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			The dead guy sitting across the aisle from Ruby Love on the light rail didn’t scare her. It was the one on the other side of him that made her heart stutter.

			She knew that one. He was her brother Reece. And five months ago, he’d died. Violently.

			Reece sat perfectly still, near enough that if she reached over his dead friend, she’d be able to touch him, but the thought of doing that was too daunting. He looked real, very much alive, though. Would he be warm? Or would her hand go through him like vapor? She shuddered, picturing it.

			She’d spotted her first dead guy a few days after Reece’s funeral. At first, she hadn’t even realized what he was, right up until he walked through a wall. After that, she’d been more observant. Watchful. She’d lived in terror for weeks, then gradually, she’d come to accept their presence. Sorta. She still didn’t understand what they wanted with her. Why they’d appeared in her life. She’d hoped it had something to do with Reece . . . that the next ghost she saw would be his, maybe coming to tell her good-bye. Maybe coming to let her know that he was all right. That he was with God, after all.

			But she knew that wasn’t possible, no matter how much she wished it. Reece had taken a bullet to protect the rest of their family. That bullet had come from a hell that defied explanation instead of a gun, though. A hell that had sucked him in and owned him still. Roxanne, his twin, had seen it all. She hadn’t sugarcoated the details as she sobbed through them afterward.

			Ruby blinked back the tears that stung her eyes and leaned forward. None of the dead she’d seen so far had done her harm, but simple logic had kept her from getting too close. See a dead person, go the other way. Fast.

			But this was Reece.

			“Reece,” she said softly, glancing over her shoulder at the near-empty passenger car to make sure she wasn’t drawing any attention. “Reece.”

			He didn’t react in any way. She didn’t know if he could react, if he even had the ability to hear her. She swallowed her apprehension and shifted across the aisle to the empty seat in front of him, turning sideways so she had an unobstructed view of his face. Blond, when the rest of the family was brunette. He’d been their golden child, and Ruby, his big sister, had adored him.

			Bracing herself, she touched his arm.

			He felt as cold as she’d imagined. Even after she snatched her hand back, she could still feel it on her skin—that damp seep of death. It was too real, too clear. Terrifying. She’d pictured this moment a hundred times, but never with fear. Never with the churning sense of alarm that filled her now.

			She hadn’t just looked for Reece. She’d been waiting for him. But Ruby knew more than most people about the kinds of monsters that lurked in the shadows. Things that weren’t permitted access to the human world but got in anyway. Hellhounds and reapers. Demons pretending to be human. Succeeding. Horrors she understood about as much as she did her dead brother sitting on the light rail like he still belonged.

			The tram clicked and clacked down the tracks. Reece stared straight ahead, through the Plexiglas into the next car, while the electronic voice of the transit lady announced the upcoming station in English and Spanish. A moment later, the light rail’s brakes engaged and the train came to a jerky stop. The doors swooshed open and the handful of passengers who’d been riding with them exited, leaving just Ruby, Reece, and his dead companion in the car.

			This iteration of Reece—ghost . . . entity . . . whatever he was now—appeared exactly like she remembered him. She even recognized the T-shirt, a surfer against a sunset. It swamped her with memories of the everyday moments they’d shared before tragedy had decimated her small family, irrevocably changing life as she knew it. She wiped her eyes and sniffled, glad no one else was on the train. To the casual observer, she’d probably look crazy. Talking to herself. Crying. Reaching out to ghosts no one else could see.

			Her vision blurred and a great lump of emotion caught in her throat as she stared at him. “Reece, what happened to you?”

			There was still nothing on his stiff, too-real face to show he’d heard. Irrationally hurt, she swiped at her tears and took a deep breath. Before she could think about it, before she could talk herself out of it, she leaned over the back of her seat and grabbed his hand.

			The dark rush of cold raced up her arm, making her want to recoil, but she held on, fighting the fear that toppled over itself to control her. The tram swayed; so did she. But she didn’t let go. The chill enveloped her like a toxic mist, filled with caverns and crevices, dark places that echoed with tortured screams. An image took root in her head, shoving out the others until it was all she could see.

			Reece, bowed under the weight of misery. The stench of rot. His cries of agony as he begged for mercy, pleaded to God, to Satan. To whoever would listen.

			Help me. Help me.

			She was shaking, quaking with his pain. Deep in her throat, a soft keen had begun. She was powerless to stop it as it merged in her mind with Reece’s screams.

			She had to let go, she had to let go, she had to—

			“Ruby.”

			Reece’s voice cut through her terror and anguish. She looked up and into his eyes. And there he was, deep in the blue depths, the little boy she’d comforted after nightmares and storms. The lovely child who’d wrapped her around his little finger. The man who’d never quite fit in the world he’d found himself in.

			“Ruby, please help me,” he whispered. “Show me the way.”

			The words echoed in her mind, hissed with the wheels on the tracks, broke her heart all over again.

			“How? How, Reece?”

