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      He is the one.

      The raspy, windblown voice of Death snaked into her head, identifying the next assignment. Enya Morgan bit her lip, looking from the raven who spoke to her toward the man crossing through the yellow beam of light in the parking lot. It was a shame to see a man like that die. Even from a distance, she knew he would tower over her small stature, and he was broad enough to fill the doorway of the bar. His walk, his open chest and sure steps proclaimed him a man who had life by the reins.

      Slipping closer to the entrance of the Rusty Bucket pub, she cast his features to memory. The lights on the outside of the building revealed them. His ash brown hair slicked back off his face, showing a hairline just beginning to recede. Faint lines traced across his brow, and he wore a closely trimmed goatee. Her universal knowledge gave his age as thirty-seven. He was so young to have run out of time.

      Noise spilled out the door when he went inside. She waited a few moments for him to find a seat before she followed. The small room held the typical crowd, half a dozen or so gathered around the pool table, three sitting at stools along the bar, the rest laughing and slamming down their beer bottles on tables. The air stunk of booze and too many bodies, with undertones of stale cigarette smoke reeking off clothing. A crossover country song blasted out of the jukebox, guitars and drums pounding a rock beat for the traditional lyrics encouraging the listeners to drink more and love less.

      Enya smiled and nodded at the familiar faces as she searched the room. She wiggled her finger at the server to signal her usual drink on her way to the back booth where Talon sat. “Hey.”

      “Hi.” He slid the bowl of peanuts across the scarred wood table. His long black hair hung loose tonight, combining with his high cheekbones to make him look like the native warrior he’d once been. He needed a good woman, she thought, but hadn’t shown interest in anyone in all the years they’d worked together. “You following a new mark?”

      “Yeah. Him, at the bar. Kane Sullivan,” she added, sharing information the raven had given her.

      “I’ve seen him around. He’s a good guy.”

      She sighed as their subject laughed at something the bartender said. “They usually are. The good always die young, right?”

      “When?”

      “It’s scheduled for some time this weekend.” While fate could choose a time for a death, free choice had the power to adjust it by a day or two in either direction.

      Talon nodded, took a handful of peanuts and peeled one. He crunched quietly. Enya looked around the room again. In the next few months, how many of these people would need her services? Probably only one or two. Her territory was large, covering several counties around Willow Mills in southwestern Missouri. On a rare occasion, she drifted into Oklahoma or Kansas, wherever the council sent her.

      A chilly breeze washed the room. A tall, top-heavy blonde teetered in the door wearing tight jeans, an even tighter tank top, and stilettos. Enya couldn’t tell if it was the woman’s shoes or a heavy dose of alcohol making her wobble, but the effect had her breasts bouncing, to the apparent delight of the men she brushed as she approached the counter. Enya crossed her arms over her close-fitting t-shirt, suddenly self-conscious of her own lack in that department.

      The blonde landed mostly on the stool beside Kane, who had to reach out to keep her from sliding off the other side. The woman laughed and tossed her big, curly hair. Then she leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.

      “Who’s she?” Enya asked.

      “Her name’s Monique. She’s trouble. You’ll want to keep her out of the picture, if you can. You’ll never get close enough to earn his trust if she’s around.” Talon tossed a peanut in the air and caught it in his mouth.

      “Are they a couple?”

      “No. He’s a loner.”

      The server set a bottle of pale ale in front of Enya. “Hey, girl, how are you tonight?”

      “I’m good, thanks.” She slid some bills across the table. “How’s your boy?”

      “Much better. His fever broke during the night. Now I have to hope I don’t get it.”

      She nodded, ignoring Talon’s glance her way. He knew better than to ask if she knew anything about the woman and her son. She had no more knowledge than he did about the future. They never knew someone’s time was near until the council gave them an assignment.

      Monique wobbled her way to the jukebox. Her ass gyrated while she studied the buttons. When the song changed, she wiggled to the nearest table and dragged a man out on the floor.

      Enya shook her head, wishing she could pick and choose her assignments and escort that woman to the hereafter. Some people just seemed so unimportant in the grand scheme of things, while others, like the man at the bar, should have a major role.

      “Now, that’s not very charitable of you,” Talon scolded with a grin, obviously reading her expression.

      “I’m not in the charity business. And don’t worry. I’m not going to argue about the fairness of who dies of old age.” That would accomplish as much as beating her head on the table. Sitting up straighter, she ran her fingers through her hair and swiped under eyes to check for stray mascara. “I’ll be back.”

      She wove her way through the tables, stopping to talk with friends when they called her name. Monique was still dirty dancing, so Enya sat on the empty stool beside Kane. She signaled the bartender and ordered some mozzarella sticks and marinara sauce. Winding a strand of hair around her finger as she leaned forward to rest her elbows on the bar, she stole a glance at the impressive man beside her.

