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Prologue

“You are so burnt toast without butter, hot bod.” Sparkle Stardust aimed her most ferocious-but-still-sexy glare at the man leaning his hip against her candy counter. And a spectacular hip it was, attached to an equally yummy torso topped off by broad muscular shoulders beneath his white T-shirt.

The grim reaper tattoo on his right bicep was a cool touch that added to his whole dangerous-dude image. Sparkle loved dangerous men.

Too bad he had scrambled eggs for brains. “Question to self: Who in their right mind would dare insult me to my face?” Sparkle tapped her chin with one perfect nail, rolled her eyes to the top of her head, and pursed her lips in fake thought. “Um, no one with the sense of a beetle.”

“You have no idea who I am.” His glance was dark defiance.

“Damn right. I don’t have a clue who you are. I just know the Big Boss sent you here to learn at the totally perfect knee of the best. That would be me, the undisputed  number one at creating sexual chaos throughout all of humanity.” Why the hell had the Big Boss sent her someone with a big, fat attitude? Deimos might have been a little immature, but he’d at least been malleable.

Stupid Guy’s smile was slow and sensual, almost as sexy as hers. But beneath the smile something shadowy lurked, something that chilled her. Sparkle frowned.

“I’ve been a cosmic troublemaker for a lot of years, lady, and I don’t need anyone to teach me about erotic energy.” He leaned closer. “Or its uses.” His amber eyes set off little squiggles inside her that usually only did their thing with Mede. “I sort of resent that the Big Boss sent me here for training. How hard can messing with humans’ sex lives be?”

Rage darkened his eyes. He might sound almost playful, but the eyes didn’t lie. This guy was trouble. What a waste. His lips were made for kissing every inch of a female body, and his thick tawny hair begged for a woman’s fingers. He had a lot to live for, but he was definitely working on a death wish.

“So beautiful . . .” Huge fake sigh. Sparkle did regretful sighs well. Okay, so she did everything well. “So dumb. Let’s get things straight. You were sent here to take the place of Deimos—who had an unfortunate obsession with action heroes—because I’m simply the best at creating wicked sexual situations. So are you up for being mentored or not?”

“I’m up for lots of things, but being mentored isn’t one of them.” He lowered his thick lashes and gripped that luscious lower lip between perfect white teeth. He glanced down in case she couldn’t figure out what part of him was “up” for lots of things.

“Then you can leave.” Where did he get off thinking he could compete with her, the woman who’d reigned as the queen of sex, sin, and seduction in the cosmic troublemaker world for thousands of years?

His gaze turned thoughtful. “You think you’re so great, then how about a little contest, hmm? I bet you’re working on a project right now.”

“Contest?” The whole concept of “contest” was foreign to Sparkle. She’d been at the top of the sexual heap for so long that it never occurred to her there might be other troublemakers who thought they were good enough to take her place. Well, beating up on this jerk might be amusing. “What’re the stakes?”

His shrug was casual, but Sparkle didn’t miss the gleam of battle in his eyes. He’d probably cheat. She certainly intended to. Not that she needed to. Ever. But cheating was fun.

“Here’s the deal. Whichever one of us hooks up a happy couple first gets to mentor the loser. And this can’t be one night of sex and out. Too easy. To win, you have to prove your couple is having an ongoing sexual relationship.” His smile promised she’d enjoy any lessons he taught her.

Under different circumstances, she’d be tempted to explore possibilities with him. Not this time, though. He probably thought he was manipulating her, but he’d learn soon enough that you didn’t bait Sparkle Stardust and survive to brag about it. “Sure. Why not?” She allowed herself a small secret smile. “In fact, I have the perfect twosome for you. I was going to tackle them myself once I hooked up the people I’m working on now. But hey, if you’re as good as you think, you won’t even break a sweat.”

“Uh-huh. Details?” He looked suspicious, as well he should.

“A wereshark is working in the Castle of Dark Dreams. Banan . . . Remind me to find out his last name when I see him. Anyway, he doesn’t have a mate.” Sparkle hoped her smile didn’t look as sinister as it felt. “He’s just a good old boy looking for some love. And lucky Banan, Destiny Moya just checked in. She’s into fish. They’re perfect for each other.”

His expression said he figured there were a few things she wasn’t telling him.

