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			Chapter One

			“Stay back!”

			The whoosh of his wings manifesting startled Phoenix, knocking him off-balance. They gathered behind him, sticking up from his body. Phoenix immediately crouched, his hands in front of him, trying to identify the cause of the danger.

			His wings had so consumed his attention that it took him a minute to realize there was a voice in his mind that rang through like a bell. He jerked to a standing position.

			“Get away from me!”

			The mental voice was shrill and panicked. His wings unfurled fully, looming like large orange-and-red shadows above him.

			“Dogs. Scary dogs. Too close. Snarling. Stay away from me.”

			Not his danger.

			His workout DVD was no longer an option. Phoenix pressed Stop on the player, simultaneously reaching out with his mind to find the source of the signal.

			“Big dogs. Too big. Run. No, don’t run. They’ll chase you.”

			The voice inside his head echoed. Phoenix opened the large plate-glass door that led to the patio of his hillside house and sought a direction.

			The voice was female.

			She was in trouble.

			She was mortal.

			No, he revised immediately. Not mortal. The strength in her mental cry meant something else ran through her veins, something that gave her the ability to call to an Elemental, even inadvertently.

			“Nice dog. Handsome dog. Pack. A pack. Run! Run!”

			He plucked the impression of very large dogs from her brain. He paused, revising his thoughts. Wolves. Werewolves.

			Did this call for his intervention? It was not his concern.

			The wings on his back did not appear idly. It was a lie that he wasn’t involved.

			Perhaps other paranormals would help her? He cast out mentally, searching for any sign that someone besides himself had heard her cry for help and was acting.

			There were plenty of additional minds, but none seemed to be interested in her plight.

			Typical. Most paranormals had a disregard for humans that bordered on disdain. Except she wasn’t human. He recognized that she thought she was; perhaps that was why nobody appeared to be going to her aid. Whatever the reason, no help was imminent.

			His task, then. Even if his wings hadn’t appeared, he couldn’t ignore the cry. Why, though? Why this mortal—or whatever she was—and why now?

			Answers would have to wait. With a hop through the open door and a glide onto the wind, Phoenix was in the air. He soared upward, his red-and-orange wings unfurling fully when he found a good current. Focusing, he determined the source of the altercation was several miles from his current location. Oakland, east of San Francisco. Industrial. Dark. Perfect for an ambush.

			The tableau started to coalesce as he got closer. Faint yips met his ears, an aural indicator he was heading in the right direction.

			“No, don’t come closer. Fuck, dead end.”

			Her distress propelled him to speed up, engaging his wings to make the most of the current.

			The lights got dimmer as he approached the destination fixed in his mind. There was little traffic in this dilapidated part of Oakland. Many of the streetlamps were out, so there were long stretches of darkness, broken only by ineffective pools of weak light.

			A woman stood her ground in the corner of an alley sandwiched between two large warehouses. She was trapped between the high fence guarding the property behind and the beasts in front of her. Werewolves, Phoenix confirmed as he got closer. Untrained, young, stupid werewolves. Their black-tipped fur told him this was Fenley’s clan. Running in a pack, the wolves clearly thought they were invulnerable to anything but other predators of the night. Just stupid wolves out for some fun, terrorizing the local population, toying with a human.

			Silently landing behind the wolves, Phoenix folded his wings, and they slipped behind his back until they looked like another grouping of large muscles on his already massive frame.

			The woman who had inadvertently sent out the distress call looked over. Only the widening and slight shift sideways of her eyes told him that she had seen him.

			She saw him. She appeared odd, though, as if she was caught in a dream of some sort. There was something off about her mental signature, but he couldn’t pinpoint it.

			It made sense if she was other than human. In his Phoenix form he was shielded from their eyes, looking like an ordinary man. His wings could not be seen by humans, only paranormals.

			She coughed and shot him a look under the cover of her thick wave of honey-blonde hair, a motion unseen by the wolves. His warrior side approved. Whatever was going on, she seemed alert enough.