      His wink greeted her and she smiled, putting a hand to her stomach to smother the embers his eyes threatened to stir. This was business. Sexual attraction might be necessary to get as close to him as she needed in the next twenty-four hours, but enjoying it was a distraction. “Hey, I’m Enya.”

      “I’m Kane.” His large hands cradled his beer bottle. His thumb spread a dribble of condensation over the label. Muscular forearms rested against the bar. A tattooed dragon tail coiled around his wrist, the body of the beast hidden by the rolled sleeve of his pale chambray shirt.

      Her eyes traveled up the thick arm to his neck, where she noted more tats. “I don’t think I’ve seen you in here before. We must come in on different nights.”

      “Must be. I don’t come in all that often.”

      She opened her mouth to speak but was interrupted by an eardrum-shattering squeal. Monique bounced up from behind Kane and grabbed his shoulders.

      “Dance with me, baby!”

      He leaned close and said something in Monique’s ear, which made the woman pout.

      “Oh, please. You never dance with me.”

      Grabbing her arm, he steered her toward a barstool beside him. “I think you should call it a night,” he said, barely loud enough to reach Enya’s ears.

      “It’s still early, honey. I’ve got a lot more dances left in me.” The woman giggled, sending her breasts quivering, much of the flesh threatening to spill over the top of her shirt. She stalked off toward the dance floor.

      Eyes wide, somewhere between amazement and disbelief, Enya watched Monique wrap herself around another man. She turned back to Kane and raised an eyebrow. “Is she yours?”

      “She belongs to anybody who’s willing to buy her a drink.” He looked at the dancers and spun back to his beer. “I’m not buying.”

      The bartender set a plate of mozzarella sticks in front of Enya and she offered some to Kane, but he waved her off. Nibbling a piece of the gooey, crusted cheese, she watched Monique ricochet from table to table like a pinball as she tried to stay on the small dance floor.

      When the song ended, the blonde reached the bar without incident and leaned on Kane as she planted herself on a stool. When she grabbed for his beer, he slid it out of reach and stood. “Come on. It’s time for you to go. You’ve had enough. I’ll give you a ride.”

      She fished a key out of her jeans pocket. “I don’t need a ride, I drove.”

      He grabbed the key before she could react and dropped it in his shirt pocket. “You can pick it up tomorrow.”

      Monique whined her protest. Enya saw her chance and stood, leaning around Kane so the woman could see her. “I’ll drive your car and follow you home.”

      “Oh, thank you,” Monique cooed. “You’re a nice lady.”

      Kane handed her the key with a grateful smile. “It’s the red sports car.”

      Leaving the plate of food behind, Enya followed the man and his wavering companion out the door.
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        * * *

      

      Kane poured Monique into the passenger seat of his pickup and lifted her foot out of the way before shutting the door. Some nights it didn’t pay to be a nice guy. He’d been saying no to Monique for all the years he’d known her, six or seven at least. They got along great when she didn’t drink, but add alcohol and she lost all semblance of a responsible human being. And he wasn’t about to let her drive in this condition.

      Pulling out of the lighted parking lot, he crept onto the road, watching for Enya to follow. He’d been surprised when the little pixie sat down next to him. She barely looked old enough to drive, much less be in a bar. Her long black hair was thick and wavy, the type he would love to tangle his fingers in when he buried his tongue in her mouth. The interior of the bar hadn’t been bright enough to make out her eye color, but from her pale complexion, he’d guess they were dark blue.

      And her mouth. Naturally full lips, not those swollen fish-lips so many women seemed to prefer. Admittedly, her breasts were on the small side, but they fit her body, and probably fit perfectly in the palm of his hand. She looked so fragile, the kind of girl every guy offered to carry packages for. A china doll to treasure.

      He laughed at that. He didn’t deal well with fragile, helpless women. Tossing a glance at Monique reminded him why. High maintenance. High anxiety. He’d take strong and independent any day.

      The bar sat in the country between towns on a winding two-lane highway. It was only about three miles from Willow Mills, but there were no streetlights or houses until he reached the city limits. On clear nights like this, it wasn’t a problem, but in stormy weather it was hell. The headlights of Monique’s car shone steadily in his rear-view mirror.

      Monique stirred on her side of the bench seat, reaching for the door handle. “No!” Kane yelled as he leaned across and yanked her away from the door.

      Something flashed in his headlights to the right, headed for the truck. Distracted, Kane jerked the steering wheel, spinning the back end of the truck, tires screaming. He straightened the wheel to gain control. At the same time, he looked for Monique’s little car.

      The red sports car swerved in the opposite direction. Hitting a ditch, it became airborne, then hit the ground with a thud. It continued to slide across the wild grass, stopping only when it crumpled against a tree.

      “Shit.” Kane pulled onto the shoulder and threw the truck in park. He was out the door and across the road before the small car stopped rocking. The sickening crunch of metal still rang in the night. When he reached the wreckage, Enya lay slumped over the steering wheel, her arms hanging loose at her sides.

