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            Praise for the Weather Warden series

         
   
         ‘Caine just keeps getting better and better … Like a good hurricane, she builds slowly offshore and, once ready, tears inland to wreak literary havoc in an unpredictable manner’
SF Site
         

         
             

         

         ‘The Weather Warden series is fun reading … more engaging than most TV’
Booklist
         

         
             

         

         ‘Caine has cleverly combined the wisecracks, sexiness, and fashion savvy of chick lit with gritty action-movie violence and the cutting-edge magic of urban fantasy’
Romantic Times
         

         
             

         

         ‘A neat, stylish, and very witty addition to the genre, all wrapped up in a narrative voice to die for. Hugely entertaining’
SF Crowsnest
         

         
             

         

         ‘Captivating…Caine is a top-notch writer and her skill in weaving a mesmerizing tale is easily seen’ 
Darque Reviews
         

         
             

         

         ‘With chick-lit dialogue and rocket-propelled pacing, Rachel Caine takes the Weather Wardens to places the Weather Channel never imagined!’
Mary Jo Putney
         

         
             

         

         ‘Fans of Laurell K Hamilton and The Dresden Files by Jim Butcher are going to love this’
Bookbrowser
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         My name is Joanne Baldwin, and in case you haven’t been keeping up with current events, we’re in big trouble. The world, I mean. As for me, I’ve been in trouble since…well, always…but this is big. The Wardens – the folks who are supposed to be protecting all of you from the dangers of raging fires, floods, earthquakes, and natural disasters of all kinds – have been compromised. Slowly but surely, they’ve lost their way and become corrupt and ineffective.
 
         I used to be one of them, until I acquired a Demon Mark and fell in love with a Djinn, but that’s another story altogether (Ill Wind, actually, if you’re taking notes). The point is that now, the Djinn – who should be the allies of the Wardens – aren’t playing by the rules that have held for millennia. A Djinn named Jonathan set up those rules, and now that Jonathan’s gone, all bets are off.
         
 
         And the Djinn’s new leader? My lover, David. What that bodes for a stable relationship is still up in the air, but confidentially? I’m worried.
         
 
         The human race has one chance to keep its place at the top of the food chain: make peace with the Djinn, and that means somehow, some way, making peace with the Earth itself. Which ain’t gonna be easy, because Mother Nature is pissed off.
 
         And apparently, I may be the only one able to do something about it.
 
         Lucky me…

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter One

         
 
         I was thinking that the Wardens needed a new motto. The old one, the one on the seals on my diploma, was Defensor Hominem, Latin for ‘Defender of Mankind,’ but sometime in the past twenty-four hours, I’d become convinced that I had a more appropriate motto: We’re So Screwed.
         
 
         Yeah, that pretty much covered it.
 
         ‘Duck!’ I yelled as another piece of debris came flying towards us, and grabbed for whatever order I could manage in the chaos of the weather around us. Not the easiest thing in the world, considering that the whole eastern seaboard’s system had been destabilised by a gigantic killer supernatural storm – now mysteriously vanquished, through no doing of mine – and all kinds of random, unpleasant, potentially fatal problems were presenting themselves.
 
         Currently, those included a rather large and very aggressive tornado ploughing its way across some unoccupied farmland and tossing pieces of broken fence ahead of it like shrapnel.
         
 
         Cherise – my travelling companion, mainly because she had a kick-ass fast Mustang and I needed wheels – squeaked and hit the dirt, covering her pretty blond head with both hands. I remained standing. It wasn’t heroism, exactly, more that I didn’t want to dirty up what remained of my clothes. I think about things like that during the more garden-variety apocalypses.
 
         This is what happens when someone like me – a Weather Warden – stops for a bathroom break in the middle of a crisis. And dammit, I hadn’t even gotten bladder relief out of it. I had a very personal reason to hold my ground: the tornado was threatening to flatten the only roadside public restroom in forty miles.
 
         I reached out for the wind currents and grabbed hold of the ones that would do me the most good. A sudden gust of wind, generated by a big push of heat in the right area, deflected an oncoming piece of fencepost – a nice big chunk of jagged wood, the size of a fire hydrant – off to the side, where it smacked into an unlucky wind-lashed tree, which it uprooted with a crash. Dirt flew, adding to the general chaos and mayhem.
 
         I studied the tornado, ignoring gusts that tried to push me over; I was standing in a bubble of more or less calm air, but the wind was getting through in fits and spurts. Whatever good hair day I’d been having was a distant memory. We were into the scary fright-wig territory now.
         
 
         Yes, I worry about things like hair, too. Probably more than I worry about world peace, mainly because at least I can usually control my hair.
 
         Unable to do anything about my ruined look, I focused on the tornado. They’re relatively fragile things, for all the scary woo-woo attitude and screaming freight-train soundtrack. Oh, they’re terrifying enough if you don’t have the power to do anything about them, but luckily, I was well-equipped for this particular challenge. The twister reeled like a drunken top, right, then left, and headed straight for me with fresh enthusiasm, chewing up crops as it went. I hate it when they come straight for me. What did I ever do to them?
 
         Cherise looked up through the gate of her fingers and shrieked, then went back to hiding her eyes. I ignored her and let myself slowly slide out of my body and up into that strange state – partly mental, partly physical, all weird – that the Wardens refer to as the aetheric plane.
 
         It was only one of several planes of existence, but it was the highest one available to me as a human being (even one with, finally, a working set of weather powers). The world took on strange neon swirls, candy-coloured sparks, and currents of power. The landscape altered around me into unknown territory.
 
         The tornado was a glittering silver funnel, physics in its most potentially deadly form and given an instinctive menace, like a baby cobra. Fully as deadly as the more mature version, but with less experience. I had to step in before it learnt where and how to strike.
         
 
         I waited another few seconds, reading the patterns, then reached deep inside of the eye of the tornado and rapidly cooled the air into a heavy, sluggish mass. The energy exchange bled off in the form of a sudden burst of cable-thick lightning that snapped from the low-hanging clouds, and the wall of the tornado expanded and lost its coherence. In seconds, it was a confused mass of wind, moving too slowly to form much of a threat. It dropped its load of debris and wandered off at an angle, swirling petulantly.
 
         ‘OK,’ I said to Cherise as I sank back into my body and the comfortable solidity of three-dimensional space. ‘You can get up now. Show’s over. First one to the bathroom uses all the toilet paper.’
 
         She didn’t seem inclined to believe me. I waited a few seconds, then reached down and grabbed her elbow to haul her upright. She looked around, breathless.
 
         ‘Wow,’ she said. ‘OK, that was intense.’
 
         ‘Oh, I don’t know. The hurricane was intense. This was just annoying.’
 
         ‘Jo, trust me on this one: Everything about what’s happened since I met you is intense. Does this happen to you a lot?’
 
         ‘You’d be surprised,’ I sighed. ‘Seriously. Bathroom, or you’re going to be buying new seats for the Mustang.’
         
 
         We dashed off for the grubby-looking toilets. They were predictably scary, but I didn’t care. It was a very happy few minutes, and if you’ve ever been stuck on the road without bathroom facilities for several hundred miles, you’ll know what I mean.
 
         We arrived back at the car at the same time. I held out my hand for the car keys, and a silent battle of wills ensued, but then Cherise had been driving the last stretch and what was she going to do? Argue with a woman who’d just stopped a tornado in its tracks? She dug them out of the pocket of her lowrise jeans and tossed them over.
 
         ‘I’ll try to keep us in the clear from now on,’ I said.
 
         ‘I’d tell you not to scratch the paint, but—’ Cherise rolled her eyes. Yeah, the hurricane and ensuing sand blasting had pretty much taken care of ruining the shiny finish. But the Mustang still ran, and that was the important thing.
 
         While I’d been asleep, she’d put the top up on the car – sensible, with the intermittent rain – but I pressed the buttons to fold it back again. I wanted as much of a 360-degree view of the sky and surroundings as I could get. My version of a Doppler system.
 
         I eased into the comfy seat of the Mustang – candy-apple red, a yummy little treat of a car, or at least it had been before I’d gotten hold of it – and adjusted the seat for my longer legs as Cherise slid into my vacated shotgun position. Not that we had a shotgun. Though thanks to recent events, I’d have been more comfortable if we had some kind of arsenal beyond our wits, good looks, and a turbocharged engine.
         
 
         I had my work cut out for me as we eased back into gear and tore at top speed along 1-295. The storm systems just kept piling up – there was a new supercell forming off the low-pressure system in Georgia, and it was bound to head our way. That wasn’t good physics, but it was the way my generally crappy luck ran these days.
 
         ‘That was a good trick with the tornado, Mom,’ said a voice from the backseat. Formal, female, and a little awkward. I jumped in surprise, and then I focused on a face in the rearview mirror that was eerily similar to my own, except for the eyes. Mine were plain blue. The ones staring back at me were an interesting shade of ruddy gold – I don’t mean amber; amber’s a human colour. This was amber on acid. Amber taken up to insane saturation levels.
 
         In short, the eyes were Djinn. And they belonged to my daughter.
 
         They widened. ‘Did I frighten you?’
 
         ‘Frighten?’ I shot back. ‘Why should I be frightened if somebody pops out of nowhere into the backseat of my car? Let’s see, half the Djinn are trying to kill the Wardens, and at least some of the Wardens are infected with Demon Marks, and let’s not forget the weather’s all screwed up…oh, and the Earth’s about to wake up and destroy humankind. You know what? Being a little frightened is a pretty laid-back response, all things considered, and yeah, next time? Knock.’
         
 
         She smiled. Tentatively, as if she was still translating all of that into Djinn-speak. I felt an immediate stab of guilt; the poor kid had been alive for all of not-even-a-day. She seemed to lack the one characteristic that was common among all the Djinn I’d ever met: smugness. I’d thought it came coded in Djinn DNA, along with pretty eyes and the cool ability to pop in and out of existence at will.
 
         ‘Although,’ Imara ventured, ‘you could have done it more efficiently. Do you want me to show you how?’
 
         ‘Not right now,’ I managed to say between gritted teeth. ‘Any guidance you can offer beyond second-guessing my lifesaving abilities?’
         
 
         She looked injured. So I wasn’t good at this mom thing. I was still trying to get my head around the idea that the child I had carried inside me – and it wasn’t a normal pregnancy, by any stretch of the imagination – had all of a sudden sprung up fully adult, with her own set of emotions unrelated to my own.
 
         ‘Sorry,’ I said, more softly. ‘Imara, do you know anything? Anything about—’ David, oh God, I’m afraid for you. And I miss you. ‘—about your father?’
         
 
         She shook her head, holding my eyes in the mirror. Djinn, unlike human beings, spring out of death, not life. The greater the death, the greater the Djinn – that’s the rule. Djinn don’t like to acknowledge that a lot of them have very human histories behind them, but it’s an indisputable fact. David – Djinn and lover and father of my child – had told me months ago that in order for our child to be born, it would mean he had to die. That was the normal order of things, in the Djinn world.
 
         Only something strange had happened, and another death – a greater death – had stepped in to give my child life. David was still alive.
 
         Just not himself, exactly. He’d become…different.
 
         ‘Mom,’ Imara said. ‘Are you all right?’ She waved a graceful hand in front of my face, which I impatiently swatted away and focused back on my driving. ‘I apologise,’ she said, and withdrew back into a dignified sitting position. ‘I thought you were in some kind of distress.’
 
         I can’t describe how it feels to hear that word. Mom. Oh, I’d gotten comfortable with the idea of being pregnant, but being a mother was a whole different thing – especially mother of a grown young woman who dressed better than I did. I consoled myself that she wore couture because she was Djinn, and able to conjure up whatever clothes amused her, and plus she hadn’t been through a hurricane. And a tornado. And a very long drive.
         
 
         ‘I was thinking about your father,’ I said. Which was an admission of distress in itself.
 
         ‘He’s all right,’ she said, leaning forward and laying her forearm across the top of my seat. ‘I would know if he wasn’t. I just don’t know where he is or what he’s doing.’
 
         Cherise was watching all of this with bright, feverish eyes. I had no idea what she was making of it. Knowing Cherise, probably something very interesting.
 
         ‘Should I go find out?’ Imara asked hopefully.
 
         ‘No!’ I yelped, and grabbed her wrist. She looked startled. ‘You stay put. I want you where I can keep my eye on you.’
 
         She gave me a mutinous look. Why hadn’t my own mother traded me in once I’d hit puberty? I remembered giving her loads of mutinous looks. It was hugely annoying from this side of the maternal fence.
 
         ‘I’m serious,’ I said. ‘The last time we saw any of the other Djinn, they weren’t in the best mood ever. I don’t want you running into trouble. I can’t bail you out of it. Not against David.’
 
         I tried to sound as if dealing with this, and with her, was all in a day’s work. Probably didn’t succeed, judging from the smile she gave me. It wasn’t my smile. It was entirely her own, with a little lopsided quirk on one side.
         
 
         ‘I’ll stay,’ she said. ‘Besides, you may need me next time, if the weather gets worse.’
 
         Cherise blurted out, ‘Next time? Does there have to be a next time?’
 
         ‘Not if I can help it,’ I said firmly, and pressed a little more speed out of the accelerator. The cool, damp air streamed over my skin like the ghost of rain. I could have done with a more substantial sort of shower, the kind that came with shampoo and soap, but this did feel good. There was heavier weather up ahead, but we were in a clear area for the time being. I could arrange for it to stay with us, at least most of the way. ‘Cherise, you’d better get some rest.’ She needed it, poor thing. She’d been too crazed to sleep before, so I’d let her take over after we were a few hours out of Fort Lauderdale, and then again seven hours later. She’d barely closed her eyes since, and now she was starting to show the effects. Cherise was a perky, gorgeous thing, all tanned and toned in the best tradition of Florida beach bunnies, but there were telltale dark circles under her eyes. (She’d actually been a bikini model. And the ‘fun and sun’ girl back at the podunk, fourth-rate television station that had employed us both in Florida. I didn’t like remembering my job, but it hadn’t involved a bikini. Except that once.)
 
         Right on cue, Cherise yawned. ‘How much longer?’ she asked. Actually, she said, ‘Ow uch onger?’ but I got the point.
         
 
         ‘About another four hours,’ I said. ‘I’ll wake you when we get close.’
 
         She yawned again and wadded up a blue jean jacket to serve as a pillow against the window, and in less time than it took to whip past six billboards, she was sound asleep. I thought about turning on the radio, but I didn’t want to wake her.
 