Sparkle jumped in with a question before he could ask for more info about Banan and fish-woman. “So what should I call you, Mr. Tall, Delish, and Delusional?”

It was his turn to frown. “Didn’t the Big Boss send my résumé to you?”

“Nope.” Now why would the Big Boss choose to keep things from her? Sparkle didn’t think for a minute that he’d forgotten about the résumé, because the Big Boss remembered everything, including how many times each troublemaker cursed him each day. “Tell me about yourself.”

“Edge. No last name. Guess you don’t need to know who I was, just what I’m going to be—the mentor to Sparkle Stardust.” Grinning, he pushed away from the counter and walked to the door. “By the way, you have a nice setup here. With the candy store right next to a theme park dedicated to adult fantasies, you must get lots of . . . business.”

“Edge? What’s with the über alpha name? And yes, Live the Fantasy supplies me with lots of customers.” All so sadly lacking in satisfying sex lives. “I just expanded my operation. I opened a small club in the park’s most popular attraction, the Castle of Dark Dreams. Stop by for a drink when you need something to dull the agony of defeat.”

His quick smile acknowledged her hit. “You have no idea how much of an über alpha guy I am. Don’t underestimate me. I sure won’t underestimate you, even with the Sparkle Stardust thing going on.” His smile widened. “By the way, the nail color’s chipped on your big toe.”

Sparkle didn’t even notice when he left because she was staring down in horror at the toe exposed for all to see by her strappy Jimmy Choo sandals. Damn. She’d just put that color on last night.

When she finally dragged her gaze from the offending  toenail, she stared at the door Edge had left ajar. Her instinctive shiver had nothing to do with the cool breeze drifting over her bare arms—weird, because Galveston in September didn’t have any cool breezes. He knew her. He’d understood that chipped nail color would upset her. She, on the other hand, knew squat about him.

Then she took a deep, steadying breath. She’d find out all there was to know about Mr. Sexy and Mysterious right away. Yeah, something about him set off warning signals, but she chose to ignore them. No one could beat her in head-to-head, mouth-to-mouth, or any other matching body part competition. Certainly not a nobody named Edge.

Choosing a chocolate cream from her display case, she slid her tongue across all that sensual sweetness and then sucked the cream slowly into her mouth, savoring the almost orgasmic pleasure. Mmm, yes. Chocolate always put things in perspective.

She wondered what Edge would do when he found out that Destiny Moya was a shark hunter?
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“Heard from the bitch goddess tonight.” Conall threw back a shot of whiskey and then placed the empty glass firmly on the counter. He ignored the words of seduction in every language known to man—and some probably not known to man—carved into the wood. “The curse lives.”

What Conall really wanted to do was fling the glass through the mirror at the back of the bar. The mirror with all the erotic scenes etched into it. But then he’d be facing seven years of bad luck. He’d already lived through centuries of hell, and he didn’t need any extra years tacked on. “Morrigan paid me a visit in her crow form. She perched on the edge of the sink while I was shaving. Where’re all the cats when I need them?”

“Let me guess. She figured you’d enjoyed life too much lately, so she found another Kavanagh for you to serve and protect.” Eric’s smile showed fang, a sure sign he didn’t like the goddess.

Who did? Morrigan wasn’t a lovable kind of deity. “She stopped by to tell me the last living Kavanagh would be here  tonight. Not married and no kids.” And if Conall had his way, there wouldn’t be a next generation of his hated enemies.

Eric frowned. “You should’ve called me. I might not be able to take down a goddess, but I could sure let her know you have friends in high places.” He pushed his untouched glass around on the bar as he transferred his bad temper to the painting on the wall opposite him. The one with the almost-naked men and women doing what almost-naked men and women usually do when they hook up. “What was Sparkle thinking when she decorated this place?”

Distracted for a moment from his anger at Morrigan, Conall glanced at the painting. “She was thinking about sex. You don’t name a club Wicked Fantasy and then put cherubs on the walls. But if she gets any more explicit, Galveston’s finest will be knocking on her door.”

Eric nodded and then shifted back to the main topic. “No chance Morrigan will reduce your sentence for good behavior?”