      “Shit.”

      He wrenched the car door so hard it bent back on its hinges. Dropping to his knees, he put a finger at the base of her jaw and searched for a pulse. Thready but present. He released a puff of air. Her face was turned away. “Enya, are you awake?”

      With a groan, she reached up and pushed away from the steering wheel.

      “Careful,” he warned, placing his hand on her shoulders to prevent her from moving too quickly. “You might have injured your back.”

      “No, I’m all right.” She turned and squinted at him in the light from a headlamp reflecting off the tree. “What happened?”

      Kane said a quick prayer to a god he’d stopped believing in. “I swerved to miss something that ran out in front of me. Shit, I should have been paying better attention. Now you’re hurt, and Monique’s car is toast.”

      “I’m not hurt, really.” She reached down and unbuckled her seatbelt, then turned to climb out.

      Concerned over the smell of gas, he swept her into his arms and carried her closer to the road into the light from his truck. His heart pounded so loudly in his ears he was sure she heard it. Her silence as he lifted her suggested nothing was broken. Again he gave thanks.

      Setting her down as if she were made of porcelain, he ran his hands over her limbs. She showed no sign of tenderness. As he swept her hair from her face, he looked for swelling where she hit the steering wheel. It was too dark to check her eyes, but he looked into them anyway.

      She met his gaze as if reading his thoughts. He tried to smile, and focused on relaxing the crease on his forehead. She’s fine. Don’t worry her any more.

      Enya smiled and glanced away.

      The urgent need to kiss her struck him like a swift kick in the gut. With a finger under her chin he turned her face his way and bent down. His breaths were still shaky as the last of the adrenaline burned out in his blood. He brushed his mouth over hers, still afraid she was going to break apart.

      She could have been killed.

      He trailed little kisses across her cheek before holding her tight against his chest. When the solid press of her curves against his tense muscles finally convinced his brain she wasn’t hurt, he let go. “I need to call this in, get an ambulance for you.”

      Enya rolled her legs to one side as if she was going to stand. “No, no ambulance. I’m fine. A little rattled, but not injured. We just need a tow truck. And I guess the sheriff’s department, if you’re going to call her insurance company.”

      As he dialed, she looked back at the tire marks on the pavement. “What ran out in the road?”

      “I think it was a deer. I’m not positive. I didn’t hit it, whatever it was. Maybe I should have, to keep you from running off the road.”

      “Then I would have ended up under the back end of your truck.” Her expression was kind, not accusatory. He wished she’d yell at him for his dumb-shit move, so he didn’t have to do it himself.

      Kane forgot all about Monique until Deputy Plummer pulled up and started asking questions. She hadn’t stirred from the truck. That was probably a good thing, since he wanted to strangle her for getting him into this mess to begin with. If he could go back an hour, he’d let someone else run her home so he could enjoy some conversation with this little fairy girl.

      She stood when the tow truck came from the direction of the bar. Kane recognized Talon, whose uncle owned the auto shop, when he climbed out of the truck. Talon went straight to Enya, grabbing her by the arms and looking her over.

      Jealousy stabbed through Kane when she reached up and hugged the man. Deputy Plummer’s questions drew his attention and he tore his gaze away.

      When the report was finished and Monique’s formerly sporty car winched onto the bed of the tow truck, Kane walked over to Enya. “Can I give you a ride home? I promise to keep the wheels facing forward.”

      Her smile sucker-punched him. Damn, she was beautiful.

      “Thanks, but I live near the auto shop downtown. Talon will drop me off.”

      “I guess I’ll see you around, then?” As much as he wanted it, he couldn’t bring himself to ask for her phone number, not while Talon stood a few feet away. What was their relationship?

      “I’m sure of it.” With a brief touch on his arm, she got in the tow truck.
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        * * *

      

      Enya waited until Talon had the truck back on the pavement before speaking. “I messed up. Big time.”

      “How’s that?”

      “By being in Monique’s car just then. I’m not sure, but I think Monique was supposed to die tonight.” She looked out the side window, watching the shadows of trees pass by. She chewed at a hangnail on her thumb.

      “What makes you think so? Did you see any demons when you crashed?”

      “No, but she’s not the type they usually go after. Kane said something darted in front of his truck, which he swerved to miss. I was far enough back I would have seen a deer run across the road. I think he saw the demon soul waiting to steal his body when he died. Except he didn’t crash, I did. But that would mean the demon was after Monique’s body, not his. I’m so confused I can’t think straight.”

      “If it was the demon that wanted Kane’s body, it’ll follow him until he dies. You just have to keep an eye on him until Death catches up with him. Technically, you did your job. You kept the demon from getting his body.” He glanced over at her. “You aren’t worried that something will happen to him tonight?”