         ‘So,’ I said, and looked in the rearview mirror. My daughter met my gaze, lifting her eyebrows. There was something of David in the expression, and I felt a sad little stab of recognition and longing.
 
         ‘So,’ she replied. ‘This is strange for you, isn’t it?’
 
         ‘Little bit, yeah.’
 
         ‘Would it make it better if I told you it was strange for me, too?’
 
         ‘It might,’ I said. ‘You’re sure you can’t tell what Dav – what your father’s up to?’
 
         Her eyes took on a distant glitter, just a second’s worth, and then she shook her head. ‘No. I can’t tell. He’s shut me out. They’ve all shut me out.’ She sounded wistful. ‘I think he did it for my protection. This way she can’t get to me.’
         
 
         She, meaning Mother Nature. The Earth. One very ticked-off planet, who was coming slowly out of an eons-long slumber and wondering blearily what the hell had happened with the human race while she wasn’t looking. After all, in the tradition of surly teens everywhere, we’d taken the opportunity to throw loud parties and trash the place while she’d been out. It’s not nice to fool Mother Nature. It’s even worse to fool with her.
         
 
         I focused back on Imara. ‘So…you’re not connected to the Earth? The way the rest are?’
 
         She looked away, and after a few seconds I realised that she was embarrassed by what she was going to say. ‘It’s a little like hearing music coming from the car next to you – you can hear the bass notes, but you can’t make out the tune. It’s not all Father’s doing. There’s a lot of you in me, and it holds me back.’ Her eyes flew back up to meet mine, stricken. ‘I didn’t mean—’
 
         ‘I know what you mean,’ I said. ‘I’m a handicap.’
 
         Even though I was, of course. I’d worked out fairly quickly that Imara wasn’t fully Djinn… Right now, that was an advantage, with the other Djinn more or less susceptible to control by the waking Earth, and pretty much unreliable in the free-will department. But what did it mean for her, long-term? How would she be accepted by the other Djinn? And what would happen if – God forbid – she ever had to go up against them in a real battle?
 
         I couldn’t think about that. I couldn’t stand to imagine her going up against someone like Ashan, who had the morals and kindness of a spider.
 
         She was watching me steadily with those bright, inhuman eyes. I had a cold flash. ‘Can you tell what I’m thinking?’ I asked.
         
 
         Her eyebrows rose. ‘Will it make you angry if I say yes?’
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         ‘No.’
 
         ‘You’re lying to me.’
 
         ‘Why would I do that?’
 
         ‘You really are David’s child, you know that?’
 
         She smiled. ‘He really loves you, you know. I can feel that, too. It’s the warmest thing in him, his love for you.’
 
         ‘I thought you said he’d cut you off.’
 
         ‘He has. But short of killing me, he can’t cut me off completely.’ She shrugged. ‘He’s my father.’
 
         I felt my throat heat and tighten, and tears prickled my eyes. I swallowed and blinked and drummed my fingers on the steering wheel. ‘Right. So, am I doing the right thing here? Heading to New York?’
 
         In the absence of any other ideas, I was heading for the relative safe haven of Warden Headquarters, where those of us who’d survived the last few days were sure to gather. All hell had broken loose among the Wardens, with wholesale mayhem from the normally compliant and subservient Djinn. I just hoped that I wouldn’t be coming back to find…nothing. The last thing I wanted was to be the last Warden standing, with the Earth waking up and Djinn running crazy. Granted, it would be exciting. It would just be a very short story, and a very ugly ending.
         
 
         ‘I don’t know if it’s the right thing to do or not,’ my daughter replied solemnly. ‘I’m only a day old.’
 
         Great. I had no idea whether I was doing the right thing, I had a smart-ass immortal kid, and Cherise for a wingman.
 
         Yeah, this was going to end well. No doubt about it.
 
         
             

         
 
         Four hours later, it was dark and I was exhausted. Twenty-two hours in a car, even a Mustang, will do that to you. The Mustang purred around me like a contented tiger. Not the Mustang’s fault that I was so tired that I wanted to weep, or that my world was falling apart, or that I was driving where my head sent me instead of my heart. My heart was back in Florida, where I’d last seen David. Where I’d last seen my sister Sarah, who was now officially a missing person, last seen being carried off by a British madman named Eamon. (I’d made use of my cell phone to report the abduction to the FBI. If that didn’t screw up whatever escape plans Eamon had made, I couldn’t imagine what would.)
         
 
         Nope. None of it was the Mustang’s fault. I liked the Mustang just fine. I was wondering how exactly I could arrange to get it as a permanent lease, once it was repainted, of course.
 
         The Mustang’s real owner stirred and smacked her lips the way people do when they wake up with monster morning breath. Cherise blinked at the pastel wash of late-night lights as we came out of the Lincoln Tunnel, and she stretched as we cruised to a halt at a stoplight a few blocks later. Guys in cars all around us watched, even though Cherise wasn’t at her well-groomed best at the moment. Some girls just have it. Cherise had so much of it, the rest of us needed time-shares just to get by.
         
 
         ‘Nurgh,’ she said, or something like it, then dryrubbed her face and threw back her hair and tried again. ‘Whatimesit?’ Or a mumble to that effect.
         
 
         ‘Almost one a.m.,’ I said. Since we’d travelled directly up the eastern seaboard, the Mustang’s dashboard clock hadn’t been fazed by our twelve-hundred-miles-in-just-under-one-day jaunt. I eyed it with the numbed disbelief of someone who couldn’t quite fathom where all the hours had gone. Straight into my ass, it felt like. ‘We should be there soon.’
         
 
         Cherise turned and peered over the leather seat at Imara, who was stretched out like a cat over the backseat, comfortable and indolent. ‘Oh. You’re still here?’
 
         ‘Obviously.’
 
         ‘I was kind of hoping you’d gone back to the mother ship by now.’
 
         I smothered a chuckle. ‘Cher, she’s not an alien.’ 
         
 
         ‘Right,’ she said. ‘Not an alien. Glowing eyes, disappears at the drop of a hat. But not from another planet, got it.’ Cherise, needless to say, was a fervent devotee of The X-Files and alien invasion stories in all shapes and Jerry Bruckheimer sizes. She had a little big-headed grey alien tattoo to prove it, right at the small of her back. ‘Is Pod Girl going with us all the way?’
         
 
         Imara raised a single eyebrow, in imitation of either everybody’s favourite Vulcan, or at least a popular former wrestler. ‘Going all the way? Is that a euphemism for something else?’ she asked.
 
         ‘Honey,’ Cherise said, ‘you’re not that cute. Well, OK, maybe if I was really drunk and your eyes didn’t glow, but—’
 
         ‘Hey!’ I snapped. ‘That’s my kid you’re talking to.’ And besides, my kid was pretty much the spitting image of, well, me. So I was a little weirded out. ‘Are you going with us, Imara?’
 
         She looked frankly astonished. ‘I have a vote?’
 
         ‘Of course.’
 
         ‘Then I’ll go with you. As a dutiful child.’ She still looked too grave and self-contained, but I could see a twinkle of humour in there, buried deep.
 
         Cherise responded to that with a dubious snort for both of us. ‘Whatever. So, tell me again where we’re going?’
 
         ‘You remember how I told you about the Wardens?’ I asked. 
         
 
         ‘Organisation of people like you, with all kinds of superpowers, who control the weather and stuff. Speaking of, weren’t we in the middle of a hurricane that was about to kill us about twenty-four hours ago? If you could control the weather, what was up with the hundred-mile-an-hour winds? I meant to ask earlier, but I was, you know, dealing with my trauma.’
 
         ‘It’s not as easy as just waving a hand!’ I protested. ‘And anyway, I wasn’t supposed to interfere right then. – Oh, fine. Maybe I was having an off day. In answer to your original question, we’re going to my office. Warden Headquarters.’
 
         ‘In New York City.’
 
         ‘Midtown, to be exact. First and Forty-sixth.’ She had a look of incomprehension. ‘In the UN Building.’
 
         Her expression didn’t change.
 
         ‘You have heard of the UN, right? United Nations? Bunch of guys who get together, talk about world peace?…’
 
         Imara murmured, ‘Even I know what the UN is, and I really was born yesterday.’
         
 
         Cherise shot her a dirty look. ‘Shut up! I know what the UN is!’
 
         ‘Sorry.’
 
         ‘But…the UN controls the weather? Because I thought they were all about that whole world peace thing.’
 
         I reclaimed the conversation from the bickering – ah, children. ‘No, they don’t control the weather. They lease office space to the Wardens, who do.’
         
 
         Cherise didn’t bother to say, ‘You’re insane,’ but the expression on her face was pretty clear, and considering this was coming from a girl who half believed aliens had abducted Elvis, that was special. She even edged a little bit more towards the passenger-side window. I was wishing that I’d left Cherise at any of the various petrol stations we’d blown past along the way, but it would take only one unhappy phone call from her claiming I’d stolen her car to end my trip real quick. Hadn’t seemed prudent, given the priorities.
 
         ‘You weren’t kidding,’ Cherise said, studying the building as we got closer. ‘We really are going to the UN. Is it even open?’
 
         ‘Trust me, the Wardens never close.’ My whole body ached, and I really, really needed a shower. I’d scrubbed cleanish in a truck stop restroom a lifetime ago, because I just hadn’t been able to stand it anymore, but I wasn’t what you might call business-meeting ready. My eyes ached and watered from the glare of streetlights. I was grateful that at least it wasn’t full daylight. That would have been much, much worse.
         
 
         I made the turn to the special security-controlled parking garage, which was locked up like Fort Knox. There was a scanner on the driver’s side. I rolled down the window and extended my hand. A green laser jittered over my exposed skin, and the door silently rolled up. I gunned it, because in seconds the door reversed course and began its downward journey. Down a corkscrewing Habitrail of a parking ramp, to a floor marked only with the sign AUTHORISED PARKING ONLY. I was authorised. I slid into the first available parking slot.
         
 
         It worried me that there were so many parking spaces unoccupied.
 
         ‘Come on, we have a special door.’
 
         ‘We do? A special door? Cool.’ Cherise scrambled out of the car. Imara emerged after her, elegant and tall, tossing long black hair back from her face as if she were ready for a photo shoot. I decided she didn’t look like me at all. I’d never looked that glamorous. Well, I’d never felt that glamorous, anyway.
         
 
         There was supposed to be a special guard on the special door. There was certainly a special-made guardpost, and as far as I knew it was supposed to be manned 24-7. Only nobody was there. Maybe the guard had gone for a call of nature, but I doubted it. I tried the steel door to the hut. Locked. Lights glowed on panels inside, but the windows were covered with steel mesh. That left us standing in a hot white wash of light, looking suspicious. I looked around, and sure enough, there was a surveillance camera – as ubiquitous as houseflies in the modern world. I waved, then turned to the door again.
 
         ‘There’s no lock or handle,’ Cherise said. ‘Don’t they have to open it from in there or something?’
         
 
         ‘Or something.’
 
         I held up my hand and concentrated. A faint blue sparkle moved across it, lighting up the stylised sunburst that was the symbol of the Wardens. It was magically tattooed into my flesh, and it couldn’t be faked.
 
         I ran it across a scanner inset next to the door. I waited, but nothing happened. If there’d been crickets around, they would have been chirping. I sighed, looked at Cherise and Imara, and shook my head. I ran a hand through my tangled hair and pushed it back from my face, back over my shoulders, and wondered what my chances were of bluffing the regular UN guards into granting me admittance.
 
         I didn’t wonder very long. They’d raised paranoia to an art form around here, and for very good reasons.
 
         ‘Right,’ I said. ‘I guess we’ll have to wait until someone decides that we look safe.’
 
         ‘Yeah, and when will that be?’ Cherise asked, with a significant look at our generally less than presentable turnout, Imara notwithstanding.
 
         The door let loose with a thick metallic chunk and swung open about a quarter of an inch.
         
 
         ‘Now.’ I grabbed the edge and moved it wider. It was heavy. Bombproof, most likely. I ushered the girls inside, grabbed the inner handle, and pulled it tight behind me as I entered the building. The lock engaged with a snap and hum of power.
         
 
         ‘Um…Jo?’ Cherise sounded spooked.
 
         When I turned, there were two people standing in the industrial concrete-block hallway facing us. Both were in blue blazers with a logo on them – UN Security – but with the additional graphic touch of the sun-shaped Wardens’ symbol pinned to their lapels. Man and woman, both tall and capable-looking. I didn’t know them.
         
 
         I’d seen guns before, though, and they had two great big pistols pointed right at us.
 
         I put my hands in the air. Cherise followed suit, fast, and laced her hands behind her head without being asked. Too many episodes of police shows, I was guessing, or some indiscretions that I didn’t want to know about.
 
         Imara didn’t raise her hands at all, just looked at the guards with those ruddy-amber eyes and raised her eyebrows, as if they amused the hell out of her.
 
         ‘Djinn!’ the woman in the blazer yelled to her partner, and took a step forward to get an angle on Imara. She had a nice two-handed shooting stance, and a voice hard enough to shatter diamond. Her eyes darted rapidly from Imara to Cherise, and then landed on me. ‘Warden, put your Djinn back in the bottle. Now!’
         
 
         I looked at Imara, wide-eyed. She looked back. ‘Back in the bottle,’ I said. I didn’t own Imara, and she wasn’t bound to a bottle anyway, but she was bright enough to realise that this might not be the time to debate the issue. She misted away, off to someplace safer, I hoped. The Wardens were a little paranoid these days. Love me, hate me, want to kill me…it all depended on the mood of who I was talking to, or so it seemed.
         
 
         But I understood their paranoia about Djinn. I’d seen the change come over David, on a beach in Florida, and it had terrified me in ways that I’d never thought possible. Nothing more frightening than seeing someone you know, someone you love, go mad.
 
         I focused on the two guards and tried for a wan, friendly smile. ‘OK, no problem, right? Djinn’s in the bottle. You guys know me. Joanne Baldwin? Weather Warden? I’m here to see Paul Giancarlo.’
 
         Whether it was my name or Paul’s, something made the two guards exchange a look and relax. They didn’t holster their weapons, but they didn’t look actively menacing anymore, either. And they pointed the barrels vaguely towards the floor.
 
         ‘Baldwin,’ the man repeated. ‘Right. We’ve been expecting you.’ He was a tall fellow, thin without being skinny. The physique of a basketball player under the wool jacket, white shirt, and conservative tie. ‘Follow us,’ he said, and turned to walk down the hallway.
 
