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To my stepbrother, Christopher E. Brady,

King of Humility and Emperor of the Entire Universe.

(He insisted that I use his complete title.)

You could always make me laugh, and for that alone you deserve this.

You also beat me at every board game we ever played.

I have not forgotten.
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Prologue

He’d needed this downtime away from the Castle of Dark Dreams. Two weeks to just kick back, waste a few losers, and relax with a drink.

He leaned against the oak’s trunk and savored his scotch and water as he watched the dumbass crouched beside the reservoir. Edge had followed the guy’s progress from the moment he’d come up with the idea to poison the city’s water supply until now. Homegrown terrorists, had to love them.

Not that Edge didn’t sort of admire the guy. He’d whipped up a poison no amount of testing would detect until it was too late. The death toll could reach into the millions. Now the formula would die with him. Too bad. Another great scientific mind pissed away by an idiot.

There was a time when Edge would’ve applauded that kind of grand gesture. But then the Big Boss had reined him in, forced him to change his methods. Edge downed the rest of his drink. Let’s hear it for the good old days. Nowadays he was reduced to one kill at a time. Hey, you took your fun where you could.

Edge narrowed his gaze as the man…No, as Mark—didn’t want to ever depersonalize his victims—pulled vials of the poison from his backpack and set them on the ground.

Now was the time to act. Edge chose an image from his mind, focused on the reservoir, and changed thought to reality.

A giant squid rose from the water’s depths, big enough to swallow Chicago if Chicago had been on the menu. It wasn’t, so the squid settled for Mark. One massive tentacle reached out to wrap around his body. It lifted the man into the air and then dragged him beneath the water. The squid disappeared, leaving only a few ripples on the surface. Mark’s body would be found, a victim of drowning. But they’d never find the squid. It was once more only an image in Edge’s mind.

Edge shook his head. He’d made it happen too fast. Mark didn’t even have a chance to scream. He’d just stood there bug-eyed. What fun was that? But at least the guy died in a unique and interesting way. See, death didn’t have to be boring.

Edge wandered down to collect the vials. He stashed them in Mark’s backpack. He’d dispose of them later. Then he headed back to his car.

That was his last kill for now. Vacation over. Time to return to his crappy role-playing-slash-managerial job.

He took a last look at the reservoir before driving away. How did he really feel about Mark’s death and all the ones that had come before his? The truth? Edge closed his eyes. He felt freaking tired.
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“How ugly and horrible are they? Do they coat your skin with slime? Does their stench make you nauseous? Do you feel like you’re walking into the bowels of hell?”

Passion sighed. Of all the heavenly contacts they could’ve assigned to her, why Hope? Once a day she’d have to listen to this idiocy in her head.

She could picture Hope sitting in her little cubicle surrounded by the neutral colors Archangel Ted loved. Ted, along with everything else in heaven, was bland and boring. Okay, so Passion could include herself in the bland and boring category. She accepted the reality of her existence. But she’d looked into enough human minds to know their vision of heaven was a fantasy.

Humans. Sure, they could get sick and die. Fine, so they suffered heartbreak and other emotional traumas. But from Passion’s viewpoint, things were a lot more exciting on the mortal plane. Could anyone blame her for trying to spice up her own world? Guess that was a resounding yes.

She supposed the final straw for Ted was when she talked the other angels in her department into painting their cubicles lime green. In her opinion, Ted had some serious control issues.

So here she was, on the outside looking in.

And you have only yourself to blame. If Passion had been a better angel, she wouldn’t have drawn this punishment—a still–to–be–determined amount of time spent living on earth as a human. No powers, no friends, forced to check in once a day with Hope-the-heavenly-drama-queen. The only good thing? The Council of Justice had at least given her some privacy. Hope couldn’t read her thoughts; she could only hear what Passion spoke out loud.

“They’re…” Way too beautiful. Evil should appear in shades of muddy brown or black. But no, just look at them. The Seven Deadly Sins shimmered and flowed around the Castle of Dark Dreams in vibrant jewel tones. Totally gorgeous. Totally tempting.

Oops. Wrong reaction. “They’re…awful, disgusting, but sort of exciting.” Hmm, maybe she should explain that last word just in case Hope got the wrong impression. “I mean, it’s exciting to think about all the peace, harmony, and massive heavenly vibes I’m going to bring to this place.” There, that was better. Didn’t want anyone taking away the only thing she had left, her ability to see the colors of sin.