      “I think it’s too soon for him. They would have given me the assignment a few days ago to be certain I was with him. But what about Monique? What if she was supposed to die tonight? You saw her car. There’s no way a mortal could have lived through that wreck in a car without airbags.”

      Talon slowed the truck down in front of her house. “She’s not your target. If a demon were after her, someone would have been assigned to her. You don’t have to protect her. Focus on your assignment—Kane—and make sure you’re there when he dies.”
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      Kane rolled out of bed shortly after daylight and headed for his weight room. As he counted repetitions while pumping iron, he kept seeing the accident. Monique’s ridiculously flashy Porsche lying at the base of the tree, crushed small enough to tuck in the glove box of his pickup.

      The image was followed by a repeat of the wave of terror he experienced knowing the cute brunette was still inside.

      Even the treadmill didn’t help him outrun the nightmare. He needed to see Enya again, to prove to himself she wasn’t injured. Then he could put the scene behind him and allow his gut to unknot. The only problem was he knew nothing about her, where she lived or worked, or even her last name. She seemed pretty friendly with the tow truck driver. Maybe he’d help.

      The town center was quiet as usual on a Saturday morning, so Kane kept his Harley to a low rumble driving to the auto shop. He parked on the street and walked into the open bay.

      Talon was nowhere in sight, but his voice rose from underneath the car parked over the pit. “Can I help you?”

      “I hope so. You drove the tow truck last night at the accident off M Highway, right?” Kane squatted beside the car and peered below, looking for the owner of the voice.

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m a friend of Enya, the girl who wrecked the car. I want to be sure she’s okay.”

      “She was fine when I dropped her off.” He came up the steps at the far end of the pit, wiping his hands on a greasy red rag.

      Kane stood. “I’d like to stop by and see for myself. It’s my fault she was driving that thing.”

      “It wasn’t your fault Monique got drunk or Enya volunteered to drive the car.”

      Growing increasingly frustrated, Kane flexed the hand that threatened to fist. “Look, if she’s your woman, I’ll walk away. Otherwise, can you point me toward her house? She said she lives near here.”

      Did the bastard almost smile before replying? He tipped his head toward the south. “She’s the corner house, two blocks down. It’s the one with the rose arbor over the gate.”

      Nodding his thanks, Kane forced himself to walk calmly, get on his bike, and ride away. He didn’t understand the urgency in his need to see Enya. Sure, he was concerned about injuries, especially to her head, but somewhere deep inside, he had this feeling of sand filling the bottom of the hourglass. It poured quickly, and most of it had already dropped.

      He had to see her. Now.

      The rose vine over the arch in her yard bloomed with a splash of bright pink blossoms. A white picket fence edged the small yard, with more roses growing along the fence. The neatly tended lawn was lush despite the lack of rain. As he strode up the walkway to the screened porch, his desire to know her grew with each step.

      Enya answered his knock, dressed much the same as she had been the night before, in jeans and a clinging t-shirt. The close fit of her clothes emphasized just how small she really was. His thighs probably measured the same as her waist.

      “Good morning.” He searched for words when his brain refused to function. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m fine. Do you want to come in?” She stepped aside and waved him into the tiny front room.

      He dwarfed everything in her house. He looked for a piece of furniture more substantial than the delicate, carved antique chairs he saw. The wing chair looked like it got the most use, and was probably her favorite chair, but it was the only one he was not afraid of breaking. He sat there. “I’m glad you weren’t hurt. I admit to panicking when I saw that Porsche wrapped around the tree. There didn’t look to be enough room left for a person to fit.”

      Enya sat nearby and held out her arms. “As you can see, I don’t take up a lot of space. But thanks for worrying.”

      He couldn’t take his eyes off her pixie face, the pointed chin and dark eyes. He felt like a kid with his first crush, desperate to say the right thing. Hell, he’d settle for saying anything. “We, uh, didn’t get the chance to talk much last night. I’d love to try again.”

      “I’d like that.” Her pink lips curved in a smile.

      “Great, when?” Damn. What an ass. Try sounding a little more hard-up, why don’t you? “Would you like to go to dinner one night this week?”

      “What about tonight?”

      “Yeah, tonight’s great.” But let me ask my dad if I can borrow the car first. “I’ll pick you up around seven?”

      “Sounds good.”

      He stood up before he could say anything else reminiscent of a teenager who’d just discovered his hormones. “Glad to see you weren’t hurt. I’ll see you tonight, I guess.”

      She followed him into the screened porch and stood in the doorway while he walked down the steps. Suddenly distracted by the cries of birds, Kane looked into the trees. Three or four ravens sat among the branches, staring down at him. They spoke to each other, or him, who could tell, but they were loud. He hadn’t noticed them on his way in.

      Kane closed the gate behind him and looked at Enya. She smiled and waved, and once more the feeling of being young hit him. He couldn’t recall reacting that way to a woman before. Usually he was horny, or saw them as a friend. Enya made him feel goofy.