         I shrugged and followed, Cherise obediently hurrying along with me. I hoped I hadn’t dragged her into the middle of something really, really bad. I had to believe the Wardens wouldn’t hurt her. They treated normal people with kind, despotic benevolence.
         
 
         They only ate their own.
 
         Well, even if they tossed her out on her ear, she’d be OK. Cherise would survive. She was the kind of girl who could stand on a New York sidewalk looking helpless, and in under thirty seconds, a dozen guys would dash to the rescue.
 
         We went to the back elevators, which were operated by key card; my minders kept exchanging significant glances, but I didn’t think I had much to fear from them. Wardens were never really unarmed, of course, and for the first time in a long time, I was feeling strong and confident. If this turned into a straight-out fight, I was willing and able to oblige. Provided I could get Cherise out of the line of fire – and in Warden terms, that was literal.
 
         The elevator rose up smoothly and deposited us with a muted ding at our destination. The doors opened…
 
         …on a floor I didn’t recognise. One that looked like it was under construction, only construction would have been orderly, at least. No, this was under destruction. Panelling in splinters, pictures reduced to smashed frames and piles of glittering glass. Puddles of dark liquid that I really didn’t want to examine too closely in the emergency lighting. I’d been to this place recently, and I hardly recognised it at all. It had been a hallowed, hushed centre of power.
         
 
         Now it was the gruesome aftermath of a war zone.
 
         ‘Oh my God,’ Cherise murmured behind me, and edged carefully around a pile of splinters and glass that had once, I remembered, been a huge photo of the senior management of the Wardens.
 
         ‘Watch your step,’ our male guard said, and ducked under some low-hanging grids dangling from cables. ‘We’re remodelling.’
 
         The dry gallows humour didn’t thaw out the cold shock in my stomach. ‘What the hell happened?’
 
         The woman shot me one of those looks. The kind a mother uses when she’s out of patience with a child’s bullshit. ‘Guess,’ she snapped.
 
         It hit me with a vengeance. They’d had a visit from some very motivated Djinn. Hence, the panic over Imara.
 
         I kept my mouth shut as we moved slowly around obstructions to the conference room about halfway down the hall. On the way, I spotted the big marble shrine to Wardens who’d died in the line of duty. It was only lightly chipped, and my name was still on it. I supposed, with all of the furore of the last few months, they hadn’t gotten around to chiselling off the writing. Or maybe they just figured my death was inevitable, and why waste the effort…
         
 
         ‘In here,’ the guy said, and pointed through the open conference room door. I say ‘open,’ but it was more of a ‘missing.’ Sharp fresh-bent hinges sticking out from the wall, no sign of the doors themselves.
 
         The room was lit with emergency lanterns and chemical lights, the kind the Wardens recommended for use in hurricanes and tornadoes. It gave everything a post-apocalyptic glow – splintered heavy furniture, a blizzard of paper scattered over the floor, dark splashes on the shredded carpet.
 
         The surviving Wardens were gathered around the splintered conference table. I counted heads. Nineteen. I made an even twenty.
 
         I remembered the hundreds of Wardens who could have been here, should have been here, and felt a sick jolt in the pit of my stomach.
         
 
         ‘Jo.’ Paul Giancarlo – my old friend and mentor – looked as bad as the room. He was a big guy, well muscled, but he was looking terrifyingly banged up as he limped towards me. I met him halfway in a hug that was careful on my part, desperate on his. He was bandaged around the head, dark hair sticking up in thick unruly clumps on top, and his skin was pasty yellow. He had Technicolor bruises over half his face. ‘Thank God you’re OK.’
 
         His pupils were hugely dilated. Pain medication. He was doped to the gills.
 
         I let go and stepped back, and our fingers wrapped tight. He wasn’t Lewis, and our various powers didn’t amplify and rebound; I felt little to nothing from him, hardly even a whisper. Drugs could do that, but this was something else. He’d drained himself to dangerous levels. I knew how that felt. I’d done it myself, more than once.
         
 
         ‘I wish I could say the same about you,’ I said, and his big hand tightened around mine. ‘Paul. What happened here?’
 
         ‘They went crazy,’ he said, and closed his eyes for a second. ‘What the hell do you think? Not a damn thing we could do, except try to keep them off of us. Too many Wardens died. Way too many.’
 
         I felt cold, imagining it. Djinn were like tigers, I’d always thought: beautiful and sleek and deadly when out of control. And this had definitely been way out of control. I remembered David, back on the beach in Florida – David, who would never have willingly hurt me – coming for me with his eyes glowing red. I’d have died there, if it hadn’t been for Imara. And that had been open ground. In an enclosed space like this, no place to run…
 
         ‘We couldn’t stop them,’ Paul finished softly. ‘We lost—’ He looked momentarily stunned, trying to recall a number.
 
         Down the table, a quiet voice supplied, ‘At least thirty. We’re lucky we have as many here as we do.’
 
         ‘Lucky?’ A half-whisper from a battered young man I didn’t recognise, with the solid hum of energy that usually tokened an Earth power. ‘What part of that was lucky, man? I saw people – I saw friends just ripped in half—’
         
 
         Paul sighed. ‘Yeah, kid, I know. Easy. We’re going to get through this, OK? Jo, this is pretty much everybody we could pull in that we could reach. Got more on the way, but it’s going to take some time to figure out who’s still alive and able to help. Plus, we can’t yank everybody out. We need them on the ground, especially now.’ His gaze fell randomly on Cherise, and stayed. ‘Who’s this?’
 
         ‘Cherise. She’s a friend.’ After a hesitation, I had to clarify, ‘Not a Warden.’
 
         He looked completely pissed off. ‘What are we running here? A tour group? Get her the hell out of here!’
 
         I looked at Cherise. She was dead scared and didn’t know where to look but she especially didn’t want to look at the puddles of dried blood on the carpet or the silent, staring faces of the Wardens. ‘Cher, why don’t you wait in the hall?’
 
         ‘Hell no,’ she said. ‘I’ve been to the movies. No way am I splitting up in the scary place. C’mon, Jo, I want to stay with you. Please?’
 
         She had a point. No telling what kind of dangers were still lurking around the corner. I turned back to Paul. ‘She stays,’ I said. He glowered. ‘Paul, she stays. We don’t have time to screw around with who’s allowed in the cool kids’ room when the house is on fire, right? Just pretend she’s an intern or something.’
         
 
         That wouldn’t be too hard. Cherise was looking more and more like an out-of-her-depth undergrad.
 
         ‘So what do we know?’ I asked, and slid into an empty chair. Cherise hastily took the one next to me. I scanned faces around the room and saw about twelve I recognised. Way too many were missing, I had to hope they were still somewhere out there, doing their jobs. I exchanged quick nods with the people I knew.
 
         ‘We started losing contact with Wardens all over the country about three days ago. Started with just a few, but it spread like wildfire,’ a lean, weathered woman of about forty said. ‘It took us a while to understand that they were being attacked by Djinn. No survivors until they came after Marion.’
 
         I glanced down the table into shadows, alarmed. I’d seen Marion… Yes, there she was, half-hidden near the end. Marion was an Earth Warden, and her skill was healing, but self-healing was a chancy undertaking at the best of times. She looked terrible. I exchanged another nod with her.
 
         ‘Marion, I’m so sorry. Your Djinn—?’ I didn’t know how to finish that question, because Marion and I knew things about each other that really weren’t suited to sharing with a table full of strangers. Such as, I knew that Marion had taken enormous risks to recover her lost Djinn, not so very long ago, and it hadn’t been out of selfless duty; she and her Djinn were lovers. That fell under the ‘forbidden tragic love’ section of the Warden code, even under normal circumstances; I just didn’t know for certain how tragic it had turned out this time.
         
 
         She took me off the hook. ‘My Djinn helped me take out the two who came to – to free him. Then he asked me to put him back into his bottle. I did, and sealed it.’
         
 
         ‘First good advice we had,’ Paul said. ‘We’ve been getting hold of every Warden we can find and telling them the same thing. Get your Djinn safe and seal the bottles until we know what the hell’s going on. You got anything, Jo?’
 
         I stretched my hands flat on the scarred wood surface. ‘Afraid so. Here’s the deal. The Djinn were serving us only because of an agreement made a few thousand years ago between the first Wardens and the most powerful Djinn in the world. His name is – was – Jonathan.’
 
         Silence, and then…’Kind of a modern name, isn’t it?’ Cherise asked. ‘Jonathan, I mean. Wouldn’t he have an Egyptian name or—’
 
         ‘Cherise. This is my story. You talk later. The thing is, once Jonathan made the agreement, which was supposed to be temporary, the Wardens didn’t keep their end of the bargain. They didn’t let the Djinn go once the emergency was past all those thousands of years ago. There was always some disaster or another to serve as an extension on the contract, and then they didn’t even bother making up excuses. Some of the Djinn have had enough of waiting for the Wardens to grow a conscience, and the Wardens forgot that any such agreement ever existed. So the Free Djinn—’
         
 
         That term caused a rustle of throat-clearing and shifting in chairs, and the inevitable interruption. ‘There aren’t any such thing as—’ someone began to declare, in much the same way people once insisted the world was flat.
 
         ‘Yes there are, Rosa.’ That was Marion, and her tone was surprisingly sharp, coming from a woman who was normally so level and soothing in manner. But then, we’d all had a damn hard few days. I could see that it might be difficult to suffer fools with the same level of grace she usually displayed.
 
         ‘Continue,’ Paul said, watching me.
 
         I swallowed, wished in vain for a drink of water, and got on with it. ‘So some of the Free Djinn started killing Wardens, trying to free their brethren, as well. But some didn’t agree with that tactic, so there was fighting in the Djinn ranks. Jonathan—’ What the hell had happened to Jonathan? Something catastrophic. ‘Jonathan died. And when he died, the agreement between the Djinn and the Wardens, the one that kept them under our command, that went sideways. We don’t own the Djinn anymore. Not as of the moment he stopped existing.’
         
 
         Paul’s face went a paler shade of scared. ‘You mean, they’re no longer under our control at all?’
         
 
         ‘Yes, that’s what I mean.’
 
         ‘Well, that’s just great. You drove all the way from Florida to tell me we’re dead?’
 
         ‘You want me to go on, or what?’ I glared back. He finally closed his drug-glazed eyes and nodded. ‘Right. Well, we’ve always thought we were fighting the planet, one on one. A fair contest. But I have to tell you, it isn’t fair, and it isn’t even a contest. She hasn’t even been awake.’ Inarticulate noises of protest and denial. I ignored them. ‘She’s not even concentrating on us at all. We’re like little mosquitoes she’s been swatting in her sleep.’
         
 
         Paul’s face had drained of what little colour he had. ‘Jo—’
 
         ‘Hang on, I’m still getting to the bad news.’ I sucked in a deep breath, then blew it out. ‘She’s starting to wake up. Once she does, she can control the Djinn absolutely, and that means we’ll face a thousand times the power we did before. Maybe worse than that. And without any help from the usual sources.’
 
         He looked glassy-eyed. ‘Was that the bad news? Because for fuck’s sake, don’t tell me it gets worse than that.’
 
         ‘Yeah, that was it.’
 
         He didn’t say anything. The silence ticked off, one cold second at a time, until Marion murmured, ‘Then that would be the end of it.’
         
 
         Paul looked up sharply. ‘I’m not throwing in the towel, and you’re not either,’ he snapped. ‘Jo. What else you got for us? Anything on the plus side?’
 
         ‘I may—’ I edited myself carefully, well aware of the way this might go. ‘I may know of a Djinn who can still help us.’
 
         ‘I’m the guy in charge of handing out life preservers on the Titanic. Anything you got that can help, let’s have it. I mean, we’re talking about Band-Aids on a sucking chest wound, but—’
         
 
         ‘I don’t know if this Djinn has the ability to do much,’ I said quickly. It wouldn’t do to get anybody’s hopes up, and I wasn’t even sure where Imara was, or what she was up to. ‘But I’ll check into it. Maybe we can get some intelligence about what’s happening to the Djinn without too much risk. Meanwhile, we have to get off our asses. We’re powerful in our own right, but we’ve been relying on the Djinn for too long. You need to get all hands on deck, make them quit playing politics and doing under-the-table deals. Put them to work for a change.’ I bit my lip, debating, and then continued, ‘And get the Ma’at on board. The Wardens got lazy, using the Djinn to help them. We have to learn a whole new way of doing things. The Ma’at can help.’
         
 
         There was another stir of resistance. Not denial – this was confusion. Marion knew about the Ma’at, and I’d presumed she’d reported everything to Paul, but surprise…he wasn’t looking like he recognised the name, and neither did anyone else. I shot Marion an alarmed, semi-desperate glance. She raised an inscrutable you’re on your own eyebrow.
         
 
         I tried for a calm tone. ‘I thought you knew, Paul. The Ma’at. I guess you’d call them a rival organisation, who can raise up powers that can influence the same things we can. I met them in Vegas.’
 
         ‘Rival organisation? Vegas?’ Paul’s face went from white to an alarming shade of maroon. ‘Vegas? You’re telling me you knew about all this months ago?’
         
 
         Well, crap, I’d quit, hadn’t I? Why would I have narked on the Ma’at, at that point? ‘You guys weren’t exactly keeping the communication channels open, you know! The Ma’at aren’t as powerful as we are. OK, to be honest, I don’t know how powerful they are, but I know they’re not as widespread. Still, they have a different approach. They might be able to help.’
         
 
         ‘Are you working for them?’
 
         ‘What?’
 
         He surged to his feet and leant on the table as the other Wardens exploded into babbling argument. ‘Are you working for them? Is that what this is? You get inside and kill off the rest of us? You bring this Djinn along with you to finish the job?’ 
         
 
         ‘Paul—’
 
         ‘Shut up. Just shut your mouth, Jo.’ He upgraded the shout to a full-out bellow. ‘Janet! Nathan! Get in here!’
 
         That brought in the two guards, who’d been hovering politely out of sight around the corner. Paul gestured towards me. ‘Stick this one in a room while we talk this over. Do not let her sweet-talk you, and do not let her leave. If she tries anything, you’ve got my permission to shoot her. Someplace painful but non-vital. Got me?’
         
 
         Cherise whirled around, eyes wide. ‘They’re arresting you?’
         