			“Nice doggies.”

			It was a beautiful voice, with a low register and silky, rounded tones.

			The wolves were growling, their teeth bared, slowly pacing in front of her, closing possible avenues of escape with their constant movement. Foam escaped from the teeth of the largest wolf, giving it a rabid look. Their heavy leg muscles bunched as they circled, a readiness to spring at any moment evident.

			Phoenix’s wing feathers brushed against the crumbling concrete wall he leaned against. The air smelled of grease and used tires. Old cigarette cartons, fast-food bags and other human garbage littered the ground. The wolves had a den in a park not too far from here, and this would be a logical area for them to rove in. But their lack of discipline in targeting a human surprised him. Stupid, to draw attention to themselves.

			Glancing over, he registered that the woman was pretty, tall and solid, with an athletic build. Phoenix mentally calculated her bulk, considering how much her weight would affect his center of gravity.

			The passionate side of him admired the blonde facing down three young wolves. She looked from one to the next, clearly trying not to show her fear. The shaking of her body and quivering lips told him that the effort failed, valiant though it was.

			She continued to look at him, and her eyes were wide, as if appealing to him for help. She still had that odd overlay, almost as if she was sleepwalking while awake. When the woman shifted again, he acted.

			“Children, children,” he chastised them, getting closer to the wolves while still keeping enough distance for a quick getaway. Caught as they were between two buildings, it would be difficult to grab her and take off, the retreat a sharp trajectory up and out.

			A fireball might help. With a flick of mental energy, it was there. Flame danced lightly over his skin and collected at his fingertips.

			All three wolves whirled, haunches quivering as they assessed Phoenix’s unexpected presence. Their eyes flicked to the fireball and then, strangely, to the woman.

			The largest of the three moved toward him, making a low series of yips.

			The yips translated as a demand for him to back off. Now.

			Phoenix shook his head. They obviously knew who Phoenix was, as they should. All the paranormals were aware of the Elementals. When he arrived seven years ago, he had introduced himself to the locals, so the packs knew that he was currently in San Francisco. They also had learned he didn’t concern himself with other paranormal business. He left them alone to conduct their affairs and asked that they do the same.

			The one who looked the fastest also yipped, and he translated the feral voice in his mind easily, as if the wolf were speaking the English language.

			“Whatcha want, Elemental? Can’t you see we’re dealing with business? Clear out. Leave us alone. This doesn’t concern you.”

			Phoenix turned his attention to the wolf mind-speaking to him.

			“The better to rend you with, my dear,” the wolf said, his mental tone mocking.

			Did humans know a werewolf had been the inspiration for the Big Bad Wolf?

			“Mortals are off-limits,” Phoenix replied in the yip of wolf language. His hands had tensed into fists, his wings silently spreading over his back under the cloak of darkness, but not yet ready for flight. “Go play with something that can defend itself.”

			The bigger one stepped forward with a swagger. Phoenix could see the ripple under his skin. It wouldn’t take much for the wolf to attack. They were angry and they were…scared? The quivering of their haunches told him they weren’t as fearless as they appeared. One of them had marks across his back, as if he had been singed. Phoenix sniffed the air, but the overlay of scents made it impossible to pick up anything else.

			He focused on the woman again. There was something else there, something flickering beneath her surface. It called to him, spoke to him in a way he hadn’t felt for centuries. Fire. He shook his head, and he tasted the air again. There was fear and…something else. Compulsion, perhaps, as if their minds weren’t quite under their own control.

			It stank of Haures. His Demonos counterpart had a hand in this.

			The largest wolf gestured to the blonde, but Phoenix didn’t follow his hand. The distraction technique was too obvious. The third one moved into a classic flanking pattern until they had him triangulated.

			The woman shifted now, opening her mouth as she observed the last wolf fall into place. She had blanched when the wolves surrounded them but managed to keep her cool. Amazingly, she still had her handbag, which she had slung crosswise on her body.