      Lifting his motorcycle helmet, he swung a leg over his bike. Before he got the helmet on, a car screeched to a stop beside him and Monique hopped out of the passenger door. “Kaney, there you are.”

      His chin dropped to his chest as he attempted to rein in his temper. Monique always brought out the worst in him. “What brings you to this side of town?”

      “I was going to the sheriff’s station to report my car stolen. It wasn’t on my driveway when I got up.”

      “You don’t remember last night? I drove you home from the bar.”

      She bounced her way over to his bike. “Oh, I’m so glad. Can you drive me out to pick it up?”

      The car behind her idled with the door open, country music floated down the street. He wondered if she really forgot that quickly she already had a ride. “Your car’s not at the bar, it’s at Miller’s Auto. It’s totaled.” He fought the urge to see if Enya still stood on the steps. He didn’t want her involved if he could avoid it. Monique was likely to blame her for the crash.

      Monique blinked at him; she clearly didn’t remember anything about it, having been passed out during most of the accident. “But how... who... if you drove me home, who drove my car?”

      “Someone at the bar offered, since you were so messed up.” He didn’t even try to hold back the distaste burning in his gut. “The driver followed me in your car. I swerved to miss a deer, and the driver had the choice of either hitting me or going off the road.”

      Her eyes slowly widened. Apparently she remembered part of the night. But which part?

      “That girl...” She looked over his shoulder and Kane realized Enya hadn’t gone inside. “You! Bitch. What did you do to my car?”

      As if she were possessed, all of the faux sweetness that usually masked Monique’s features washed away. He grabbed her shoulders and held her back while getting off his bike. “That’s enough. I told you it was my fault.”

      “But you weren’t driving my car, she was. What am I supposed to drive now?” She fought to free herself, yelling past him, “Bitch, maybe you should give me your car since you wrecked mine.”

      Kane pushed her away from Enya’s gate. “That’s what insurance is for. Go get the report from the sheriff and file a claim. Then maybe think about calling a friend to go with you when you hit the bars.”

      Just as quickly as her anger appeared, it was gone, replaced by the syrupy but equally venomous side of her. “You could take me. Would you drive me to get the accident report and help me file the claim, since you were there? I’m sure I don’t remember all the details.”

      No shit. “The report has all the details, including my contact info. Your insurance agent can call me if he needs more.”

      Her pout grew, and she traced a painted fingernail across his chest. “Will you drive me to the bar tonight? I’d hate to have to spend the night at home because somebody crashed my car.”

      He swore steam rose from his ears as he looked down at that pitiful excuse for a woman. She took no responsibility whatsoever for the loss of her car. Kane grabbed her hand and pushed it away. “I have other plans. Maybe your friend will take you. You’d better go. Your friend is getting impatient.”

      Monique looked behind her as if she’d forgotten the car was there. “Well, all right. I’ll see you there tonight. Maybe you can dance with me?”

      He didn’t answer, pulling his half-helmet on to shut her out. The car drove away, and he turned to get on his bike. As he did, the ravens took to the air in a horrible racket and a small pickup truck flew around the corner, out of control. The vehicle aimed straight at him.

      Kane dove out of the way, landing hard on the sidewalk and rolling to safety. He heard the scrape of metal and saw his bike go down. The truck’s tires squealed, and it fishtailed as it continued down the block.

      “Kane,” Enya shouted. The gate flew open, and she ran to him. “My God, are you all right?”

      His elbow burned where he’d landed on it, and he assumed he scraped it on the sidewalk. Other than that, he seemed uninjured. Climbing to his feet, he brushed his clothes and took off his helmet. “Yeah, I’m okay, but how’s my bike?”

      Enya placed her hand on his forearm, blocking his path while she studied his eyes. Then she took a deep breath and stepped aside. He wondered what she was thinking, what she saw or didn’t see in his eyes.

      The Harley lay across the curb, but there were no dents on the upside, just some scratches in the paint on the tank. He jerked it upright, resting it on the kickstand, and squatted down to look the bike over. Again, mostly minor damage. It still looked drivable. He might have to get a new tank, but it’d get him home.

      He heard Enya’s footsteps behind him and turned to her. “Looks like it’ll live. We seem to have a run of bad luck with vehicles.”

      Her smile was weak. “Yeah.”

      Was she upset over his nearly getting hit? He reached up and ran the back of his knuckles over the softness of her cheek. “Hey, we’re both okay. We must be good luck for each other.”
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        * * *

      

      Enya couldn’t pull her gaze from his hazel eyes. Something fervid burned in them. A longing stirred deep within her and she wondered what it would be like to love. She understood passion and hunger. She was capable of feeling them, even if they distracted her from her work. On a rare occasion over the centuries, she had resorted to sex, or at least the promise of it, to control a man who was about to die. Sometimes it was the only way to insinuate herself into their final moments, or the moments before they knew their time had come. She wasn’t strong enough to manhandle them until they’d listen to reason.

