



DARKNESS UNLEASHED

“Regan, you are certain?” Jagr demanded.
Certain? No. She didn’t have a clue what was about to happen. Well, nothing beyond a great deal of pain when those huge fangs sank into her flesh.
Thankfully, she was no coward, and if Jagr needed blood to get him up and moving, then by God, he was going to get blood.
“Do you need an engraved invitation?” she taunted, not at all surprised when his mouth widened and his fangs slid smoothly into her wrist. Jagr was not a vampire to back down from a direct challenge. Regrettably, her plan had neglected one small detail.
She was braced for pain. She was even braced for the necessity of ripping him forcibly from her flesh if he lost his head and tried to take more than she was willing to offer.
What she wasn’t prepared for was the realization that far from painful, the sensation that jolted through her was one of intense, relentless pleasure.
“Oh…” Her eyes drifted shut as she felt him suck deeply of her blood, every pull tightening the coiling bliss that was lodged in the pit of her stomach. Her entire body trembled, the same excitement that had set her on fire when he’d kissed her blazing through her body. Only this time it was more powerful, more driving, more…explosive. She was drowning, lost in the dark, intoxicating desire…
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Prologue

Jagr knew he was creating panic in Viper’s exclusive nightclub. The elegant establishment with its crystal chandeliers and red velvet upholstery catered to the more civilized members of the demon-world. Jagr was anything but civilized.
He was a six-foot-three vampire who had once been a Visigoth chief. But it wasn’t his braided, pale gold hair that fell nearly to his waist, or the ice-blue eyes that missed nothing and sent creatures with any claim to intelligence scurrying from his path. It wasn’t even the leather duster that flared about his hard body.
No, it was the cold perfection of his stark features, and the hint of feral fury that smoldered about him.
Three hundred years of relentless torture had stripped away any hint of civility.
Ignoring the assorted demons who tumbled over chairs and tables in an effort to avoid his long strides, Jagr concentrated on the two Ravens guarding the door to the back office. The hushed air of sophistication was giving him a rash.
He was a vampire who preferred the solitude of his lair hidden beneath the streets of Chicago, surrounded by his vast library, secure in the knowledge that not a human, beast, or demon possessed the ability to enter.
Not that he was the total recluse that his vampire brothers assumed.
No matter how powerful or skilled or intelligent he might be, he understood that his survival depended on understanding the ever changing technology of the modern world. And beyond that was the necessity of being able to blend in with current society.
Even a recluse had to feed.
Tucked in the very back of his lair was a plasma TV with every channel known to humankind, and the sort of nondescript clothing that allowed him to cruise through the seedier neighborhoods without causing a riot.
The most lethal hunters knew how to camouflage themselves while on the prowl.
But this place…
He’d rather be staked than mince and prance around like a jackass.
Damn Styx. The ancient vampire had known that only a royal command could force him to enter a crowded nightclub. Jagr made no secret of his disdain for the companionship of others.
Which begged the question of why the Anasso would choose such a setting to meet.
In a mood foul enough to fill the vast club with an icy chill, Jagr ignored the two Ravens who stood on sentry duty near the back office, and lifting his hand, allowed his power to blow the heavy oak door off its hinges.
The looming Ravens growled in warning, dropping their heavy capes, which hid the numerous swords, daggers, and guns attached to various parts of their bodies.
Jagr’s step never faltered. Styx wouldn’t let his pet vampires hurt an invited guest. At least not until he had what he needed from Jagr.
And even if Styx didn’t call off the guards…well, hell, he’d been waiting centuries to be taken out in battle. It was a warrior’s destiny.
There was a low murmur from inside the room, and the two Ravens grudgingly allowed him to pass with nothing more painful than a heated glare.
Stepping over the shattered door, Jagr paused to cast a wary glance about the pale blue and ivory room. As expected, Styx, a towering Aztec who was the current king of vampires, was consuming more than his fair share of space behind a heavy walnut desk, his bronzed features unreadable. Viper, clan chief of Chicago, who, with his silver hair and dark eyes looked more like an angel than lethal warrior, stood by his shoulder.
“Jagr.” Styx leaned back in the leather chair, his fingers steepled beneath his chin. “Thank you for coming so promptly.”
Jagr narrowed his frigid gaze. “Did I have a choice?”
“Careful, Jagr,” Viper warned. “This is your Anasso.”
Jagr curled his lips, but he was wise enough to keep his angry words to himself. Even presuming he could match Styx’s renowned power, he would be dead before ever leaving the club if he challenged the Anasso.
“What do you want?” he growled.
