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			Ryan heard the first of the sirens as he turned into the home stretch of his run. He ran most every night after he closed Love’s, the bar he owned with his two sisters. The exercise usually cleared his mind, but not tonight. A storm had started brewing as he’d clocked the first mile and the kind of cold that was indigenous to the desert seeped beneath his skin and made old wounds ache. The glowering sky pressed down on him, sinister against the excessive Christmas lights twinkling merrily around every palm tree and the festive banners that snapped in the bitter wind. Instead of clearheaded, Ryan felt chased.

			His German shepherd, Brandy, ran at his side, ears up and swiveling. Even she didn’t seem to be enjoying the ritual as much as usual.

			Glad when Love’s came into sight, Ryan slowed his steps and tried to catch his breath. The sirens were closer now and a police car flew past to join more flashing lights about a block down the street. It was after two in the morning, but Mill Avenue near Arizona State University never really slept. Probably drunks out causing trouble. Maybe even the three he’d thrown out of Love’s that night. They’d left him with a bruised face and sore ribs.

			Watching through the spitting rain, Ryan cut across an alley and into the parking lot behind Love’s. That’s when he heard the woman scream.

			He spun to face the nook between the south wall of Love’s and the cinder-block barrier that hid the side door to the kitchen. He peered into the dark recess, sure that’s where the sound had come from, but nothing moved. Brandy’s ear swiveled as she barked, trying to sniff and see everything at once. She didn’t seem able to pinpoint the scream either.

			The next scream echoed around him at the same time pressure filled the space behind his ears and made him feel unbalanced. He stumbled back as lightning flashed and a tremendous bolt snapped down right in front of him. When he looked again, a woman sat inside the small, sheltered alcove with her knees pulled up and her arms wrapped around them. Seconds ago, only darkness had waited there. Long, dark hair gleamed under the muted light, spilling over her shoulders and hiding her face. Her skin had an alabaster sheen. There was a lot of it, too. He frowned. She was naked.

			With a hand signal for Brandy to sit, Ryan wiped the rain from his face and approached her cautiously. The walls and awning shielded her from the rain, but not the cold. She shivered violently as he crouched down in front of her.

			“Hey,” he said in a soft voice. “How’d you get here? Are you okay?”

			She looked up with wide, clear eyes as blue as a desert sky. Even in the dark the color was vivid and they shimmered with something he couldn’t begin to define. Long lashes the same rich shade as her hair framed them and accented their luminescent glow. They tilted at the corners, catlike. The dark wings of her brows drew focus to the shape of her face, the smooth line of her nose, the dusting of freckles that covered it.

			He dropped his gaze and saw a raw scrape on her shin, another up high on her thigh. A third marred her shoulder. He thought of the sirens and police he’d heard. Was she involved in whatever had been happening?

			“Ryan?” she whispered, chasing that thought right out of his head.

			The sound of his name on her lips raised the hairs at the back of his neck, somehow trumping everything else. Like who she was, what she was doing here stark naked in the middle of the night.

			“You know me?”

			He peered into her face, sure he’d never seen her before.

			“You’re Ryan,” she said with more certainty.

			Her gaze shifted to something behind him. Ryan looked over his shoulder to find Brandy right at his heels with perked ears and a wet, wagging tail, watching the woman. The woman stared back at his dog with what Ryan would swear was wonder.

			“Who are you?” he asked.

			“Sabelle,” she replied, still watching his dog.

			Brandy got down on her belly, inching closer in the most unthreatening manner a ninety-five-pound German shepherd could manage.

			“Where are your clothes, Sybil?”

			She shook her head, pulling her gaze from Brandy to look him in the eye. “S’belle,” she corrected. “Not Sybil.”

			“S’belle,” he pronounced carefully. “Why are you naked?”

			A hot flush turned her skin pink a second before she lied. “I don’t remember.”

			She shifted with agitation and Brandy made a sound low in her throat. Not aggressive. Consoling. The dog had managed to army-crawl close enough to put her big fluffy head on the woman’s lap. Sabelle’s lips parted as she settled her fingers on Brandy’s silky black ear.

			She shivered and goose bumps rose on her skin. Ryan quickly reached over his head and pulled off his shirt. It was warm from his body, but damp from the rain. It would cover her, though.

			“Here, put this on,” he said, handing it over.

			She accepted it, fingering the soft fabric before she pressed it to her face, smelling it. The action was so surprising that at first all he could think to do was mumble, “Sorry, it’s all I have,” while hot embarrassment flooded his face.

			“It smells like you,” she said.

			Like it was a good thing.

			His mouth opened but no words came out. He lowered his eyes while she pulled the shirt over her head. When he looked back, she was covered, thank God. His shirt was huge on her. The shoulders drooped to her elbows and the long sleeves hid her hands.

			She huddled in it, her gaze roaming his face, lingering on the cut over his nose, the puffy skin on his cheek, and his swollen jaw. He almost felt the quicksilver stare on his bare chest and bruised ribs. He must look like a big, ugly thug to her.

			She had bruises and scrapes of her own. He could only hope that her wounds had come from something less violent than his had.

			“What happened to you? Did someone hurt you?” he asked.

			“No,” she said with a definitive shake of her head.

			“You screamed.”

			“I didn’t expect it to be painful.”

			“You didn’t expect what to be painful?”

			She flinched at his sharp tone. “Coming here.”

			He didn’t know what to say to that. Here—in the parking lot in the middle of the night—wasn’t anyplace she should be, but she’d obviously been hurt, was probably in shock. She might not even know where she was. He dug his phone out of his pocket and leaned in so the rain running down his back wouldn’t get it wet as he dialed 911.

			The storm picked up its pace, hitting the asphalt with such force that raindrops bounced and pooled, pounding the awning overhead with fury. Storms moved fast in Arizona, but this was insane.

			“Who are you calling?” she asked.

			“The police. They’ll—”

			She snatched the phone out of his hand and hit the screen repeatedly until the ring cut off.

			Ryan’s mouth was open again. “Okay, now it’s getting weird.”

			“No police,” she said. “What time is it?”

			When he didn’t answer immediately, she repeated the question sharply.

