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      “There’s a new Genie in town.”

      Sebastian whispered the words in Iona’s ear as she finished making the mocha latte with non-dairy foam. She snapped on the lip, stepped back to the front counter and handed the concoction to their only customer. Sebastian stood off to one side, drawing the blinds and casting her a glance as he did so.

      She handed the customer his concoction and then fixed Sebastian with her best indignant glare. “I’m not a Genie, I’m an Ifrit.”

      “Does that mean you don’t have a lamp?” Sebastian teased as he wiped down the counter. “I’m not lying. There’s another Ge…Ifrit in town.”

      “I doubt that.” She arched an eyebrow at the impudent wolf before turning back to clean the coffeemakers. Beads of sweat broke out along her forehead. There could only be a handful of reasons another Ifrit was here, none of them good.

      The distance was the reason she’d chosen San Francisco. It was far enough away from home to be unlikely to run into any of her kind, and as a bonus was on a faraway continent. It had been hard enough to get her family to agree to let her come to school here, and she had no intention of going back. They did not approve of anything she was doing. Too bad. She had freedom here that she wouldn’t have at home.

      The fact that the fire Elemental, Phoenix, lived here had turned out to be a plus. Fire beings stayed away from the powerful Elemental, which secured the city for her. She had no desire to meet him. All she required was to live her life far away from the influence of the Ifrits and their ways.

      Sebastian waited until their next break to approach her again. Although she wasn’t exactly close with Sebastian, they were on friendly terms. If she was honest with herself, she liked working shifts with him, and not just because of the set of his shoulders.

      “Like I was saying, she’s an Ifrit,” he continued, picking up their conversation where they had left off. “That’s what our pack alpha Fenley says, anyway. We, um, we got into a little bit of trouble because of her.”

      Her blood raced through her veins, but Iona kept her face impassive.

      “Your alpha is probably getting her mixed up with another type of fire being,” she said. “If she was a real Ifrit, she would have singed the hair off your head.”

      He made a grimace somewhere between a pout and a scowl.

      “Fenley says she had no idea she was an Ifrit. She’s half human.”

      “Well, I don’t want to meet her. Why are you telling me this, anyway?”

      Sebastian studied her for a long moment, his face wavering between disbelief and confusion. “I thought you’d enjoy hanging out with someone like you. There aren’t that many fire beings around here.”

      “Thanks, but I don’t need to be around others like me. I’m happy without other Ifrits.”

      A customer dinged the counter bell, and Iona hurried back to take care of them, grateful for the interruption.

      When Iona first met Sebastian three months ago, she recognized him as an other, not a human, and it hadn’t taken her long to identify him as wolf. Iona had no issues with werewolves. There were some in her culture who believed that you could cure a werewolf by striking him on the forehead with a knife, but that was just superstitious nonsense. Werewolves, like Ifrits, existed. She didn’t need to know the how or the why, just that they did. She accepted them as she accepted so many others. The only one in the city she tried to steer clear of was Phoenix, the Elemental. She had little issue with the rest.

      Sebastian had brown hair and eyes, from his French mother, he had said. It was a nice contrast to her own darker features. Not that she would allow herself to entertain notions about the two of them. She’d had too much male influence over the years, and no man—or wolf—was going to have control over her. Not even one as attractive as her fellow barista.

      After work he fell into step beside her as she emerged from the coffee shop.

      “Walk you to the subway?”

      She could have told him she was perfectly capable of taking care of herself. It was never very dark in the city, and this part of San Francisco, with shops and restaurants everywhere, had plenty of manmade light to ensure that few were at risk of being mugged.

      When she said nothing, he took that as a yes and strolled with her, dodging passersby as they walked to the nearest BART station. She took a deep breath and then exhaled.

      “You didn’t finish telling me about what happened with the other Ifrit. You said you got into trouble because of her.”

      He groaned, his mouth tugging down in a grimace. “My buddies and I were just having fun. We were drunk and stupid. We didn’t expect Phoenix to come down on us, but he did. Boy, was he pissed off. Fenley made sure we were punished. We deserved it. He was furious that we attacked Rachel and summoned Phoenix.” He rubbed his shoulder, flexing it in a stretch and rolling his head.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “That’s what you asked. The Ifrit. The other one. Rachel.”

      Iona studied him out of the corner of her eye. He was turned away from her, his back stiff.

      “Rachel? That is no proper name for an Ifrit. Sebastian, that makes no sense.”

      “I’m not lying,” he said, his eyes downcast.