“Oh.” Hope sounded disappointed. “Well, keep in touch.” She broke the connection.

“Absolutely.” Passion knew her smile wasn’t kind. Note to self: work on sweet and sincere smile. Hope and the other angels had gotten used to her supplying their daily entertainment. Too bad. Passion wouldn’t be there to amuse them for a while because she’d be busy earning her way back into heaven.

She had to be the perfect angel. Sure, she’d always longed for more…variety in her existence, but she sure hadn’t planned on getting that variety as a powerless and frighteningly vulnerable mortal. She could actually die, like in never-coming-back die. She shuddered.

Passion crossed the drawbridge, avoiding glancing down at the moat’s black water in favor of staring up at the castle—a keep with four square towers complete with a curtain wall. The whole thing gleamed white, a color symbolizing goodness and light. Fake. Goodness and light didn’t live here.

She’d take care of that by the time she left. She narrowed her eyes as she strode through the open gate and across the courtyard, headed for the doors leading into the great hall. Spotlights lit up the night around the castle. No threatening shadows warned the innocent about what waited inside. Righteous anger drove her as she reached for the door. She’d smite the wicked and save all those poor souls inside who…

She paused. No powers, so no smiting. Damn. Passion closed her eyes. No cursing. Ted hated cursing. So many things to remember. But she could do this. Opening her eyes, she pulled the door open and stepped inside.

Someone spoke. “Ah, another person who didn’t bother to check the schedule and has chosen instead to annoy the hell out of me by showing up at the last moment.” Dramatic sigh. “But I live to serve, so I’ll probably be able to stick you in somewhere. All the choice parts are gone. How do you feel about playing the lowly maiden who serves the queen? Not a virgin. The virgin part was taken by a woman who obviously has only a faint memory of that particular condition.”

“Virgin?” Startled, she looked at the speaker. A wizard? A short one. Gold-trimmed blue robe, tall conical hat that added at least a foot, and all of it decorated with gold suns, moons, and stars. He’d topped everything off with a long, pointy gray beard that matched his narrowed gray eyes.

“Yes. The part is gone.” The wizard looked down his nose at her, which was tough to do when she was taller than he was. “If it’s any comfort, you’d fit the part better. Pale hair, pale skin, pale eyes, and uninspired pale clothing. You, my dear, are the definition of unawakened. Avoid Sparkle Stardust at all cost. Now, do you want the lowly maiden part?”

“No.” What was he talking about? She glanced around. People in medieval-type costumes wandered the large hall. Too bad the Council of Justice had kicked her down here without full disclosure. All they’d said was that the castle needed help. This place was her ticket back home.

“You look confused.” The wizard glanced at his watch. “As much as I’d love to waste more time explaining the obvious, I have a fantasy to direct. Feel free to gawk. If you care to wait until this fantasy concludes, you may buy a ticket to the next one over there.” He pointed to a small table by the door with a TICKETS sign taped to the front of it. “And you might want to read that.” He gestured toward a sign on the wall above the ticket table.

Bemused, she watched him turn to walk away. Violet, the color of pride, swirled around him. No kidding. Too bad there wasn’t a color for bad-tempered old farts. She took a deep breath. Get rid of unkind thoughts.

Passion didn’t know how other angels did it. They wore their perfection like a pair of comfortable old shoes. Her shoes pinched her toes and left blisters on her heels. She constantly wanted to kick them off. Well, she’d kicked them off a few times too many.

She looked at the sign. Fine, so she was in an adult theme park called Live the Fantasy. The Castle of Dark Dreams was one of the park’s attractions. It was a hotel as well as a place where nightly fantasies were played out. The first fantasy began at seven P.M. That would be right about now. She should get out of here and find the registration desk for the hotel part of the castle, but she couldn’t resist taking a peek at the fantasy.

A long table with people in costumes seated around it rested on a raised platform at one end of the great hall. Passion assumed the major parts like the queen were played by the castle staff. They’d guide the fantasy. The public could buy tickets to play lesser parts. Made sense.

It only took moments for the fantasy to capture her. What could she say, heaven didn’t get cable, and she was easily amused.