 
         ‘Looks like,’ I said. I was feeling a tight flutter of panic about it, but there was no point in showing that to her. She couldn’t help. ‘It’s OK, Cher. You go back to the car and head for home. I’ll be all right.’
 
         ‘Oh, hell no. I’m not leaving you like this!’
 
         ‘You are,’ Paul said flatly. He nodded the two guards towards Cherise. ‘Escort the lady out first. Nicely, please.’
 
         It was going to be nice until Cherise grabbed Janet’s hair and kicked Nathan in the balls, and then it got a little ugly. Cherise fought like a girl, which meant she fought dirty. There was screeching. Nathan finally got her wrists pinned, and Janet – pink-cheeked and disarranged – looked like she wanted to do some hair-pulling herself, but she restrained herself with dignity. 
         
 
         The table full of Wardens looked on, wide-eyed.
 
         Cherise continued to struggle even after they had good hold of her. I went over to her, put my hand on her shoulder.
 
         ‘Cherise, stop it! I’ll be all right,’ I promised her. ‘Trust me. Go home. This isn’t your fight.’
 
         I was right, and I was lying, of course, because it was everybody’s fight now. It was just that the regular folks, the ones who were going to be mowed down by the uncounted millions, couldn’t do a damn thing about it. You can’t fight Mother Nature. Not unless you’re a Warden. And even then, it’s like a particularly brave anthill taking on the Marine Corps.
 
         She didn’t say anything, just stared at me. Hair cascading over her face, half-wild, completely scared. I’d done this to her. Cherise had been a comfortable, self-absorbed little girl when I’d first met her, and I’d dragged her into a world she could neither understand nor control. Another stone on the crushing burden of guilt I was hauling around.
 
         ‘Go home,’ I repeated, and stepped back. Janet and Nathan escorted her to the door – carried her, actually, since she was such a tiny little thing. Her feet kicked uselessly for the floor, but they each hoisted her with an arm under hers, and out she went.
 
         ‘Jo, dammit, don’t do this! Let me help! I want to help!’ she yelled. I didn’t move. Didn’t reply. ‘Hey, you jerk, watch the shirt, that’s designer—’
         
 
         And then she was gone, and it was just me and a room full of Wardens, and it wasn’t the time to be picking any fights. Besides, I wasn’t fool enough to believe anybody else would jump in on my side.
 
         ‘You really going to lock me up?’ I asked Paul. He gave me a stare worthy of his mafioso relatives. ‘I could take down a bunch of you, you know,’ I said. ‘On my worst day, I could still take at least three of you if I had to. And no offense, but this isn’t shaping up to be my worst day. For a change.’
         
 
         ‘Yeah, go on, you’re making me not want to lock you up, with a speech like that,’ he said. ‘I know you could take any of us except Lewis; you always could. And when did you figure all that out, incidentally?’
         
 
         ‘Started to a couple of months ago,’ I said, and shrugged. ‘So. You want to fight, or work together to help people survive this? Because I’m not going to play the traditional who’s-on-top and who-can-smooch-the-most-ass game anymore. I’m not letting you stick me in some cell and pretend like this is all my fault and it’ll all go away if we hold a tribunal and assign some blame. And most of all, I’m not going to sit back and let people die.’
         
 
         ‘You’ll do what we ask you to do,’ said Marion, and rolled out from behind the table. Rolled, because she was in a wheelchair. I made a sound of distress, because I didn’t realise how badly she’d been hurt – worse than Paul. There was something terribly misshapen about her legs. Marion was middle-aged, but she looked older than that now; lines grooved around her eyes and at the corners of her mouth, lines of pain. Even her normally glossy black hair looked dull and tangled, but I supposed that personal grooming probably wasn’t on anyone’s top ten to-do list at the moment. ‘This isn’t the moment for personal heroics, and you know it. The Wardens need to pull together. That means someone has to lead, and the rest of us have to follow. Including you.’
         
 
         ‘Following’s never been her strong suit,’ Paul said morosely. ‘In case you haven’t noticed. And she can probably kick your ass, too, these days.’
 
         ‘Paul,’ Marion said with strained patience, ‘perhaps we should stop discussing whose asses would be hypothetically kicked, and talk about what we’re going to do to stop the bloodshed.’
 
         ‘Somebody needs to contact the Ma’at,’ I said. ‘I’m not their favourite person ever, but at least I know some names. How’s that for cooperation?’
 
         ‘Hand them over to Marion,’ Paul said. ‘You’re done here until we can check you out and find out who these people are. Marion?’
 
         Marion, always practical, reached into her plaid-blanketed lap, and pulled out a pad of paper and a pen. I recited the ones I could remember. Charles Spencer Ashworth. Myron Lazlo. Told the Wardens about their lair in the lap of the Sphinx out in Las Vegas.
         
 
         She exchanged a look with Paul, and he shrugged. ‘Check it out,’ he said. ‘You, Jo. You’re going to spend a little time contemplating how bad an idea it was to keep that from me.’
 
         ‘Oh, come on, Paul. We don’t have time for this bullshit.’
         
 
         ‘Sorry,’ Marion said, and pulled something else out from under that plaid lap blanket. An automatic pistol. It looked like one of the same police-issue models that Janet and Nathan had been sporting. ‘But he’s right. First, we establish contact with the Ma’at, and then we decide what to do with you. Don’t worry. It probably won’t take all that long, and you look as if you could use the rest.’
 
         I felt a cold chill at how close she’d probably come to putting a bullet in me, just on general principles. I’d been shot in the back before, in this very building, as it happened. Not an experience I was looking to repeat, especially since David wasn’t likely to show up again to help me out.
 
         I slowly put up my hands.
 
         She shook her head. ‘I’m not going to shoot you,’ she said, and put the gun back in her lap, though on top of the blanket. ‘For one thing, the recoil is murder on a broken arm.’
 
         ‘Glad your priorities are straight.’
 
         ‘Up,’ she said. ‘I’ll show you someplace you can wait in comfort.’ 
         
 
         I looked over my shoulder when I reached the splintered doorway, and saw something that I’d never really seen before in a group of Wardens: fear. And they were right to be afraid. In all the history of the Wardens, stretching through the ages, nobody had ever faced what we were facing: a planet that was about to wake up and kill us, and Djinn who were going to be more than happy to help.
 
         I wondered if this was how the dinosaurs had felt, watching that bright meteor streak towards the ground.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Two

         
 
         I spent some time in lockup lying on a clean hospital bed, humming popular songs, and trying to imagine what the new Wardens’ seal should look like. I was currently going with a shiny circular motif, with the new motto of We’re So Screwed running around the outer edge, featuring a graphic of a nuclear mushroom cloud in the centre. A gold seal, probably. Gold goes with everything, even an apocalypse.
         
 
         Bored with mental graphic design, I got up and wandered around, taking stock. The infirmary was mysteriously intact. Crisp, clean, no sign of struggles. Maybe it had been empty. Djinn wouldn’t have wasted time vandalising; they’d been out for blood, and they were nothing if not focused on the mission.
 
         Which would have been removing any humans who might pose a genuine threat to them later. I wondered if it had been David’s bunch, acting under the red-eyed influence of the Earth. Or if it had been Ashan’s little merry band, coming after Wardens just on general principles.
         
 
         Either one would have been horrific, in these close quarters. I didn’t want to imagine it, but the images kept springing up when I closed my eyes.
 
         Eventually, not even fevered imagination could hold off exhaustion, and I surrendered to a need to be horizontal. I pulled a waffle-weave cotton blanket up over my aching body and wished – again – for a shower. I was too tired even to take off my shoes, much less undress, although these clothes needed to be burnt, not just laundered. I stank to high heaven, and was ruining a perfectly good bed, but as soon as I closed my eyes, all those concerns slid away like oil off Teflon.
 
         I was asleep so fast, I had no time to realise it was happening, falling into a soft-edged darkness that wrapped warm around me, falling without fear and without limit…
 
         …and then, without any sense of transition, I was sitting in a nice, comfortable living room with a fire roaring in the hearth. Curled up like a cat on a soft cotton-covered sofa, my head against the pillowed armrest, covered with the same blanket I’d been using in the infirmary.
 
         ‘Hey, kid,’ said a low voice. I blinked and focused across the room.
 
         ‘Jonathan?’ I asked, and slowly sat up. ‘Am I—? Aren’t you—?’ 
         
 
         ‘Dead?’ the mack daddy of the Djinn supplied, and popped the tops on two brown, label-free bottles of beer. He held one up, and it floated towards me. Heavier than I expected. I nearly fumbled the bottle when I grabbed it out of the air. Cold. It felt heavy and real.
 
         ‘Aren’t you? Dead?’ I asked.
 
         ‘Yeah, well. Kinda.’
 
         I blinked again and sipped the beer. Seemed like the thing to do. Jonathan looked exactly the same as he had last time I’d seen him: human, tall and lean and whipcord-strong. Tanned. He was wearing khaki pants and a loose off-white T-shirt, not tucked in, and his booted feet were crossed at the ankles. He sipped his beer, unsmiling.
 
         I put my bottle down on the polished wooden coffee table after shoving aside issues of magazines in languages that I didn’t recognise to make room for it. ‘You’re dead,’ I repeated. ‘So why are you in my dream?’
 
         He raised the bill of his olive drab ball cap with one finger. ‘Good question. Morbid, isn’t it?’
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘Dreaming about dead people. Creepy. You ever see a therapist about that?’
 
         ‘I’m not—’ Even in dreams, I couldn’t win an argument with him. Even when he was dead. ‘What are you doing here?’
 
         Jonathan took off his cap, tossed it towards a coat-tree (and missed), and leant forward with his elbows on his knees. He met my stare. That was a frightening thing. Dream or not, he had the exact same eyes – dark, lightless, limitless, filled with an infinity of things I could never understand in my short human lifetime. Stars were born and died in those eyes. ‘I think the real question is, what are you doing here? This is the end of the world, kiddo. Or the beginning. Tough to tell the difference. It’s all one big turning circle, and where we are depends on who we are.’
         
 
         I clutched the blanket closer. ‘I – don’t understand.’
 
         ‘Yeah, didn’t figure you would. But I thought I’d give it a shot.’ He took another swig of beer, but those inhuman eyes never left me. ‘Take a look outside.’
 
         I rose, dragging the blanket with me wrapped around my shoulders like a bulky shawl. Not that I wanted to get up from that obscenely comfortable couch, but this was a dream, and I was going to do just what he wanted me to do. No real will of my own. My hand reached out for the drapery pull, and I yanked, and the heavy maroon curtains slid back, revealing…
 
         A big field of nodding yellow flowers. Blue sky. A few clouds drifting lazily over the horizon.
 
         I turned to look at him, a question on my face.
 
         ‘Keep looking,’ he said. ‘Little more to the picture than meets the eye.’
 
         I narrowed my eyes, and it was like going up in to the aetheric, only I never left my body; the horizon zoomed towards me, clarifying itself as it came. What looked like a shadowy mountain range resolved into something else entirely.
         
 
         Death.
 
         I was looking at the skeletal remains of a city. Whatever skyline shape had once made it memorable was gone, so I didn’t know if I was looking at Paris or New York or Dallas; it was a twisted bare mass of metal now, corroding and twisting together, being beaten down by the gentle, remorseless rain and wind. That was how the planet triumphed, in the end. With patience. With stillness.
 
         Without mercy.
 
         ‘You’re getting there,’ he said. ‘Closer.’
 
         And he was closer, too – across the room and standing right behind me. His hands closed on my upper arms, holding me in place against him. I didn’t want to see, but it came to me anyway.
 
         Bones. So many bones, sinking deeper into the hungry ground. Flesh liquifying and returning to the soil, bones taking longer to flake away into bleached splinters.
 
         Bones were all that was left of humanity, I knew that. I could sense that. Nothing remained. Not a city untouched, not a family huddled in a cave, waiting out the disaster. We’d been completely, utterly removed from the Earth.
 
         ‘You see?’ Jonathan’s voice rasped, soft as velvet against my ear. I could feel the warm whisper of his breath stirring my hair. ‘It’s like bowling. When the match is over, you have to return the rented shoes. Sorry, kid. Game over.’
         
 
         Six billion lives, snuffed out. I wanted to fall to my knees, but Jonathan was holding me up. There was a certain lazy cruelty in the way his fingers dug into my skin.
 
         ‘Don’t go all weak on me now,’ he scolded me. ‘Bones and dust. That the way you want it?’
 
         ‘No,’ I said, and firmed up my knees and spine. Weak? I wasn’t weak, and I wouldn’t let him see me that way. ‘So you tell me, how do I stop it?’
         
 
         ‘What makes you think it’s your job to stop anything?’
 
         I shook free of his hands and whirled to face him. My fists clenched at my sides. ‘Because you brought me here!’
         
 
         His face smoothed out, became as rigid and emotionless as a leather mask. Those eyes, God, those eyes. Fury and power and anguish, all together.
 
         ‘I didn’t bring you here,’ he said. ‘You think you’re Miss Special Destiny of the year?’
 
         ‘No,’ I shot back, furious. ‘And I don’t damn well want to be, any more than you wanted to be – whatever the hell you are. But sometimes there isn’t a choice. Right?’
         
 
         ‘Careful. You might accidentally make some sense. Ruin your reputation.’ 
         
 
         ‘You are infuriating!’
         
 
         ‘Yep,’ he agreed. ‘It’s been said.’
 
         Arguing with him was getting me exactly nothing. I controlled my temper with a tremendous effort of will. ‘So how do we stop this?’ Because I was not going to sit by and let a future roll towards us that contained six billion corpses turning to petroleum under the ground.
 
         ‘That’s the funny thing,’ Jonathan said, and stepped back. He tugged his cap more firmly in place, one hand at the back, one on the bill. ‘You want to survive, you need to convince Her that you’re worth the favour.’
 
         ‘How?’ I practically yelled it.
 
         ‘You’ll know it when you see it. But first you have to get yourself to the right place.’
 
         ‘Which is?’
 
         ‘Someplace you’ve already been,’ he said. ‘Once. Neat little place, kinda quaint. You’ll think of it.’
 
         ‘Don’t do that. Don’t go all vague on me just when I need—’
 
         ‘Not my business to save your ass,’ he pointed out. ‘Hell, I’m kinda dead anyway. Not my problem. And you look so cute with your face all red.’
 
         ‘Jonathan—’ I was all out of smart-ass. ‘Please.’
         
 
         He cupped an ear towards me.
 