			She stared into his eyes, begging him to answer. She saw her brother staring back, the one she remembered. The one she loved. For that instant, she felt that he remembered who she was, too . . . all their shared childhood, the affinity the two of them had often felt. They’d been alike, she and Reece. Both a little selfish, a little brash . . . prone to getting into situations sane people would run from.

			Just like this.

			Reece jerked his hand free, and Ruby sagged against her seat, gulping air. Her entire arm was numb, her fingers lifeless in her lap. Reece lowered his eyes, breaking the connection. Ruby sobbed at the loss.

			The next stop was approaching. Hers was the one after, but she knew she’d never be able to get up and walk away from him. She’d ride along beside him for as long as he remained, hoping for another moment, for him to tell her how she could help. Whatever he needed her to do, she would.

			She took a deep breath and glanced around the silent car. A moment ago, the tram had been empty. Now, nearly every seat was taken . . . and not with passengers. She’d never seen so many of them all at once. If not for the simple fact that the train hadn’t stopped to let all these people on, she might not have seen the hollow look in their eyes.

			The lights began to flicker as the train shuddered to a stop, but none of them moved and the doors didn’t open. Panic joined the malaise inside her. She rubbed her sweaty palms on her jeans and focused on breathing for a minute, trying to calm the hell down before she stroked out.

			But she was spooked like she’d never been before.

			Quickly she stood and sidestepped to the aisle, turning her back on her brother as fear took charge. The doors still hadn’t opened, but she could see people getting on and off the car ahead, so it was only this car malfunctioning. She glanced at the lifeless passengers. They were all watching her expectantly. What did they think was going to happen?

			A big Open button was off to the side of the door. Ruby pushed it. When the doors didn’t open, she pushed it again. And again. The tram shuddered, and the annoying “hold on” jingle signaled they’d be moving soon. The wheels began to turn. She jabbed the button one more time, cursing under her breath when the train lurched forward.

			Then suddenly the doors slid back a few inches. Not enough for an exit—she was so scared that she would have jumped out even if they were moving—but just enough to let something dark slip through the gap and into the car. Ruby gasped and staggered back as it sailed past her.

			So black it didn’t even glimmer. Wings spread wide, talons dangling down. Ruby ducked as the grotesque shadow glided over her. She couldn’t help it. A bird on a train was bad enough. A raven—a messenger from the same evil place that had stolen her brother—was terrifying.

			Reece turned his head and tracked the bird’s progress as it came to him. And there was no doubt that Reece was its destination. The bird flapped its wings twice as it landed on the metal handrail mounted at the top of the seat in front of Reece. It cocked its birdy head and blinked at Ruby.

			She clapped a hand over her mouth, trying to quell the shriek rising in her throat. The train picked up speed. She stayed by the door so she’d be ready to get off the next time it stopped, even if she had to pry the door open with her fingers. She locked an arm around one of the poles by the door and pulled her flip phone out of her pocket. It was so old it barely worked, but replacing it was low on her priority list.

			Reece is on the light rail, she texted to her sister, Roxanne.

			She hit send and waited. The wheel at the top of the screen spun as her phone searched for a signal. Tempe had black holes all over the place, but Ruby didn’t doubt for a moment that Reece was the center of this one.

			All eyes shifted to the bird as it preened on its perch. The train groaned and squeaked as it barreled down the tracks. Almost there. She stared desperately out the window, urging the scenery to pass faster. Counting the seconds to the next stop.

			The transit lady announced the approaching station and made Ruby jump. The bird opened its beak, flashing its black throat as it laughed at her.

			Reece stood up and faced her. A moment ago, her brother’s eyes had been the color of a summer sky, and the boy she’d known had gazed out. Now, something different looked her way. Something rotten and terrifying. A tarnished hue had subjugated the beautiful blue, turning his eyes into rusted ice, so cold that Ruby recoiled. The dead guy beside him stood, too, and moved purposefully toward her, his eyes so intent and yet so dead that she stumbled back. Only then did she realize she’d allowed him to come between her and the door, leaving her trapped by the railing and the dead riders behind her.

			No longer just spooked, she tried to hold it together until the doors opened and she had a chance to escape. Freaking out wouldn’t help her.

			Come on, come on, come on . . .

			Everyone was on their feet now. And all of them watching her. The raven gave another dark, gleeful flap of its wings.

			“Mill Avenue/Third Street station is approaching,” transit lady said.

			Thank God.

			Ruby knew this area well. Just across the street, she could see the front doors that used to belong to the pub her family had owned. A new café would be opening soon in that spot. Next to that, there was a sandwich shop, a secondhand store. The entire street had been torn apart by the gas leak explosion that had destroyed Love’s, but to look at it now, no one would ever know.

			People bustled to and fro. All she needed to do was get off this train and lose herself in their midst. She glanced at her phone again. Her text still hadn’t been delivered.

			The train began to slow, and Ruby’s heart raced as she waited. The raven took flight, low overhead, its talons hanging down, ready to grab at flesh and hair.