			“Sir, you, the d-d-dogs…” she started and ground to a stop.

			Time for fire. He gathered the flames at his fingertips and, with what appeared to be a casual flick, sent them toward the wolves. Fire stroked their ruffs, singeing the black tips. They yelped but didn’t stand down. The aroma of burned fur slid across his nostrils and was quickly gone.

			The wolves were shaking, he confirmed, by turns frightened and hostile, their foaming jaws and quivering haunches indicating a desire to rend, destroy, ruin. They hadn’t yet moved on him, just positioned themselves to attack. They were scared. Of fire. Of him. Of her.

			Her. But why? Even though she was some sort of half-breed, she seemed harmless. Still, there was something about her that frightened the wolves. Delving into her mind revealed that it was clouded, but there was a ring of fire. Interesting.

			“What’s your name?”

			“Rachel.”

			She glanced at the triangulated wolves again.

			She did not appear to be hurt; he didn’t see blood or torn skin or anything other than mussed clothes from being snapped at.

			The wolves would live to see another day.

			“Good.”

			Phoenix pushed on her mentally, and her unconscious body slumped to the ground.

			With a swift movement, Phoenix unfurled his wings and simultaneously rushed past the middle wolf to grab the woman and haul her into his arms. Her weight unbalanced him, making him lower to the ground. He concentrated for a second, recalibrating his center of gravity. Then, with strong flaps of his wings, he soared upward and flew out of reach of the snarling, snapping wolves in two strokes. They jumped, leaping with strong movements of their hind legs, trying fruitlessly to catch him. The yips of frustration and fury faded as they continued into the sky.

			He was Phoenix. He could destroy three werewolf cubs with one heated burst of flame, but that would antagonize the locals. Better this way.

			It was clear the woman’s predicament had been the reason his wings had appeared. There was no other possibility he could sense, on the air or in his mind. It could only have been the shapeshifters and the scared woman.

			The curses of the cubs faded in the distance as he flew, hampered by the woman in his arms. They thought they had been clever, but their efforts had been useless against a being that could fly. Recognizing him, they should have known that.

			Then there was the problem of the woman. Her skin was soft and warm under his touch, and felt pliable. She couldn’t be more than twenty-five. He looped her arms around his neck to keep her body stable, and the press of her left breast against his chest made his pulse increase and his body react. The muscles of her thighs over his forearms were taut and strong. She was big, but not overweight, a tall and well-built woman with solid warmth.

			Phoenix continued his flight, soaring above unlighted or ill-lighted streets to get them close to the address he had plucked out of her mind. While he couldn’t be seen, he wasn’t sure about his passenger. There was a drumbeat of danger somewhere, and he wanted to get her home quickly.

			The danger tugged at him. Challenge was coming, of that he was certain. Was this woman somehow intertwined with it? That would be new.

			They reached the apartment building. Phoenix landed in the deserted street. He found the keys in her purse and sorted through them in his mind until the right one became clear. Just one lock, he noticed. Not secure at all.

			It was a small one-bedroom, sparsely furnished and uninteresting. The only interesting thing was the intriguing woman who still lay unconscious in his arms.

			Phoenix kicked the door shut behind them and strode to the open door of the bedroom. As in the living room, the furnishings were simple, clean but not expensive, and slightly used.

			It was, at best, a middle-class lifestyle, he observed before settling her on the solid dark-blue comforter and laying her head on the matching blue-covered pillow.

			There was a hiss and he turned to see a brown tabby cat growling at him, its ears flat.

			His track record of cats disliking him stayed perfect, judging from the ears and the hissing. Tipping a wing at her small champion, Phoenix removed her shoes. Then he worked the comforter out from under her prone body and smoothed it over Rachel’s form until it was up around her shoulders.

			“Watch over her, kitty,” he said, resisting an urge to press a kiss to her forehead. Something inside her called to him, something as integral to him as the fire he utilized. The cat continued to glare at him, its green eyes glinting in the semidarkness as he checked and locked the front door.