			“I don’t know. Two, three in the morning?”

			Her eyes rounded and she scrambled to get her feet under her. “We need to go. Now, Ryan.”

			She stood, long legs protruding from his big shirt. Her hair brushed her shoulders and impatiently she swiped it back. Standing as well, Ryan reached out to steady her as she swayed.

			“Easy, girl,” he murmured gently. “Slow down. Take a breath. You’re safe now. Let’s get the police here. They’ll get everything worked out.”

			“No police,” she insisted. “They can’t help.”

			“Yeah, well . . .” Neither could he. “Can I have my phone back?”

			She turned and started out of the shelter.

			“Wait,” he said. “Sabelle Whoever-You-Are. Wait.”

			She seemed more alert, more focused, but she’d obviously hit her head. She tucked her arms tight, hands jammed under her pits and head bent as she gingerly picked her way through the glass, gravel, mud, and puddles covering the parking lot, ignoring him until she stepped on something sharp and gasped.

			“Hold up. Would you stop?” he said, exasperated. “Let me help you.”

			He lifted her in his arms and carried her to the back door before she could protest. She wasn’t a big woman, but she was lush with all the right curves in all the right places. She felt solid against his chest and soft in ways that played games with his traitorous thoughts and made him glad for the bracing rain. Brandy escorted them like a devoted admirer, her wet nose brushing Sabelle’s feet whenever the dog could reach them. Ryan paused before opening the door, half convinced he was making a big mistake. This was the kind of thing you saw on the news where some dumb putz just trying to help ended up accused of wrongdoing.

			He jockeyed her weight as he fumbled his keys from his pocket into the lock. Sabelle tightened her arms around him, pressing all those feminine curves closer as Ryan tried valiantly not to notice.

			Darkness clustered just inside and obscured the stairs all the way up. The rain boomed against the roof and the cold made plumes of their breath. His skin felt icy.

			Except where he held Sabelle. She was like a furnace heating his bare chest.

			The door slammed shut behind them as Ryan hit the lights and set Sabelle on her feet again. She continued to hold on to him, staring into his face as if to memorize his features. For all her crazy talk, her eyes looked clear and focused in the dim glow.

			Then she twisted away and started up the stairs to his apartment without asking or waiting for an invitation. With a muttered curse, Ryan started to follow, but fingers of disquiet played down his spine, making him pause.

			The area under the stairs to his apartment served as storage for cases of beer and other supplies. A door straight ahead made a convenient back entrance to the bar, just as the door behind him was a quick shortcut to the parking lot. Usually the stairwell smelled of cardboard, hops, and old french fries. Familiar, comfortable odors that lingered in most bars. Tonight a whiff of rotten eggs hung over it.

			Sabelle was already at his front door, waiting. He’d figured out what smelled after he dealt with her. She tried the knob, found it unlocked, and let herself in before he made it up the stairs. Stunned by her audacity, he picked up his pace. Brandy raced ahead and was beside her as Sabelle padded past the kitchen breakfast bar, trailing fingers over the back of the couch as she took in her surroundings.

			His apartment was a loft that stretched over Love’s. One room with a wall of windows, it had a spacious, open feel that suited him. Her gaze lingered on the screen sectioning off his bedroom before moving to the clock on the microwave. The digital display read 2:30. He saw her note it with a deep breath and a nod.

			“There’s still time.” She faced him with determination. “I’ve come with a warning. Your life is in danger.”

			He might have smiled if she hadn’t looked so distressed. “Okay,” he said carefully.

			She nodded, apparently satisfied with that response. “Good. I’d hoped you’d understand. We need to leave here.” She glanced at the clock again. “Quickly.”

			“And go where?” he said, not understanding at all.

			“Away from here. Here is where it happens.”

			Ryan studied her, suddenly weary to the bone. Ever since his brother’s bizarre death—Murder? Suicide? Ryan doubted he’d ever know the truth—Love’s had been a tourist attraction for lunatics. Fanatics who thought that Ryan’s twin brother and sister were blessed by the heavens or cursed by demons had always been on the fringe of their lives. Reece and Roxanne had died—and miraculously been revived—more than once. It went with the territory.

			Some of the crazies were dangerous, others merely curious. He didn’t know which camp Sabelle fell into, but the sooner he got her out of here, the better.

			“You don’t believe me,” Sabelle said with a hint of disappointment in her voice. “I don’t know why I’m surprised. It’s in your nature to be suspicious. You have trust issues.”

			Maybe so. But that was his business. “What’s this danger I’m supposedly in?” he asked politely.

			“Death,” she replied almost eagerly. “Yours, I mean.”

			He let out a deep breath and shook his head. “Listen, Sabelle. I’d like to help you, get you someplace safe. How about back home?” Or the psych ward you escaped from?

			“I can never go home,” she said vehemently.

			He lifted his hands, palms out. “Fair enough. But you can’t stay here. I just pulled a twelve-hour shift. I’m tired. All I want is a hot shower and bed.”

			Her eyes widened and she shot another quick glance at the screen that hid his bed. Something darkly erotic flashed across her features. For a moment, he couldn’t look away.

			“I know you don’t believe me,” she said, her voice breathy and low, “but this isn’t a game or a joke. You can’t just take a shower and pretend it will go away. Do you think I would risk so much to warn you if there was nothing to fear?”

			“I think you’re a confused woman who needs some help.”

			“I’m not confused. An explosion will decimate this building sometime between now and three a.m. Your apartment will be incinerated. Boom. Gone.”

			“Between now and three a.m.,” he repeated, deadpan.

			“Stop it. Stop pretending disbelief you don’t feel.”

			“Oh, I feel it.”

			Narrowed eyes were the only clue that she’d heard him. She didn’t argue, she didn’t try to add details to support her claim. Most liars did.

			“You’ll need the money you have stashed beneath the floorboards in your bedroom,” she said with a challenging glance. “Clothes, of course. And Brandy. We’ll need her.”

			“We?”

			“I don’t know how much time we have, Ryan. I only know that by three it will all be over. For both of us.”

