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​Chapter One
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​Cara bolted upright in her bed, hands flying to her throat as she fought desperately to breathe. She shut her eyes almost as soon as she’d opened them, protecting them from the sting of the smoke that was filling her room.

For a moment she was totally disorientated, struggling to nail down where she was. Soon, however, she realized what was happening and panic flooded her veins. She tried to throw back her covers and leap off of her mattress, but a wave of dizziness hit her and she ended up on all fours on the floor next to the bed. Slowly, she picked herself up and started toward the door, only to stumble again.

Her hands shot out in an attempt to find something to support herself on. Luckily, she managed to catch the edge of her dresser to prevent another tumble. She tried to gain her balance but the smoke was only growing thicker, making it hard for her to breathe, and stinging her eyes. Propping herself up on the wall, she inched her way forward.

She all but collapsed against the door when she reached it, grabbing at the handle, jerking her hand back immediately afterwards. She stared at her aching palm, uncomprehending, before trying again. Once more, the handle seared her skin and she released it with a curse. Turning, she stumbled back across her bedroom to the large, square window overlooking the lawn.

A muffled explosion sounded, and Cara desperately pawed at the window latch. It had seemed like such a good idea to have a lock installed after a series of burglaries last spring, now it was the only thing keeping her from escaping the inferno consuming her entire home.

I can’t die now, she thought to herself as she fumbled with the lock before giving up and resorting to pounding away fruitlessly at the glass, praying it would break.

Her legs gave out before the glass did. Weak and defeated, she collapsed. She tried to get up again to do something, anything, but her body wasn’t responding.

Cara began reciting the Lord’s Prayer, silently hoping that somehow she would survive the ordeal. The million things she hadn’t done yet ran through her mind. Things as big as winning the lottery or starting a family and as small as the casserole recipe she’d been meaning to try now became equally important under the weight of the knowledge that she’d never have the chance to do any of them.

She wondered if Heaven really existed and if she’d been a good enough person to get in. I’ve lived a good life, haven’t I? She thought. Maybe sainthood had never been on the cards but she gave to charity regularly and tried to be kind to everyone she met. She hoped, desperately, that would be sufficient.

Suddenly she felt light, like she was floating, and everything seemed far, far away. She was aware that she was very hot and that her throat hurt, but it was almost like a dream. Distantly, she heard a shattering sound and the air around her rapidly cooled. Forcing her eyes open, she looked up at her window and saw what appeared to be some sort of beast...a bear...staring back at her through a jagged hole in the glass.

I’m hallucinating, she thought hysterically. I’m hallucinating, or I’m about to get eaten by a bear instead of dying in a fire. Mom’s going to kill me. She blinked hard, several times, and the bear seemed to melt into a man.

“Dear Lord, forgive me of all my transgressions,” she rasped out as she let the darkness on the peripheries of her vision consume her.
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​When Cara finally woke, it was a slow affair. Her body seemed weighed down by soreness and exhaustion in a way she’d never known before. She gave into her bone-deep weariness and relaxed back into the mattress before the memories of what had happened hit her like a sledgehammer.

She sat up clumsily, her mind working much faster than her body, and looked around the room she was in. It was small but clean in a way that suggested it was not often used. The sheets she was on were rougher than her own, watercolors of birds hung on two walls, and the curtains covering the window could very charitably be called an affront to the sighted.

If this is Heaven, she thought, dazed, all the good interior decorators must have gone to Hell.

She took a deep breath to steady herself and immediately began coughing. Doubling over, she tried to breathe in-between the hacking coughs that shook her body, but her throat was too dry. Her eyes welled up as she realized that, once again, she was unable to breathe, and she began to panic, which in turn made the coughing worse.

Distantly, she registered the sound of a door opening and feet on the floor. Then a broad, warm hand was under her chin, tilting her head back, and something cool and smooth was pressed to her lips.

“Shh, shh, you’re okay, just drink this,” a soft, deep voice urged. She obeyed without thinking, letting the cool water soothe her aching throat. “See? That’s better.”

Blinking away the moisture in her eyes, she turned to look at the source of the sultry voice.

The man standing next to the bed was either an angel or particularly chivalrous male model. He was broad and, given the way his shirt clung to his shoulders, very well built. He had a wild mass of black curls and deep blue eyes that were gazing at Cara with concern.