         ‘Please,’ I repeated. ‘Do you want me to beg?’
 
         ‘Well, it’d be nice, but…nah. Can you sing?’
 
         ‘What?’ 
         
 
         ‘Sing. Notes. Usually up and down, unless you’re into that rap thing, which’ – he eyed me – ‘I wouldn’t recommend. A little too much vanilla in the ice, if you know what I mean.’
 
         ‘Believe me, I have no idea what you mean!’
         
 
         He sighed. ‘Humans. No sense of what’s going on around them…’
 
         He stopped in mid-condescension. His face went blank again, but not as if he was trying to conceal anything this time – more as though he was entirely focused on something beyond the two of us.
 
         There was a sound. It started as a kind of moaning, like a breeze beyond the window. It got louder. Stronger. Became an eerie tangle of whispers.
 
         No, not whispers. Something…musical.
 
         I reached for the latch on the window, suddenly desperate to hear what it was. Jonathan clapped his hands down over mine, hard. ‘No,’ he said grimly. ‘Do it and you’re dead.’
 
         I fought him. I had to open the window. I had to know. I could feel it coming, and oh it was glorious and terrible and beautiful as liquid fire, and it was going to burn me to ash where I stood with the fire of creation and joy. Spirit moving upon the earth…
         
 
         I clawed at the window latch, got hold of it, and yanked up.
 
         Stuck. I screamed and battered at the window glass, but it didn’t break, didn’t even rattle…
 
         Jonathan muttered what might have been a curse, if I’d understood Djinn, and he spun me around to face him. The whole house around us was moving, breathing. Seduced by the power of the song outside. Longing to join with it, lose itself in that joyous, terrifying chorus.
         
 
         Pieces of it were whirling away. Jonathan stayed focused on my face. ‘You’ve got to leave,’ he said.
 
         ‘Am I going to see you again?’ I asked, weirdly calm now, drugged by the sound. He smiled slightly and touched his fingertips to the tip of my chin.
         
 
         ‘Didn’t see me this time,’ he said, and without any warning at all, gave me a right cross that snapped my head back with overwhelming force. Pain blocked out even the screaming of that song…
         
 
         I sailed backward into the dark, falling, lost in shrieking winds and wind that grabbed and tore at me…
 
         The song turned into a shrill ringing in my ears.
 
         I jerked awake on the bed in the infirmary, felt my heart racing uncontrollably, and fumbled for the clock on the table next to me. Its reassuring green glow told me that I’d been asleep for exactly six hours.
 
         I sank back with a sigh, cradling the clock and hitting the buttons, and then realised that it wasn’t the alarm going off. It was my cell phone shrilling for attention. Damn. I needed to go with a much more amusing ringtone.
 
         I fumbled it out of my purse and flipped it open. 
         
 
         ‘Yeah?’ I sounded as drugged and disoriented as I felt.
 
         ‘You stupid slag.’ I knew that rich tenor voice, sharpened now with anger. ‘You called the police on me.’
         
 
         I flopped back into the comfort of the pillow and threw an arm over my eyes. ‘Yes, Eamon, I called the police on you. You threatened my life, tried to kill me, and abducted my sister—’
 
         ‘I saved your bloody life!’ He sounded livid. I could almost see the veins pulsing in his neck. ‘I could’ve left you out in that hurricane to die, you know. I put myself out for you!’
 
         ‘Yeah, you’re a prince – Please tell me you’re not, by the way. I mean, my opinion of British royalty isn’t that high, but—’
 
         ‘Shut it,’ he snarled. ‘Alerting the local constabulary isn’t going to get your sister back.’
 
         ‘Can make your life damn inconvenient, though, I’ll bet.’
 
         Silence. I could hear him breathing. I could picture him standing there, phone gripped in those long pianist’s fingers. The inner Eamon didn’t match the sensitive hands, though he could pretend with the best of them. Deep down, he wasn’t elegant, and he wasn’t cultured. He was a total bastard, and the fact that my sister had been enthralled with him – and might still be, for all I knew – made me feel more than a little nauseated. 
         
 
         ‘Look,’ I said. ‘I know that you expect me to be your co-star in this little drama you’re playing, but I’m busy. Get to the point, Eamon. You going to kill me? Come on and get in line. I haven’t got time to screw around with you.’
 
         Silence, for a long few beats, and then, ‘Is there a problem?’ he asked. Which wasn’t what I’d expected.
 
         ‘Why do you care?’
 
         ‘Because—’ He paused for several long beats. ‘Because what I want from you is a Djinn. If there’s anything happening that affects that goal, I need to know.’
 
         ‘You have no idea how much I wish I’d given you one back home, and gotten you the hell out of our lives,’ I said. I remembered the bloodstains in the conference room. Not that I wished dismemberment on anyone, but with Eamon my moral high ground was somewhere about the elevation of a sand dune, and eroding fast. ‘The situation has changed. I can’t get my hands on a Djinn anymore. No one can.’
 
         ‘Won’t, you mean.’
 
         ‘I don’t have time to explain it to you, but even if I gave you a Djinn bottle, it wouldn’t do you any good. The – the master agreement’s been broken. They don’t obey us anymore. And they damn sure wouldn’t obey you.’
 
         ‘I see,’ he said slowly. ‘That’s…very unfortunate. For your sister, at any rate.’ 
         
 
         ‘Where’s Sarah? If you’ve hurt her—’
 
         ‘Don’t be ridiculous. Why would I hurt lovely Sarah?’ That sly hint of amusement was back in his voice. ‘Much more rewarding to play along with her fantasies. You’d be amazed what kind of thing that woman gets up to in the privacy of her—’
 
         ‘Shut up!’ I shouted it, heard my heart thudding in my ears, and forced myself to relax. He liked sticking in the knife. It was part of his game. No matter what he said, I’d seen the way he’d touched her, and his hands didn’t lie about that, at least. He was gentle with her. Gentler than he had any reason to be. It was even possible he really liked her, as much as he liked anyone. ‘Look, just let her go. There’s no reason to keep her. I already told you, I can’t give you a Djinn. Please. Just – let her go.’
         
 
         ‘Are you completely sure you can’t give me what I want? Because if you are, there’s no reason for me not to put a bullet in the head of your beautiful sister, pose her in a compromising position for the delight of the tabloid media, and be on my merry way.’ He listened to my furious silence. I could feel a grin coming off the phone, like radiant heat. ‘I was thinking something from the oeuvre of the Hillside Strangler. Nothing like the classics.’
         
 
         ‘You fucking son of a—’
 
         ‘I want a Djinn. I don’t care about your technical issues. You’re thoroughly resourceful when you need to be – I’ve seen that firsthand. No, your lovely sister stays with me until you come through for me. In the meantime, she suffers whatever I see fit to make her suffer, which I promise you will get progressively worse the longer you take to satisfy me. And if I feel you haven’t done your level best to get me what I want, well…you’ll follow the breathless coverage about her bad, sad end on the news.’
         
 
         My free hand was in a fist, clenched tight. I didn’t remember doing it, and deliberately relaxed until the white knuckles loosened up. ‘You won’t get anything by threatening her. There are other things happening, in case you’re not aware. Bad things. I can’t just—’
 
         ‘Yeah,’ he interrupted. ‘Dead Wardens littering the landscape, very sad, I’m devastated, et cetera. But in short, bugger your problems, darling, because my problems are the priority. I’ll give you exactly two days to settle your little difficulties and make arrangements to get me what I want, and no tricks, or I swear to you, your sister will not leave a pretty corpse, are we understood?’
         
 
         ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Yes, we’re understood.’
 
         ‘Then it’s been a slice, love, and you watch yourself. Wouldn’t want anything to happen to you before I get what I want. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I hear the water shutting off in the bath. I have to go do your sister.’
 
         He hung up before I could fire off anything I’d regret later. The number was blocked, of course. I sank down on the bed again, exhausted and aching and angry as hell, with nowhere to put all that nervous dread. Not like my sister’s life could count for any more than the hundreds of thousands of people who were in danger, or the millions – billions – in the balance if we didn’t figure out how to make things right again.
         
 
         Bones and dust, corpses turning to petroleum. Sunflowers nodding placidly over a graveyard. Had I just been dreaming? Or was Jonathan – the spirit of Jonathan, anyway – trying to tell me something important?
 
         Two days. Not enough time. Not enough time for anything.
 
         I felt tears coming, and choked them back furiously. I was not going to let that bastard make me cry, and I was not going to think about him standing in that steam-fogged bathroom, wiping beads of water from my sister’s naked back while she smiled innocently at him in the mirror.
         
 
         No, I wasn’t going to think about that at all.
 
         OK, maybe I was.
 
         I curled up on the bed, hurled the alarm clock across the room in a satisfying crunch of plastic, and put my pillow over my head to sob out my fury and pain. That was supposed to be cathartic, but mostly it seemed to result in aching muscles, sinuses packed with fluid, and raw, abused eyeballs.
 
         I needed to blow my nose. When I reached for a tissue from the bedside box, my fumbling fingers met warm flesh, helpfully handing one over.
         
 
         I lifted my head slowly from the smothering embrace of the pillow, and gasped.
 
         ‘Aren’t you going to take that?’ David asked. I looked down. My fingers were clenched on the tissue in his hand, but I hadn’t made any move to claim it. I slowly pulled it towards me.
 
         David was sitting in a chair a couple of feet away, watching me with his head tilted a little to one side. His eyes were more brown than bronze, just now, lazy behind the concealing round glasses. Relaxed. He was wearing a familiar outfit of a blue checked shirt and faded jeans and battered hiking boots, and God, he looked good enough to eat. Relief flashed through me like a concentrated burst of lightning, and then recent history caught up to me like the following thunder. I sat up in a hurry, heart thumping so hard, I saw red spots, because my brain finally saw fit to remind me that David, about thirty hours ago, had been intent on killing me.
         
 
         ‘Easy,’ he said, and reached out to draw a fingertip over the tender, sensitive skin on the interior of my right arm. Heat and friction, real as it could get. ‘It’s all right. I’m myself, at least for now. Blow your nose.’
 
         He wasn’t a dream; he was here. Really here, physically.
         
 
         I really did need to blow my nose. I did so, in as ladylike a fashion as I could, wishing all the while – mostly stupidly – that I’d had some kind of warning, that I’d been able to shower or to brush my hair or change my clothes or…hell. Anything.
         
 
         I tossed the tissue at the trash can nearby. He gave my underhanded girly throw an assist with a wave of his finger, not even looking. Two points.
 
         ‘I didn’t know if you were alive,’ he said softly. ‘Not at first. I remembered coming after you, on the beach, and then – nothing. I thought I’d hurt you. Killed you.’
 
         The look in his eyes – God, it made my heart break. I swung my legs over the side of the bed. We were close enough that our knees brushed.
 
         David leant forward, moving slowly, the way animal trainers do with skittish creatures, and he slowly extended his hand towards me. Traced the line of my cheek. ‘I can’t stay long,’ he said quietly. ‘But I want to try to protect you, as much as I can. Help you. Will you let me?’
 
         I couldn’t say no to him, not when he sounded like that. Soft and a little desperate. I stayed where I was. I didn’t reach back to him, though every cell in my body screamed for me to do it; I just watched him, until he drew his hand back. He put his elbows on his knees and focused on my face with an intensity I remembered from the first time I’d met him. Had I fallen in love with him right then, at first sight? I’d fallen in lust, for sure. Lust had been no problem at all. Still wasn’t. But more than that – and I only realised it now, looking back on it – I’d lost my soul to him somewhere along the way.
         
 
         And I couldn’t regret it. Even now.
 
         His fingers moved together restlessly, as though fighting an urge to reach out to me again. ‘You’re all right?’ he asked. ‘Not hurt?’
 
         ‘No. I’m all right.’ Minus a few dozen cuts and bruises and minor aches. Nothing to speak of, really. ‘What the hell happened?’
 
         His face went still. Masklike, the way Jonathan’s had been in the dream. His eyes turned dark and filled with secrets. ‘Jonathan decided to play god,’ he said. ‘He’s dead.’
 
         I had a sudden, aching suspicion. ‘Did you kill him?’
 
         The flash of anguish, before he locked it down again, was answer enough. David had been an Ifrit for a time, half alive, preying on Djinn for his life force. Damned and doomed and broken…dead, in every way that mattered. He’d gone after the biggest, brightest power source available to survive, and that had been Jonathan. Driven by the basic instinct to feed, he had turned on his own best friend.
 
         Just the way his best friend intended, the coldhearted, calculating, manipulative bastard.
 
         ‘David, don’t,’ I said. ‘You know he wanted to die. He just – used you. Suicide by Ifrit.’
 
         ‘No, it was more than that.’ He swallowed and looked aside, keeping his thoughts to himself for a few seconds before he continued, ‘What Jonathan was, is – necessary. Someone needs to stand where he stood. Nature abhors a vacuum.’ He attempted a smile, but it looked painful. ‘I was the closest Djinn to him in power, so what he was – it flowed into me. In a real sense, I’ve become—’
         
 
         ‘Jonathan,’ I supplied.
 
         He looked agonised about that. Guilty. Horrified. ‘No. Jonathan was…special. I don’t think any of us could really take his place and do the things he did. But I’ve become the conduit, the pipeline from the Mother to the Djinn. The only upside is that I’ve stopped pulling the life out of you, the way I did when I was an Ifrit. If I’d kept on…’
         
 
         ‘You wouldn’t have killed me.’ I wasn’t sure of that, but I wanted to be.
 
         ‘I came damn close.’ He stared at me, miserable. ‘Jo. None of us can tell what’s coming. I don’t know if I can control this. I’m not Jonathan. I’m not capable of – staying apart from her needs, her emotions. And when I fail, we all lose.’
 
         Nothing I could say about that wouldn’t make him feel worse about it. ‘Look, you told me on the beach that the Wardens need to stop the Earth from waking up,’ I said. ‘That would fix things, right? Give you back free will?’
 
         ‘No, not really.’ He was already shaking his head. ‘We never have completely free will. It’s not the way it works.’ 
         
 
         ‘Even now that Jonathan’s agreement with the Wardens is gone?’
 
         ‘Even now. We just changed hands, so to speak. Went back to our original master. Mistress. You saw. When it happened – I wasn’t prepared to handle it. I didn’t know how to try to hold it back, and it spilt through me to the other Djinn.’
 