			Either the door or a window would have to stay unlocked if he left without waking her. Choosing a bedroom window that faced a brick building next door, he gave the cat, and then Rachel, a final look. With a strange reluctance to leave the woman echoing through his body, Phoenix exited.

			The green of the cat’s disdainful eyes was the last thing he saw as he closed the window. The cat jumped on the bed as he watched. Phoenix hovered for another second, watching Rachel stir before he turned and soared upwards.

			It would have been better to ignore her distress call. It was not his business. Even with Challenge upon him, he should have let it be. But he could not. If Haures had been involved, the reason was unclear. The woman’s origin was also opaque, his sense that she had fire still dancing in his mind. It was a mystery, and he did not like those. Especially when it was time for Challenge.

			He took to the air. His intention was to go above the clouds and float there, unseen, observing the Earth. It never failed to soothe him.

			Except, perhaps, for tonight.

			* * * * *

			Rachel woke with a jerk, sweat beading her forehead and covering her body. Her hands clutched the covers. For a moment she thought someone was in the room with her, and she cried out before stopping herself.

			Oh no. It happened again.

			She glanced around wildly, letting the atmosphere seep into her mind. She heard little other than the ambient noise of late evening or early morning—she wasn’t sure which. She focused. Birds, large birds, soaring and flying, darting in and out of her path until they became a tangle of wings and feathers. They appeared almost human as they dove, knotting her hair with their huge orange-and-red feathers. Wolves howled, their canines bared, trotting menacingly back and forth, morphing into humans and then back to wolves again. Rachel shook her head. The dreams, so real, whirred in her mind until she finally allowed herself to relax, seeing only the familiar lines of her apartment.

			She found the nightstand light and turned it on. The halogen lit the small bedroom, flooding her with welcome illumination. It had happened again. Damn it, it had happened again.

			Were there any fires? Any scorch marks?

			Her cat, JT, was at the foot of the bed, his posture watchful, intent. When she focused on him, he started licking the fur on his ruff as if that was what he had been doing the entire time.

			The last thing she remembered was… She concentrated, the details slow to focus in her mind. She recalled nothing after getting on the subway, and had no idea of where she had gone. She didn’t remember coming home or going to bed. She didn’t remember anything after she’d gotten on BART. Rachel peered at the clock, the LED numbers telling her it was twelve fifty-three. Damn it. She had lost several hours. Again. Luckily, she was home, and unhurt.

			Rachel eased herself from the bed. Had those been the clothes she’d gone to work in? She thought for a moment and decided that they were. No shoes, though. She flexed her limbs one at a time, checking for soreness. She sniffed the air, tense with anticipation. Smelling nothing but night and a faint stench of her own sweat, Rachel let out a breath.

			The dreams struck her again, and she staggered. Large birds, more human than bird; vivid dreams of a half man, half bird swooping down to rescue her from dogs? In the dream they felt like wolves. Wolves in Oakland? That made as much sense as bird/human hybrids did, she thought ruefully. That was how dreams worked. Fire was another component of her dreams, and not always confined to her subconscious.

			Odd dreams had been part of her psyche since she was ten years old. If she’d had these types of dreams before then, she didn’t remember then. Like most other things from her first ten years, they were a blur, the memories impossible to reach except in snippets.

			Winged men. Wolves shifting. The dreams circled her vision, playing over and over again in her mind. Rachel cursed, and JT gave her a look of feline disdain.

			No question her fugue states were getting worse. She focused, trying to remember something, anything, from her time on BART. All she could remember was wolves and men and the feeling that she had been saved by something she didn’t understand.

			She prayed that nothing had happened at work, but she couldn’t be sure. One more blackout at the office, one more unexplained and unexplainable fire, and she was done for. Rachel wondered if that would be for the best.

			JT jumped off the bed to stand in front of the window in the far corner of her bedroom. He meowed, then again, and a third time. It was a persistent, shrill meow, unlike his usual laconic sound. He continued until she finally rose and went to the window.