      A lack of emotions didn’t keep her body from reacting to Kane’s touch, however. And if she were honest with herself, she didn’t lack emotions where he was concerned. Unable to stop herself, uncaring of the potential backlash, she cupped her hand around the back of his neck and urged him down to her lips.

      The touch startled her. Soft. Hot. All her attention focused on her lips. Then the butterflies awoke in her stomach. Was this what mortals felt when they loved? This was dangerous. She couldn’t surrender her awareness of the energy around them or she might miss the presence of a demon. An ache grew within her chest, but she pulled away. Embarrassed, she ducked behind her hair.

      His fingers caught her chin and lifted her face. He looked so ravenous it scared her. “Tonight.”

      Kane leaned down for one last brief kiss, then put on his helmet again and kicked his Harley to life.

      Enya sighed as she watched him pull away. A raven landed on her shoulder, its scolding voice sharp in her ear.

      “I know,” she said. “I won’t get attached. But I have to be with him, or he could end up in Purgatory. I can’t let the demon get to him.”

      You want his soul, not his body.

      “Yes, but I have to protect his body from the soul that wants to take it over, don’t I?” She waved a hand at the large black bird. “Go on. Go, all of you. I will do my job.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The scent of Enya’s perfume filled the cab of Kane’s pickup and threatened to take away all his thought. At least his reaction had matured from teenager to horny twenty-year-old. With any luck, if they were still friends in a month, he’d have reached his ripe old age of thirty-seven.

      Traveling the highway into the setting sun was not his favorite activity. Visibility depended on the setting sun and the visor being in perfect alignment. Driving from Willow Mills to Joplin at this time of day, he was almost guaranteed to be blinded for a short time. He concentrated on the taillights of the trailer in front of him and tried to think of something intelligent to say. Small talk. Think small talk. “I’m surprised I haven’t run into you before last night. Have you lived in Willow Mills for long?”

      “Yes,” Enya replied. “That house has been in my family since it was built, more than a hundred years ago.”

      “I’ve been here seven years,” he said. He was an outgoing guy and ran into a lot of people in his computer consulting work, but that might only cover a quarter of the four thousand people who lived there. Still, he wondered how he’d never seen her. He steered the conversation toward music and books, backing off the accelerator when the semi truck in front of him signaled its upcoming exit.

      Drifting into the left-hand lane to move around the truck, he resumed his speed and turned to steal a glance at his date. She’d worn a green casual dress with a hot pink sweater. She looked like a new spring bloom.

      “Look out!” Enya pointed ahead.

      A truck hauling dual trailers raced across the wide grass median, out of control, and headed toward them. Kane swore and checked his mirror before darting as far to the right as he could. In an instant, one of the trailers tipped on its side and the whole rig skidded sideways across the two lanes of highway.

      Cars scattered in every direction. A compact car and SUV plowed into the tipped trailer. Kane dodged and veered while hitting the brakes, alternating his glance between all three mirrors and the windshield, his white-knuckled grip jerking the steering wheel.

      As fast as it happened, they were past the wreckage. He pulled onto the right shoulder far enough down the road to avoid vehicles trying to miss the accident. In one fluid movement, he threw the truck in park, hit the e-brake, opened his door and fished his phone out of his back pocket. “Wait here.”

      Traffic halted with both lanes blocked. He ran toward the nearest wrecked car and checked how badly the occupants were hurt. After he called nine-one-one, he pocketed his phone and helped victims out of their cars. Somewhere in the midst of the chaos he noticed Enya doing the same. Why had she gotten out of the pickup in all this mess? There was too big a risk of a secondary accident for her to be out here.

      Emergency vehicles arrived quickly since they were not far from the city limits. When he was certain the injured were being tended, he gave his version of events to a deputy on the scene. He learned three people had been killed instantly, including one young child. From the corner of his eye, he saw Enya with her arm around a weeping woman.

      Kane felt torn between wanting to be sure Enya wasn’t an emotional wreck, and not knowing what to say to a stranger in obvious shock. Daylight was fading, giving the scene an odd, eerie golden glow. As he stood in the grassy median looking over the mess, mental exhaustion leaked into his muscles and his shoulders drooped.

      A wrecker worked at righting the tipped trailer, and two tow trucks handled smaller vehicles.

      A young man stood near a small pickup where a yellow tarp covered the driver’s side of the crushed cab, signaling a fatality. Hands on hips, the guy stared blankly at the wreckage. Enya approached him and put her arm on the young man’s shoulders. She spoke to him, glancing first at the truck and then at the entire accident.

      Kane noted a child near the SUV, and an old man watching a car being loaded on a tow truck. Kane’s gaze immediately went to the child. Why was she standing alone in all of this? Where were her parents? If they’d been taken away by ambulance, shouldn’t the child have ridden along? Someone in authority should take care of her.