      “Then I don’t understand. Rachel is an American name. How could you have attacked an Ifrit named Rachel? And if she is an Ifrit, how did you not sustain more damage?”

      He uttered a bitter laugh. People brushed past them as they entered the station. Usually Sebastian didn’t take BART—it didn’t go where he needed it to. There was something different about him tonight. She wondered what had happened when the pack went after the woman Phoenix saved. In the end, it didn’t matter. Whoever this Ifrit was, if she was a half breed, she would be useless to the clans.

      “It’s hard to explain. Maybe we can go somewhere and get a drink?” He said it quickly, his cheeks reddening.

      He ducked his head as Iona shot him another puzzled glance before using her Clipper card to access the station. He followed close behind. The platform was lightly populated this time of night, and they had the area to themselves.

      Iona brushed aside most male advances. She didn’t have time for guys. She had enough trouble with the arrogant Ifrits back home who assumed that her twenty-two years was getting up there and she should be married to one of the purebloods, so that they could breed more Ifrits. She had no intention of complying.

      It would be dangerous when she told them, but that was a problem for another day. She had another month of school before she had to deal with the reality of what would happen when she announced she was not returning home and wouldn’t marry one of the so-called eligible suitors. Maybe she would never settle down. That would be fine with her.

      “A drink, Sebastian?” She reviewed her options as they waited for one of the late trains to take her back to her apartment in Glen Park.

      “Yeah. You got classes tomorrow?”

      “Just one. It’s an elective, but I like it. I’ve got time. I could do it. I…it’s just a surprise, that’s all.”

      “Is it?” He raised one eyebrow.

      Although she’d sensed his interest, Sebastian had never breached the gap between coworkers before. He checked her out, but many straight guys did, and it wasn’t anything unusual. She’d never given him any sign she was interested. This was new, and not entirely welcome.

      Not entirely unwelcome either.

      She cleared her throat. With her self-imposed neglect of her social life, her only other contact was with humans, except for Sebastian. She had a goal and didn’t need others getting in her way. She shouldn’t be going to get a drink with the delicious werewolf shifter.

      She’d fantasized about him a time or two in the privacy of her own home. More than once her hand itched to trace the unruly lock of hair that waved over his forehead, matching the dips and swells of his slightly too-long brown locks. Her skin tingled when he was near her, an almost primal desire to stroke her hand over his sometimes overtaking her. Those were notions more suited to her dark bedroom. Her roommates had come to accept her lack of a social life and stopped asking. She wasn’t close to them. She wasn’t close to anyone.

      Still…she could use information on this Ifrit who had invaded her city. That’s what she told herself. It had nothing to do with the way Sebastian’s eyes shifted color when he glanced at her, a hint of wolf silver glinting through the brown. They held so many possibilities. Images of hot passion drenched with lust, made hotter still by the flames coursing through her, made her blush.

      Iona coughed and waved a hand, trying to still her wayward libido. “Maybe not such a surprise. Got somewhere in mind?”
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      He hadn’t expected her to say yes. He positioned himself at Iona’s side and nudged her toward the front of the train.

      They were being followed. His pack was keeping track of the recent intruder, switching off tails every few blocks so the creature wouldn’t catch on.

      The being was almost indistinguishable from humans. It was only when the pack picked up its scent that the wolves recognized she was other than mortal. She smelled faintly of lamp oil with an otherworldly whiff associated with the occasional gods that crossed through San Francisco. This was no god, though. This creature, whatever it was, didn’t have the stench of the divine.

      Why was it after Iona? She was an Ifrit, but she wasn’t causing any mischief. She was here for school, and that was all. He’d been trying to find a way to get close to Iona for weeks now. The truth was he was shy around women—the ones who interested him anyway. This woman, with her shiny black hair and eyes that spoke of moonlight and secrets, called to him in a way unlike anything he’d ever experienced before.

      “Where are we going?”

      Her voice broke into his musing. They had left the tall, slender being back at the station, but he had no doubt the creature would find a way to discover where they were. The question was why. It made no sense. But with Challenge coming, if Phoenix and Fenley were to be believed, anything was possible. Bas wasn’t senior enough in the pack to be privy to its secrets, but he was aware of Challenge, that time in history when Elementals and their Demonos counterparts battled to protect or decimate the human race. His great-grandfather had told stories about World War II before he died. Common pack belief was that Challenge had nothing to do with them, but Bas didn’t think the same way. Whatever affected the world affected him and the pack. The wolves were neutral, but Fenley hadn’t behaved like someone impartial recently. Maybe protecting this Ifrit was Fenley’s way of showing Phoenix the pack’s good intentions.