         His eyes had burnt bright red, and bright red was not a colour I associated with anything good, except in fashion. Having red eyes staring at you was downright terrifying. Still, it hadn’t been only the Goth-bright gaze that had unnerved me; it had been the stillness. The sense of David having been emptied out of his own skin, stripped of individual consciousness and responsibility.
 
         ‘When she’s angry,’ he continued, ‘when she feels threatened, she can take control of me, and through me, all the others. In a sense, we’re her antibodies. And if she wants to destroy you…’
 
         It would be terrifyingly easy for Djinn to do it. They were predatory at the best of times. Given free rein and license to kill? Slaughter. No human could battle them directly for very long, and there damn sure weren’t enough Wardens to go around anyway.
 
         ‘So what are we supposed to do? It’s a little late to build a rocket ship and evacuate,’ I said, ‘no matter what the science fiction movies like to tell us.’
 
         That got a smile. A small one. ‘Did you know, that’s one of the things we love so much about you?’
         
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘Your stories. You remake the world with stories. I don’t think you understand how powerful that is, Jo.’
 
         ‘A story isn’t going to fix this.’
 
         The smile died. ‘No, you’re right about that.’
 
         ‘Then tell me what to do.’
 
         ‘No.’
 
         ‘No?’
 
         ‘You have to understand—’
 
         ‘Well, I don’t. I don’t understand.’
 
         ‘You’re being obstinate.’
 
         ‘I’m being accurate! Dammit, David, why is everything such a riddle with you guys? Why can’t you just come right out and—’
 
         ‘– tell you how to destroy the Djinn?’ he asked, and arched his eyebrows. ‘Sorry, but I’m not quite ready to sacrifice my people to save all of yours. I’m trying to find a way that it doesn’t come down to that choice. That’s what Jonathan left me. Responsibility. It sucks, but that’s the way it is.’
 
         I swallowed my comeback, because there was real suffering in his eyes. ‘So what can I do?’ I asked. ‘I can’t just wait around for the final epic battle and make popcorn.’
 
         Another smile, this one stronger and warmer. ‘You never could, you know. Always in motion.’ 
         
 
         ‘Damn straight. Basic principles of physics. Objects at rest tend to stay at rest. Things in motion require less effort to overcome resistance.’
 
         ‘I love your mind.’
 
         ‘Is that all?’ I arched my eyebrows back at him, and his eyes sparked bronze.
 
         He smiled, and then the smile slowly faded. ‘We can’t do this.’
 
         Damn. The warmth inside me, barely felt, began to fade. ‘Why not?’
 
         ‘Because it’s dangerous. You begin to trust me; I begin to think you can trust me. That’s a very bad idea.’ He stood up. ‘I shouldn’t have come here.’
         
 
         ‘Then why did you?’ I demanded, out of patience. ‘Dammit, don’t come here and look – look all perfectly hot and good enough to lick – don’t just show up and tell me that I can’t trust you, because I do trust you, I always have, even when I didn’t have any reason to do it! Don’t do this to us! It hurts!’
         
 
         My vehemence shook him. He honestly didn’t expect that outburst – I could see it in the way he drew back inside himself, watching me. The bronze glints died in his eyes, forced back. He looked like a man. A tired, vulnerable, sorrowful man. ‘I want to help,’ he said.
 
         ‘Well, pony up, cowboy! Now’s the time!’
 
         ‘All right.’ He closed his eyes, as if he couldn’t stand to look at me while he said it. ‘You can’t cut the Djinn off from the Mother. Oh, there’s a way, but if you do, you only guarantee your own destruction. The Earth would go mad. It wouldn’t just be humanity being wiped away, it would be every living thing in the world. She would just – reset the game and start over. What you have to do is become…Jonathan. Become the conduit for humanity, to her.’
         
 
         Finally, we were getting somewhere. ‘And how exactly do I do that?’ He opened his mouth, then shut it again. No answer. ‘David, half an answer is worse than none. Tell me.’
 
         ‘I hate putting you at risk like this.’
 
         ‘Dammit, how could I be more at risk? I saw—’ I stopped, because I intuitively knew I shouldn’t tell David about the dream. At best, he’d dismiss it. At worst, it would raise false hopes that Jonathan was…somewhere out there. ‘I’m a Warden, and I’m on the front lines already. At least give me the tools to get the job done.’
 
         His head jerked up, and he fixed on me with such intensity that I flinched, a little. ‘I’m not sure it won’t kill you.’
 
         ‘Well,’ I said after a shaky second of a pause, ‘that’s a ‘been there, done that’ situation, and anyway it’s not your choice to make, is it?’
 
         And that was a long second of pause, from both of us. Precarious and painful.
         
 
         ‘No,’ he finally admitted, and squeezed his eyes closed as he thought about it. ‘All right. I can’t tell you how to do it – I’m not even sure how Jonathan did it in the first place. But I can tell you where.’ He made a visible decision and opened his eyes. They were glowing now, Djinn-bronze flecked with ruddy amber. ‘You’ve been there once already. Seacasket.’
         
 
         ‘Seacasket?’ I tried to remember…and then I did, with a chilling rush of pain and panic.
 
         Once upon a time, I had been a Djinn, and I had been sent to Seacasket by my master (if you could call a punk like Kevin a master, which was a stretch) to destroy the town. In fire.
 
         David had stopped me that time. And somehow, Kevin’s stepmonster Yvette had known that he would. It had been the trap she set for him, to get him back in her power.
 
         ‘Seacasket’s special,’ I said. ‘Yvette knew.’
 
         He nodded. ‘It’s a – thin space in the aetheric. One of two or three places in this country where a human might be able to reach one of the Oracles.’
 
         ‘Oracles?’ I’d never heard of Oracles, other than the ancient Greek kind. Or the software company. From the regretful look that flashed across his face, it wasn’t something any human had probably heard before. Or that the Djinn ever intended we would.
         
 
         ‘They don’t exist here, on this plane. They’re – different. And Jo, they’re dangerous. Very dangerous, even to Djinn. I – can’t imagine how dangerous they’d be to a human, even if you can get one to allow you contact. Which isn’t likely.’ 
         
 
         ‘Can’t you – I don’t know, introduce me?’
 
         ‘It doesn’t work that way,’ he said. ‘I wish to heaven it did, because this would already be finished and I’d have done this for you. The way I’m connected is subordinate. The Djinn are part of the body, not apart from it. Oracles…’ He was out of words, and he shrugged. ‘There’s no way to describe this, really. It’s not a human thing.’
 
         I let out a slow breath. ‘OK. Leaving all that on the table, is there anything you can do about all of the – the chaos out there? Weather, fire, earthquakes?…’
 
         ‘I’ll do what I can.’ David leant forward and extended his hand again. This time, I took it. His skin was firm and hot and smooth, and my skin remembered it all too vividly. He was astonishingly tactile, always touching, and even as I thought it his fingers moved to my wrist, tracing my pulse. ‘I want to protect you. I want that with everything in me. The idea of sending you into danger without me…it terrifies me. You know that, right?’
 
         My heart began to pound. I wanted to forget all of this. The wreckage outside of the infirmary door, the dead Wardens, the destroyed agreement with the Djinn, the upcoming end of the world. The future of bones.
         
 
         I wanted him to keep on touching me, always.
 
         ‘Jonathan always thought it was a kind of insanity, Djinn loving humans,’ David murmured. ‘Maybe he was right. We have to face losing what we love so often, and the urge to keep you out of danger is…overpowering, sometimes. But now I’m the danger. And the truth is, you can’t really trust me, from this point on. Promise me you’ll be careful of me.’
         
 
         ‘David—’
 
         ‘I mean it, Jo. Promise me. I love you, I adore you, and you really can’t trust me right now.’
 
         His hand tightened on mine. Our fingers twined, and he leant closer and fitted his lips to mine.
 
         Hot and sweet and damp, anguished and wonderful. I let go of his hand and wrapped my arms around his neck, buried my fingers in the warm living fire of his hair, and deepened the kiss. Willing him to be with me, to make this world be something it wasn’t.
 
         He made a sound in his throat, torture and despair and arousal all at once, and his hands fitted themselves around my waist and slid me off the bed and onto his lap. My chest pressed to his, every point of contact a bonfire. Our bodies, beyond our control, moved against each other, sliding, pressing, sweet wonderful friction that reminded us what we wanted, what we needed. For the first time in months, we were both healthy, both whole, both…
         
 
         …both too aware of what this might cost us in the end.
 
         I don’t know which of us broke the kiss, but it ended, and we pressed our foreheads together and breathed each other’s air without speaking for a long time, our bodies tensed and trembling, on the edge of burning.
         
 
         ‘You’re right,’ I finally whispered. My lips tasted of him. ‘I can’t trust you. I damn sure can’t trust myself when I’m with you.’
 
         He smoothed my hair back with both hands. ‘Good girl.’ He kissed me again, softly. ‘Smart girl. Remember that.’
 
         And then he lifted me, effortlessly, and set me on my feet. I got the impression he was about to leave, and panicked just a little. ‘Wait! Um…Seacasket. I’m not sure I can find it again.’
 
         ‘MapQuest,’ he said. ‘The modern world is full of conveniences even the Djinn can’t match.’
 
         ‘Do I—?’ I bit my lip, and then continued. ‘Do I go alone? Or am I going to have to fight my way through some kind of honour guard?’
 
         ‘Take Imara,’ he said. His smile turned breathtakingly sweet. ‘She’s astonishing, isn’t she? Our child? I wish you could see her the way I do, Jo, she’s – a miracle.’
 
         Oh, I agreed. With all my heart. ‘I don’t want to take her with me if there’s going to be any danger—’
 
         ‘I have faith in you to keep her safe.’
 
         ‘David, she’s two days old!’
         
 
         ‘What she is can’t be measured in days, or years, or centuries,’ he said. ‘She’ll be fine. Just – take care of yourself. You’re the one I’m worried about.’
         
 
         A slow, warm pressure of his lips on mine, and then he was gone. Not a magic-sparkle slow-fade gone, but a blip, he-was-never-there gone. Except for the manic damn-I’ve-been-kissed-good tingle of my mouth and the racing of my pulse and general state of trembling throughout my body, I might have thought it was all another dream.
 
         I walked over to the mirror. I looked like hell, but my eyes were clear and shining and my lips had a ripe, bee-stung redness.
 
         Doesn’t get much more real than that.
 
         He was right: I really couldn’t trust him. Should never ever trust him again. But that wasn’t, and never would be, my instinct, and he knew it. He was my true fatal flaw, and maybe I was his, as well.
         
 
         I hoped that wasn’t going to end up destroying us both, and our child with us.
 
         If I was inclined to mope about it, I didn’t have time. There was a rattle at the locked infirmary door, and Nathan, the security guard, looked in and jerked his head at me.
 
         ‘You’re wanted,’ he said. ‘Move it.’
 
         I cast one last look at the empty chair where David had been, and followed Nathan out.
 
         
             

         
 
         The infirmary was relatively soundproofed, as I discovered when I went out into the hall; there was a riot outside. People yelling, screaming at each other. Tempers flaring. There were more people crammed in than there’d been before, and everybody looked stressed and confused. There were arguments raging from room to room; some idiot was yelling in the hallway that we had to uncork the Djinn still imprisoned in the vault several stories below, under the theory that we could be prepared to give them ironclad orders to protect the building and the remaining Wardens at all costs. Someone else was making the case against it, but I could tell popular sentiment was building for the supposedly simple solution.
         
 
         Paul had given up, evidently. He was sitting wheyfaced in a chair in the North America conference room, eyes shut. Marion was vainly shouting for order, but since she was in a wheelchair, it was hard for her to make an impression.
 
         I went for the floor show.
 
         I levitated myself four feet up off the stained carpet, dangerously close to the ceiling, reached deep for power, and felt it respond to me with an ease and warmth I hadn’t felt in…a very long time. Since before my battle with Bad Bob Biringanine, in fact.
 
         I let the power crackle around me, building up in potential energy in the air, and most of those around me noticed and backed off.
 
         Making light – cold light, light without heat – is the biggest trick in the book when it comes to my variety of powers. Light has heat as a natural by-product of the energy release that creates it, so I had to balance the radiation with rapid dispersal throughout a complicated matrix of atoms.
         
 
         I got brighter, and still brighter, until I was glowing like a girl-shaped chandelier, hovering in the hallway. Conversation stopped. In the brilliant white light, they all looked stark and surprised, and to a Warden they flinched when I released a pulse of energy that flared out in a circle like a strobe going off.
 
         I let the glow die down slowly and touched my feet back on the carpet.
 
         ‘Right,’ I said. ‘Let’s quit freaking and start working, all right?’
 
         Nobody spoke. Dozens of faces, and they were all turned to me – young Wardens barely out of college, old grey-haired ones who’d been handling the business of earth and fire and weather for three-quarters of their long lives. They were tough, or they were damn lucky, every single one of them.
         
 
         And most important, they were what we had.
 
         I pointed to the Warden who’d been arguing against opening the bottles – a slender little African American guy, about thirty, with a receding hairline and bookish wire-rimmed spectacles. ‘What’s your name?’ I asked. He didn’t look at all familiar.
 
         ‘Will,’ he said. ‘William Sebhatu.’
 
         ‘Will, I’m putting you in charge of the Djinn issue,’ I said. ‘You need to get every single Djinn bottle, empty or sealed, make an inventory, and put everything in the vault. And then you seal the vault and you make damn sure that nobody, and I mean nobody, opens up any bottles. Got it?’
         
 
         ‘Wait a minute!’ That was Will’s debating opponent, a big-boned woman with a horse face and bitter-almond eyes. ‘You can’t just make a decision like that! Who the hell do you think you are? You’re not even a Warden anymore!’ I remembered her. Emily, a double threat – an Earth and Fire Warden out of Canada. She was blunt, but she was good at her job; she also had a reputation for being pushy.
 
         ‘Back off,’ Paul said wearily from his chair in the conference room. His voice echoed through the silence. ‘She’s one of us. Hell, she may be the only one who knows enough to get us through the day.’ He sounded defeated. I didn’t care for that. I hadn’t meant to take away his authority – at least, not permanently – but Paul wasn’t acting like a guy who could shoulder the burden anymore. ‘Jo, do your stuff.’
 
         ‘OK,’ I said. I turned back to the woman, who was still giving me the fish eye. ‘Emily, you think you can make this work because you think you’re smarter than the Djinn, or faster, or more powerful. You can’t. You all need to unlearn what you know about the Djinn. They’re not subservient. They’re not stupid. And they’re not ours, not anymore.’ 
         