			Arms over her head to protect it, Ruby braced as the train jerked to a stop. She closed her eyes tight and pushed forward through the dead guy in front of her like shrapnel. She felt the cold dark of him, the rancid dankness beneath the surface. She was on the other side in an instant that felt like hours.

			The doors opened and relief flooded her. She barreled through them, moving too fast for balance. She tripped on the bottom step and hit the concrete platform hard on hands and knees.

			“Fuck.”

			Her phone flew from her grasp and skidded beneath the train, three seconds before she could catch it. She didn’t even think about going after it. Reece’s companion exited right behind her, coming fast, reaching for her. What the hell was happening here? Reece was right behind him.

			In an instant, Ruby was on her feet and running wild. She just missed knocking down a kid on a skateboard. His reflexes saved them both. Not hers.

			“Sorry,” she shouted, but she didn’t slow down.

			People on the sidewalk stared as she jockeyed between them, then into traffic, dodging cars to get across the street.

			She was in full meltdown now. She knew it, but there was no stopping it.

			She didn’t look back until she reached the sidewalk on the other side of the street. Then she couldn’t trust what she saw. Except for the stir she’d caused by charging through the crowd of commuters, not much was going on. No one was chasing her—dead or alive. No fear in the faces of the people talking and laughing as they went along their way.

			But a raven circled overhead, looking deceptively like any other bird on any other afternoon. A dozen others found perches all around. Both Roxanne and her older brother, Ryan, had warned her about the ravens. They could get in your head, they’d told her. They could mess with your mind.

			“Rue.”

			She heard Reece’s voice and spun to find him standing behind her.

			“Show me the way.”

			If not for those moments on the tram, she might have believed it was really her brother speaking. But something in his tone rang false—something she hadn’t heard then, but did now.

			Others she recognized from the light rail made a small half-moon around him. Something about their positioning struck Ruby as deferential, and that scared her as much as anything else.

			Was her baby brother the Big Bad in this nightmare?

			At his feet, the plump black bird bobbed and pecked. More of them fluttered in the palms and poles lining Mill Avenue.

			Not-Reece took a step forward. Ruby stepped back. She couldn’t look at his eyes; it hurt too much to see that taint in their depths. His hand came up from his side. Halfway, not reaching . . . but almost.

			“No. Don’t touch me,” she said, her voice thick with emotion.

			She took another step back. His gaze flicked over her, hot and betrayed, still that tarnished color, still not her brother’s. Something behind her caught his attention and held it. Dread filled her as she looked over her shoulder.

			The café that had moved into Love’s hollowed-out address wasn’t far behind them. A man stood outside the front doors, watching her.

			She didn’t know him, but at that moment he looked like the cavalry and she was in desperate need of a rescue. She started in his direction, walking quickly when she really wanted to bolt. The birds took flight, black wings wide. Her heart beat in her ears, so loud she couldn’t hear over it. Was Reece following? What about the others?

			“Are you okay, miss?” the man asked when she drew near the café. His concerned gaze searched her face before moving past her. No doubt wondering why she looked like she’d seen a ghost. Or twenty.

			She felt the moment Reece disappeared. Felt it in the air. In her bones. She didn’t alter her course, though.

			The man she approached was tall, dark-skinned, clean-cut. An innocent bystander she shouldn’t involve. But he’d already stepped forward, noting her tears, her disheveled clothing. He reached out and that silent acceptance, the unexpected safe harbor he seemed to offer, propelled her into his open arms.

			He stood immobile for a surprised second, and then he wrapped those arms around her, patted her back, murmured reassuring words in a gentle tone, like she was a frightened animal that might scamper off without warning. He was warm, solid. The light scent of some incredible cologne clung to his skin. He was a stranger, and in a few minutes, she would likely be embarrassed to be in his arms. In that instant, she could only be grateful for the comfort he offered, though.

			Yet even as she let herself feel safe, Reece’s voice still echoed in her head.

			Help me.
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			The woman wore jeans and a sweatshirt. She had big eyes, dark hair pulled back in a ponytail. A bulky book bag was slung over her shoulder and the weight of it rode at her hip. She felt soft in John Cassian’s arms.

			And demons had been chasing her . . .

			She was shaking, her clothes dirty and torn at the knees. When she laid her tearstained face against his chest, he’d done what any man would do. He’d held her.

			“I’ve got you,” he murmured. “You’re safe. Everything will be okay.”

			Of course, that wasn’t true. There was no okay when demons were involved.

			She was still in his arms, though, and each second made him more aware of how defenseless she was. Human women could be so fragile. The top of her head fit under his chin, her curves molded to the unyielding planes of his body. He breathed in the scent of her hair, the scent of her skin, too aware of her warmth pressed so close to him.

			She stepped back with a hint of reluctance. Reluctance he felt, too, as he released her. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes self-conscious.

			“Are you all right?” he asked.

			“Yeah. I . . . uh . . .”

			She paused, probably searching for a way to explain her mad dash into his arms. It wasn’t like she could tell the truth.