			She was all-in when it came to this fantasy quest, and her conviction planted a seed of doubt that startled him.

			“You are more important than you know, Ryan.”

			The laugh he’d tried for earlier finally emerged and his doubt waned. The poor woman was definitely delusional.

			“I own a pub. Actually, I own about one-fiftieth of a pub. The bank owns the rest. I spend most of my days and nights behind a bar, serving drinks to people who have less of a life than I do. Unless it’s critical that the drunks get their next drink, I’m the opposite of important.”

			With a superior-sounding sniff, she moved behind the Japanese screen and into his bedroom. Dumbfounded, Ryan followed, watching her open his closet. She yanked his backpack off the top shelf and stuffed his favorite jeans, a T-shirt, and a flannel button-down into it.

			As she turned, she caught her reflection in the dresser mirror and did a double take. For a moment, she stared at her pale face like she’d expected to see someone else looking back.

			He tilted his head to the side, watching her watch herself. She saw the movement and quickly glanced away, but her cheeks pinked up and she avoided looking at him. She began opening his drawers like she had every right.

			And instead of throwing her out on her pretty little ass, he watched her, still trying to figure out what to do about her. Wrestle his phone away? Humor her back outside and lock the doors behind her?

			The storm boomed so loud it shook the walls. He couldn’t throw her out in this.

			In his top drawer, she found his briefs, added a pair to the pack, and pulled open the next drawer. She rummaged until she retrieved some basketball shorts and held them up to her hips. When she tugged them on, she gave him an eyeful of long legs and bare behind.

			She turned and busted him staring. His gaze snared hers and something darkened in the uncertain blue. Neither one of them looked away.

			“Do you have shoes I could borrow?” she asked, her voice husky.

			He pointed to the other closet door. It took her a moment to turn around and slide the door open. She eyed his size 14 shoes dubiously before she spotted a pair of flip-flops on the floor and slipped her feet into them.

			“Get the money, Ryan.”

			Crazy with sprinkles on top. That’s what this was.

			“You planning on robbing me?” he managed to say.

			She faced him. “Is that what you think? Are you afraid I’m going to tackle you and steal all your precious belongings?”

			She was swimming in his big shirt. The shorts hung down to her knees and the flip-flops looked like snowshoes on her feet. She had the threat potential of a puppy.

			Again he wished he could muster a laugh. Instead, “No” emerged in a wooden tone.

			“Get your stuff and wait it out on the sidewalk with me, then. If nothing happens by three, you can call your police and wash your hands of me.”

			She handed him his phone like a gesture of good faith. He took it.

			“Or I could do that now and save myself the trouble.”

			“Yes. You could do that. But we’d both pay the price for your stupidity.”

			“Did you just call me—”

			“You are in danger,” she said, enunciating each syllable sharply. “You’re going to die if you don’t trust me. How much clearer can I be? I know you’re the kind of man who has to see something to believe it. But why not see it from the outside with me?”

			With that, she grabbed his backpack and dropped it at his feet.

			He still hadn’t moved, but Sabelle didn’t wait. She crossed to the front door with a stiff back and an air of determination, ridiculous in her borrowed getup and yet somehow . . . convincing.

			“How would you know what kind of man I am?” he asked softly.

			The question made her pause. She shot a guarded glance over her shoulder, eyes wide and lips parted. Bravado and hunger stared back at him, a combination so mystifying that it shut his mouth.

			So what if she was right? It wouldn’t be the strangest thing to have happened in the past month. Hell, in the last week. Even as common sense told him that it was more likely she had someone waiting downstairs to relieve him of the money she’d insisted he pack, he felt himself giving in.

			She’d said beneath the floorboards. If she already knew where he kept the money, why not just break in and steal it while he’d been out for his run? Why the elaborate naked-and-afraid act?

			“I see you thinking,” she said. “You’re deciding on all the reasons not to trust me. But that’s wasting time you don’t have. Look at the clock, Ryan.” She paused. “Please.”

			It was the hitch in her voice that unplugged his common sense and pushed him to the edge.

			He exhaled a heavy breath. “Let me get a shirt.”

			The tremulous smile she couldn’t hide fast enough called him a fool, but the baby blues sent another coded message he couldn’t be sure he was reading right. He ducked behind the screen that divided the rooms and pried up the floorboard by his bed with a long flathead screwdriver he kept in his nightstand drawer just for that purpose. He stuffed the whole hard-earned $10K into his backpack, shrugged on a shirt, and snagged jackets for both of them on his way out. What could it hurt to sit in his truck and wait it out? If nothing else, maybe he’d get to the bottom of her story.

			She waited impatiently by the door, watching the clock switch numbers. Brandy sat at her feet, ready to go. According to Sabelle, they had less than fifteen minutes to get out of there before the whole place was incinerated.

			“Hurry,” she said and stepped onto the landing without a backward glance.

			Shaking his head, Ryan clicked his tongue for Brandy to follow and locked the door behind him.
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			Sabelle felt Ryan following her all the way down the stairs. Outside, the storm raged in vengeance and she tried not to pin more importance on it than it deserved. But it was hard. It could be a storm and it could be the Sisters. Knowing what they planned for Ryan, it seemed wise to consider the latter. The storm could be a symptom of their anger.

			They would know she was gone by now.

			When they reached the bottom of the stairs, Ryan paused, muttering, “Something smells rotten down here.”

			Sabelle got a whiff of the pungent odor, too, but her sense of smell was something new and the only scent that mattered to her was the warm, masculine one that clung to Ryan’s jacket. She pressed her nose into the collar as he took her hand and the lead, turning right toward the pub instead of to the left and the parking lot where he’d found her.

			His hand was warm against hers. She felt it from her fingertips to someplace low and deep inside her, a human reaction to his nearness that disconcerted and delighted her. She’d imagined it enough times, but she’d never considered the impact of feeling.

			They entered the pub from a door behind the bar with Brandy racing ahead. A hundred times she’d seen Ryan’s family pub through his eyes, but she’d never seen it through her own. She’d never imagined the taste of it. The air was thick and malty, sharp and sour all at once. The graying walls held memories of secrets shared by friends long gone. Framed pictures of Ryan’s relatives posing with people she didn’t know watched her pass, judging her from their lofty positions.