Mesmerized, she followed the tale. A demon was killing the castle’s people. The queen’s greatest hunters couldn’t catch him. So the virgin offered to sacrifice herself for the good of all. She’d lure him into their clutches with her virginal beauty and purity. Hah. Passion was seeing lots of blue swirling around Ms. Untouched. Lust. Passion couldn’t read her mind, but she’d bet there weren’t a lot of chaste thoughts bouncing around in that head.

The wizard had been right about the virgin. If the demon was smart, he’d run like crazy. She’d eat him alive.

Of course, the dumb demon fell for the trick. She heard the virgin’s not-overly-convincing screams coming from one of the darkened hallways along with the demon’s snarls and the shouts of the hunters. A few minutes later the virgin led the parade back into the great hall followed by the triumphant hunters surrounding the cage of the captured demon. The queen called the virgin and her hunters forward to praise them, and Passion got her first look at the demon.

A voluminous cape and hood covered him from head to toe. All she could see of him were his hands clenched around the cage’s bars. Well, that was disappointing. She was all ready to be awed by the pure evil carved into his face, the demonic gleam in his eyes. Passion felt cheated.

Then he turned his head toward her. She sucked in her breath. Wow, just wow. The hood shadowed his face, but that didn’t lessen the impact. Nothing said savage predator like strong slashing brows, a full mobile mouth drawn into a snarl, and amber eyes that shone with every wickedness she’d ever imagined and some she hadn’t dared.

And he’d fixed his gaze on her. Passion looked away first. She realized her hands were shaking as she pushed a strand of hair from her face. Time to get out of here.

But even as she started to move toward the door, Passion realized something. She’d been so focused on his eyes that she’d barely noticed the color swirling around him.

Oh, no. It spread horror in a slick coat of ice over her soul. Black. Not one of the Deadly Sins. This went beyond those. It was rage, greed, and all the others taken to the final act. Death. This man was beyond redemption. She shuddered. What could she do to yank the castle from the brink with him dragging it down? Passion didn’t know.

She pushed the door open but couldn’t resist one look back. A thin band of blue had joined the black. Lust. Males thought about sex a lot. She wondered if he had a specific target for all that hunger, or if it was simply his normal state of being. Passion had no experience with lust. Didn’t want any experience. She sighed. Yeah, lying was a sin too.

Once outside, she drew in a deep breath of clean night air. She’d escaped. And that’s exactly how she felt even though he was the one in the cage. She’d have to toughen up if she wanted to do any good here.

But she would need some time to get used to everything. The only experience she had of the mortal plane was what she’d seen and heard in the minds of the souls she’d visited. Even though she’d been focused on easing their worries and nudging them down the path of goodness and light, she’d absorbed enough knowledge to blend in.

Blending wasn’t the problem, though. Heaven didn’t generate much emotion, nothing even close to what she’d felt as she stared at the demon. She’d better get a handle on her feelings fast. Ted always said that logic was what made angels superior beings, and that humans were beneath them because they were slaves to their emotions. So, no more out–of–control emotions.

Passion scanned the courtyard. People who must be arriving for the next fantasy stepped around her to reach the door. She moved out of their way. She was sure if she went back into the great hall she could find a door leading to the hotel lobby. Did she want to do that? And take the chance of locking eyes with the demon again?

She walked around the outside of the castle. And as she walked, she worked on her story. No luggage because the airline had lost it all. Passion was glad that at least the Council had given her a credit card and some cash. She’d have to go shopping tomorrow. Maybe buy some clothes in brighter colors. Not that she was letting the fake wizard get to her. What she looked like didn’t matter as long as she did her job.

She thought again about the demon with his amber eyes and his lust and…Maybe she’d buy herself a few sexy things. She had to fit in here, not draw attention to herself. And she couldn’t change evil if she couldn’t get near it. Those who embraced all that was wicked would be more willing to accept her message if she dressed like them. Not that she’d enjoy dressing like a slut. Hello, your conscience here. Run that thought past me again. Okay, so maybe she’d enjoy it a little. There were times when Passion despaired of ever living up to heavenly standards.

Edge went up in flames for about the five hundredth time this year, or at least it felt that way. As the fake flames rose around him, he thought about the woman.