			“A couple of guys were fighting on the train,” she said, not looking at him. “When I got off, so did they, and I thought they were following me. It scared me.”

			She lied like an angel. He’d seen what she’d had on her heels. It wasn’t a couple of guys on the light rail either.

			“What were they fighting over? You?” he asked, like he believed her.

			“I don’t know.”

			John hit rewind in his mind, scrolling back to the moment when he’d looked up and seen her through the big window at the front of the café. She’d been standing just a short distance away, and she hadn’t been alone. There’d been seven dead men gathered around her. Worse than that, there’d been seven Mots—filthy, underworld creatures that came from the Beyond and preyed on the dead. It went against the natural order of things to see them together like that. The dead should have been running. The Mots should have been feasting.

			Instead, they’d all gotten along like one big happy family.

			The Mots scattered like cockroaches under a spotlight as soon as he’d stepped outside. If he hadn’t been so stunned, he might have started stomping.

			The dead were bad enough. But Mots? In downtown Tempe? In broad daylight? Christ almighty. And seven of them. Seven was the most powerful number in the universe. It could be no coincidence that they’d aligned themselves to it.

			What did they want with this trembling female who’d sprung a leak in his arms? And why had it seemed as if they were talking to her?

			The woman adjusted the strap of her big bag and glanced warily over her shoulder to the now-deserted street. She had strange eyes that couldn’t decide if they wanted to be blue or gray, but there was no mistaking the fear that filled them.

			Demons would do that.

			“Let’s go inside,” he said softly.

			She nodded quickly. “Yeah.”

			He held the door open for her, watching as she entered the renovated space with a sweeping, agitated glance. There was something familiar about her, and as she circled the coffee shop, he tried to place it.

			“Wow,” she said, diverted by the pristine café that hadn’t yet opened. She pulled the bag off her shoulder and set it on a chair. “It doesn’t even look like the same place.”

			“As?” he asked.

			“Love’s. A neighborhood bar. It used to be here.”

			And just like that, he realized who she was.

			Before it had burned down, Love’s had belonged to the Love family—famous for the youngest siblings, Reece and Roxanne. Twins who’d cheated death so many times they’d made the national news. This one must be the older sister, who’d always managed to stay in the background. When the cameras swung her way, they caught a lowered chin, a turned cheek. Never straight on, never capturing the feathered shades of blue and gray in her eyes.

			He couldn’t remember her name, but he saw the resemblance to her sister now that he’d made the connection. Suddenly the demons that had surrounded her didn’t seem such an anomaly. Not when it came to the Love family.

			She crossed to the high barista counter, pausing as she laid her palm on its surface. “Did you . . . Wait . . . Is this . . . This is the same bar that used to . . . You painted it?”

			Outrage replaced the fear he’d heard earlier. He found a surprised smile on his face at the level of emotion behind her accusation.

			“It’s a reproduction,” he said. “After the explosion, nothing much was left of the original bar but splinters. Kyle—my business partner—thought it would be a nice touch to re-create it, though. Would you like some coffee?”

			She was still frowning at the counter, but his offer drew her attention away.

			“Yes, thank you. Coffee would be great. But can I borrow your phone, please?” She lifted her hands and he glimpsed scratches on her palms. “I lost mine when I was getting off the train.”

			Her voice hitched, and her hand shook when she tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear.

			John fished his cell phone out of his pocket, unlocked the screen, and handed it over. It was a new iPhone, and she eyed it with appreciation for a second before thanking him.

			He moved behind the counter while she dialed, pretending not to watch as she wandered aimlessly to the other side of the café. She took a seat at a table in the corner, well away from the window, he noted. He’d just made a pot of coffee before she’d launched herself into his arms, so all he had to do was pour, but he acted busy so she wouldn’t know how closely he listened.

			He heard, “Roxanne?”

			Her sister. He’d been right.

			“It’s me. Can you pick me up? I’m on Mill Avenue. At the café where Love’s used to be.”

			Then she looked down and said something in a low, fast voice. He didn’t catch any of it.

			Evidently Roxanne heard it all, though, and had quite a bit to say in return. The woman listened, nodding every once in a while, trying to interrupt twice.

			“I’ll tell you later,” she muttered at last. A pause, and then, “I’ll tell you later.” Voice still low, but she got her message across. After a few more minutes, she said good-bye.

			He looked away as she disconnected.

			“Everything all right?” he asked when she handed his phone back.

			“Yeah. My sister’s coming to pick me up.”

			“Good.”

			An awkward silence crowded in where it wasn’t welcome. John wanted to ask about the demons, but there was no good way to insert demon into a conversation with a human. Even special ones like the family Love. Generally, humans didn’t even like to acknowledge that demons existed, let alone speak of them.

			Speak to them.

			All it took was one wrong word—a backhanded invitation, a misplaced yes—for a demon to make someone his slave. But she wasn’t possessed. John could smell that kind of thing a mile away. This woman carried the scent of fear, but beneath that it was all pure—sweet, even.