      “There’s a place close by. I thought we’d go there.”

      The bar near her Glen Park apartment was nobody’s idea of fancy, which was the way he liked it. Although he’d never been here before, he thought that Iona might be a regular by the way the bartender lifted a hand in greeting when they arrived.

      Bas knew little about her other than that she had curves to kill for and a smile that lit up the room. She went to San Francisco State University and was from Jordan. Her long, straight black hair was often tied back in a ponytail, and he longed to see it wrapped around his hands, or even better, his body.

      If not for his alpha, he’d never have had the courage to ask this exotic beauty out. Even with that, he was surprised she said yes. He was a decent-looking guy who had reached his full height and weight a year or so ago and had worked hard to get his body into shape. A wolf had to be fit to keep up. He had no illusions or desire to take over when it was Fenley’s time to step down—that was Artur’s place. Artur, the pack heir-apparent, who had tried to mess with the half-Ifrit named Rachel and wound up getting them in a hell of a lot of trouble with Phoenix. They were all in the literal doghouse. But even if he hadn’t needed to redeem himself he would have been happy to do this. He’d thought about asking Iona out for the last two months. Fenley had just made it easier. If they weren’t in such deep shit with Fenley, he might have thanked Artur for the unwise attack that got Phoenix pissed at them. This way he got to spend time with Iona. Win/win, in his book.

      She was beaming with delight when they sat down. Sebastian positioned himself so he could keep an eye on the front door.

      “Sebastian, how did you know? I love this place.”

      He blinked at having his suspicions confirmed. It was near her home, an advantage, but he could not have pictured her here. Iona kept to herself and didn’t socialize much. That she would like this bar was a revelation.

      “I didn’t,” he admitted. “I go to The Howling Man when I drink with pals.” He gestured toward the door, waving a hand in the vague direction of the other place.

      “Wolf bar?” Her eyebrow lifted in amusement.

      “Something like that.”

      “At least it’s not the place the vamps frequent.”

      He shuddered. “Not a chance. That daywalker Arella made it clear wolves aren’t welcome at Sporting Chance. We stay away. Besides, it stinks of blood, and there’s no point in tangling with one of those monsters. What do you want to drink?”

      Her pretty lips pursed as she pondered his question, and he imagined what they would taste like. She had a faint burnt odor to her, something that couldn’t be sensed by humans, but it was easily read by those with sensitive noses. Unlike the other that was following them, though, Iona’s smell drew him. Fire was a natural thing, even if it was smart for a beast to fear it. It could be used for good as well as evil. He’d been told as a full-blood Ifrit, she had another form and could use flame, like all of her kind.

      When he and the pack had taunted Rachel, the Ifrit he hadn’t recognized, Phoenix had given them a taste of what fire could do. Artur still bore the second-degree burns.

      They had been lucky. It could have been much worse. Elementals lived by their own code. When you had the weight of all of humanity on your shoulders it did something to you. He couldn’t imagine that kind of responsibility.

      “I’m tempted to order something ridiculous, with fruit and an umbrella. But not today. They serve great margaritas here, so one of those, please.”

      “Coming up.”
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      Iona sipped the margarita, relishing the taste of the tequila mingled with a faint hit of salt. Usually she would lick the grains straight off the rim of the glass, but she didn’t have the nerve to do it with the wolf watching. Not that she would mind if his eyes went silver at the sight of her tongue. But that was stupid. She had to finish school and find out if she could even stay in the U.S. By the time she got her life settled, he would have moved on.

      On Wednesday night the bar was not crowded or loud, giving them plenty of room and the change to have a conversation. Iona met his eyes and something zinged through her like lightning, sizzling her nerve endings. She felt wavery, like the embers she called to her fingertips to illuminate her way in the dark.

      “Tell me something about yourself,” she said, touching the salt on her glass. San Francisco was awash with many different kinds of paranormals, a sort of melting pot of the supernatural as befit its American-settler past. At any given day there might be shifters of different sorts, coyotes and lions and foxes, as well as more exotic powers like banshees and kitsune, all pressed together in this city under the guise of their human shapes. It was the perfect city for her to be lost in while she figured out her next move. It did not, however, feature any other Ifrits. Until now.

      “Anything in particular you’re curious about?”

      Yes. What his lips would taste like, was his fur soft and the same color brown when he changed, how fast he could run in his other form. So many questions bounced around her head…but the idea was madness.

      “What’s it like living in a pack?”