He’d felt her stare, different from the others in the hall—tentative, intrigued, with no sexual response at all. Amazing. Edge had no illusions about his effect on women. They might not know what he was, but they all reacted to the power they sensed. They always claimed his face or body or—God forbid—his mind attracted them, but it went beyond that. No matter what humans wanted to believe about themselves, the promise of violence drew them. Just look at the top-rated TV shows. Lots of blood and death. Not that he was complaining.

The women never stayed long, though. Eventually their primal instincts kicked in, the ones that recognized him as a predator. And they ran. Smart ladies.

The flames roared around him, hiding him from the celebrating queen, virgin, and assorted other idiots. With a casual flick of power, he dematerialized.

He reappeared in the dressing room. Stripping off his cape and hood, he returned to thinking about the woman. Colorless, but with the promise of beauty if someone took the time to nurture it—tall and slender with long, pale blond hair that would flow over his body like cool spring water. And she’d gazed at him from light green eyes that hid nothing. Those incredible eyes said that he was the most amazing thing she’d ever seen. How could any man resist that message?

She wasn’t taking part in a fantasy. Was she staying at the hotel? He hoped she wasn’t just making the rounds of the park’s attractions and then going home. Time to talk with Holgarth.

Edge found the wizard being his usual snarky self with customers waiting for the next fantasy to begin. “Have a minute, Holgarth?”

The wizard turned to glare at him. Edge didn’t miss the customers’ relieved expressions.

“Why wouldn’t I have a minute? I have nothing to do but make sure the lifeblood of this castle, its fantasies, keeps running like the well-oiled machine I’ve made it after years of endless toil, sacrifice, and—”

“Oh, shit.” Edge started to turn away.

“But I suppose a minute won’t disturb my schedule too much. What do you need?”

Edge thought about the giant squid, even now peeking over the edge of his consciousness. Nah. If he offed the wizard, they’d try to kick him out of the castle, and he wasn’t ready to leave. Bad stuff would happen.

“There was a woman watching the fantasy. Tall, long blond hair—”

“I offered her the part of the lowly maiden, but she wasn’t interested.” Holgarth’s expression turned sly. “It was too far beneath her, I think. She’s more than she appears.”

“Explain.” Edge never underestimated the wizard’s shrewdness.

“Just a feeling.” He shrugged. “She seemed confused by everything that was going on, but I sensed a purpose in her. I don’t think she was a casual visitor to the castle.” Holgarth looked thoughtful. “There was something about the way she looked at you, as though she’d never seen anything like you in her life.” The tiny twitch of his lips was his version of a wide grin. “And of course she hadn’t.”

“Did she say where she was going?”

“No.” Holgarth was already turning back to his cowed customers. “You’ve had your minute. I now have to choose the shining hero who will slay the dragon in the next fantasy.” He swept his possible hero candidates with a contemptuous stare. “Where is St. George, or even Harry Potter when you need them?”

Edge snorted his disgust at Holgarth’s lack of helpful information and headed for the door leading to the hotel lobby. Once in the lobby, he glanced around. She wasn’t there, so he walked to the registration desk.

“Who checked in today?” This was a long shot. If she was a guest, she could’ve checked in days ago. The only thing he had going for him was the size of the hotel. The castle didn’t have as many rooms as a normal hotel, so there wouldn’t be that many guests arriving on any given day. But she might not even be staying in the hotel, in which case he was screwed.

And when did she become so important? Not important, just an interesting side trip. He needed something to break up his routine, and women didn’t usually catch his interest. It had been so many years…He shook the thought away to concentrate on Bill’s answer.

“Only a few new guests. A middle-aged couple, a guy here for the fishing tournament, and a woman who checked in a little while ago.”

“The woman. How old?”

“Twenties, long blond hair—”

“What room?” The hunter in him stirred.

“One-ten. No luggage. She said the airline lost her bags.”

“Name?”

The clerk grinned. “Passion McBride.”

Edge returned his grin before moving away. More and more fascinating. Who named their kid Passion? No luggage. He checked his watch. Still early enough for her to be up. He stopped in the lobby store that carried clothing and bought a few things. Then he headed for the elevator, faster but not as authentic as the winding stone staircase in the great hall.

Once in front of her door, he knocked and waited.

She opened the door and began speaking before she even looked at him. “I didn’t call for…” Then she saw him.