			It didn’t make sense. Demons didn’t let their prey walk away.

			He wondered if Lorenzo knew that Mots had been playing tag with her on the light rail.

			Lorenzo had spies in every nook and cranny, which meant that most likely he did know. Which could only mean that he didn’t care. Mots were like rodents. There was no sure way to keep them out. And yet, allowing the mess and filth to go unchecked didn’t sound like the Lorenzo he knew.

			With an easy smile, John said to the woman, “We bought this fancy latte machine, and I’d offer to make you one, but I don’t know how to work it.”

			She almost-smiled back at him, calmer now that the threat was gone and her sister was on the way. “I’m not picky about my coffee. Poured in a cup is good enough for me.”

			He filled two thick mugs bearing the Soulbrew logo that Kyle was so proud of, grabbed the carton of cream from the refrigerator, and took it all to one of the empty tables. The woman hesitated before she sat in the seat across from him, her gaze skittering around the coffee shop and out the window.

			“I’m John Cassian,” he said, holding out his hand.

			“Ruby,” she answered. No last name. She had a nice voice, though. Soft on the high notes.

			Her hand was delicate and smooth when she took his, cool to the touch. She withdrew it quickly and wrapped her fingers around her cup, drinking her coffee black. He felt her watching him as he added cream and sugar to his. He glanced up and caught her, making her blush.

			What had she been thinking just now? A trill of awareness moved through him. She was very beautiful. All that dark hair and pale, luminescent skin. He wanted to touch her again.

			“The coffee is good,” she said, taking another hasty sip.

			“The best in town.”

			“You better not let Starbucks or Dutch Brothers hear you say that.”

			She smiled—a quick flash that drew his attention to her mouth. She had full lips and small white teeth. Nervously, she shifted and tucked one leg underneath her.

			Casually, as if she hadn’t just looked, she glanced out the window again. John looked, too. On the other side of the glass stood Thomas, with his dead eyes and lost soul. Perpetually sixteen, Thomas had followed him from Baton Rouge to Salt Lake to Baltimore, San Diego, Chicago, Portland, and now Tempe. John hoped this was the end of the road for both of them.

			Thomas pressed against the window. He wouldn’t come in, though. The dead hated the smell of coffee. It was a universal truth for all souls in limbo. They especially hated the smell of John’s coffee. It was the cardamom. Or the holy water. He paid dearly for both of them.

			“When do you open up?” Ruby asked, eyes straight ahead once more. The lock of hair had slipped from behind her ear. She tucked it back and bounced her foot nervously.

			“Next week,” he answered, as if she wasn’t about to levitate with agitation. “But we’re not announcing until the week after next. Trial run.”

			“You’re the owner?” she asked, taking a deep breath.

			She wanted to look out the window again. He could see the effort she made to resist. He nodded, sipping his coffee, undeniably intrigued.

			“You still look upset,” he said. “Should we call the police?”

			The foot stopped its jittering; her gaze settled on his face. She didn’t meet his eyes, though.

			“Are you worried the guys from the train will come looking for you?”

			“No,” she answered too quickly.

			“You sure about that?”

			“Why would they?”

			He nodded like her question was truly an answer to his. Her eyes were wary now, her body tense. He eased back, willing her to relax. Let down her guard. Tell him her secrets.

			“You’re a student?” he asked, pointing at her book bag, resisting the urge to press, to get the information he wanted.

			She leaned back, too. “Yes.”

			“Studying?”

			“History. I’m a history major.”

			“Really? I like history, too. What’s your question?”

			She pulled her gaze from the window again, confused. “What do you mean?”

			“Most historians are searching for something. You’re not?”

			She paled and pressed her lips together, as if to seal in her confessions.

			Oh, she was looking for something, all right.

			He waited patiently, letting the silence draw the answer out.

			“I’m still fine-tuning my thesis statement, but I want to evaluate the effects of superstition and supernatural hysteria on society in the eighteenth century.”

			It was his turn to be surprised. For someone like John, the supernatural was the core of life. Understanding its effects on society in any century would be like finding a particular grain of sand on the floor of the Pacific.

			“I’m also minoring in sustainability,” she said defensively, in a contradictory tone that made it clear she’d make no apologies for her choices. “Save the planet.”

			No apology required. If anything, it piqued his interest even more.

			“I quit after my junior year,” she tacked on. “I just started back this semester.”

			“What made you decide to do that?”

			“My brother died.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Me, too.”

			She stared down into her coffee cup, and he knew he should back off, but he couldn’t help himself. “How’d he die?”

			Her chin came up, and shutters snapped tight over her eyes. “I don’t like to talk about it,” she said.

			“Forget I asked,” he responded immediately, cursing his impatience. “How about a cookie?”

			“What?”

			“A cookie. Kyle always has a pack of them stashed somewhere. Usually chocolate chip.”

			He’d startled her again.

			“Stashed? Because he doesn’t want you to eat them?”

			“That would be my guess.”