			High up along the front wall, stained glass in brilliant emerald and dusty rose filtered the streetlights and danced pastels over the long, smooth bar. Below them, hazy picture windows looked out on a deserted street where twinkling Christmas lights glimmered from every tree and pole she could see.

			“It’s smaller than I expected,” she murmured.

			Ryan gave her a questioning look but she didn’t say more. The responsibility of the pub had always seemed such a huge burden for Ryan that she’d expected an echoing chamber instead of a cozy niche. Her steps faltered as she stared at the empty tables and chairs, knowing soon they’d be rubble and ash. Ryan tugged her hand.

			“Did you forget we’re about to be incinerated?”

			Not something to joke about, but he’d figure that out on his own. Pack on his back, Ryan took a few steps toward the exit and stilled. He sniffed the air again.

			“Fuck,” he breathed. “That’s gas.”

			His accusing gaze swiveled toward her. The fury of the storm amplified the silence inside the bar as the moment stretched. Hail began to pelt the walls and sidewalk. It battered the roof and bombarded the windows.

			Ryan cursed again and moved to the door, Sabelle’s fingers firmly clasped in his. She matched his stride, suddenly worried that she’d gotten it wrong and they’d run out of time. He had the key in the lock and the door opened in seconds.

			“Keep your head down,” he said, shrugging out of the jacket he wore and holding it over them both. “Get closer.”

			Dutifully, she obeyed, wrapping her arm around his waist to anchor her to his side.

			“Brandy, come,” he ordered as they stepped onto the sidewalk. Brandy didn’t look too keen on the idea, but she scooted out and stayed close.

			“Good girl,” he praised as the icy wet wind blasted into them.

			Ryan didn’t take the time to lock this door behind him. Filled with panic, Sabelle held on as they raced across the street, hail hammering them with vengeance. When they reached the shelter of the awning on the other side, Sabelle finally looked up.

			Inside, Ryan’s pub had seemed small, but outside on the street the world felt endless.

			Dark buildings stared vacantly down at the lights twinkling at street level. Happy Holidays banners flailed in the frigid onslaught. They passed in front of a bus stop with an advertisement pasted to its back wall showing a hotel nestled in a cove of towering red rocks. Someone had spray-painted black eyeballs over it and signed Wa Chu beneath in an elaborate font. She noted it grimly.

			Hail bounced against the street like clouded diamonds. Beside her, Ryan stood warm and strong.

			This was really happening.

			Ryan faced Love’s with a look of foreboding on his face that she’d seen before. She knew that as a boy he’d held his finger against the leaking holes his mother’s death had caused in the family. He had better methods as a man, but he was still patching the dike with his very soul.

			She couldn’t stop looking at him. Couldn’t keep her thoughts focused on anything but where he stood in relation to her. The rhythm of his breathing. His smell. He was the kind of man people depended on. The kind she hoped she could, too.

			He pulled her into a recessed doorway, dug his phone out of his pocket, and punched in some numbers. While he listened, a hot breeze whisked around them, tugging at the hem of her shirt, tousling his hair. It felt so good in the icy cold that Sabelle turned in to its warmth.

			A tinny voice answered Ryan’s call. “Nine-one-one operator. What’s your emergency?”

			“There’s a gas leak at—”

			Lightning snaked from the sky with deadly purpose and struck one of the streetlights directly across from them. It blinded them but Sabelle heard the snap, the sizzle, the boom as the light exploded.

			“Jesus,” Ryan exclaimed, turning to her as a fiery blast pressed against her eardrums, so loud it deafened. “Get down!” Ryan hauled her to the ground with him.

			They hit the concrete hard, Ryan beneath her, cushioning her fall before rolling on top of her as a blistering wind seared them. Hot debris shattered windows and impaled the buildings lining both sides of the street. It sucked all of the oxygen away with a shriek. Sabelle screamed—or at least she thought she did. She couldn’t hear her own cry over the destruction. It seemed to go on in never-ending waves and yet it was done in seconds, leaving an ominous silence in its wake.

			Ryan lifted his head and looked at her. “You all right?”

			At least she thought that’s what he said. She couldn’t hear, but she nodded anyway, not really sure if it was true.

			“Brandy,” he shouted, already on his feet and pulling Sabelle up with him.

			Brandy darted out of a doorway a few feet away, barking madly, wild-eyed.

			“It’s okay, it’s okay,” Ryan said, hunkering down so she could smell him. Apparently, the dog needed Ryan’s scent as much as Sabelle did.

			She stared at the sidewalk, taking short, quick breaths when she wanted one deep one. Her hands shook and her eyes streamed from the smoke. Terror poisoned her bloodstream and blanked her mind. Some distant part of her noticed that the hail had stopped. Was that a good or bad sign? She didn’t know.

			“Sabelle,” Ryan said. She thought it might be the second time. He stepped in front of her and took her face in his warm hands. “You okay? Are you hurt?”

			His gaze moved over her and he seemed to find his own answer. He drew her into his arms and gratefully she pressed her face to his throat as her body shook with reaction. He turned them both so he could see the damage to Love’s.

			Across the street a black cloud of smoke thundered out of the hole where the front doors of Love’s used to be. The upstairs was a jagged silhouette outlined in fire. The flames stretched high and swept across the sky with glee.

			It had happened. And, against all odds, she’d succeeded. Ryan still lived. Because of her.

			“Hey,” Ryan said gently. “Look at me.”

			She hid her fear as she met his gaze. He searched her eyes before murmuring, “Good girl.”

			Just like he said to the dog. She laughed, pressing her face back into his warmth.

			Fire spread from Love’s to engulf everything in front of it, turning the banners into sparking bursts of blue flame, and burning through the trees. Two doors down from the decimated pub, another explosion blew out windows and shot sizzling fingers into the sky, where the wind snatched them up and whisked them along.