Edge watched her eyes widen and her lips part as she stared. Shock became her. She looked beautiful, vulnerable, and tempting all at once. If he leaned forward and put his mouth over those full lips, she’d really have something to be stunned about.

He controlled himself. First he’d slip into her mind to see if there was anything he needed to know. But as he reached for her thoughts, he slammed into a solid wall of no. What the…? Humans couldn’t deny him, even when they tried. And she was human.

Edge narrowed his gaze on her face. Nothing in her expression hinted she was actively trying to keep him out. Strange.

“You’re…” She spoke the word on a soft exhalation of wonder and maybe a little fear.

“Not a demon.” I’m much, much worse. He smiled his most reassuring smile.

She didn’t look reassured. “I know that.” Her gaze dropped to the bag he held.

“I’m Edge. I help manage the Castle of Dark Dreams when I’m not bringing death and destruction to the locals.” Truer than she’d ever know.

“Oh.” She looked surprised.

“When I checked in at the registration desk, Bill told me you’d lost your luggage. We always want our guests to have a comfortable stay, so I picked up a few things you might need tonight.” He held out the bag.

“Thank you.” She smiled as she accepted his offering.

There were smiles, and then there were smiles. Edge had seen some of the best over thousands of years—sexy, innocent, calculating, and his very favorite, the you’ll–die-happy ones. Passion McBride’s smile was the best. It was innocence wedded to knowing, sensuality wrapped in unlimited possibilities.

He wanted everything that went with that smile. Just for a night. Because that’s how long his interest usually lasted. Besides, the few times he had hung around for more than a night, things had ended badly. He’d learned his lesson.

She glanced into the bag. “A nightgown, robe, slippers, and toiletries. You’re a lifesaver.”

When she looked up, her smile had warmed and some of the shock had left her eyes. But not all of it.

“I have about an hour before I do my second fantasy. I’m hungry. Bet you are too. Let’s go down to the restaurant, and I’ll buy us dinner.” He tried to look nonthreatening, a lot tougher than looking demonic.

Now would be when she’d say she was married, or that she didn’t go anywhere with men who scared her witless. Because he was frightening her. He could see the fear resting right beneath the shock. Interesting. Women never sensed his threat until further into a relationship. Not that a marriage or her terror meant anything to him. Nothing much had mattered to him for a very long time.

“Why?” Her question was straightforward.

He studied her before answering. No guile in her eyes. She wasn’t fishing for a compliment. Edge thought about lying, but for whatever reason told her the truth. “You interested me when I saw you watching the fantasy. There was something different about you. I like different.”

She looked horrified. “No, I’m not different. I’m just like everyone else. Do you really think I look different?”

Okay, this was weird. “Hey, if you say you’re ordinary, then you’re ordinary. I’d still like to buy you dinner.”

She seemed to relax a little. “I guess I could eat something.” She nodded. “I’m Passion. You can tell me about your job at the castle over dinner.”

He’d rather impress her with his real job, but he had a feeling her “ordinary” human mind would explode from that particular disclosure. He didn’t want to lose her that quickly.

A few minutes later, they were seated in the restaurant. He waited impatiently while the waitress took their orders before asking his first question. “So what brings you to Galveston and the Castle of Dark Dreams?”

She glanced past him out the window with its view of the Gulf of Mexico. “I’ve had lots of stress in my life lately. I wanted to spend a few weeks relaxing someplace with a water view. And castles fascinate me. So this is perfect.” She offered him a quick smile before looking away again.

A lie. She really needed to work on her technique. Avoiding eye contact was a dead giveaway. He was immediately intrigued again. Why would she want to keep her real reason for being here secret? Cheating on her husband? Somehow he didn’t think so.

As though she knew what he was thinking, she looked directly at him. “My turn to ask a question. Why have you allowed darkness to take you?”
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Uh–oh. Passion watched Edge’s gaze sharpen. Her question had just popped out. She was too impulsive. Thoughts became words with no waiting period between them. Not smart in a place where evil walked. She was human, and she could die.

As for the evil…Passion knew it stared across the table at her. She didn’t need any color coding to tell her that. It was there in the wicked slant of his lips and the layered secrets hidden in those amber eyes. And it fascinated her more than was safe if she ever intended to return home.

“Why would you think darkness has taken me?” He leaned forward, and a few strands of his tawny hair fell across his eye.