      Heading in the direction of the child, he walked around a vehicle with minor damage. In his peripheral vision, he saw Enya with the young man. Kane blinked and Enya stood alone. Confusion halted him, and he did a double take. She now moved toward the child.

      A raven fluttered down and landed on the SUV. Kane could see Enya’s lips moving as she talked to the child, but her head was turned as if the words were directed at the raven. She opened her arms and the child reached up to her. She lifted the child, who was almost as tall as she was, and held her close while rocking side to side. Her hand stroked down the girl’s back.

      After a few moments, Enya put the girl down, said a few more words, and turned her toward the embankment on the side of the road. The girl walked toward the grass, paused and looked back at the car, continued on a few more steps and vanished.

      Kane blinked twice, hard. He searched the area from the grassy bank to the remaining wreckage. Neither the girl nor the young man was in sight. The old guy was gone, too. A few people stood in the median talking with the deputies, but everyone else had already left.

      He realized someone had probably driven those three people to town, but that didn’t explain how the girl disappeared right in front of him.

      The tow truck driver, Talon, met Enya on her way to where Kane stood. They spoke for a moment and she motioned to the SUV, then she turned and walked over to Kane. Her face was unreadable, her smile pleasant when he caught her eye. “It looks like they’re about done cleaning up. They’ll be letting traffic through shortly.”

      She had such a serene expression, almost angelic. That in itself disturbed him almost as much as when he’d been applying pressure on a man’s bleeding arm. Death and major injuries weren’t something he could shake off. “Then let’s go.”

      He didn’t mean for the words to sound as harsh as they came out. He took a deep breath and wiped at the sweat on his brow.

      They said nothing while they climbed into his pickup, which suited him fine. His thoughts still raced, kept returning to the vanishing child. Looking out past where his hands rested on the steering wheel, he realized he was covered in dried blood. His clothes were stained red. “I, uh, guess I need to clean up before we can go anywhere.”

      He wasn’t ready to give up on the evening, but his feelings toward Enya were somewhat mixed. Maybe it was just having witnessed death, and narrowly avoiding it himself. That was twice in two days he’d narrowly avoided an accident. Plus, there was Enya’s wreck in Monique’s car. He tried to lighten his mood. “I’m beginning to feel like I should crawl into a cave and ride out this spell of accidents we’re having.”

      “It looks bad, doesn’t it?”

      Kane pulled off at the next exit to take the highway back home. “What would you say to eating in? I have some steaks and potatoes, and can probably find something in the freezer that resembles a vegetable.”

      “That sounds wonderful.”
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        * * *

      

      Enya observed Kane as he drove. His mood definitely changed after the accident, which could be expected. Was this wreck—or the event in front of her house—supposed to have been his death scene? How badly had she screwed things up by driving Monique’s car home? The council would chastise her, but one black mark on a record covering centuries of soul escorts shouldn’t cause that big a fuss. It wasn’t as if she’d lost many souls to Purgatory, either.

      She couldn’t recall a time when a mortal had this many near misses before he actually died. Closing her eyes, she pinched the bridge of her nose and focused on clearing the negative energy she had picked up from those who had survived the wreck. If she wasn’t careful, their fears would cloud her judgment, and she had enough clouding going on around Kane.

      “Headache?”

      “Oh, no, I’m okay. Just trying to put the accident out of my head and focus on here and now.” She put her hands in her lap and smiled at him.

      “That’s a good plan. Here and now. It’s the only thing that’s guaranteed, isn’t it?”

      “That’s what they say.” That was true for mortals, but she had now and forever to think about. Now with Kane and forever without him. She shook off the thought. She couldn’t allow herself to become attached. Aside from what pain it might cause her after he was gone, she had his karma to think about. And his soul to protect.

      He exited the highway and took the road that led to the outskirts of town where he lived. She knew the address from the information the raven gave her along with this assignment, but she hadn’t driven past the house. His home and its location had no bearing on how things were supposed to go. The ravens, and the council, gave her complete background on all her assigned mortals.

      Looking around his simply furnished living room and imagining his daily life stirred up questions—longings? She was in unexplored territory with Kane. She had a relationship once, in her youth, somewhere toward the end of her first hundred years. It had been wonderful to indulge in pleasures of the flesh. They loved and lusted, and she discovered why mortals had such a preoccupation with sex.

      But her lover was mortal. He couldn’t deal with the fact she didn’t age. Their final years were not happy ones, and the pain of missing him after he died was so much stronger than she expected. She almost lost the next two bodies she escorted. Since then, she hadn’t tried again. And now she’d met Kane too late to develop a relationship. His time was up.

      Kane came out from a back room wearing fresh clothes, a button-down chambray shirt and jeans. The scent of his soap preceded him and she turned from reading the titles on his bookshelf. His smile brightened the room more than the single lamp. He stopped in front of her, taking her hand and rubbing his thumb over it. He kept his gaze on their hands, then turned suddenly and went to the kitchen.