			Without a word, she and Ryan ran away from it. Black smoke thundered after them and more flames jumped from awning to awning. Another explosion rattled windows and jarred the sidewalk. Sparks bounced in the sucking wind and a rain of embers showered her back. She looked over her shoulder to make sure she wasn’t on fire and gave a sigh of relief when she didn’t see anything smoldering. Brandy ran beside Ryan, head swiveling as she watched for danger.

			Sabelle pulled her shirt over her mouth and nose to block out the suffocating smoke, but it stung her eyes and burned her throat. She coughed as it seared her lungs.

			Dread made it hard to think. Hard to do anything but hold on while the fire licked its blazing tongue at everything it passed. She clenched her eyes tight, but not seeing made it worse.

			Ryan turned down an alley that dead-ended at a concrete wall. She could see it ahead, pale blocks that reflected the smoke and fire barreling down on them. He raced toward it with purpose, pulling her along with him.

			Sabelle chanced a glance over her shoulder. The smoke bore down on them and it seemed that something moved beneath the surface. It pressed out, stretching like a membrane. Then it was gone, leaving her with the impression of an eyeless face and gnashing teeth.

			Once he reached the wall, Ryan braced his back against it and held out his hands for her. “Over the wall, Sabelle. That’s it. Climb. Go.”

			She quickly stepped onto his thigh and he used his hands to lift as she shifted, hefting her weight until her right foot found his solid shoulder and her left swung over. She scraped her bare thighs as she straddled the sharp edge of cinder block.

			Ryan scooped Brandy into his arms. She clung to him like a baby. Sabelle reached down and grabbed hold of Brandy’s scruff as Ryan heaved her into Sabelle’s arms.

			“Watch out for cactus on the other side,” he warned as he swung up beside her. The fire surged to fill the space he’d just vacated and the building on the corner detonated, sending shrapnel everywhere. She felt the bite of its heat against her cheek, smelled burning hair, roasting flesh. Brandy yelped in pain.

			“Go!” Ryan shouted.

			She didn’t have time to brace or consider. She wrapped her arms around the frightened dog and jumped.

			A soft, grassy bed waited on the other side, but she and Brandy came at it fast and flailing. Claws dug into Sabelle’s side as the dog pushed off. Brandy spun and got her paws under her, but Sabelle slammed down on her shoulder and rolled.

			Her head struck something hard and blinding pain ripped through her. She ended on her back staring up at the startling sky. Ryan hit the ground with more skill but less bounce. She felt the impact of his body crash down. Somewhere in the distance she heard the scream of sirens racing toward them.

			Ryan sat up quickly, shook his head to clear it, and looked around to find her. He rolled to his knees and crawled to where she lay, collapsing in the soft winter grass and pulling her up against him. A sharp whistle brought Brandy to his other side. Ryan put an arm around each and held them tight.

			They were both breathing heavily, coughing as the smoke they’d inhaled caught in their chests. The fire didn’t cross the wall, but the smoke followed them and blotted out the stars. It felt like a message—a show of power. Ryan’s hand was warm and comforting against the bare skin at the small of her back. She concentrated on that instead.

			They lay like that for a long moment, neither of them saying a word. Finally Ryan turned his head and looked at her.

			He had questions and it wouldn’t be long before he wanted answers. Sabelle gathered up her scattered wits, ticked off the salient points of her story in her mind, and tried not to get ahead of herself.

			Step one, save Ryan Love. Mission accomplished.

			Step two, bind him to her. Work in progress.
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			The wall they’d jumped had put them inside the grounds of a resort known for its prime location in downtown Tempe and for its picturesque setting. Even at this hour, lights still glowed brightly around the hotel, and as Ryan stepped from the grassy knoll where he’d landed with Sabelle, he felt like he’d stumbled onto a spotlit stage. Straight ahead, wide glass doors led from the lobby to a horseshoe driveway. This late, there weren’t any cars waiting for the bellboys to unload them, but a handful of uniformed employees joined a few other people milling around, peering curiously down the street where the red and blue glow of emergency lights flashed. No one even noticed the two of them crossing the lawn to the street.

			Things weren’t exploding anymore, and the rain had helped with the spread of fire, but the smoke was thick and acrid. Brandy huddled close as Ryan led Sabelle around the corner and back to the place they’d fled. Neither one of them spoke. Oh, he had a list of questions a mile long for Miss Sabelle Whoever-She-Was, but right now he needed to see the damage to Love’s, needed to know if it was as catastrophic as it seemed in that last glance before they’d fled. The storm eased by the moment, leaving a cold drizzle and damp gusts behind.

			Drawn by the explosions and sirens, people had already started to gather at the edges of the disaster zone. Police tape gave them clear boundaries, but news and camera crews pushed up against it, wanting to capture any grisly detail they could. The businesses that had bordered Love’s were in ruins as well as two across the street. Ryan’s second-story loft had been incinerated—just as the woman beside him had predicted—and all but the shell of walls had been blasted away. Ash drifted in the air like dirty snowflakes and the char of his burned future made each breath bitter.

			“Brandy,” he said as they approached the gathering. “Look small.”

			Brandy dutifully hung her head and bent her doggy ­elbows—a trick he’d taught her years ago. She’d never look harmless, but she pulled off pitiful like a champ.

			“Good girl.”

			Her tail wagged nervously.

			Ryan was a big man, used to having people get out of his way. But he must have looked every bit as bad as he felt, because he heard murmurs and dismayed exclamations as the small crowd parted for them. When they reached the edge of the police tape, he glanced at Sabelle and caught her wincing.

			“You okay?” he asked.

			She nodded and reached for his hand, sucking in a soft breath at his touch. Every time they touched, as a matter of fact. As if some sensory overload were going on inside her. God knew she was blowing all his fuses.

			He caught the attention of one of the uniformed officers and the man hurried over.

			“Sir? Are you okay?” he asked, his worried gaze shifting between Ryan and Sabelle.

			Ryan had to clear his throat a couple of times before he could speak. “I own Love’s,” he said. “We made it out just in time.”

			Suddenly cameras swung his way and he heard the inevitable babble coming from the news crews. They were torn between asking questions about his sister Roxanne and the explosions that had destroyed his family’s pub. The officer motioned him through their barriers and over to a group of officials, saving him from the media’s shark-infested waters.