“I have a task for you.”
Jagr clenched his teeth. For the past century he’d managed to keep away from the clan who called him brother, never bothering others and expecting the same in return. Since he’d been foolish enough to allow Cezar to enter his lair, it seemed he couldn’t get rid of the damn vampires.
“What sort of task?” he demanded, his tone making it clear he didn’t appreciate playing the role of toady.
Styx smiled as he waved a slender hand toward a nearby sofa. It was a smile that sent a chill of alarm down Jagr’s spine.
“Have a seat, my friend,” the Anasso drawled. “This might take a while.”
For an insane moment, Jagr considered refusing the order. Before being turned into a vampire, he had been a leader of thousands. While he had no memory of those days, he had retained all his arrogance. Not to mention his issue with authority.
Thankfully, he had also kept the larger portion of his intelligence.
“Very well, Anasso, I have rushed to obey your royal command.” He lowered his hard bulk onto a delicate brocade sofa, inwardly swearing to kill the designer if it broke. “What do you demand of your dutiful subject?”
Viper growled deep in his throat, the air tingling with his power. Jagr never blinked, although his muscles coiled in preparation.
“Perhaps you should see to your guests, Viper,” Styx smoothly commanded. “Jagr’s…dramatic entrance has disrupted your charming entertainment, and attracted more attention than I desire.”
“I will not be far.” Viper flashed Jagr a warning glare before disappearing through the busted door.
“Is he auditioning for a place among your Ravens?” Jagr mocked.
Pinpricks of pain bit into his skin as Styx released a small thread of his power.
“So long as you remain in Chicago, Viper is your clan chief. Do not make the mistake of forgetting his position.”
Jagr shrugged. He wasn’t indifferent to the debt and loyalty owed to Viper. The truth was he was in a pissy mood, and being stuck in the chichi nightclub where there wasn’t a damned thing to kill beyond a bunch of dew fairies wasn’t helping.
“I can hardly forget when I am forever being commanded to involve myself in affairs that do not concern me, and more importantly, do not interest me.”
“What does interest you, Jagr?” He held Styx’s searching gaze with a flat stare. At last the king grimaced. “Like it or not, you offered your sword when Viper accepted you into his clan.”
He didn’t like it, but he couldn’t argue. Being taken into a clan was the only means of survival among the vampires.
“What would you have of me?”
Styx rose to his feet to round the desk, perching on a corner. The wood groaned beneath the considerable weight, but didn’t crack. Jagr could only assume Viper had had all the furniture reinforced.
Smart vampire.
“What do you know of my mate?” Styx abruptly demanded.
Jagr stilled. “Is this a trap?”
A wry smile touched the Anasso’s mouth. “I’m not a subtle vampire, Jagr. Unlike the previous Anasso, I have no talent for manipulating and deceiving others. If there comes a day when I feel the need to challenge you, it will be done face-to-face.”
“Then why are you asking me about your mate?”
“When I first met Darcy, she knew nothing of her heritage. She had been fostered by humans from the time she was a babe, and it wasn’t until Salvatore Giuliani, the current king of the Weres, arrived in Chicago that we discovered she was a pureblood who had been genetically altered.”
Jagr flicked a brow upward. That was a little tidbit that the king had kept secret.
“Genetically altered?”
“The Weres are increasingly desperate to produce healthy offspring. The pureblood females have lost their ability to control their shifts during the full moon, which makes it all but impossible to carry a litter to full term. The Weres altered Darcy and her sisters so they would be incapable of shifting.”
Jagr folded his arms over his chest. He didn’t give a damn about the worthless dogs.
“I presume you will tell me why you have summoned me, before the sun rises?”
Styx narrowed his golden eyes. “That depends entirely on your cooperation, my brother. I can make this meeting last as long as I desire.”
Jagr’s lips twitched. The one thing he respected was power. “Please continue.”
“Darcy’s mother gave birth to a litter of four daughters, all genetically altered, and all stolen from the Weres shortly after their births.”
“Why were they stolen?”
“That remains a mystery Salvatore has never fully explained.” There was an edge in the Anasso’s voice that warned he wasn’t pleased by the lack of information. “What we do know is that one of Darcy’s sisters was discovered in St. Louis, being held captive by an imp named Culligan.”
“He’s fortunate that she’s incapable of shifting. A pureblood could rip out the throat of an imp.”
“From what Salvatore could discover, the imp managed to get his hands on Regan when she was just a child, and kept her locked in a cage coated with silver. That is when he wasn’t torturing her for a quick buck.”
Torture.