			“But you do it anyway?”

			“They’re Chips Ahoy, Ruby.”

			This time her smile seemed more genuine. It showcased those talk dirty lips he couldn’t stop watching. Of its own accord, his gaze moved over her face, then dropped to her breasts for a split second. The quick breath she took, held for a beat too long, told him she’d caught him in the act. More of that thrumming awareness moved between them. From the cover of lashes, her gaze lingered on his face.

			Disconcerted, he moved behind the replicated bar and started opening cabinets and drawers until he found the unopened package of cookies next to a half-empty box of Ding Dongs.

			“Found them,” he said triumphantly.

			She sat at the table where he’d left her, staring out the window again, chewing the corner of her thumb. The lowering sun slanting through the glass gilded her dark hair and lit her face with a golden glow.

			How was she involved with the Mots . . . with the dead?

			As he watched her, she watched Thomas pacing outside on the walk. Her head moved back and forth as her eyes tracked his progress. Thomas grew more agitated by the second, knowing she saw him.

			Ruby jumped slightly when John opened the cookies and set them on the table.

			With a fake smile—how quickly he’d come to tell the difference—she took one, ate it politely without seeming to taste it, and washed it down with coffee.

			“Would you mind if I used the restroom?” she asked, standing abruptly.

			“Sure.” He tilted his chin to the partial wall that hid the door. “Back there. Probably the same place it used to be.”

			“More or less,” she murmured.

			John watched her go with a frown, then shifted his gaze back to the window where Thomas stood, hands on the glass, tracking Ruby as she disappeared behind the wall.

			Alone, John picked up his phone and scrolled to recent calls. Whatever number Ruby had dialed, she’d deleted it afterward. Frowning, he opened Safari and searched “Love’s” along with “Tempe Arizona.”

			Dozens of links came up in his search. The most recent had to do with the bar’s destruction and Tempe’s loss of a historical chunk of Mill Avenue. Love’s had been a staple in this town for generations before it blew up.

			He heard the restroom door open. A moment later, Ruby was back. She glanced at the phone in his hand and exhaled.

			“Figure out who I am?” she said as she sat down.

			“Long time ago,” he answered truthfully. “I’ll bet it’s strange being back inside here.”

			She eyed him for a moment, making him wonder again what she was thinking. What did she see when she looked at him? He was surprised to realize he cared.

			“Strange doesn’t begin to describe it,” she said at last, her voice husky, laced with hurt. “It doesn’t even seem like the same building.”

			“Is the gas company taking responsibility for the explosion?”

			“Not without a fight. It will be years before we see a settlement—if we see one. By then we’ll have lost everything. Even the house. I have to move soon.”

			“Where to?”

			She gave a heavy sigh and took another cookie. “My sister wants me to go north, live with her and her boyfriend up near Sedona. I have zero interest in that.”

			He smiled. No need to ask why. Her sister’s boyfriend was Santo Castillo, someone who could scare the pants off a killer. Castillo had been a reaper before he stepped into his human skin. His defection from the Beyond had thrown Lorenzo’s authority into question and caused anarchy on earth as well as in the Beyond. The fact that Lorenzo’s militants hadn’t dealt with him was a testament to how much power Castillo must wield.

			“School will be out in a few weeks,” Ruby went on, “so there should be a lot of vacant apartments opening up. I haven’t made up my mind yet where I’m going to land.”

			“Your brother used to live here, didn’t he? Upstairs.”

			“Yeah. How did you know that?”

			“Must have been on the news,” he said, shrugging.

			She accepted his explanation with another almost-smile.

			“Ryan used to have a sweet apartment on the second floor,” she said. “He barely got out before the explosion. He’s lucky to be alive.”

			She stood, turning her back on him as she paced a few steps away. “People like to talk about my family,” she said, as if in answer to a question. “Post things on the Internet. Write nasty ‘true accounts’ of things that never happened. Don’t believe everything you hear about us.”

			“Some of it’s true, though,” he said, because it had to be said. She’d have been suspicious of him if he’d simply agreed. “Your brother and sister dying, coming back.”

			“Miracles like that happen all the time. Look it up on your fancy phone if you don’t believe me.”

			“But to the same people? Over and over?”

			“Like getting struck by lightning,” she said, still not looking at him. “Some people attract it. Why are you asking about this? About any of it. What’s it to you?”

			Surprised by her bluntness, he said, “You think I have an ulterior motive?”

			“I think we all have ulterior motives. Some of us are just better at hiding them.”

			He stood and came to stand beside her, hands in his pockets, trying to look like ulterior motives never crossed his mind. But there was an opportunity here. A chance that hadn’t come along before and likely wouldn’t come again. He was practically giddy with ulterior motives.

			“I’m sorry,” he said.

			Her eyes held a wary, vulnerable light when they met his.

			“I didn’t mean to pry. Sometimes my curiosity gets the best of me. A beautiful woman runs into my arms . . . she turns out to be Ruby Love . . . from the very family that owned this building before me . . . too much coincidence not to probe.”