“Nope.” Conall felt Eric’s anger at Morrigan as waves of outrage. Eric’s friendship warmed him, as much as he could be warmed after interacting with the Irish goddess of war. Too bad Morrigan trumped even the power of an ancient vampire. “Thanks for the support, but there’s not much you can do. I pissed her off eight hundred years ago, and she’s got the memory of an immortal elephant.”

Eric shifted his body a little to the right, making sure he wasn’t in line with the bar’s mirror. Most of the club’s customers were too into their partners or drinks to notice that one of the guys at the bar was a no-show in the reflection department, but Eric couldn’t take a chance. Mortals stampeding from the club screaming “Vampire!” might cut into Sparkle’s profits. And next to sex and shoes, Sparkle was all about profits. Conall smiled grimly at the thought of a ticked-off Sparkle Stardust. She might be a pain in the ass, but she was also dangerous.

“Maybe if all the nonhuman entities in the castle united,  we could chase Morrigan’s vindictive butt back to Ireland.” Eric grinned. “I’d pay hard cash to see Sparkle go a round with her. And what about Asima? Snooty messenger of Bast or not, she’s got a goddess in her corner.”

Conall shook his head even as he scanned the shiny new club Sparkle Stardust had opened in the hotel lobby of the Castle of Dark Dreams. He ignored the darkly lush sexual décor in favor of searching out the reason for both the whiskey and his depression. “Even if we got rid of Morrigan, it wouldn’t end my curse.”

Eric followed his gaze. “Will you know this Kavanagh when you see him?”

“Yeah. All of the rotten, lousy, cheating, thieving”—pause for deep breath so he could continue his list—“conniving, manipulating, arrogant, lecherous bastards look the same. I’ll know him.” Conall just hoped this Kavanagh stayed in Galveston so he wouldn’t have to leave the friends he’d made at the castle.

“Think he’s here yet?” Eric was staring at a small table tucked into a corner of the intimate club. “You said all the Kavanaghs you’d served were men. Wonder why?”

Conall glanced at the door where a couple had just entered. “Nah, no sign of him. I’m always assigned to protect the oldest of the jerks, and the Kavanagh men live longer than the women. They’re too mean to die.” He looked to see what had caught Eric’s attention.

A woman sat at the table talking to Sparkle, a woman who sucked the breath right out of him. Conall leaned forward so he could see better in the club’s dim interior.

“Want me to describe her? I have enhanced vampire vision, remember?” Eric didn’t try to hide his amusement.

“I can see just fine. And you’re married. Don’t look.” The anticipatory tightening of his body surprised him. He’d thought he was too focused tonight on Morrigan and the curse to notice a woman. Evidently his body didn’t give a flip about evil goddesses or curses.

Eric slapped him on the back. “Go over and meet her. Maybe this Kavanagh won’t even turn up tonight. Don’t waste your time drinking with me.” He glanced at his watch. “Besides, I have to go. Promised Donna we’d walk on the beach tonight.” He slipped off the stool. “I’ll have my cell with me. Give a shout if this guy shows.”

“Walking on the beach?” Conall grinned. “You’re so whipped.”

Eric offered him a glare before stalking away.

Conall felt his smile fade. He wouldn’t call Eric. He’d handled his curse for eight hundred years, and he’d keep on keeping on. He got off the stool and headed toward the woman at the table.

 

 

Gerry Kavanagh had come here to catch a snake, but she’d caught a Sparkle Stardust instead. She preferred the snake. Who had a name like Sparkle Stardust anyway? Gerry rubbed the spot between her eyes where a headache would’ve been forming if she could still get them.

“Look, Sparkle, I love your club, and I appreciate that you sat down to keep me company. And huge thanks for the heads-up on what I need to do to make my outfit more sensual. But I’m here on business, so I’d better get on with it.” She glanced at the nearby tables. Whoever had e-mailed the anonymous tip had promised that Jinx would be here tonight. “Uh, have you seen a guy that sort of looks like a snake?” Did that sound dumb or what? Besides, Jinx in human form looked more like a happy ferret.

Sparkle raised one perfectly arched brow. “Snake? Why? I mean, if you’re going to hit on a guy, pick one who’s decadently gorgeous and built for sex. Like him.” She pointed toward the bar so Gerry wouldn’t mistake exactly which “him” she meant.

“I’m not here to hit . . .” Gerry glanced at the bar. Whoa!  Would you look at that. There were a bunch of men at the bar, but only one worthy of a “whoa!”