			Woodenly, Ryan told the officers what he knew. He’d smelled gas. He’d called 911, but everything started exploding before he could report the issue. They’d run for their lives.

			“We’ve had reports of gas leakages all over Tempe,” a tired, scruffy civilian with an official-looking badge around his neck told them. Ryan guessed that he worked for the gas and electric company. “All at the same time. Never seen anything like it. We’re lucky that it happened so late. No serious injuries or deaths so far.”

			Lucky.

			Warring emotions gripped Ryan. Thankfulness that no one else had suffered. Relief that there was an explanation for the destruction, which only involved faulty gas lines. And anger, because once again Ryan was left to pick up pieces that he had no hope of ever reassembling. His family had been through so much—too much. He couldn’t see a way out of this.

			His vision blurred and he lowered his head, rubbing his stinging eyes. Hearing Sabelle in his head telling him she’d come to warn him.

			Come from where? How? Why?

			Beside him, Sabelle’s soft touch on his arm tried to offer comfort but only managed to churn his confusion into something worse.

			A polite officer with thin blond hair and a square jaw ushered them to an emergency vehicle where two young female EMTs rinsed their eyes, gave them water and blankets, and treated the worst of their injuries until the officer they’d spoken to earlier appeared again.

			“Just a couple of questions, Mr. Love,” he said. “Any chance you made it out with your ID?”

			Ryan had stuffed his wallet in the pack with his money and clothes. Now he carefully pulled it out, knowing that if the officer caught a glimpse of the money stashed in the bottom beneath his clothes, the routine questions wouldn’t be so routine anymore. There was no way he’d be able to explain why he’d run from his bar just in the nick of time, yet managed to grab his money.

			“Do you have ID, ma’am?” the polite officer asked.

			The desperate gleam in Sabelle’s eyes spurred Ryan to speak before he thought. “Her purse was upstairs,” he said smoothly. “There wasn’t time to get it.”

			“But you had time to pack?” asked an officer Ryan hadn’t noticed. The man stepped into the light and settled a look on the two of them that he probably practiced in front of a mirror. He had dark curly hair and black eyes. Ryan almost smiled. Reece would have called the pair Starsky and Hutch. Ryan could still hear Reece’s laughter in his head.

			It felt like a lifetime ago.

			“We were packing for a little getaway,” Ryan said to the cop who looked like Starsky. “I brought the backpack down first. Sabelle was still in the loft getting dressed when I smelled the gas.”

			He impressed himself with the smooth cadence of the lie at the same time he wondered at the insanity of telling it. But covering for Sabelle seemed less involved than explaining how he’d found her bare naked in the parking lot a few minutes before she’d warned him he was going to die.

			Starsky focused on Sabelle and her vagabond outfit. “That’s you? You’re Sybil?”

			“Sabelle,” she corrected with a sweet smile.

			The officer waited for the rest of it. When Sabelle grew silent, he prompted, “Last name?”

			She hid her anxiety well, but all of them caught the desperate glance she gave Ryan.

			Ash still sifted down around them and the cold plumed her breath. Ryan forced himself to stay quiet and let her do her own digging. He already felt like he was in too deep.

			It didn’t take her long. “Snow,” she replied. “Sabelle Snow.”

			Ryan gave a mental groan as Starsky’s head came up, his gaze filled with suspicion. Sabelle blinked those guileless eyes at him and finally the officer nodded and wrote Snow on his tablet. Reservation glittered in his eyes, but Ryan and Sabelle weren’t suspects. They were victims and he had no real reason to question them.

			“Address?”

			This was the time to cut the tie. To distance himself from Sabelle while he still had the chance. But she’d saved his life. Brandy’s, too.

			“You’re looking at it,” Ryan said, taking her hand and pulling her close as he pointed to the disaster zone he used to call home.

			Sabelle gave him a furtive, grateful glance. Starsky’s gaze moved from the tangle of her hair, over her pretty, dirty face, and down her ample curves in a quick sweep.

			“We’re lucky to be alive,” Ryan said, cutting off any further questions, his voice unsteady enough to bring the point home. “We took what we had in our hands.”

			“More than lucky,” Hutch agreed, staring at the destruction all around them.

			“You Loves get lucky a lot,” Starsky said, brows raised. “Some of you, four, five times.”

			Starsky’s reference to Ryan’s brother and sister and the inexplicable, miraculous way the twins had cheated death in the past felt like a jab with a sharp point into a place that was already raw. Reece wasn’t cheating death anymore and Roxanne had gone into hiding to avoid the relentless media. It was nothing to joke about.

			“That’s a good one, Officer,” Ryan mocked. “You should tell that at parties.”

			Hutch laughed and Starsky flushed. He didn’t meet Ryan’s eyes after that. Hutch told Ryan how to get a copy of the police report for the insurance company and a bunch of other stuff he was too tired to hear. Ryan thanked him, but he already knew they wouldn’t get much out of their insurance. Love’s carried the bare minimum. It had been that or none at all. Once the debts were paid, there’d be little, if any, left to start over with.

			“Where can we reach you if we have other questions?” Starsky asked.

			“My sister’s house.”

			Ryan gave him the address of the house his dad had left to the kids and the home phone number there. It hadn’t changed since he was a boy and it was the only number he could remember. He’d lost his cell phone in the mad dash for safety and all his contacts with it.

			Starsky took Ryan’s ID and his notes to his car and Hutch moved on to his next order of business. Ryan and Sabelle remained sitting on the open tailgate of the ambulance, covered by their blankets and numb from shock and cold. Brandy sat at their feet, quietly watching the chaos that went on all around them.

			“We are going to Ruby’s?” Sabelle asked after a moment.

			We. More conflicting emotions followed that word, but he was too tired to break them down and analyze them.

			“Was there somewhere else you’d rather go?” he asked. “I can drop you off on the way.”

			“No,” she said quickly, and Ryan felt an inexplicable rush of relief. “I just never thought to meet your sister.”

			“You know Ruby?”

			She nodded, then changed her mind and shook her head.

			“Which is it, snowflake?”

			She lifted her chin and shrugged. “I’ve seen pictures.”