			He got a genuine smile this time, one that transformed her face and made him stare.

			“I guess when you put it that way, I can’t blame you. I’m sorry I’m so defensive. I should be used to the questions by now.”

			That lock of hair had fallen free again. His hand beat hers to it, and he tucked it behind her ear, fingers grazing the silk of her skin before he pulled them away. She looked as startled as he felt by the casual touch. His cheeks warmed.

			Was he blushing?

			He opened his mouth to say something—what, he didn’t know—but a black SUV pulled to the curb outside.

			Ruby looked relieved and immediately stepped away to gather her things. “That’s my ride,” she said. “Thanks again for the coffee and phone.”

			“It was my pleasure,” he said softly. “I’m glad I was here when you needed me.”

			Now her cheeks were pink. She met his eyes again. “I’m glad, too,” she said, blushing even more.

			Quickly she turned and started for the door, but paused before she reached it to peer out the window again. John knew she was worried about Thomas lurking out there. She hadn’t seen him vanish as soon as the SUV arrived. John would lay money that the driver of that SUV was Santo Castillo. Thomas might be dead, but he was no fool.

			The passenger door of the SUV opened, and a young woman with dark hair and a face that resembled Ruby’s stepped out.

			“Thanks again,” Ruby said.

			She was gone in an instant.

			John moved to the window and watched the two sisters embrace, the younger one—Roxanne—obviously worried. Ruby just seemed anxious to get away. A big man with a dead-on stare sat behind the wheel, as badass as his reputation. He scanned the street with the watchful eyes of a predator.

			Ruby looked up before she climbed into the backseat, and their gazes met through the window. She raised a hand and John waved back.

			A moment later the SUV pulled away, taking Ruby with it.

			John wasn’t worried. Their paths would cross again. He’d make sure of it.
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			“What happened?” Roxanne asked, turning in her seat so she could see Ruby. “Are you okay?”

			“I don’t even know,” Ruby answered, covering her face with her hands. “I saw Reece. He was with another dead man, and the two of them hijacked the light rail.” She paused for a breath. “There were birds.”

			Santo mumbled something too low to hear. Roxanne’s face blanched.

			“What do you mean hijacked?”

			Ruby told her how the train had emptied at one stop, but the dead had filled the passenger car before the next one. How Reece’s friend had turned his cold dead eyes on her and chased her down.

			“But when I first saw Reece, before all that . . . I touched him, Roxanne. He looked me in the eye. I saw him.”

			Roxanne lowered her head for a moment, and Ruby felt like shit. Roxanne and Reece were twins. They’d shared a bond that only twins understood. She hadn’t just mourned his death. A part of her had died with him.

			“Then he pulled away, and I realized I was surrounded, and I freaked out. I don’t think I’ve ever been so scared.”

			“He talked to you. Didn’t he?” Roxanne asked softly.

			Ruby nodded. “He asked me to help him.”

			“Help him what?”

			Ruby met her sister’s eyes and shook her head. With Reece, that could mean anything.

			“It was weird—when I touched him and he looked at me, I saw Reece. I saw our brother in there. And I heard his voice.”

			“The ravens,” Santo muttered.

			“No. It was before that. It was Reece, speaking to my heart.”

			Roxanne’s eyes were round. “Oh, Ruby.”

			Ruby pushed on before either of them could tell her she was wrong, that she hadn’t seen Reece at all, only what she wanted to see, what she’d needed to see.

			“After I got off the train, it was different. By then, the birds were there, and his eyes had changed. It still sounded like him up here.” She tapped her head. “But, here?” She put her hand over her heart. “I knew it wasn’t him.”

			“It was never him, Ruby. You have to believe me.”

			And that was the difference between Ruby and her sister. Roxanne had let their brother go. She didn’t expect him to walk through the door again at any minute. But Ruby had never really been able to do that. Over the years, after everything Reece and Roxanne survived against all odds, Ruby had begun to consider them indestructible. But then one day, Roxanne came home. Reece did not.

			“Ah, Rue. I’m so sorry,” Roxanne said, reading her mind. “There’s no coming back from what happened to him.”

			“He asked for help,” she said stubbornly.

			Santo was watching her through the rearview mirror, his eyes inscrutable. Santo’s eyes were always inscrutable.

			Now he murmured, “Did you recognize anyone else with him?”

			“No. Just some random dead guy at first. Then I blinked and the train was filled with them.”

			“Only dead? No demons?”

			“Why would there be demons?”

			It was a stupid question. She knew it the minute the words left her mouth. But just because her sister had crossed over into a world where reapers turned into sexy men that could be tamed and brought home for dinner didn’t mean Ruby could completely wrap her head around it. Yes, she believed everything Roxanne and Ryan had told her about this place called the Beyond, where heaven and hell and a whole lot of ugly called home. But believing it and seeing it riding on the light rail? Not the same thing.

			“Your brother has been gone for a long time, mija,” Santo said.

			“Not so long.”