He was a visual hot fudge sundae and a major wow on her personal sizzle meter. Not only was he tall—hard to judge sitting, but he had to be six-four or six-five—he had the broad shoulders and muscular body to make that height seem formidable. Dark, shaggy hair and a hard, uncompromisingly male face pushed every one of her buttons from her neck all the way down to . . . wherever. She was totally unbuttoned.

She coughed to clear her heart out of her throat. Snake. She was after a snake. That’s all she needed to concentrate on right now. Play wasn’t on her agenda tonight. “Yeah, he’s spectacular, but I don’t mix business with pleasure.” She fixed her gaze on Sparkle. Absolutely no pleasure allowed. Damn.

Sparkle made a small moue of disappointment. “How shortsighted. And your business would be?”

Okay, important decision here. She had to find out if Sparkle knew anything about Jinx without—

“Hi there, sweetie. We were just talking about you.” Sparkle reached up to grab the arm of the man who’d walked up silently behind Gerry and was now hovering over their table. “Sit for a while.” She urged him into the seat between them.

Gerry met his intense stare. Gray eyes. Hard, like the rest of him, but softened by a thick fringe of dark lashes. Uh-oh. Business and pleasure were about to collide with enough force to rain down pieces of her good intentions onto her hapless head. How could she concentrate on Jinx when Mr. Whoa was only inches away? She firmed her lips; she’d find a way.

Sparkle leaned toward him and slid her fingers the length of his arm. Gerry lived the moment vicariously—the feel of the smooth silky shirt over flexed muscles and warm flesh.

“Gerry and I were talking men. She was looking for some guy who looked like a snake, and I thought that was pretty pathetic. So I pointed you out as an alternative to the snake.” Sparkle’s smile was a sly lifting of her lips. “She thinks you’re hot.”

Gerry forced herself to glance around the club again. If she didn’t look at him, maybe . . . Hot? “I didn’t say he was hot.” Okay, so she’d used the word spectacular. But spectacular didn’t have the same sexual connotation as hot. Fine, so he was hot, but Sparkle didn’t need to put words in her mouth.

“Meet Conall McNair. He helps run the Castle of Dark Dreams. So if you wake up in the middle of the night with an insatiable appetite for something sweet, make sure you call Conall.” Just in case Gerry didn’t “get it,” Sparkle slid her tongue across her lower lip while her strange amber eyes gleamed with the joy of her wicked suggestion. “He’ll cure any woman’s craving for sweets.”

Sparkle was so outrageous that Gerry couldn’t help herself. She grinned. Then she made a major mistake. She looked at Conall. He returned her smile, but his was a lot more effective. It was slow heat set for long, leisurely loving until she was fork tender.

Gerry swallowed hard. Snakesnakesnake.

“Sweet?” He looked offended. “I might be a lot of things, but sweet isn’t one of them.”

He was right. Conall’s overwhelming physicality—a smooth-muscled body that was so there it screamed sexual animal—combined with the hard eyes of a man who’d seen too much violence and the sensual mouth of a man who’d seduced too many women, delivered a one-two punch of erotic desire.

Violence? Her imagination was officially out of control. She broke eye contact to sweep the room again. No Jinx. Stiffening her spine, or whatever part of her body needed stiffening, she looked back at . . . Sparkle. Coward. “It’s  been great meeting you and Conall, but I really have to find this guy—”

“Why?” Conall leaned forward, his large hands resting open on the table.

Body language? Leaning forward, aggressive. Open hands, nonthreatening. Which signal to believe? “Because it’s my job.” There, she’d said it. Now how to explain what she did in a way that wouldn’t have them making a call to the nearest mental health facility.

“Not to repeat myself, but your job would be . . . ?” Sparkle tapped one perfect nail on the table. Definitely threatening.

“I’m like a cop, but I work for the private sector.” The private sector as in all those entities that officially went bump, grind, or boo in the night.

“You mean you’re a PI?” Conall looked confused.

“Uh, not exactly.” She glanced at the floor for inspiration . . . and spotted Jinx slithering along the baseboard in his little green snake form. He was wearing a megawatt diamond ring around said sneaky form. Well, hell. “Oops, gotta go.”