			It was unlocked. She shook her head. Even in a second-floor apartment, Rachel made sure to keep all access points locked. It had been a habit of hers since before she could remember most things. She didn’t recall why.

			A ripple went through her body, goose bumps rising on her skin, making all the hairs stand on end. With a flick of her wrist, she locked the window again, testing the pane to ensure that it was truly sealed.

			Satisfied, JT began licking his paw and then rolled over in front of her feet, presenting his back to her. Rachel reached down and scratched the brown-striped fur until he purred.

			She’d been poked and prodded, and nobody had found anything wrong, but the fugue states continued. She’d seen a therapist who seemed more interested in her family life than the blackouts. When they happened, she would be unaware of her surroundings for anywhere from under a minute to several hours, like last night. She didn’t normally associate the blackouts with flying man/birds, however. That was new. They were usually accompanied by something burning. Last night had been new in a variety of ways.

			Her mail lay strewn across the large, round oak table by the door. It had been neglected the past few days. Maybe the task of sorting mail would soothe her. Unfortunately, the piles of paper did nothing to ease the images in her head. Birds. Wolves. Fire. Fire. Fire.

			JT meowed again, and this time she picked him up, his soft fur tickling her cheek. She scratched the cat behind the ears, luxuriating in his loud purr.

			“What do you think, JT?” She wasn’t too fond of slobbery dogs, and cats were easier for apartment life.

			Dogs. Dogs. Wolves. A sliver of the dream or her fugue state came back to her. When the first dog-wolf came trotting up, it had turned and snarled at her. Then the second one joined it and the third, all growling.

			Rachel knew you were supposed to stand your ground in front of dogs and not show fear. She had a vague recollection, or perhaps it was a dream, that when they surrounded her, she had reacted by flinging her hands, and something had discharged from them. She thought she had smelled smoke. Then they had charged, their teeth bared, and she had run. They had loped after her, keeping three paces behind but not letting her out of their sight. Yelling for help had yielded nothing but the sound of her voice bouncing off the buildings in the deserted industrial area.

			An image of the flying man came to her, in that foggy quality that dreams had. With her life in danger, she shouldn’t have noticed him, but she had. Even with wolves barking around her, she’d seen that he was handsome in a craggy way, with short brown hair and a heavily muscled but sleek body, tall and fit. He called to the deeply feminine part of her that had been too often neglected.

			Rachel shuddered. The door was locked and chained, but the window had been open. A flying man could have gone out that way. The drop to the ground would have been no obstruction to someone with wings. She almost felt the sensation of the wind on her face, and for a moment it seemed as if she had, at one point in her life, flown without a craft.

			She shook herself, sending mail scattering across the table. Flying people didn’t exist and neither did werewolves. It was a weird, bizarre, unexplainable dream. Either that or she was going crazy.

			Sensing a tingle, she checked her palms. Had she been clenching her hands too tightly? Her palms were red in that blistered way of sunburns. There was an odd smell in the air, as if someone had struck matches and let them burn all the way down. She rubbed suddenly itchy hands together and stared at the mail.

			Rachel wiped at a char mark on the table. It hadn’t been there a week ago, but she had woken up from one of her fugue states to find it etched into the table and a piece of junk mail smoldering on the floor. She had put it out, the acrid smell of the coated paper as well as her fear searing her. It was similar to events she’d had in the office and, once, in her car.

			What in the hell was happening?

			* * * * *

			The first ripple of the earthquake was so slight that Rachel would have slept through it under normal circumstances. Quakes were a fact of life in San Francisco, and small ones happened all the time. If you panicked over each one, you wouldn’t last long.

			JT flicked his ears at the slight ground movement but seemed as unconcerned as his owner. Rachel continued to sort through bills, noting that her shades swayed a little. She picked up the junk mail to toss into the recycling, and began to move to the kitchen area.