      “Come sit in here. Keep me company while I cook.”

      She followed him and sat at the vintage dining table in the corner of the small room. “This is a pleasant house.”

      “Thanks. One of the original settlers built it. It’s had some modernization over the years, but could stand a bit more.” He peeled an onion and chopped it, sliding the mince onto a griddle plate in the center of the stove. “I’m glad you agreed to a quiet meal. I don’t think I could handle sitting in a restaurant watching life go on around us. I need to hit the pause button for a night.”

      They continued with idle talk while the sounds and smells of their meal surrounded them. Kane threw the steaks on the built-in grill and leaned against the counter while they cooked. “Have you ever ridden on a Harley?”

      “No.”

      “We should try that one day when the weather is nice. You see so much more of the world on a bike.”

      Before she could reply, flames shot up from the steaks. Kane reacted quickly, moving the meat and letting the dripping fat burn off.

      “No harm done.” He turned the steaks over and returned them to the heat.

      Dinner continued uneventfully and after they’d eaten, they took their wine into the living room to sit more comfortably. Kane sat close to her on the futon. His energy emanated around them, blending with hers in a way she hadn’t experienced before. If she freed her thoughts, she could feel his attraction to her like a tangible object.

      It was a heady realization. Not only did her body’s growing desires push her, his needs were a magnet drawing her close. Despite logic shouting warnings in her mind, she had no intention of fighting it. She looked up at his smoldering hazel eyes, which matched the fervor of his energy. The touch of his hand on her shoulder drew her focus for a moment. She let his warmth spread over her, a whisper-soft cashmere wrap.

      Laugh lines framed his mouth and eyes, a telling detail. They spoke not only of good times but of his love for the open road under a half-helmet. With a gentle insistence, he urged her against him and lowered his head to kiss her.

      What began as a tender touch deepened into a passionate exploration. His tongue traced over her mouth and she opened to him, tasting the sweetness of the wine he had drunk. A raspy voice spoke in her head, telling her to stop, to leave, but she shut her mind to it. This was dangerous. This was inevitable.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck, lifting herself, tucking a leg beneath her to bring her closer to his kiss. His rough cheek brushed over hers, waking her skin from its centuries-long slumber. The tingles spread down her neck, making her breasts swell. She moaned and arched into him.

      Inch by inch her body stirred, hunger fanned the heat Kane kindled in her. Her hands brushed his shoulders and trailed around to his chest. Her fingers slipped in between buttons to explore the sensation of skin to skin.

      “Let me.” Kane jerked his shirt open and tossed it aside, then captured her hands against him. She feared the heat would scorch her palms. Her gaze followed the path she stroked downward, around his ribs, across his sculpted abs. How could the sight of him do this to her? She longed to taste him, to listen to his reactions as she learned his needs.

      Enya kissed one of his hardened, flat nipples. His groan rumbled against her lips, making her smile. She nipped and sucked, traced a path along the division between the muscles, and she felt her control slip. He flexed beneath her, twisting to lie back across the futon with her above him.

      Before she could return to his bare skin, he nudged her sweater down her arms and she tossed it on the coffee table. “Your skin is like silk.” His large hands curled around her arms, almost closing completely, his touch making her tingle.

      Her soft laugh at the sensation broke off abruptly when she saw the flare of passion reflected in his eyes. An urgent need tugged at her. She couldn’t take it slowly anymore.

      Grabbing the hem of her dress, she pulled it over her head and rose to straddle him, clad only in the briefest triangle of lace. Kane sucked in a deep breath and his sex pulsed through his jeans. She rocked on it, his jeans biting into her thighs and the sensitive skin between, her body quivering.

      He grabbed her hips and held her in place while he ground his hardness against her. She cried out, arching back, driving down on him. “I need to feel you inside me,” she pleaded.

      Her hands tugged at the button of his jeans and she lifted to one side so he could tear them off along with his briefs. As soon as he dropped to the cushion again she mounted him, rocking, easing him into her slick heat.

      Her gasp was drowned out by his growl. He palmed the fullness of her breasts, and the ache of need there joined the ache between her legs. Letting her hair fall so the ends brushed his chest, she leaned forward. She saw his eyes widen a moment before he dragged her down and captured her mouth.

      Heat invaded her brain and wiped out thought. She was nothing but molten flesh and burning desire. All her focus was on the man beneath her, the sensual god who seemed to know exactly where she needed to be touched.

      His hips found the rhythm of his tongue, stroking her. Her knot of tension tightened, driven by the grunts escaping him with each surge. She thought she would shatter, fall into nothingness, but she continued to ride him, to let her cries beg him for release.

      Kane groaned his pleasure as her inner muscles clenched, and she felt him let go.
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