Impatiently, he raked them back with fingers that seemed too long and elegant to belong to a man as dangerous as she suspected he was. All the better to wrap around your neck. His smile mocked even the idea that he was wicked, but his eyes looked wary.

And that wasn’t good. Passion needed everyone in the castle to see her as clueless and nonthreatening. “Nothing, really. Just a feeling. I guess seeing you as a demon affected me more than I realized.” She shrugged. “But feelings don’t mean much, do they?”

He seemed to relax. “Glad you don’t take them too seriously, because I’m a pretty laid-back and happy guy. A good guy.”

Right. He was also a big fat liar. She could sense the tension and need for violence surging just below the surface. What was he? Because he sure wasn’t human. She might be missing her usual powers, but her instincts never failed her.

Everything about him was just more. He wore a touch-and-you-will-get-burned warning any woman would recognize. The blond strands in his hair shone beneath the restaurant’s dim lighting. Thick, and looking so soft she wanted to reach out and…No, definitely wasn’t going there. Anyway, his hair almost brushed his shoulders and framed a face that hadn’t lost any of its savage beauty since she first saw it.

And his eyes shouted other. She sensed too many years filled with too many experiences for any human lifetime.

She would’ve gone on to catalogue the high points of his body, but the tattoo on one powerful bicep snagged her attention. The sleeve of his T–shirt revealed half of what looked like…“Is that the grim reaper on your arm?”

Edge pulled up his sleeve so she could see the whole thing. “I like the symbolism—hooded, scary guy coming to cut your life short with that crazy scythe. I know most images of him show a skull inside the hood. But I like this better. You can’t see a face, just a black hole. The unknown terrifies people. What do you think? Would you want to stare into death’s eyes?” He seemed serious.

“Not particularly.” Weird question. She’d swear he looked disappointed by her answer. Probably liked adventurous women, the ones who jumped out of planes or climbed mountains. Too bad she couldn’t tell him exactly how adventurous she was.

The waitress brought their food, saving Passion from any further discussions of death as she concentrated on her meal. Passion loved eating anything with lots of flavor, not something she got at home. She’d eat even if she wasn’t hungry just to experience the flavors. Guess that made her a glutton. She glanced down to make sure no orange was swirling around her.

And as she ate, she puzzled over her job here. What did the Council expect from her? She wasn’t one of the avenging angels, so they didn’t want her to eliminate anyone. A relief, because the thought of destroying Edge made her…uncomfortable. So what? Talk him down from where he perched on his evil ledge? Didn’t think that was going to happen. Maybe if she—

“I don’t mean to interfere”—a woman’s voice—husky, sensual, and way too eager—“fine, so I do mean to interfere.”

Passion looked up.

“I’ve been watching you. This is not an eat-your-own-weight–in–mashed-potatoes contest. You make a lumberjack look like a picky eater. Put down the fork.” It was an order.

Surprised, Passion obeyed. She widened her eyes as the woman pulled out the chair next to her and sat down.

“Feel free to interrupt our meal and our private conversation.”

Edge sounded irritated but resigned. He knew this woman.

“Your boring conversation. I was listening.” The woman didn’t apologize to Edge.

“Do you know how amazing you are?” The woman’s eyes shone with wonder as she studied Passion. “You’re the perfect blank canvas. I can paint a masterpiece on you.”

Passion suspected an insult in there somewhere, but she was too busy staring at the woman to worry about it. Talk about painting a masterpiece. Passion had always wondered why lust was blue. Anything connected with sex should be a hot color. This woman was painted in every shade of sensuality anyone could imagine. Long red hair, sexy amber eyes, bloodred nails…

Wait, she had eyes the exact same shade as Edge’s eyes. An unusual color. “Are you two related?”

Edge narrowed his eyes at the exact same moment the woman widened hers. What had she said wrong?

“What makes you think we’re related?” Edge sounded indifferent to whatever she might say, but his white-knuckled grip on his glass told a different story.

“You have the same color eyes, and I’ve never seen that exact shade of amber before.”

The woman laughed. “Do you believe in coincidences?”

Passion didn’t, but she kept her mouth shut.

“Edge and I are just good friends.”

Passion glanced from one to the other. The way they avoided each other’s gazes hinted at something else. Love? Hate? She couldn’t tell. Interesting. Disturbing. And she didn’t have a clue why any relationship they might have should bother her.