			“Where he is, every second is like years. What you said, it’s a truth you must accept. The man you saw today is not your brother.”

			“He came to me for help, Santo. I can’t just turn my back on him.”

			“He is no longer your brother,” Santo insisted.

			“He’s not, Rue,” Roxanne added sadly.

			Ruby looked out the window. Santo came from the Beyond. Roxanne had watched Reece as he was sucked into the fiery jaws of a hell Ruby couldn’t begin to fathom. They knew what they were talking about. And yet . . .

			“When he looked at me, he knew who I was,” she said softly. “And when he talked to me, it was him. If you’d heard his voice, you’d swear it was him, too.”

			“That’s what the ravens do, Ruby. They’re dangerous. They make you believe things when you know . . . you know they can’t be.”

			Ruby heard the emotion in her sister’s voice. She didn’t doubt the truth of what she said.

			“I’m so tired of this,” Ruby murmured, turning her face and resting her forehead against the cool glass. “I’ve been living on edge since I started seeing dead people.”

			Roxanne reached over the console and took her hand. Ruby squeezed it back, but she didn’t say the words her sister wanted to hear. She couldn’t. Reece had been sitting an arm’s length away. He’d asked for help.

			“You want to hear something funny?”

			Roxanne nodded, though there was reluctance in her eyes. She knew she wouldn’t be laughing.

			“When I saw Reece? It was like I’d been waiting for him. I didn’t even admit it to myself, but every single day, I looked for him. I figured, why would I be seeing all these ghosts if I wasn’t meant to see him, too? I wanted to be glad he was finally there. That he’d finally come to me. But I couldn’t, because I was so scared. I thought he was going to hurt me. Reece.”

			“Did anyone else see him?” Santo asked.

			It was a strange question. The odds of anyone else who could see the dead being in the vicinity were slim to nonexistent.

			She thought back, picturing the faces of the people who walked by. After she’d quit running like a crazy person, they’d lost interest in her. Aside from a few annoyed glances at the idiot who’d dashed from the light rail and then suddenly stopped in the middle of the walkway, she hadn’t noticed anyone staring.

			Except John Cassian. He’d been watching her even before she’d spotted him.

			“I don’t know, Santo. If they saw Reece and his friends, they wouldn’t have thought much about it. Half the time, I can’t tell the living from the dead. But the really weird thing? What I can’t get out of my head? The others that were with him . . . they gathered around Reece. Like they were waiting for him to give an order. Like he was in charge.”

			Santo and Roxanne exchanged a look. Ruby didn’t need to be part of it to understand. That worried them. It worried her, too.

			“It was all very reverent,” she finished.

			“Where did he go?” Roxanne asked.

			“I don’t know that either. I took off, ran to the café. When I looked back, they were all gone. Except one . . . The first one he was with on the train. That guy . . . his eyes were so cold and dead.” She gave a small laugh. “I mean, I know he’s dead. He’s a ghost, for God’s sake. But mostly the dead looked confused. Not . . .” She sighed. “That’s it. That’s the craziest thing I’ve ever said.”

			Santo laughed unexpectedly and both Ruby and Roxanne stared at him, waiting for an explanation. He didn’t offer one. Santo rarely did.

			“Ruby, I don’t like you living down here by yourself,” Roxanne said, turning back with an earnest look.

			“Let’s not do this again, okay? I know you don’t like it. Hell, I don’t like it. But I’m not going to pretend it’s something I can run away from. It’s not. Me seeing them? It could happen in your backyard, too. And Reece? Do you really think my moving north is going to make a damn bit of difference to him? If he wants to find me, he will. Wherever I am. Just like the others.”

			“But who are you going to call for help when I go back home?” Roxanne said.

			Home. It caught Ruby unawares. This time last year, she and Roxanne had shared the house they’d grown up in. They’d worked together at the pub that had been in their family for generations. All of them had, even Reece, though he’d hated it more than the rest of them. Now the pub was gone, Reece was dead, and Roxanne was in love with a man who wasn’t completely human.

			Even Ryan—sensible, stoic, older brother Ryan—had lost his marbles over a woman who came from the Beyond. They’d infiltrated her family. Infected them. And there wasn’t a damn thing she could do about it.

			“What if we’d already left to go home today?” Roxanne persisted. “Who would you have called?”

			“Uber. I’m a big girl, Roxanne. I’m your big sister, not the other way around. I can take care of myself.”

			Roxanne looked unconvinced, which only fed into Ruby’s already tumultuous emotions.

			“Santo,” Ruby said. “Tell me the truth.”

			Santo met her eyes in the rearview again as he turned the SUV onto her street.

			“Can you promise me that what I saw wasn’t really Reece? Can you swear that there’s no hope for him? That he’s not asking for help? Because some part of the brother I knew and loved is still in there, alive.”

			Santo glanced at Roxanne before he answered. “Your brother was a remarkable person, and it’s difficult to apply rules to such a being. But Reece has been with demons for too long. No human could survive that.”
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