			A loud rumble alerted her that she only had seconds to act. Dropping the junk mail to the floor, Rachel leaped for JT and scooped him into her arms before he could run.

			A big earthquake was coming. A bad one too, if the rumble was any indication. Her building was relatively new and up to code, but there was never a way to tell for sure if a building would survive the big one.

			She dumped the now-squirming cat into the soft-sided top-loading carrier that always stood open in the corner and zipped it up. If claws and teeth were any indication, escape was the only thing on JT’s mind.

			The quake struck, and she tossed JT onto the queen-size bed, joining him there. She’d taken some earthquake safety courses when she moved out to San Francisco, and one of the things they said was that the bed was one of the safest places to be. It was better than a slamming door in a doorway or under flimsy furniture. It was better than outside, with falling glass and exposed, live electrical wires.

			The headboard slammed into the wall, and the shades and ceiling lights swayed. The room moved—bam bam bam—a hard jolt shaking the walls. Rachel clung to the carrier, JT yowling loudly, while holding on to the side of the bed with her free hand. Her body warmed, just as her hands had earlier. It wasn’t the first time over the past few weeks that heat had flushed through her body. If she hadn’t been twenty-five, she might have thought she was going into menopause. It felt as if bees were just under her skin, buzzing to get out.

			Rachel visually measured the distance between the bed and the door in case the walls started to buckle. The lights flickered but didn’t go out. Her skin felt loose and heavy, as if it were sloughing off her body. A quick glance outside showed that the outside lights were fine and…

			Strangely, the streetlights weren’t swaying or flickering. Beyond the frantic beat of her heart, there were no sounds. Car alarms should be going woop woop by now in shrieking disharmony, triggered by the motion of the rolling earth.

			The hissing of her feline drew Rachel’s attention back to the room, and she clicked her tongue in reassurance to JT, but her gaze lingered on the outside tableau. The room was still rolling and jerking. Rachel thought she saw…

			Eyes.

			There were eyes outside.

			Red, glowing, very unfriendly eyes. Floating outside her window.

			Rachel shrieked internally but showed no outward fear. Her skin burned, and she wanted to… What did she want to do? She wasn’t sure.

			* * * * *

			Even if Phoenix had been sleeping, the shrill mental scream would have pierced his consciousness. He caught a glimpse of rolling furniture and red eyes, and cursed. Not his image, not his mind. The woman. The—whatever she was. Rachel.

			First the wolves and now the shadow people? The paranormal had a hard-on for this woman.

			No time for a shirt. His shirts were well crafted, but even the best stitching got in the way in desperate times. Sweats and feathers would have to do.

			A peek into the woman’s mind confirmed his suspicion. It could have been vampires, they had those red eyes—a trick of the light and the fluids that kept their biology going. But he was betting on the shadow people. He sent a quick mental blast to her, praying it would be enough until he got there.

			“Hold on,” he said into her mind, hoping she was strong enough to accept his mental signal. “I am coming.”

			What he got back was a sense of fear but also of heat, like she was ready to go up in flames. He hurried to the door.

			* * * * *

			“I am coming.”

			As the room rolled, Rachel glanced outside several times and confirmed that nothing else was behaving the same way. This event was confined to her apartment.

			The dream last night.

			Red eyes and then dark mist, shadowy forms and a hiss.

			“Open the door.”

			“They” wanted her outside.

			The dream last night. It hadn’t been a dream.

			With that acceptance, for the first time since her fugue states started, the memory flooded back. The strange dogs/wolves, the winged man, the flight home. Although she had been unconscious, part of her mind had been linked to his, and she wasn’t sure if she was remembering or seeing through his eyes. There was the feeling of flight, the sensation of feathers on the wing and air currents passing them like strong wind in a storm, vivid in her mind.

			Birds? Wolves? Red eyes outside? This is crazy.

			“Open the door. Open the window. Let us in.”

			The room still rolled, and even JT had started to settle down, as the rumble showed no signs of abating.