“Who are you?” she asked after a moment. It came out embarrassingly hoarse. 

“Wait just a moment,” the man said as he bent over and grabbed a small machine from next to the bed. Turning back to her, he held out a facemask. “This is a nebulizer, it’ll help you breathe a little easier. May I?”

Cara nodded and leaned her head forward so he could fix the mask over her face. He made sure it was on correctly, then raised an eyebrow at her. 

“Ready?” When she nodded again he turned on the machine. “Breathe in as deeply as you can. Good, now hold it and let it back out slowly. Okay, now again.” He ran his hand in gentle, comforting circles between her shoulder blades as he coached her breathing. After a few minutes, he removed the mask and shut down the machine. Cara took a tentative breath and was delighted to find that it hardly hurt at all.

“Thank you,” she said, “but my question still stands. Who are you? And where am I?”

“My name is Jack, and you’re in my home,” he answered. “I pulled you out of a fire and brought you back here because I didn’t know who to contact to come get you.”

“Cara...Cara Evans. Thank you for...helping me,” Cara replied.

“Well, Cara, it’s nice to meet you, though I wish the circumstances were better. Are you hungry? I have some soup warmed up, it shouldn’t hurt your throat too much.”

Cara suddenly discovered that she was ravenous. Something in her expression must have given her away because Jack laughed. “Alright, just a minute.”

He walked out into the hallway, and Cara noted that his back was every bit as well formed as his front.

Jack returned soon after, carrying a bowl of soup on a food tray, a few bottles of water tucked under one of his considerable arms. Cara propped herself up on some pillows and happily accepted the tray.

“It’s chicken noodle, I hope that’s okay,” Jack said. 

“It’s perfect,” Cara assured him, taking a mouthful. She couldn’t be sure if the soup was actually the most delicious thing she’d ever eaten or if she was just so hungry that it seemed like it was, but either way she polished off half the bowl before coming up for air.

“So,” she began once she’d stopped eating too quickly to talk, “I have to ask. How did you wind up saving me?”

Jack smiled at her. “Well, I’m a firefighter. I was on my way to the store when I saw the smoke. I ran over to check it out. I saw you collapse by the bedroom window, so I busted the glass.”

Cara swallowed. “So why am I here and not in a hospital?”

Jack looked sheepish. “Fact of the matter is, my place is a hell of a lot closer than the nearest hospital and I needed to get you nebulized as quickly as possible. I had to think fast, so I just brought you here. Besides, I didn’t know your emergency contact and nobody wants to wake up alone in a hospital room. I think you’ll be fine but, once you’re able, it’s best to get a checkup.”

While Jack spoke, Cara’s eyes widened in horror as something occurred to her. “Oh my God. My mom!”

“You can borrow my phone after you eat,” Jack said. Cara groaned.

“I don’t know if I want to. She’ll be so upset...” She shook her head. “She’s overprotective at the best of times. I’m going to be lucky if she ever lets me out of her sight again after this.”

“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Jack said soothingly.

“No, you don’t understand,” Cara groaned, resigned. “I’m going to have to tell her that my house caught fire, and that all my stuff’s gone, and that I was hallucinating—”

“You were hallucinating? When?” Jack asked, suddenly sounding concerned. He leaned forward.

Cara waved him off. “It was just before I passed out. I thought there was a bear or something.” She laughed. “Actually, I think I thought you were the bear. Weird final vision to have, right?”

Jack stood perfectly still beside her, eyes wide.

“Jack?” Cara asked cautiously. “Are you okay?”

“You saw that?” Jack asked in a strangled voice.

“Saw what?” Cara wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer.

Jack looked down and drew in several deep breaths. “Okay,” he said, looking back up at Cara, “okay. Cara, I’m going to show you something now. I need you to stay calm. And I need you to promise this won’t make it to any of the official reports.”

Cara nodded. “Um, okay, what do you need to—why are you stripping?”

“See, when I said to stay calm, this is part of what I meant.” Jack dropped his shirt on the floor and reached for his belt buckle. Cara squeaked and closed her eyes, not that it did much to get the image of Jack’s sculpted chest out of her mind.

The sounds of a zipper being undone and cloth rustling were followed by a soft thump and then a brief silence before Jack let out a groan. It sounded almost like he was in pain, but Cara didn’t have time to dwell on it before a
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