Gerry pushed away from the table and rushed in pursuit of the snake. She didn’t know whose ring he’d snatched, but she wanted to catch him before the victim discovered it was missing. Hysterical shrieks and confusion would only aid Jinx in his escape. Humans rarely looked down when they were pursuing a thief.

As Gerry wound around tables, trying to keep her attention totally on the snake, Jinx spotted her and slithered faster. He was heading for the restrooms. Gerry grinned. She had the little bling bandit. He’d probably stashed his clothes in the men’s room. As long as the room didn’t have an open window, Jinx had nowhere to go. Besides, he’d need a few seconds to change back to human form. She’d pounce on him as soon as he changed forms.

But fate intervened, as fate had a way of doing. No one  came out of the men’s room so that Jinx could slither inside, but someone did leave the ladies’ room. Jinx didn’t have time to be choosy. He slithered inside just as the woman let the door swing shut.

Gerry charged in after him . . . and came to a skidding halt. Five women jockeyed for position in front of the mirror.

“Ugh, I can’t stand it. Look at these lines in my forehead. Good thing I have my plastic surgeon on speed dial. I feel a Botox moment coming on.” The woman leaned closer to the mirror, the better to view the horror.

“God, I hate these lights. They show up every little thing. Look at these grooves next to my mouth. I look like Pinocchio.”

Gerry coughed to get their attention. “Umm, has anyone seen my pet snake? He slipped in here—”

Oomph. The women shoved her against the wall as they all stampeded from the restroom like the wrinkle fairy was in hot pursuit. The two women still in the stalls screeched as they lifted their feet off the floor.

“Is it poisonous?” This from the stall nearest the exit. Sounded terrified. “If I tiptoe, can I slip out the door?”

“Who the hell would bring a snake into a club anyway?” The middle stall. Sounded really cranky. “I bet it’s illegal. Where’s my cell phone? I’ll ask my lawyer.” Rooting-around-in-purse noises.

Uh-oh. Gerry had to keep them there until she cornered Jinx. He’d be waiting for the first woman to open the door so he could slither out. “Leaving is so not a good idea. Jinx attacks anything that moves. Stay still. And keep your feet off the floor. He loves ankles. Can we say bloodthirsty predator? He enjoyed the last ankle he bit so much that he left his little fang embedded in it. Don’t worry, though, the fang grew back.”

Silence. Okay, that had worked out semi-nicely. Gerry figured it wouldn’t take her long to locate Jinx and then—

Someone flung the restroom door open. Damn. Jinx’s body was a green blur as he made a break for freedom. “Stop him!” If she didn’t catch Jinx, she may as well flush her budding career down any one of the room’s toilets. What were her chances, though, that any woman walking through the door would collar Jinx?

But the hand that reached down with blinding speed to scoop Jinx up was very male. And very familiar. “I think you have some explaining to do.” Conall’s sexy mouth was drawn into a grim line.

He glanced at the stalls. “I have the snake, ladies. You can come out when I leave. Be sure to talk to Sparkle Stardust. The club will want to make up for all your mental anguish.”

“Mental anguish? Give me a break.” Gerry blinked to keep from rolling her eyes.

“Mmm. Every club should have a sexy guy in the ladies’ room for little . . . emergencies that come along.” Eyes peered at Conall through the cracks in the stall doors. The middle stall was in a better mood now.

Conall held Jinx by his tail. The ring slid from the snake’s body and into Conall’s open hand. He studied the ring before handing it to Gerry. Then without speaking, he pulled open the door and waited for her to walk past him.

Once in the hallway, he studied the little green snake still dangling from his fingers and then speared Gerry with a tell-all-or-die glare. “Talk.”

Urp. Gerry stared up at Conall. Way up. Good Lord, he filled the whole doorway. And he looked determined.  Really determined. She didn’t blame Jinx for not trying to change back to human form. This guy would make green Jell-O out of him.

There’d be no escaping without feeding Conall some kind of story. Possibilities raced through her mind, all completely implausible. If she couldn’t think of a believable lie, she may as well tell him the truth. He’d think she  was crazy, but that was fine with her. As long as he gave Jinx back.

She nodded at the snake. “Jinx is a thief. He’s also a shape-shifter. I work for a group dedicated to making sure that nonhuman entities obey Texas laws.” There. He’d gaze at her blankly and then either laugh or shake his head in disbelief. “Now if you’ll give Jinx to me, I’ll see that he doesn’t visit the Castle of Dark Dreams again.” She held out her hand.