“Oh, and I’m Sparkle Stardust. I own Live the Fantasy.” She held up her hand. “Before you ask, I chose my name. I’m just not a Susie Smith kind of person.” Her smile was friendly and open, promising that they could have all kinds of fun together.

Then why did Passion want to make a run for the door? She forced herself to stay in her seat and concentrate instead on the swirls of violet and yellow wrapped around Sparkle. Greed and pride. Strange, no sign of lust. Whatever Edge and Sparkle shared, it wasn’t sexual. At least not at this moment. The thought perked her right up.

That worried her. If she expected to fix whatever was wrong here, she had to stay emotionally detached. Only no one had explained how to turn off her feelings.

“Passion’s an unusual name.” Sparkle leaned forward. “I absolutely love it.”

Startled, Passion yanked herself back to the business at hand—to find out what was going on in the castle and then to stop it. “My parents loved strange names.” The truth? The Council frowned on too many personal freedoms, but they did allow the angels to choose their own names. Passion had chosen one she knew would drive them crazy.

“You’re staying at the castle?” Sparkle studied her nails. “The color’s starting to chip. Damn.”

“For a few weeks.”

When Sparkle looked up from her nails, her eyes held a manic gleam. What was that about? Okay, Passion was outta here. The only person who’d given off normal vibes in this place was Bill at the registration desk. She needed to get out of the castle for a few minutes and clear her head before going back to her room to map her strategy. Once away from Edge and Sparkle, maybe she’d get her perspective back and realize she was just overreacting to everything. But she didn’t think so.

Besides, there was no real reason to stay, because she wouldn’t be getting any more information from Edge. He kept staring up at the exposed beams that crisscrossed the restaurant’s ceiling. She glanced up, trying to see what had caught his attention. But shadows hid whatever it was. Sparkle was staring too, and she didn’t look happy about what she saw.

Anger was in every line of Edge’s tense body. And all that fury seemed centered on whatever crouched in the shadows above them. Not a mouse. Something bigger, more dangerous. Okay, that was stupid. Nothing was up there. She hoped being human wasn’t making her paranoid.

“I think I’ll go for a short walk and then get to bed early. It’s been a long day.” She pushed her chair back and stood. “It was great meeting both of you.” Passion smiled as she looked at Edge. “Thanks for the meal.”

He returned her gaze. The coldness in his stare froze her smile in place. She took a deep breath. That look wasn’t for her. She sensed it was for whatever lived in those rafters. And what could that possibly be? Her paranoia was alive and well.

Sparkle waved. “Bill told me you’d lost your luggage. I’ll have a surprise for you in the morning.”

Secret joy filled Sparkle’s eyes, and foreboding touched Passion. Crap. Vulgar but not a curse. She needed the real thing right now. Damn it to hell. There, that felt better.

She hurried from the restaurant, and she could feel Sparkle’s stare drilling into her back the entire way. Passion quickly crossed the hotel lobby and didn’t breathe easily until she stepped outside.

A cool November breeze revived her confidence. There wouldn’t be anything here she couldn’t handle. All she had to do was to find the emotional trigger for each troubled person and use it to convince him, her, or it that evil wasn’t the best career path. What about the irredeemable one? What can you do with him? She didn’t know.

Passion stared across the road separating the castle from the Gulf of Mexico. Light from the full moon gleamed on the surf rolling onto the beach. It soothed her on a soul-deep level, something her home never did. Don’t get too attached. This isn’t forever. And of course she didn’t want it to be.

“Angels lose their wings here, babe. I have a whole collection of them.”

Passion’s heart pole-vaulted into her throat. Who was in her head? She spun in a complete circle. No one. She looked up. Nothing. She glanced down.

A big gray cat sat a few feet away from her, watching her from unblinking amber eyes that gleamed with feline superiority. Just a cat. Her gaze swept past the cat, searching for someone powerful enough to get into her head.

“Yo, back up. Just a cat?”

What the…? Passion tried to regroup. Some kind of shape-shifter? Powerful. Wow, all kinds of colors whipped around him. He pretty much had the sin market cornered—greed, sloth, pride, and the always popular gluttony. But those sins she could handle. It was the black swirling in the background that worried her. Like Edge, he was irredeemable. She didn’t even want to think about what he’d done to earn the big black.