			Starsky chose that moment to return with Ryan’s ID. “You’re free to go, Mr. Love and Ms. Snow,” he said. “I can get an ambulance to take you to the hospital. You should see a doctor.”

			Ryan shook his head. “I just want a shower and bed.”

			“Me, too,” Sabelle said softly.

			Starsky nodded at them both. “You want to talk to reporters before you go?” he asked.

			“I’d rather you just stood me against the wall and shot me.”

			For the first time, the officer smiled. “Where’s your vehicle? I’ll escort you to it.”

			Ryan looked to the small lot on the side of Love’s where his truck should have been parked. Instead of his battered pickup, a hunk of demolished metal sat beneath a pile of rubble. The sight of it made him want to bawl like a baby.

			Starsky had followed his gaze. Now he shook his head. “I take it that was yours?” At Ryan’s nod, he said, “Why don’t I just drive you to your sister’s house?”
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			The officer gave Brandy a suspicious look but allowed her into his backseat without a word. Sabelle sat stiffly next to the wet dog. Ryan took his place on the other side. He seemed calm, but Sabelle knew better. The tension was there in his shoulders, in the way he’d tugged his ear once or twice. His eyes looked tight, dangerous. His mouth hard.

			He hadn’t asked his questions—yet. She still didn’t know how she’d answer them, but so far she’d succeeded against impossible odds. She’d find a way.

			“How long has Ruby lived in your dad’s old place?” the dark-haired officer asked. Sabelle had noted a name tag pinned to his shirt that read J. Wiesel.

			Wiesel glanced at Ryan through the rearview mirror as he took his seat behind the wheel. He was a blunt-featured man with a crooked nose and a suspicious nature, but the look he gave Ryan seemed friendly enough now.

			Ryan’s gaze jerked to his. “How do you know my sister?”

			“Just seen her on the news.” Wiesel paused. “She’s got a way about her.”

			Sabelle felt Ryan’s gaze shift to her and she kept her face turned to the window. His reflection in the dark glass looked pensive.

			“Most women do.”

			“I hear that,” Wiesel agreed.

			She wanted to turn and look at Ryan, see what hidden meaning lurked in his eyes. But she was afraid of what she might reveal herself. She’d always known Ryan had an astute mind, but she’d never imagined he’d make her feel so transparent, like he knew her thoughts.

			A slow-burning fuse had lit inside her chest. Panic, some distant part of her, identified it. She’d seen humans cope with it a million times over. It reduced them to action/­reaction. It turned their thoughts into fragmented images and ignited their instincts.

			She’d just never expected to feel it herself.

			“So, she’s lived there for a while?” Wiesel tried again. “Your sister?”

			“Yeah,” Ryan mumbled.

			Wiesel still watched him in the rearview mirror, waiting for more. A picture clipped to his visor showed him standing against a breathtaking view of red-stained mountains beside an older version of himself, likely his father. Sabelle squinted at the familiar scenery. She’d seen that red-stained vista too many times not to look for the words she expected to see. Wiesel flipped the visor up and started the car before she spotted them.

			“When we decided to sell the house, both my sisters moved in so they could go through everything and clear it out,” Ryan said at last, absently stroking Brandy’s head. Brandy yawned loudly and lay down between them. “That was three years ago.”

			“Some people can’t let go,” Wiesel said.

			“Evidently.”

			Sabelle finally peeked at Ryan from beneath lowered lashes. He slouched against the door, watching her. Shadows hid his expression, but she felt his eyes tracking her every move.

			Wiesel gave a halfhearted chuckle and lapsed into silence until they arrived at Ruby’s. As the cruiser pulled to the curb, Ryan stared out the window at the stuccoed two-story home sitting beneath the barren branches of a giant tree. He took a breath and slowly stepped out of the car, clicking his tongue for Brandy to follow. Sabelle scooted across the seat and onto the sidewalk beside him while he slung his backpack over his shoulder.

			“Thanks for the ride,” he said to the officer before closing the car door. Wiesel waved and drove away.

			The house where Ryan had grown up looked like her memories of it. Still, it felt surreal to follow him to the front door. To be here at all. With him. Every time he touched her, she felt like he short-circuited her brain. Something else she hadn’t expected.

			They paused on the front stoop and Sabelle understood the worried light in his eyes as he hesitated. He and Ruby had dealt with a lot in the past few weeks. He didn’t know how his sister would take this latest catastrophe.

			She touched his arm, drawing his gaze. “There was nothing you could do,” she said.

			Her soft reassurance tightened his mouth. Without a word, he rang the bell, waited a moment, and knocked. At his feet, Brandy gave a sharp bark. Ryan hushed her and pushed the bell so that it rang continuously.

			“Come on, Ruby. Wake up,” he said under his breath, leaning his forehead against her door.

			A light came on upstairs. Ryan stepped off the porch, looking up at the window. Brandy woofed softly as footfalls came to a stop at the other side of the door.

			“Ruby, it’s me. Let me in.”

			The chain rattled and Ruby threw the door open. Ryan’s sister stood in the light and Sabelle could only stare. To her, Ryan was the richness of earth and the colors of fall—the thick brown hair, golden skin, and moss-green eyes. In contrast, Ruby was a midnight sky. Dark hair, flashing silver eyes, and skin like a winter moon. Beside her, Sabelle felt pale and drab.

			Ruby rubbed her eyes and blurted, “What are you doing here? Why is your face all black? Is that blood? Who is she?” in one continuous stream.

			Ryan smiled gently at her, the look in his eye one Sabelle had seen countless times over the years. Ryan loved his siblings like a parent.

			“Do you know what time it is?” Ruby demanded as she ushered them through a small foyer that smelled of cinnamon, and into a living room that looked dated even to Sabelle’s eyes.

			“Yeah, I know.”

			Ryan’s tone stilled his sister and she turned a searching gaze to his face.

			“I’ve got some bad news, Ruby. It couldn’t wait.”

			Ruby’s face blanched. “Roxanne?”

			“No. Nothing like that. I haven’t heard from her. But . . . there was a fire at the pub.” He shook his head, staring at a point over Ruby’s shoulder. “Love’s is gone, Ruby. Burned to the ground.”