Jinx turned his beady little eyes toward her, and Gerry didn’t have any trouble reading his intention. He’d wait until Conall was gone and then he’d return to human form, counting on his speed and strength to escape from the rookie cop. Was he in for a surprise.

Conall raised his hand, moving Jinx out of her reach. Jinx looked a little panicky as the floor grew more distant.

“Uh-uh. Don’t touch. Thieves don’t slither in and then just slither out. I figure Jinx came in this direction because he left his clothes in the men’s room. I’ll go get them and then we’ll meet you outside the castle. Jinx and I need to have a man-to-snake talk.” Conall smiled at her, but the humor didn’t reach those cold gray eyes. “So you police the paranormal world? A cool but strange job for a human.”

“Uh, right.”

“Give the ring to Sparkle. She’ll get it back to the owner.”

Gerry stared wide-eyed as he turned and walked into the men’s room, leaving her standing there. Not only did he believe her, but he’d kept Jinx. She was screwed.

Anger roiled, and she thought about racing after him, using her superior strength to body-slam him to the floor, and then ripping Jinx away from his grasp. What a satisfying thought.

Of course, she’d have to do this in the men’s room. In front of men performing necessary bodily functions. Not  the low-key approach Payton favored. Maybe Payton was right about not calling attention to her . . . uniqueness.

Okay, she could handle this. First she’d get rid of the ring, and then she’d retrieve her prisoner.

It didn’t take long to find Sparkle. She was waiting for Gerry at the end of the hall. “A mob of women almost knocked me down a few minutes ago, and I just saw Conall go into the men’s room holding a snake. Dare I hope for an explanation?” Her eyes were bright with curiosity as she led Gerry back to her table.

“No.” Gerry didn’t have time for idle chitchat. She held the ring out to Sparkle. “I found this in the restroom. Someone must’ve taken it off when they washed their hands.” The lie didn’t matter since she’d never see Sparkle again.

Sparkle took the ring and stared down at it. “So glittery, so beautiful.” She sounded mesmerized.

Weird. Gerry half expected her to fly off to her nest with the shiny bauble, cawing happily. “Well, it was great meeting you, but—”

“You should answer your phone.” Sparkle never once glanced away from the ring.

Gerry frowned. “Why? I turned it off when I—” Her phone rang. What the . . . ? She pulled the phone from her pocket. Yeah, it was definitely ringing. She moved away from the table to take the call.

“Gerry, this is your supreme leader. I assume no one is listening.”

Gerry sighed. Supreme leader? God save her from old vamps who’d once been dictators of small third-world countries. “I hear you, Payton. What do you have?” She knew her boss wasn’t calling about Jinx. Little pissant thieves didn’t warrant a call from Payton the Pompous.

“I just received a tip from a reliable but anonymous source that one of the most dangerous entities on earth is staying at the Castle of Dark Dreams.” Payton oozed self-importance. “Unfortunately, you’re the only one we have on the spot.”

She could almost hear his frown. Gerry grinned. Tough shit. This was her chance to prove she could handle more dangerous criminals than Jinx. “Name and description?”

“Mmm.” Payton would be studying his computer screen right now. “He has many aliases. I’ll e-mail you a list. Usually only uses a first name. No last name on record. Tall, sandy-colored hair, amber eyes, and irresistible to women. Oh, and he has a grim reaper tattoo on his right arm. Do not, I repeat, do not try to apprehend. If you locate him, simply observe whom he meets and what he does. I’ve recalled Burke from his assignment. He’ll be down to take over as soon as possible.”

Gerry narrowed her eyes. Not if she had anything to say about it. She was ultracompetitive. Always had been. This was her man. “What type of entity is he, and what’s he wanted for?”

She spoke quietly as she glanced at Sparkle. Sparkle offered her a finger wave before turning to the two angry-looking women bearing down on her. Gerry guessed these were the “mentally anguished” women from the restroom.

“It doesn’t specify what type of entity, but he’s wanted for marrying, fleecing, and then permanently disposing of five hundred wealthy women.”