 
         The assembled Wardens were whispering to each other. Emily was staring at me. So was Will. I heard my name being passed around, in varying degrees of incredulity. I thought she was dead, someone said, just a little too loudly for comfort.
         
 
         ‘This is stupid,’ Emily finally said. ‘Paul, I thought she was out of the Wardens. How does she know anything?’
 
         ‘She knows because she was with the Djinn when it happened,’ Marion said, and rolled closer with a brisk snap of her wrists. ‘Right?’
 
         I nodded. ‘I saw it happen. We’ve lost control, and as far as I know, we’ve lost it for good. We need to face that and figure out how to go forward.’
 
         ‘Forward?’ somebody in the crowd yelped. ‘You’ve got to be kidding. We need the Djinn!’
 
         ‘No, we don’t,’ another person countered sharply. ‘I barely escaped, and only because mine got distracted. Whatever’s happening, we can’t risk involvement with the Djinn.’
 
         ‘Exactly,’ I said. ‘We have to rely on ourselves, and each other. Will? You up for the job?’
 
         He swallowed hard and nodded. ‘I’ll get started.’
 
         ‘Get some people to help you. Draft them if you have to, and don’t be afraid to use Paul’s name as a big stick.’ I waited for some confirmation from Paul; he waved a hand vaguely. I turned to Emily. ‘You’re not going to give this guy any shit, right?’ 
         
 
         She was silent for a few seconds, looking at me, then shrugged. ‘Not right now. You’re right. We need to stop the bleeding, and save the surgery for later.’
 
         I was glad Emily let me push it through, because she’d be a tough opponent. Nothing weak about her, and we needed her on our side.
 
         There was only one side, right now. The side of survival.
 
         I faced a crowd of people, and everybody looked tired and harassed and worried. Not the faces of winners. They looked…lost.
 
         ‘All right,’ I said. ‘Everybody, listen up. We’ve taken some serious hits, and there’s no question, things are desperate. But we are Wardens. Wardens don’t run, and they don’t abandon their responsibilities. There are six billion people on this planet, and we stand up for them. We need to be strong, focused, and we need to be united. No more backbiting, politics, or ambition. Understood?’
         
 
         ‘Oh, come on! Look around you. It’s impossible,’ someone in the crowd complained. I fixed that area with a stare that, from the way those in its way quailed, might have been Djinn-strength.
 
         ‘I was just hanging in mid-air glowing like a UFO,’ I said. ‘Don’t tell me about impossible. We’re Wardens.’
 
         A ripple of laughter. Some of the tension fled from their faces, and there were a few nods. 
         
 
         ‘I need a volunteer to handle cleanup crew,’ I continued. ‘Earth Wardens, probably, maybe a couple of Fire Wardens. Get this place back in operation. Everybody else, pick a conference room and get to work triaging the crisis information. Go.’
 
         And amazingly, after a scant second, Emily raised her hand and bellowed, ‘Right! I need two Earth and one Fire for cleanup!’ and the rest of them began milling around and filtering into conference rooms.
 
         They were actually listening to me.
         
 
         I looked at Marion, who was sitting, hands folded in her lap. She inclined her head, very slightly. Under the bruises, she was smiling.
 
         I said, ‘Somebody had to.’
 
         ‘You have a gift for it,’ she countered. We both looked at Paul.
 
         He was gone. Sometime during my little speech, he’d walked away. I felt a little stab of regret and worry. I’d taken away Paul’s authority again, maybe for good this time, and that was not only unkind, but also deeply unwise.
 
         ‘Excuse me?’ someone asked from behind me. ‘Warden Baldwin?’
 
         I turned to find a petite blond woman standing there. I didn’t know her, but she was different from the others in the hallway. There was no worry in her expression, and no exhaustion. Perky, which just seemed strange. There was something else, though, that sent a ripple of unease up my back that exploded in an ice-cold shudder on the back of my neck.
         
 
         The woman was just…wrong.
         
 
         ‘Jo!’ Marion’s warning shout came a second too late.
 
         The woman had a gun. Must have taken it off one of the guards. Nathan? Janet? One of the many who’d died? And now she raised it and pointed it straight at me. I froze, unbreathing. The muzzle of that damn pistol looked big enough to swallow the sun.
 
         And she fired.
 
         I felt it happening in slow motion – the hammer striking the cartridge, the blooming flare of explosion inside the metal jacket…
 
         I felt it. The same way I usually felt the flare of lightning bursting out of the sky, or the swirl of air and water.
         
 
         I not only felt it, but I could…touch it.
 
         It didn’t take much, just a whisper, and I killed the spark before it ignited the powder in the cartridge.
 
         Click.
         
 
         My would-be assassin looked baffled, then angry, and pulled the trigger again, with the same results. I smiled thinly at her, reached out, and took the pistol away. While I was doing that, Nathan, the tall security guard, pelted breathlessly around the corner. I emptied the clip out of the gun – well, it always looked cool in the movies – and Nathan took it away from me the way you’d take a semi-automatic away from a teething baby.
         
 
         He also took possession of the Warden, and handcuffed her.
 
         She still had that same eerily calm, predatory light in her eyes, and she hadn’t taken her eyes off me. I recognised that starvation in her. I’d had it eating through my own veins not so very long ago.
 
         I was staring at her, wondering how to go about handling this particular problem, when an arrival at the end of the hallway stole my thunder. Heads popped out of conference rooms, and whispers flew down the hall, contagious as the flu. ‘Lewis!’
 
         Well, well, well… Elvis was back in the building.
 
         Lewis Levander Orwell wasn’t looking his best, but then, who was? Rough and tired, but intact except for some livid dry cuts and scrapes that looked suspiciously like road rash, as if he’d gotten dragged over asphalt. At least a three-day growth of beard. Still, much improved from the last time I’d seen him. There was a palpable sense of relief as he walked down the hall towards us, a feeling that at last, stability had arrived. Lewis had that effect. He was, without question, the most powerful living Warden, and he was the proverbial triple threat – weather, fire, and earth powers, all in one package.
 
         He didn’t look like the big head cheese, really – tall, long arms and legs, a kind of lanky grace and an ironic smile, brown hair that badly needed a trim, a worn pair of close-fitting blue jeans and a loose flannel shirt folded up to expose the aforementioned cuts and road burns, and corded, sinewy arms. Hiking boots. Competence and authority in a handy carrying case.
         
 
         A little like Jonathan, now that I thought about it.
 
         He gave me a bare, welcoming nod, and took a good look at the imprisoned Warden, whose eyes had started glowing even more brightly at the sight of him.
 
         ‘Hey, Joanne.’ He nodded to me. ‘What have we here?’
 
         ‘Guess,’ I sighed.
 
         Lewis always did have an economy of words. He reached over and yanked down the collar of her shirt.
 
         It was only a glimpse, but I saw it – a black tangled mass that writhed just under her skin, and then burrowed deeper, hiding from view.
 
         Demon Mark.
 
         I had an instant nauseating sense-memory of how that felt. How seductively warm it could feel. How the power of it pulsed so brightly in your veins. You felt like you could do anything with one of those, and sometimes, you really could.
 
         I couldn’t save her. So far as I knew, there was no way to save any of them.
 
         ‘Marion,’ Lewis said. ‘Got anything in this building that will hold somebody with a Demon Mark?’
         
 
         He didn’t trouble to keep his voice down, and it sent shock waves through the assembled Wardens. Demon Marks, like Free Djinn, weren’t supposed to exist. Hell, even if they did exist, they were supposed to be dealt with quickly and quietly, off behind the curtains.
 
         ‘There’s a secured cell two floors down,’ she said. ‘We usually augment it with Djinn guards, but—’
 
         ‘Yeah, that’s not going to happen.’ Lewis’s eyes assessed those standing around, lightning-quick, and he pointed at Nathan and two other Wardens. ‘You three. Go with Marion. Get her secured. Marion, we’ll talk later about what we can do for her.’ He watched as the parade organised itself, then put his lips close to my ear and said, ‘Come with me. We need to talk. Privately.’
 
         I stepped back and nodded, then led him around wreckage and repairs and down around the corner, to an office that had remained mostly intact. There was a junior-level Warden working on forecast maps. I evicted her with a significant nod of my head, and closed the door behind her, then turned to face Lewis.
 
         ‘Senior management?’ he asked.
 
         ‘Mostly dead,’ I said. ‘Paul’s on the walking wounded list; Marion isn’t even that good. Morale’s in the toilet, of course. I haven’t seen any other faces I recognise from the higher ranks.’ I stopped and looked straight into his eyes. ‘We’re in big-ass trouble, Lewis.’
         
 
         ‘No kidding.’ He leant against the desk and folded his arms, looking down. Hiding whatever he was thinking. ‘You know about Jonathan?’
 
         ‘Imara and David say he’s dead.’
 
         ‘Imara?’ Lewis looked up, curious.
 
         ‘Ah – long story. Short version, she’s my daughter. Mine and David’s.’
 
         His lips parted, and his eyes widened, and I had the rare pleasure of seeing Lewis Orwell rendered…speechless. For a moment, anyway. ‘That’s – surprising,’ he said, finally. ‘Congratulations. Where is she?’
 
         ‘Safe, I hope. Away from here, anyway; the Wardens were a little trigger-happy, and even if it isn’t too likely they could hurt her, I didn’t really want to put it to the test. She’s—’ Precious. Special. Unique. Strange. Amazing. ‘She’s my kid. OK, she looks like a Sports Illustrated swimsuit model, but…’
         
 
         He blinked. ‘I thought you said she was a kid?’
 
         ‘Don’t ask me how Djinn biology works. First she’s a gleam in her father’s eye; then she’s borrowing my clothes.’
 
         He made a low-throated sound of amusement. ‘So in other words, it’s been a busy couple of days.’
 
         I gestured around at the wreckage in the office, piled like driftwood in the corners. By extension, at the chaos swirling around in the world. ‘You could say.’
         
 
         ‘Come here.’
 
         I frowned, but took a step closer. He reached out and took my hand, then pulled me into a body-to-body hug. I relaxed against him, letting the comfort of his warmth sink deep. He needed a shower. Hell, so did I. We were well beyond little things like that. After a few seconds, I felt the surge of power building between us…a cell-deep vibration, like calling to like. We had harmonics, we always did have, and the one time we’d allowed it to build out of control, we’d called up storms and shattered windows.
         
 
         It built so fast, it was breathtaking. Glass and steel rattled around us. I took control of myself and stepped back, breaking the circuit. I glimpsed something wild and a little desperate in Lewis’s eyes, quickly covered.
 
         ‘Did you feel that?’ he asked. ‘Looks like we’re getting stronger.’
 
         ‘Just the two of us?’
 
         ‘No idea, I’m afraid; I could feel it happening to me, but I’ve always been kind of the far end of the curve.’ That wasn’t ego, just fact. ‘Still, nothing’s what it was yesterday. Not the Djinn, and not us. Maybe in breaking the contract, Jonathan reset some kind of equilibrium. Maybe the Wardens were originally a lot stronger on their own. It could be that we’ve been bleeding off some of our own power to feed the Djinn.’
         
 
         Interesting notion. ‘So maybe we don’t need the Djinn after all, if this keeps up.’
 
         ‘Oh, I wouldn’t go that far.’ He was still watching me. Warm brown eyes, always fired with a little bit of amusement. ‘It’s also possible that maybe you and I are a little more connected to the source.’
 
         ‘Meaning?’
 
         He stretched out a palm, and a tiny flame flickered into life, lemon-pale and growing redder as I watched. Redder and larger. Lewis wasn’t watching this minor miracle; he was watching me, still with that sly bit of amusement lighting his eyes.
 
         And then he pitched the football-size ball of fire straight at me. Not a girly pitch, either. He put some weight behind it.
 
         I yelped, ducked, and felt the heat singe my hair as the fireball streaked past me. It hit the wall, bounced, landed in a pile of scattered papers, and ignited.
 
         ‘Shit! What the hell are you doing?’ I yelled, and without even thinking about it, felt blindly for the structure of the fire. Delicate as glass, strong as steel, but fragile.
 
         I put it out. Not even a wisp of smoke to show it ever existed.
 
         I rounded on Lewis, shocked and furious; he had his arms crossed, leaning back against the desk, and he was…grinning. 
         
 
         ‘What the hell was that?’ I demanded.
         
 
         For answer, he extended his hand again and called another tongue of flame. ‘Put it out,’ he said.
 
         ‘You put it out! This is a non-smoking building!’
         
 
         ‘You’re missing my point.’
 
         ‘No, I’m not! You’re trying to make me—’ I stuttered to a stop, because I realised what he was trying to do. Or, more accurately, trying to demonstrate. Hey, I never said I wasn’t a little thick. ‘Oh.’
 
         I extended my hand, cupped it over his, and felt the fire’s warmth spill over me. Fire is a kind of fluid, when all is said and done: plasma dynamics. It flowed over my skin, persistent and gentle, and when I opened my palm, it was burning there. A steady tongue of flame like a pilot light, red and gold and blue.
 
         I closed my fist around it and put it out, then opened my fingers again and called fire.
 
         It came without even a hesitation, a flutter and a sense of pleasant warmth on my skin. I stared at it, fascinated, letting it drip from one finger to another, then rolling it back up to my palm.
 
         ‘See?’ he asked. He sounded smug about it. ‘You’re Water and Fire. Interesting combination. Pretty rare, too, there’s been, what? Six or seven in recent history?’
 
         I looked up at him. ‘But I never had any power over fire. Never. They tested me.’ 
         
 
         ‘Was that before you died and got yourself reborn?’
 
         I’d died in a fire, and David had brought me back, as a Djinn. Then Patrick and his lover Sara had given their immortal lives to make me human again, and in his youth, Patrick had been…a Fire Warden.
         
 
         I could feel it coursing through me now, a kind of awareness that I’d never noticed before – a sense of the electricity inside the walls, like bright glittering lines. Of static hovering like glitter in the air. Of the aura surrounding Lewis himself, glorious as a rainbow.
 
         I blinked, and it was gone. Good. I wasn’t sure I wanted to live in a world that distracting full-time. ‘But – why now? I didn’t feel this before—?’
 
         ‘Maybe it took some time to build the power channels.’ He said. ‘Or maybe something else has shifted. Hell, Jo, you just gave birth to a Djinn. Who knows what’s changed inside you?’
 