The Dutch masterpieces hanging on the walls crashed to the floor at Jagr’s flare of fury.
“Do you wish the Were rescued?”
Styx grimaced. “Salvatore already freed her from Culligan, although the damned imp managed to slip away before Salvatore could eat him for dinner.”
Jagr’s brief flare of hope that the night wasn’t a total waste was brought to a sharp end. Slaughtering bastards who tormented the weak was one of his few pleasures.
“If the woman was rescued, why do you need me?”
Styx straightened, his bulk consuming a considerable amount of the office space.
“Salvatore’s only interest in Regan was installing her as his queen and primary breeder. He is determined to secure his power base by providing a mate who is capable of restoring the purebloods’ dwindling population. Unfortunately, once he freed Regan, he discovered she was infertile.”
“So she was of no use.”
“Precisely.” The towering Aztec was careful to keep his composure, but even an idiot could sense he wouldn’t mind making a snack of the Were king. “That is why he contacted Darcy. He intended to send Regan to Chicago so she could be under my protection until he established her in the St. Louis Were pack.”
“And?”
“And she managed to escape while he was conferring with the local pack master.”
Jagr grunted in disgust. “This Salvatore is pathetically inefficient. First he allows the imp to escape, and then the woman. It’s little wonder the Weres are declining in number.”
“Let us hope you are more efficient.”
Jagr rose to his feet, his expression cold. “Me?”
“Darcy is concerned for her sister. I want her found and brought to Chicago.”
“The woman has made it fairly obvious she doesn’t want to come.”
“Then it will be your job to convince her.”
Jagr narrowed his gaze. He wasn’t a damned Mary Poppins. Hell, he would eat Mary Poppins for breakfast.
“Why me?”
“I’ve already sent several of my best trackers to St. Louis, but you’re my finest warrior. If Regan has managed to run into trouble, you will be needed to help rescue her.”
There were no doubt worse things than chasing after a genetically altered Were who clearly didn’t want to be found, but he couldn’t think of one off the top of his head.
In the outer room, the sounds of a string quartet resumed, along with soft “ohhs” and “ahhs” from the audience as the dew fairies continued their delicate dance. Jagr could suddenly think of one thing worse than chasing after the Were.
Remaining trapped in this hellhole.
“Why should I do this?” he rasped.
“Because what makes Darcy happy makes me happy.” Styx moved until they were nose to nose, his power digging into Jagr’s flesh. “Clear enough?”
“Painfully clear.”
“Good.” Styx stepped back and released his power. Slipping his hand beneath his leather coat, he pulled out a cell phone and tossed it to Jagr. “Here. The phone has the numbers of the brothers who are searching for Regan, as well as contacts in St. Louis. It also has my private line. Contact me when you find Regan.”
Jagr pocketed the phone and headed for the door. There was no point in arguing. Styx was struggling to force the vampires out of their barbaric past, but it wasn’t a freaking democracy.
Not even close.
“I will leave within the hour.”
“Jagr.”
Halting at the door, Jagr turned with a searing fury. “What?”
Styx didn’t so much as flinch. “Do not forget for one moment that Regan is precious cargo. If I discover you have left so much as a bruise on her pretty skin, you won’t be pleased with the consequences.”
“So I’m to track down a rabid Were who doesn’t want to be found, and haul her to Chicago without leaving a mark?”
“Obviously the rumors of your extraordinary intelligence were not exaggerated, my brother.”
With a hiss, Jagr turned and stormed through the shattered opening. “I’m not your brother.”
 
Viper monitored Jagr’s furious exit with a wary gaze.
Actually it hadn’t gone as bad as he had feared. No death or mutilation. Not even a maiming.
Always a plus.
Still, he knew Jagr too well. Of all his clansmen, he had always known that the ancient Visigoth was the most feral. Understandable after what he’d endured, but no less dangerous. He was beginning to regret having brought the tortured vampire to Styx’s attention.
Slipping past the seated demons who were once again enthralled with the dew fairies, Viper returned to the office, finding Styx staring out the window.
“I have a bad feeling about this,” he muttered, his gaze taking in his priceless paintings, lying shattered on the floor.
Styx turned, his arms folded over his chest. “A premonition? Shall I contact the Commission and inform them they have a potential Oracle?”
Viper arched a warning brow. “Only if you want me to lock you in a cell with Levet for the next century.”
Styx gave a sharp bark of laughter. “A nice bluff, but Levet has decided that he is the only one capable of tracking Darcy’s missing sister. He left for St. Louis as soon as Salvatore informed me that Regan had slipped from his grasp.”