Five hundred? Wow. If she handled this case right, she would advance right up the paranormal police ranks. “So he’s offed a bunch of wives. Definitely a creepy criminal. But he’s just dangerous to his wives, right? I mean, he’s not a whoever-gets-in-my-damn-way serial killer?”

“The report says he murdered three hundred twenty-one husbands and one hundred fifty nosy neighbors who ‘got in the way’ of his marriages.” Payton was starting to sound a little bored.

Too bad. This was her butt on the line. “So that’s it, right? Just his wives, their husbands, and their neighbors?”

“Along with ten pizza delivery guys, four meter readers, three pool boys, and two carriage drivers who saw too much.”

Gulp. “Carriage drivers?”

“He’s been around for a while.” Payton coughed, his signal that the briefing was over. “Good luck. Oh, did you catch Jinx?”

“Yes.” Kind of.

“Good, good. I’ll let you know when Burke is on his way.” Payton hung up before she could involve him in a chat about a few minor details.

Like how the hell was she supposed to catch a nonhuman killing machine when she’d only been on the force for a few months? Yeah, she’d wanted to move up from tracking the Jinxes of the world, but this guy sounded seriously homicidal.

Okay, choices. She could hang around until Burke rode to her rescue. Not a choice at all. Her extreme drive for success had paid high dividends in her sales career before she became vampire. She intended to parlay that same drive into a great career at PUFF. To do that, she had to ID this murderer and then bring him down.

Right now, though, she had a snake to arrest. She’d worry about Hell’s Husband afterward. She turned to smile at Sparkle, who’d made short work of her two outraged customers. “I think I’ll be staying in the castle for a few days. Hope they have a free room.”

Sparkle looked way too pleased. “Oh, yesss. I’ll have time to expand your sensual universe beyond your wildest dreams. That’s assuming you have any wild dreams.” She almost purred at the possibilities. “September is busy, but talk to Holgarth and he’ll get you a room. You’ll find him in the great hall organizing the nightly fantasies.”

Fantasies? Oh, right. The Castle of Dark Dreams was part of Live the Fantasy, an adult theme park where people could role-play until they dropped. Good thing she didn’t  have any desire to act out strange and scary scenarios. Been there, done that. Besides, she had work to do. A killer was on the loose and probably scoping out another rich wife even as they spoke.

“Will do. Now I’ve got to go out and collect my snake.” She winced as she realized what she’d just said. Sparkle would bury her under a deluge of questions.

Sparkle merely smiled as she slipped the ring onto her finger and held it up so she could admire it some more. “Enjoy your stay in the castle. And don’t forget to water the plant.”

Plant? What the . . . ? Gerry didn’t get it. Where was the curiosity and anger over the snake? Well, she wasn’t going to hang around to find out. “See you.” Then she hurried from the club and out of the castle to where Conall waited in the shadows with Jinx.

Gerry paused to let the darkness wrap around her. She loved the humid warmth of the Galveston air. No more freezing her buns off during Chicago winters. Although it wasn’t the cold winds that blew her out of her hometown. Too many life-altering events happened there, and some memories weren’t all warm and fuzzy.

She glanced up at the looming castle, which was spotlighted for effect, and then down at the shadowed figure of Conall. For whatever reason, both sent an unwelcome chill down her spine.

The huge keep with its four square towers along with a moat, curtain wall, and drawbridge had a sort of savage beauty. But even though it was white, no one would ever mistake it for a fairy-tale castle.

Almost the same could be said for Conall. Savage beauty was a perfect description. But she didn’t understand her frisson of fear as he watched her approach. Sure, he was big, buff, and really scary. But he was human. That should cancel out any worry on her part. It didn’t.

Oh, what the hey, she was letting the castle’s brooding  atmosphere get to her. She pasted on a smile as she reached the two men. “So, Jinx, had a busy night?” Gerry put off meeting Conall’s stare, but she could feel it.

“That was a great ring. I coulda fenced it for big bucks. You got no heart, lady. I have a mortgage and car payment to make in three days.” He twisted his narrow face into an expression of pitiful desperation.

Gerry sighed and ignored Conall’s restless movements. Jinx wasn’t a big man, but Conall made him look even smaller and more nondescript. And that’s what Jinx wanted. A thief no one remembered was a successful thief.

“Gonna tell me about your starving wife and children now?” She kept her expression neutral.