         Queasy thought. ‘Um, one little problem. I don’t have any formal instruction for fire powers.’
 
         ‘Consider it on-the-job training. And don’t get cocky. You still need a third black belt to land yourself a shot at my title.’
 
         I laughed, and in the next blink, the glitter was back in the world. I stared, mesmerised by his glow, by the revealed glory of the world around me. Beautiful and complex as a machine made of crystal. Was this how Fire Wardens saw everything? No wonder they always looked spaced out…
         
 
         ‘Jo,’ he said, and drew my eyes back into focus. ‘We’re running out of time.’
 
         I sobered up quickly. ‘We are,’ I agreed. ‘Not to mention manpower. We’ve lost who-knows-howmany Wardens, and effectively all the Djinn. I hope you’re right that we’re getting stronger, because we need it—’
         
 
         ‘Damn straight,’ said a weary voice from the doorway. I turned to see Paul standing there. He walked in and slumped with a sigh in the nearest unsplintered chair, visibly gathering strength to speak. Dirty pale. ‘Lewis.’
 
         Lewis nodded silently, clearly worried at Paul’s state. ‘Do you want me to—?’
 
         Paul waved it aside irritably. ‘I’ll live, and you’ve got better things to do with your power than heal my boo-boos. Listen, kids, we need to decide some things.’
 
         Lewis glanced at me, then at Paul. ‘Maybe this isn’t the best time.’
 
         ‘It’s the only time,’ Paul sighed.
 
         ‘You need rest—’
 
         ‘No. I need to retire,’ Paul said bluntly. ‘The thing is, I can’t handle this anymore. It’s out of control, and I’m not the guy for the job. I couldn’t get their attention out there earlier, Jo, and you know it. You did.’
 
         ‘Not me,’ I replied, and held up my hands to push the implied offer back his direction. ‘I can’t stay. David gave me some ideas on how we might be able to solve this without a lot of further bloodshed, but I need to do it alone.’
         
 
         ‘Yeah? How do you know you can trust him?’ Paul demanded.
 
         I met his eyes and held them. ‘I know. And I have a plan, which is more than anybody else has right now.’ Well, more or less. At least, I had a place to start. Didn’t seem to be the moment to worry him with details, frankly.
 
         Paul sighed and turned his gaze to Lewis, who straightened up fast. ‘Oh, no,’ Lewis said. ‘I’m not going to take command. That’s your job.’
 
         ‘Hell, kid, I inherited the damn job, and I never wanted it in the first place. I’m a field guy. Now I’m a field guy treading water. I want you to take it, Lewis. I need you to take it. You’re the one guy everybody trusts around here, because you’re the one guy who walked away from all this rather than play the games.’
         
 
         ‘He’s right,’ I said quietly. ‘It should be you.’ I bit my lip, because it felt like being a traitor to say so – a traitor to Paul, who deserved my support even if he didn’t want it, and a traitor to Lewis, who patently didn’t want the responsibility. Especially not now. ‘This is what you were born to do, Lewis. We all knew it, right from the start. And – there might be something else.’ 
         
 
         ‘What?’ That had both of them looking at me. Paul looked as if he really couldn’t stand another dangerous surprise.
 
         ‘David once told me that Jonathan used to be like you, Lewis. He had all three powers. And in some way, he was more…connected. To the Earth. So maybe you can work on that angle.’
 
         Paul nodded. ‘The sooner the better. If the Earth wakes up, takes a good hard look at what we’ve been doing to her this last ten thousand years without anybody to do some explaining, there won’t be enough left of us to form a decent fossil record.’
 
         ‘Who says she won’t like us?’ Lewis murmured.
 
         Paul raised his eyebrows. ‘Do you like us?’
         
 
         ‘Some of us are pretty winsome.’ I could have sworn Lewis looked towards me, under those long lashes.
 
         ‘Wow, thanks for the compliment,’ I shot back, largely sarcastically. He gave me a look that meant he was getting a particularly interesting mental picture, probably nothing suitable for public consumption. He shook it off with a rueful smile.
 
         ‘Where are you going?’ Lewis asked, back on track again.
 
         ‘Seacasket.’
 
         ‘Where the fuck is Seacasket?’ Paul cut in, eyes closed. ‘Sounds depressing.’
 
         ‘It was someplace I was sent when I was a Djinn.’ 
         
 
         ‘When Yvette and Kevin had you?’ That had caught Lewis off guard. ‘That business with Yvette wasn’t my finest hour, sorry. I got a little distracted—’
 
         ‘Distracted?’ I let out a laugh that really wasn’t much amused. ‘The way I remember it, you were pretty focused, Lewis. Somewhere south of your belt buckle.’
 
         ‘Yeah, thanks for the memories.’ He had the grace to look embarrassed. ‘Anyway, I was pretty much out of commission for most of that. You want to tell us about Seacasket?’
 
         Not really. I sat and crossed my legs, then my arms. Defensive body language. Remembering Yvette gave me a seriously sick feeling in the pit of my stomach, because I couldn’t think about her slinky, skanky sexiness without also remembering how she’d looked at the end, when Jonathan had remorselessly carried out her stepson’s orders and crushed her skull.
 
         ‘OK.’ I sucked in a deep breath. ‘Kevin, Yvette’s stepson, was my master while I was a Djinn. She didn’t want me. She wanted David. She had a whole kinky-sex-and-bondage thing going for him.’
 
         ‘And?’
 
         ‘And what?’
 
         ‘Seacasket,’ Lewis prompted.
 
         Oh, I so didn’t want to remember. ‘She wanted David, and he wasn’t showing up for her to claim the way she’d intended. She figured the way to get him was…to make him come and stop me from doing something terrible.’
         
 
         ‘In Seacasket.’
 
         I nodded. ‘It’s a little town in Maine. I didn’t know why she picked it, I only knew that she had every reason to believe that David would show up to defend it. It was a trap. For him. So she could…’ I couldn’t go on. I didn’t want to remember that part, didn’t want to think about her getting her hands on David and doing the things she did. Lewis looked away again, as if what was on my face was too private to witness.
 
         I’m OK with what people do in the privacy of their bedrooms, and David’s not my property (in any sense anymore), but dammit, David hadn’t been a willing participant, then or ever. He’d hated it. Loathed it. And she’d taken great pleasure in the rape of his will, not to mention his body. I could never stop hating her for that. Never.
 
         ‘I remember something Jonathan said once,’ Lewis said contemplatively. Jonathan wouldn’t even give the time of day to most humans, but Lewis was no doubt on Djinn speed dial… ‘There are other things out there. Things even the Djinn are afraid of.’
 
         Paul was watching us the way you’d watch a tennis match, and there was a bit of a spark in his eyes again. Not quite out of the game yet. ‘There’s something in the Warden records,’ he said. ‘Early writings. Nobody thought the translation was correct. There was a reference to some kind of higher form of Djinn. Nobody’s ever found any trace of one, though.’
         
 
         ‘Think that’s what Jonathan was talking about?’ I asked Lewis. He shrugged.
 
         ‘Don’t know. I think you’re right. You’ve got the best shot of anyone, especially if David’s at least trying to help you.’ He paused to look at Paul inquiringly – a formal gesture, and a kind one.
 
         Paul nodded. ‘You do work best out there, kiddo. Go do your stuff. I’ll stick with Lewis, help manage things here. And Jo?’
 
         I looked up at him, and was caught by the intent focus of his eyes.
 
         ‘I don’t care how into him you are, you be careful of this Djinn of yours,’ Paul said. ‘Don’t trust him.’
 
         ‘Funny,’ I said, and opened the office door to leave. ‘He said pretty much the same thing himself.’
 
         
             

         
 
         The last time I’d seen Lewis, back in Florida, he hadn’t been alone, and so it didn’t come as that much of a surprise to run into his travelling companion out in the hallway.
 
         Kevin Prentiss had started out a dangerous, disaffected kid with a grudge and a rogue Djinn, and had ended up a surprisingly solid citizen, at least so long as Lewis exerted a good influence on him. Lewis had appointed himself Kevin’s guardian and mentor. I wasn’t too shocked by that, either; he’d always been the kind to take on wounded birds and outlaws. But it was still a pretty brave thing to do, considering that Kevin’s last official guardian had ended up really, really dead, and Kevin hadn’t been all that sorry about it, either.
         
 
         Not that I could blame Kevin. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what kind of terrible life the kid – seventeen, maybe? – had had with the psychopathic Yvette before David and I had come along to receive a short, radioactive burst of that horror.
 
         Still, the first thing I thought when I saw Kevin was that I’d never seen him smiling before, at least not like that. It was a full, charming, sweet kind of smile, one that lit up his eyes and changed his normally surly expression into something that would melt the heart of any teen angel. Oh, he still looked slacker-chic, all longish tangled hair and sallow skin and slouching body language.
 
         But that smile.
         
 
         One instant later, the smile made sense, because Cherise was with him.
 
         She looked freshly scrubbed, and she was restored to her usual glossy perfection – hair artlessly tousled (but perfectly ordered), make-up flawless. She wore a tight little top that showed off a tanned midriff, and low-rise jeans that were so low, she ought to be handing out referrals to her bikini waxer. A real pocket-size bombshell, from her head to her newly enamelled toenails.
         
 
         Kevin was – of course – enthralled. Cherise didn’t seem to mind that, but frankly, I didn’t understand why. Kevin was a bad boy, just not in the generally accepted attractive way. He was trouble in faded baggy jeans, with slouched shoulders and an attitude that sneered in the face of authority. OK, so that was exactly what most girls Cherise’s age – younger than mine, OK? – found sexy. But still. Kevin? Cherise could have literally any guy she wanted. I was perplexed by her sudden turnaround on the issue of quality date material.
         
 
         And then I thought, She wanted to get back in the door. Being with Kevin did the job nicely, because he wasn’t accustomed to taking no for an answer, and besides, he had the long arm of Lewis to back him up. Lord, I hoped she wasn’t quite that manipulative, to come on to a guy just to get an invitation back in through the front door, but I wouldn’t put it past her…
         
 
         Or myself, come to think of it.
 
         ‘Hello, Kevin,’ I said with a reasonable degree of welcome in my voice. The sweetly angelic smile twisted in on itself.
 
         ‘Hey,’ Kevin mumbled at the floor. ‘Seen Lewis around?’
 
         ‘Yeah, he’s in there. He’ll be out in a minute.’ I couldn’t bring myself to the point of small talk. I mean, I appreciated that Kevin was a complete and total jerk sometimes, but it was hard to get over having been his Djinn. Even that, I could have gotten over, if it hadn’t been for the stupid French maid outfits he’d forced me to wear, the better to ogle me by.
         
 
         He must have taken my silence for accusation, and looked up to glare. ‘Lewis brought me. I didn’t just show up or anything.’
 
         ‘I’m glad he did. We need you here,’ I said. I meant it. Kevin had a pretty impressive talent, when he wasn’t trying to be a jerk about it, and we couldn’t afford to be choosing only the nice people with good personalities.
 
         Lewis, who’d come up behind me, nodded. I could see his face out of the corner of my eye. He was standing just a little too close, and I could feel the feedback burn of our powers responding. He didn’t move away. ‘Kev, they could use you in the last conference room. They’re talking about fire control. You can help.’ He looked at Cherise, glanced over to me. ‘And – you can—?’
 
         ‘Cater,’ she said brightly. ‘Gotta feed all these people. Bottled water, coffee, sodas, ice – I’m hell on wheels with logistics. Um, as long as somebody has a credit card to use. Any volunteers? I’m looking for something with a platinum limit…’
 
         ‘Cherise,’ I said, and reached out to take her hand. ‘You really don’t need to be here. You should go home. I mean it. Everything’s OK.’
         
 
         She studied me for a long few seconds. ‘I never knew you were so good a liar,’ she said. ‘Everything’s not OK. Kevin told me. I saw a lot of it for myself anyway. Things are all screwed up, and you people are the ones who can set them right again. I want to help.’
 
         ‘You’re not – look, this isn’t about you. It’s just that you don’t have the kind of skills that this needs to—’
 
         ‘Give me a credit card and phone line, I’ll show you some skills. Step off my thing.’ She stared me right down, turned to Lewis, and gave him the same treatment. ‘Wow, you guys just don’t get it, do you? This isn’t your planet. It’s our planet. And you may be all kick-ass powerful superheroes, but that doesn’t mean you don’t need our help. Well, my help, anyway. Because I am the goddess of getting food delivered, and don’t you forget it.’
         
 
         Lewis quirked an eyebrow and half a smile, and looked at me. I shrugged. ‘Girl’s got a point,’ I said. ‘Maybe we need somebody with a little…practical perspective.’
 
         Kevin shot Cherise a thumbs-up. ‘Hey, let me know when you get the munchies ready. I could eat.’
 
         She made a shooing motion. Kevin ambled off in the direction Lewis had indicated…slowly enough to assert his independence, of course. He really was a gifted kid. I couldn’t exactly call him a good kid. Maybe he’d turn out all right – he certainly had been given the chances. But I couldn’t quite get the memories out of my head of what he’d been like when he’d had power over me. What he’d been like when he’d had power over his stepmother.
         
 
         He’d liked using it. Dangerous, for a Warden.
 
         I nudged Lewis with an elbow once Kevin was out of earshot. ‘You’re keeping tabs on Teen Psycho, right?’
 
         ‘He’s not that bad.’
 
         ‘Lewis…’
 
         ‘Yes, I’m keeping tabs on him.’ He sounded resigned. ‘Somebody needs to. Listen, I hate to rush you, but I can handle things here. What do you need?’
 
         ‘Need?…’
 
         ‘To make it to Seacasket and check things out.’ He gave me that not-smile smile. ‘Fast car?’
 
         ‘Oh, you think? Maybe I can borrow Cherise’s. She’s got a cherry Mustang that pretty much rips up the road… Well, it used to be cherry. I think the last drive put a few dents in it.’
 
         ‘No need to do that,’ he said, and dug in the pocket of his blue jeans for a set of keys that he flung my direction. I caught them out of the air.
 
         ‘This better not be an SUV,’ I warned. Because Lewis had an affinity for that sort of thing. I was an on-road kind of girl. 
         
 
         He flashed me a full grin this time. ‘How about a vintage SS Camaro? Midnight blue and black? I bought it in Jersey just for you. Somehow, I just knew you were going to need wheels.’
 
         My heart skipped a beat.
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