			“I am coming. Don’t go outside.” It was the man’s voice, urgent, rushed and closer.

			Was this earthquake real? Or was it in her mind? JT was feeling it, so it was somehow physically manifesting, but how? Her skin continued to heat and her forearms developed red streaks. Something deep within her stirred, an animal clawing to get out.

			“Don’t open the door. Don’t open the window. Don’t go outside. I am almost there.” In the madness, the familiarity of the man’s voice reassured her.

			“Open the door. Open the window. Let us in.” Rachel struggled between the two, trying to focus on the former and ignore the latter.

			Rachel hung JT’s carrier around her shoulder and then clutched her hands to her ears, as if that could keep the voices out. She wanted to run, wanted to yank open the door and go outside, obeying the commands of the red eyes. It would be so much easier that way.

			Vampires needed to be invited in, didn’t they?

			Vampires? Really?

			She heard a whoosh and a rustle as if wings were settling. The birdman…she groped for the name, found it…Phoenix. She had no idea how she knew his name, but it was Phoenix.

			“Shadow people. Not vampires. I am here.”

			The voice inside her mind was different from the shadow people’s voices. Rachel’s body flooded with relief.

			As if on cue, the room stopped shaking. The heat in her body began to subside. She still felt its lingering presence and saw the air around her shimmer as if a fire had burned in front of her.

			“Get some things. You can’t stay here.”

			Keeping JT slung over her shoulder, she grabbed her purse and a toiletry bag she always kept packed, tossed them into a handy tote, and went for the door. JT yowled, moving from side to side in the carrier.

			Flinging the door open, Rachel gaped at the naked torso of the well-built man standing on her exterior landing. He seemed agitated, harried, his wing feathers askew. She squeaked but made no other sound when red eyes appeared behind him, several feet away but out of reach of his wingspan.

			He followed her gaze and growled. The beings pulled back but still remained visible.

			“Good thing you didn’t let them in.”

			There was a hiss behind him. “Let us have the human.”

			“Not a chance.” There was steel in Phoenix’s tone, something she wouldn’t have thought was possible when speaking telepathically.

			“Come on, Rachel. We have to go. It’s not safe.”

			The world was turning upside down in a big hurry, but staying there meant death. The shadow people, or vampires or whatever they were would find a way in sooner or later. The wolves would get her. Something. Something would get her.

			Why?

			“JT comes.”

			His brows lowered, brown slashes against his forehead. “He’s your responsibility. We have to fly. Now. Are you ready?”

			Rachel gestured to the tote. “I always have a bag packed.”

			“Just walk away.” One of the red-eyed beings poked a finger at Phoenix, but its eyes were on Rachel.

			He motioned to her as if there hadn’t been a mental voice. Rachel decided that it hadn’t been meant for her to hear.

			“Let’s go,” Phoenix said, his voice urgent.

			She put her arms around him. Phoenix frowned at the touch of her body.

			“You’re hot,” he said, his voice a growl.

			“I know,” she said and that was all there was time for. With a swift motion, they were up and in the air. Behind them slight, wispy figures lingered by the apartment, their eyes glowing in the night.

			Phoenix and Rachel were flying near the clouds before he spoke again.

			“Why do they want you so badly?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			“Why do they want you so badly?”

			Phoenix’s words echoed in her mind as they flew. She had no answer to the question. The moon was in its crescent phase, its light dim. After a moment she identified their destination as the expensive San Francisco neighborhood known as Noe Valley, in the central part of the city. His trajectory took them closer to the ground, and one house started to resolve itself. Although much of it could not be made out, she got an image of a contemporary structure with a generous property line.

			Only a plaintive meow could be heard from the carrier. JT had to be too terrified to do any more than cling to the inside of his kitty mover and pray whatever prayers cats made. Normally, Rachel would have reassured the animal wedged between their bodies, but all she could do was keep her arms around Phoenix. The world seemed far away and a long way down. Rachel shivered.