			“Wha . . . How?” she breathed.

			“Gas leak, I heard, but I’m not sure. Maroonie’s is gone, too. Mike’s, that new breakfast place . . . everything around it.”

			Ruby covered her mouth with her hands and stared at him over the tips of her fingers. “What are we going to do?” she asked.

			“I don’t know,” he said with a lift of his shoulder. “I need to eat and sleep before I can figure that out.”

			“Sure,” she said, nodding, her stunned expression telling Sabelle she’d barely processed what he’d said. Full realization of how bad things were wouldn’t come until later. “Sure.”

			Ruby stepped into the kitchen and turned on the light. Ryan went straight to the sink. He washed his face and hands, then moved aside so Sabelle could do the same. When she looked up, Sabelle found him staring at her. Gently, he brushed his thumb around the edges of the burn she’d felt just before they’d climbed that wall. She remembered the eyeless face that had formed in the smoke. Her imagination? Fear, working overtime?

			She forced the memory from her mind. Later she would consider the implications of it. When she was alone and far from Ryan’s discerning eyes.

			The kitchen had an L-shaped counter with two bar stools waiting at the ready on the short side. A round table and chairs sat in a nook behind the breakfast bar. Ruby sank into one of the chairs and Ryan set some coffee to brew while Sabelle hovered in the background, unsure what she should do now.

			“It’s decaf,” Ruby warned. “I’m out of the regular.”

			He gave his sister an exasperated look. “Forget to swipe it from Love’s?”

			Ruby shrugged without apology, turning to give Sabelle a direct stare. “Who are you?” she asked.

			Ryan glanced over his shoulder. “Sorry. Ruby, this is Sabelle . . . Snow. Sabelle, my sister Ruby.”

			Ruby caught his hesitation over Sabelle’s last name but obviously didn’t know what it meant. Still, it added to the curiosity in her inquisitive gaze.

			“Nice to meet you, Sybil,” she said.

			“S’belle,” both Ryan and Sabelle corrected at the same time.

			Ruby raised her brows in an expression that made her look like Ryan and glanced between them. “How do you know each other?” she asked.

			“Long story,” Ryan said.

			Sabelle fixed her gaze on her sooty feet, saying ­nothing.

			“I’ll tell you all about it sometime,” Ryan went on. “But do you think we could clean up first? We’re both wet and cold. I feel like I’m covered in glass.”

			Ruby jumped to her feet, pulling her robe tight around her as she said, “Sorry. Yeah, of course. Take showers. I’ll wait here for you and then we’ll talk.”

			Sabelle looked up to find Ryan watching her again. He grabbed his pack and left the kitchen. Warily, she followed him.

			At the top of the stairs, he turned at the first door on the left and entered a room with a wide bed covered by a dark blue comforter. Pennants hung on the walls and shelves sagged beneath the weight of countless trophies. He gave it all a disparaging look as he dropped his pack on the bed and moved to the closet.

			“This was your bedroom when you were growing up?” She remembered to make it a question, but she knew the answer already.

			“Dad wouldn’t let me throw any of it out. I’ve never known anyone to hold on to the past like he did.” He gave her a fleeting glance. “Guess that’s lucky. I’ve probably got some old clothes in here that’ll fit you.”

			While he rummaged, Sabelle gravitated to a small desk with a picture propped on its surface. In it, a child version of Ryan stood in a bright blue-and-white uniform with a bill cap. His grin revealed a gap where a front tooth should have been. On either side, his mother and father posed with him. His mom looked to be about seven months pregnant, his dad as proud as a father could be. A small Ruby stood in front of her father, a stuffed lion clutched against her heart.

			They looked like a typical American family, unaware that in just a few months, their remarkable twin siblings would be born and their whole world would change. A copper penny that had been flattened and punched with a hole at the top dangled off the corner of one of the frames by a key chain. Sabelle stuck her finger through the ring and lifted it, watching the light glance off it as it spun.

			“What’s this?” she asked.

			He glanced at it over his shoulder and shrugged. “Junk. Won it at the fair a hundred years ago.”

			“It’s pretty.”

			“Keep it.”

			She tried to hide her amazed delight, but Ryan’s surprised laugh made her feel hot and uncomfortable.

			“It’s a smashed penny, Sabelle. It’s not even worth a cent with the hole in it.”

			She’d overreacted. Again.

			Her hand closed around the key chain and she bit her lip to keep the smile from coming back. Worth was a matter of opinion.

			Ryan pulled a pair of jeans and a shirt from the closet and tossed them on the bed. “Those should work,” he said.

			He showed Sabelle to the bathroom and turned on the shower for her. “The faucet’s temperamental,” he explained. “I’m going to shower in the other bathroom. Don’t worry about running out of hot water. We’ve got a big heater, so take your time. I’ll meet you in the kitchen when you’re done.”

			She nodded and anxiously watched him walk away. She may have come to save his life, but Ryan was the only thing familiar to her in this world. As he walked down the hall, she had to force herself not to call him back.

			She showered quickly—an experience she vowed to savor next time—and dressed in the jeans and shirt Ryan had given her, wincing as her sore muscles protested. It felt very intimate, wearing his clothes . . . feeling the brush of them against her skin. It worried her, how much she liked it. Carefully she tucked the penny key chain into her pocket. It might not have been intended as a gift, but she could pretend.

			The bathroom mirror bounced back a steamy reflection of a young woman with dark hair and pale skin. A fringe of black lashes framed blue eyes, making the color seem brilliant. Bangs brushed her brows.

			It was hard to evaluate herself, but Ryan couldn’t keep his eyes off her. That had to be a good thing. It would certainly make it easier to win him over.

			She hurried back to his room and waited for him to return. No way was she up to facing Ruby on her own. Ryan stepped in a few minutes later, stopping abruptly when he saw her perched on his bed. He wore a towel at his hips and nothing else. For a moment Sabelle could only gape. Fully clothed in the trappings of civilization, Ryan Love made her heart stutter and skip, but half naked and dripping wet he took her breath away.
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