looked at the night sky. Impossible to see how much damage had been done, but | saw
fires, heard Srensin the distance.



“I canblock him,”” David said. *‘If you'll let me. But it will hurt.”

He hadn’t said aword about being bound, about my amost killing him in the beach house; | supposed
there would be plenty of timefor that later. But for now, | nodded.

David put his hand flat against my bare skin on my back, and | felt power surge up from beneath me,
racing through my body, concentrating in ared-hot ball around the torch tattoo. Burning. | trembled and
felt David s other hand close around mine, sending me strength and support.

“I'mhere,”” hewhispered. *‘I’m here, my love.”

| stood it for aslong as| could, and then turned with a cry and threw myself into hisarms. The white-hot
pain in my back faded dowly, but it didn’'t go away. | couldn’t see what he' d done, but it fdt asif the
mark had been overlaid by something else. Contained.

Masked.

“Itwon't last,” David said, and stroked my hair. *‘I’ll have to renew the block when it weakens.””’

Joy. ‘‘How often?’

“*That depends on how hard he strying to reach you.”” Hisarmstightened around me. **I’'m so sorry.”’
That covered . . . everything. For now. | took a deep breath and stepped back, smiling despite the
continuing low szzle of pain. ** Can you stay?’

“I'll try,” hesaid. **You' reright. My people haveto try to stop him. We don’t have achoice. HE's
hurting the Mother directly now. We' re her only defense.”’

““Not theonly one,”” Ashan said, striding out of the darkness. Behind him stretched dl of the Old Djinn,
hundreds of them. The mightiest Djinn force I’d ever seen in one place—maybe the mightiest ever
assembled.

On David' s side, the New Djinn began to take shape out of the shadows—maybe just out of
sdf-defense. The Wardens, caught in the middle, looked understandably worried. These two clans had
been in cold-war status for ages, but the war had heated up, and | wasn't sure what Ashan would
consider defense these days.

His cold, ted-blue eyesturned on me. | felt him considering whether or not to strike.

“Try and I'll destroy you,”’ David said, low in histhroat. Lightning ripped the sky again, bresking into
dozens of streams of light.

“* Amusing as that contest would be, you' re probably right,”” Ashan said, and hissmilewas as cold asthe
rain. ** She'sour guide into the abyss. We can use her to track our enemy. And to tempt him into the
open.”’

“Wait,” Lewissad. *“What are you saying? Y ou're d| going after him? All of you?”

““The New Djinn are vulnerable. The Old Djinn aren’t—at least, not yet. Besides, we have no choice
now,” David replied. **We can't let him go. He may actually be able to destroy the Djinn.”’ He paused,
and looked at the Wardens. ** Thisisn't your fight anymore. Go home.”

“‘Hell withthat,”” Kevinsaid. *‘I’'m not taking orders fromyou.”’

“Tdl him,” David sad, spearing Lewiswith aglare. ** Tell themdl.”

Lewislooked around at the Wardens, taking his time. When he spoke, he had the unmistakable ring of
command in hisvoice. **He sright. | make the decisionsfor the Wardens. You'll dl follow my orders.’”
He paused for deliberate effect. ** And my orders are that the Wardens will send a support team with
Joanne and the Djinn.”’

“* And where exactly are we planning to send them?’ Marion asked.

| looked up &t the clouds, then out to sea.

‘*He' sgone where he thinkswe can’t follow,”” | said. ** To the Cradle of Storms.”” Asfar as| knew, no
Warden had ever ventured out to seaiin that areaand made it back to shore alive. The storms out there
were sentient, and they were vicious. And aWarden, any Warden, became a Jonah. Any ship they were
on became prey.

And | was about to lead awhole team of them into the jaws of death.

Thiswas not theway I’ d planned to take a honeymoon cruise to Bermuda.

Sunrise came. Sunrise dways comes, no matter how dark the night—it’ s one of thosetired truths of life,
oneyou can take as either pogitive or negative as the Situation callsfor.



For me, thismorning, it was just the morning after the night before. No change, except that there was
more light to see the damage.

The burning sensation on my back had faded into adull buzz, but the whole area ill felt warm and
tender to the touch. | ill felt hollow and empty, and | ached for . . . something—something to fed;
something to make this morning worth living through the night.

| felt too disconnected from the others, who had thingsto do. | wandered away—not too far, watched
congtantly by an FBI surveillance team—and sat done on the beach, a blanket around my shoulders. |
watched the sun gild the rolling waves and thought about Hurricane Andrew rolling in over these waters;
about a\Warden named Bob Biringanine wading out into the pounding surf and giving up hissoul.

“Canl joinyou?’

| shaded my eyes and looked up. David was standing next to me, looking out at the ocean. Sunrise
looked good on him, but he seemed remote and guarded.

“*Sure. Pull up somesand,”’ | said. He folded himself down with raw, beautiful grace, and put hisarm
around my shoulders. | let my head rest againgt his chest, and felt alittle of the darkness bleed out of
me—jud alittle,

““I should go help,”” | said dully. ** There’ s so much to do. So many people hurt—"

“* And you're one of them,”” David said, and pulled meinto hislap, cradling mein hisarms so he could
look at me at close range. He gave me the distant Djinn X-ray stare for asecond, and then the distance
faded away. ** So much pain, Jo. Y ou can’'t hold that much pain. You haveto let it go.”

“It'sdl my fault,’ | sad. **1 could have—"

“*Y ou could have done amillion things differently, and Bad Bob would have been the same creeture,”’
David sad. *“He' sno longer human, Jo. He hasn't been human for along time. Y ou' re not to blame for
what he does.’”

“*Only for what | do. | should have said no. If I’d said no to you, none of this—""’

“*If you'd said no to me, Bad Bob would have found another way to control the Djinn. Maybe just by
taking you away fromme.”’” Hislipsfound mine, gentle and sweet and salted from the seaspray. ** You
make me vulnerable, yes, but you aso make me strong. Jonathan knew that. He knew thiswas coming,
and that he wasn't capable of fighting it, not one. He knew the two of uswould be, together. | love you.
| will dwayslove you. With or without avow, aring, awedding. Yes?’

“Yes’ | whispered. Our lipswere dill touching. “‘1—yes.”” There didn’t seem to be anything elseto
say. We understood each other completely in that moment.

The sun cleared the waves, burning through the clouds in bands of hot gold and orange, and in its
warmth, in hisarms, | got my wish.

However brief the moment, whatever would come, we had peace.

Sound Track

Once again, there were songs that got me through. Here they are, in case you'd like to play the home
iPod game. . ..

OUTCAST SEASON: UNDONE

by Rachd Caine

Seetheworld through a Djinn’seyes. . . .

For millennia, the Djinn Cassd, so powerful asto be preceived as omnipotent by humanity, lived apart
from mortals and dismissed them as unworthy of her thoughts or energy.

But after refusing adirect order from her ruler, she has been banished, cast out, and cut off from the
source of her power—forced to take physical form to survive. What' sworse, without receiving aregular
influx of energy from ahuman Warden, shewill die.

Now Cassd the great, Cassid theterrible, isliving in New Mexico and asssting the Earth Warden
Manny Rochawith hisfiling. But as she getsto know Manny and hisfamily—hiswife, his daughter, and
hisintriguing brother, Luis—she beginsto develop areuctant affection for them.

And Cassd will learn that humanity may be worth more than she ever suspected.
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