She stared at the cat, widening her eyes and trying for the kind of shocked expression a human would have. “No. You’re not real. A cat can’t talk in my head.” Did she look terrified, barely able to stand? Would a human scream? She considered the most effective reaction even as she reinforced the wall surrounding her thoughts.

“Cut the crap. The wall isn’t working. You can’t keep me out.” The cat stood, stretched, and padded over to wind itself around her legs. “Come on, sweetie, tell me why you’re here. And why are you in human form? Hey, if it’s any comfort, you almost fooled me.”

Giant whoop. Almost didn’t count. “Who are you?” And how did you recognize me when no one else did?

“Ganymede.” He stared up at her. “And I recognized you because I’m just that good. Nothing gets past me.”

“What are you?” She glanced behind her. Could she make it back to the hotel if he decided angels weren’t welcome here?

“You’re safe with me. They took your powers away, didn’t they? The bastards. Why? What did you do? Must’ve been bad for them to kick you out.” His big amber eyes glowed with his need to know.

“You first.” She backed a few steps toward the hotel. Passion didn’t for a minute think she was safe with him.

Ganymede kept pace with her. “I’m the cosmic troublemaker in charge of chaos. Used to do the big stuff—massive storms, meteor strikes, all kinds of planet-altering disasters…” He flattened his ears as his tail whipped back and forth. “Then the Big Boss grounded me. Thought I was out of control. Now I have to stick with the smaller stuff. Messing with humans doesn’t give me much of a rush, but you take what you can get.” His eyes got that sneaky-cat look. “Sometimes I cheat when the Big Boss isn’t looking, though. Gotta stay in shape in case he ever turns me loose again.”

Passion knew her mouth was hanging open. Cosmic troublemaker? Why hadn’t anyone told her about him? “I never heard of you. Are there others like you? And why did you even tell me this stuff?” Uh–oh. The obvious answer was that she wouldn’t live long enough to pass on what she’d learned.

His cat eyes gleamed in the darkness. “Yeah, there’re more like me. Don’t know why you never heard of us. That’s just weird.”

Something dark and threatening slid over her. She shivered.

“I can tell you all this because you won’t pass it on. I’ll know if you try.” He sat down and began to wash his face with one gray paw. “I sense you’re a survivor. You won’t survive if you blab. Simple.” Finished with his grooming, he returned to studying her. “And I can reach you anywhere. Got it? Anywhere.”

Was this why the Council had sent her here? Did they know about these cosmic troublemakers? But why send her? Without her powers, she was pretty much helpless against this kind of evil.

She’d ask them directly, but none of the angels were allowed to meet the Council members. Archangel Ted passed on all of their messages.

She stared into the cat’s eyes as the silence stretched and stretched until she expected to hear it snap. Wait. The cat’s eyes…“Your eyes are the same color as Sparkle’s and Edge’s.” What were the chances?

“Give the lady a Snickers bar. I’ll leave it to you to figure out.” He turned away from her. Then he paused. “Just for your info, I take bribes. Ice cream, chips, and cookies will buy lots of forgiveness.” He padded toward the castle.

“Wait. I thought you wanted to know about me.” Not that she wanted to tell him, but she needed lines of communication if she were to have any chance of clearing evil from this place.

He ignored her. She watched him disappear around the side of the castle.

“Well, hell.” Passion felt no guilt over the curse. The situation called for it. Not here one day and a fat cat had blown her cover.

Passion thought about the cat’s eyes, about Sparkle’s and Edge’s eyes. She widened her own eyes. Oh, no. Were they all cosmic troublemakers? Who had set her up for this? She wasn’t qualified to deal with new evil entities.

Clenching her fists, she closed her eyes. “Someone had better get their ass down here to help me. This isn’t punishment, it’s murder. Because you know damn well I’m human and the evil here isn’t the ordinary kind. If you want me dead, just say so to my face.”

“I’m here, I’m here. Jeez, I’m so excited. I get to help you. Where’re the bad guys? Are they ugly, slimy, and repulsive? Oh, and I have to remind you that ‘hell’ and ‘damn’ qualify as curses. ‘Ass’ is just an ugly, ugly word.”

No, no, no! Passion opened her eyes and slowly turned.

“Hope.” She was dead.
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