			What time was it anyway? Three? Four? She had no idea how long the “earthquake” had gone on. Or why the red-eyed vampires wanted her.

			“Shadow people.”

			The mind speak was going to get old really fast.

			There was a light on outside the house. They continued toward it, and she caught glimpses of soft rugs she imagined were to assist landing.

			Phoenix executed a turn, rotating until they were perpendicular to the deck, his orange-and-red wings slowing their flight until they hovered. Then they landed, their feet barely making a thump on the surface. Phoenix pushed the alarm code on a lighted pad and led her into the house.

			He waved his hand, and the room lit up. It was a clean, neat, light-wood contemporary living room, sparsely furnished. A black leather sofa stood in the middle of the room, with a large TV mounted on the wall.

			“Do you have a small room or spare bathroom? I want to put him somewhere safe.” JT lurched from side to side inside the carrier, making it rock.

			Phoenix indicated a door. “Through there,” he said. “I’ll get him a bed and some food. Then we need to talk.”

			After finding the bathroom tucked away off a back room, Rachel closed the door and let JT out. He cowered in the carrier, his nose twitching for a moment, then jumped out and ran behind the toilet. Once there he glared at her, his mouth opening in a soundless hiss.

			“I know, honey.”

			After a cursory knock, Phoenix came in with two bowls and a large towel. He moved past her and arranged the items next to the shivering cat. Phoenix’s torso was still naked. When folded, his wings lay smoothly along his back, blending in with the strong musculature. Only the colors gave away what they were.

			Winged men do not exist, she reminded herself. She wondered if she was still in a fugue state. Maybe she only thought she’d woken up from a dream but was, in fact, still dreaming. That would explain the non-earthquake, her oddly heated body and the red, glowing eyes. A fugue state was the most likely reason.

			She spread her fingers until they strained against the bone. It felt as if she was awake. Maybe the other fugue states had been like this as well. Wanting to blank the voices in her head, Rachel began humming an old nursery rhyme. It filled her brain until all she could think was “The Itsy Bitsy Spider”.

			His head rose. “That will do for a start,” he said aloud. “You will need to learn to cover your thoughts better than that, but you have innate ability.”

			Phoenix met her eyes. He was as gorgeous as she had envisioned in her dream, if she wasn’t still dreaming. With a face like an angel created by a macho god, he had great features and a body that would be at home on a fitness magazine cover. She was five foot ten, and he was six inches taller than her. And broad. His wingspan was wide, about twice the length of a person, in perfect proportion to his chiseled torso. Sweats covered his legs, but the loose fabric let her know that they were as well sculpted as the rest of him.

			“Chestnuts roasting on an open fire, Jack Frost nipping at your nose,” she thought.

			He smiled, his lips curling back like a feral dog. Like a wolf. Wolves.

			“Come. Your cat will be safe here. You look like you could use a drink, and we need to have that talk.”

			He made no comment that he’d heard her impetuous thoughts. Not that it mattered. After the last weeks, she understood now that her life would never be the same. A little admiration of a sexy male body was the least of her worries.

			His wings vanished, disappearing into his shoulders. One minute they were there, and then there was a noise, like a sucking sound, and they were gone. The fact that he didn’t move or otherwise register the disappearance told her this was something that had happened before.

			Just like the rest of everything that had happened in the last twelve hours, it made no sense. Yet there it was.

			He reached for a T-shirt resting on the back of the sofa and slipped it on. The selfish part of her missed the sight of all that beautiful naked flesh, but the logical part of her decided it was for the best.

			“Drink?”

			The skyscape out the large-paned windows showed the hill and the city beyond. With her salary, she could never have hoped to afford this upscale central San Francisco neighborhood. “This must have cost a fortune.” Her hand gesture took in the house and the landscaping beyond. Even if the place had been a family inheritance, this area hadn’t been affordable for decades.

			Phoenix poured one neat shot of brandy and handed it

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/FireDanger_HighRes.jpg