She watched Jinx calculate his chances with that story. He must’ve seen something in her eyes because he shook his head. “No wife and children.” His expression brightened. “But I do have an old, feeble mother who—”

“Shut up.” Conall had spoken.

Everyone shut up. Gerry swallowed hard and searched for her missing voice. God, the man was walking intimidation. She wondered if she’d have that kind of presence after a few more years of experience. Nah. That talent was natural. You either had it or you didn’t.

“Your prisoner bit me.” He held up his thumb. Sure enough there were tiny twin fang marks on it.

“Yes, well, I’m sorry for that. I’ll take him off your hands now and—”

“No.”

The deep resonance of the word bounced around in her head for a few seconds before triggering her anger. “I don’t think you have a say in the matter, Mr. McNair. I represent the Paranormal Undercover Field Force and . . .” Oops, she hadn’t meant to blurt that out.

Conall stared at her for a moment, and she could almost hear his mind click-clicking over the name. She knew the exact moment he “got it” because a flare of amusement lit  those gray eyes. “So you work for PUFF?” He allowed himself a soft chuckle.

“Don’t blame it on me. They already had that name when I joined them. It’s a point of contention within the force, I guarantee.” In other words, Payton loved the name and everyone else hated it.

His amusement over, he crossed his arms over that wide chest and once again became Mr. Immovable. “He owes the castle.”

Good, he’d reminded her of why she was mad at him. “You’re interfering with my sworn duty. Now get out of my way.” She put her hand in her shirt pocket, palmed her Securer, and then slapped Jinx on his bare arm.

“Ow! What the hell was that?” Jinx twisted his arm to get a look.

Of course there was nothing to see. “I have to stay at the castle a few days, so I’ve just made sure you’ll stick around until I leave.” Gerry grinned. She loved telling him about this part. “The research section of the force developed a chip that ensures you won’t wander far from me. If you try to escape the park, you’ll get a headache that’ll put you on the ground until you crawl back to where the Securer can monitor you. I just inserted the chip into your arm. And don’t even try to dig it out. It has ways of punishing that kind of behavior. I’m the only one who can take it out.”

Jinx bared his teeth, making his resemblance to an angry ferret more obvious. “Bitch.”

She smiled. “I try.”

Jinx turned and raced toward the park’s entrance. Gerry watched him go. He was in for a nasty surprise when he reached the Securer’s limits. Once the pain hit him, it wouldn’t take Jinx long to stagger back toward the castle. Once within the Securer’s designated parameters, the pain would disappear.

“He’s mine.” Conall’s angry rumble didn’t brook argument. “He stole from the castle, so he has to work to make up for his insult.”

Gerry frowned. Good grief, he sounded like Medieval Guy. She finally focused her full attention on Conall. Fine, so he looked like Medieval Guy, too. “He’s my prisoner, and I’ll pay for his room until I’m ready to take him away.”

Without warning, Conall moved into her space and leaned down until they were almost nose to nose . . . and lips to lips. Wonderful, full, sexy lips. He was all angry male and sensual heat. The sensual heat made her almost forget the angry male part.

“Since I only have your word for who you are, I’d like to see some kind of ID and badge.” His breath moved warm across her forehead.

Mmm. Felt good. She widened her eyes as she realized where her thoughts were headed. She was so not thinking tough and kick-butt. Reaching into her jeans pocket, she pulled out her badge and her ID. There. Let him argue with that.

And as he stared at her ID, she once again wondered at his easy acceptance of Jinx as a shape-shifter and her as part of some paranormal police force. A normal person would’ve called her crazy and walked away. What was with this guy?

When he finally looked up, his thunderous expression pushed her back a step. His scary index soared.

“Your name is Gerry Kavanagh?” He wore the same expression she’d always gotten when she tried to eat anchovies. Really grossed out.

“Uh, yeah.” Maybe she shouldn’t have admitted that. He looked seriously steamed. But then she remembered what she was. Conall couldn’t hurt her.

His smile was the most terrifying thing she’d seen in a long time. It was bitterness, anger, and loathing all wrapped into one twist of his expressive lips.

“Take care of your prisoner. I’ll come to your room later. We have to talk.” He walked away into the darkness without giving her a chance to respond.

Gerry stared after him. Her intuition shouted an unnecessary warning.

This was bad. Very bad.
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