      He pushed at his beer with his index finger. “Lots of people. Lots of wolves. We have this big house not too far away. Many stay there year round, those who don’t like to be too far away from the pack. I’m there at the moment. If there’s space, we wolves are welcome to stay there. It’s a bit communal, but I don’t have any reason to be on my own. It easier than trying to explain to roommates where I go on the full moon. I’d have to invent an out-of-town girlfriend or something.”

      “Do you?”

      “Do I what?”

      “Have a girlfriend?” She had no business asking him this kind of personal question. She shouldn’t show any level of interest.

      He studied her from under eyelashes that were longer than any man’s had a right to be. Then his gaze went to the green glass of his beer bottle before it returned to her.

      “No girlfriend. There’s no time between school, work, and the pack for a woman in my life.”

      “I see.” It was ridiculous to be disappointed. It was the same with her, so she should not wish he’d given a different answer.

      “What about you? Any guy friends? Anyone special here or back home?”

      She couldn’t repress a shudder. “No. Nobody back home or here.”

      He breathed out, relief darting across his face for a split second before it was gone.

      “That’s good,” he said. “Because we’ve got finals soon and you should focus on those.”

      “Of course.” She gave in to impulse and licked the salt as she’d craved a moment before. A ripple went through Sebastian’s body before he took a long swig from the beer.

      Iona opened her mouth to ask another question, one more neutral and measured this time, like about the weather or…school.

      The door blew in, banging against the wall, the noise echoing through the room.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Sebastian leaped to his feet, dragging Iona behind him even before he was aware he had moved. The few patrons in the bar glanced up as though expecting to see a drunk stagger through. It took them a moment to realize that the door had blown off its hinges, sparks coming from what remained of the hinge and the knob. The bartender stared at the space, his big face a mixture of puzzlement and anger. The waitress raised her tray in front of her head in an instinctive gesture of protection.

      For a heartbeat nothing moved except the sliding door. Iona’s breath was hot on the back of his neck, and at another time it would be a welcome sensation.

      A swirling smoke started, and Sebastian wasted no time in acting. “Everyone out. Now. Everyone get out.” He turned toward the bartender. “Is there a back way?”

      The man nodded, hooking a thumb over his shoulder.

      “Good.” Sebastian pointed to the others. “All of you go with the bartender. I’ll call 9-1-1.”

      The others ran for the exit. Iona stepped from behind him and turned toward the entrance.

      “Whatever is coming is one of my element,” she said, her voice flat. “I smell lamp oil.”

      He nodded. “Yeah. I’ve smelled it before.”

      She glared at him through the deepening swirls of smoke. “What? You mean you knew this might happen?”

      He didn’t have the breath to spare for her anger. The thing walked through the chasm, and Sebastian snarled.

      It wasn’t what he expected. He had believed the thing that smelled like lamp oil and flames would appear more menacing. It should have glowing orbs of fire, or be covered in a dancing array of red and gold.

      The woman who faced them was none of those things. She was tall, with frost-white hair, and an otherwise ordinary face. Her features showed Greek origin in the angle of her cheekbones and the heaviness of her brow. She was striking rather than attractive, with a sharp profile that caught the eye but missed beauty.

      “A Lampad? Why is a Lampad here?” Iona appeared to be talking to herself.

      The woman waved her hands and the smoke moved, swirling around Iona and Sebastian. She ignored him, her gaze fixed on Iona.

      “I’m here for the Ifrit.”

      Sebastian bared his teeth at the thing Iona called a Lampad. What and who this thing was he would find out, once he got Iona to safety. This was not the time to worry about answers.

      “Hell you are. She’s with me.”

      Also ignoring him, which set his hackles rising, Iona faced the Lampad.

      “What do you want with me, lamp-bearer? We have never met. I have no quarrel with you.”

      Sebastian’s lungs filled with the acrid smoke, like wicks and hot flame and the scent of others. This Lampad had an impression of traveling with those like her into dark places.

      He had only been a wolf for five years, turned on prom night when he was seventeen. He didn’t have the command over his paranormal abilities that he should.

      “Iona?” His psychic powers were weak, and he wasn’t sure he could reach her. Still, he had to try.

      To his surprise, she answered right away. “Save your strength. We need to focus on how to get out of this.”

      “We run.”

      The Lampad’s smoke was beginning to recede. Sirens wailed in the distance. They only had moments. No time to shift.

      Time to go.

      He grabbed Iona’s hand and they ran toward the back, plunging through the open doorway into the alley
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