“Perfect, now we have two loose cannons charging about Missouri. I’m not sure the natives will survive.”
“You believe Jagr is a loose cannon?”
Viper grimaced, recalling the night that Jagr had appeared at his lair requesting asylum. He had encountered any number of lethal demons, most of whom wanted nothing more than to kill him. He’d never, however, until that night, looked into the eyes of another and seen only death.
“I think beneath all that grim control, he’s a step from slipping into madness.”
“And yet you allowed him to become a clansman.”
Viper shrugged. “When he petitioned, my first inclination was to refuse. I could sense he was not only dangerously close to the edge, but that he was powerful and aggressive enough to challenge me as clan chief. He’s a leader by nature, not a follower.”
“So why allow him into Chicago?”
“Because he swore an oath to disappear into his lair and not offer any trouble.”
“And?” Styx prodded.
“And I knew he wouldn’t survive if he were without the protection of a clan,” Viper grudgingly admitted. “We both know that despite your attempts to civilize the vampires, some habits are too deeply ingrained to be easily changed. A rogue vampire with that much power would be seen as a threat to any chief. He would be destroyed.”
“So you took mercy.”
Viper frowned. He didn’t like being thought of as anything but a ruthless bastard. He hadn’t become clan chief because of any sensitivity bullshit. He was leader because the other vampires were scared he’d rip out their undead hearts.
“Not mercy—it was a calculated decision,” he growled. “I knew if the need ever arose, he would prove an invaluable ally. Of course, I assumed that I would need him as a warrior, not as a babysitter for a young, vulnerable Were. I’m not entirely comfortable sending him on such a mission.”
Styx grasped the medallion that always hung about his neck, revealing he was not nearly as confident in his decision as he would have Viper believe.
“I need Regan found, and Jagr has the intelligence and skills that are best suited to track her and keep her safe. And he possesses an even more important quality.”
“It can’t be his sparkling personality.”
“No, it’s his intimate knowledge of the anguish Regan has suffered.” Styx regarded him with a somber expression. “He, better than any of us, will understand what Regan needs now that she has been freed from her tormentor.”



Chapter 1

The campground a few miles south of Hannibal, Missouri, was like any other campground.
Oversized RVs parked on the barren ground, a row of portable potties in the back, and a small shack near the front entrance where the humans paid for the privilege of being crammed next to people they wanted to throttle by the end of their vacation.
Regan Garrett knew all about the throttling thing firsthand.
Granted, she wasn’t human, but she had spent the majority of her life in one campground or another. They were breeding grounds for homicide.
Indifferent to the threat of impending mass murder, Regan swiftly jogged through the neat columns of RVs. She had deliberately waited until it was late enough that the old folks would have their dentures in a glass and their wrinkled asses in bed, while the younger parents would be comatose after a day of unrelieved suffering at the hands of their children.
Midnight in Hannibal, and not a creature was stirring.
Reluctantly, she turned to jog back toward the shack that had its door closed against the late March air. The chill didn’t trouble Regan, despite the fact she was wearing nothing more than a pair of jeans and a sleeveless knit top. She might not possess the ability to shift or procreate, but she did have most of the werewolf’s talents.
She was faster and stronger than humans, temperatures didn’t trouble her, she could see perfectly in the dark, and she had a remarkable ability to heal any wound not inflicted with silver.
Her feet briefly faltered. It was that ability to heal that had…
No. Not now.
She had to focus. She would grieve the past once Culligan was dead.
For the past ten hours she’d been on the imp’s trail, following his scent from St. Louis to the edge of Hannibal. She could almost taste her revenge when his trail mysteriously vanished on the outskirts of town. She didn’t know how the son of a bitch had managed to disappear into thin air, but it wasn’t going to stop her.
One way or another, she was finding the man who had held her captive for the past thirty years, and paying him back a hundredfold.
Not bothering to knock, Regan shoved open the door to the shack and stepped in. It was a cramped space, the walls covered with glossy pamphlets proclaiming all the wondrous sights to see in Hannibal, and one narrow window that overlooked the park.
At first glance the place looked empty, but Regan didn’t miss the cigarette smoke that hung in the air. Moving to the Formica counter at the far end of the room, she banged on the small silver bell.
There was the muffled sound of cursing, then a door behind the counter was shoved open, and a shaggy head poked out.
“Yeah?” The boy, who couldn’t have been more than eighteen, with a nose too big for his narrow face, stiffened as his pale eyes skimmed over Darcy’s long, golden blond hair and down her slender body. Slowly they lifted to study the green eyes that dominated her pale heart-shaped face. A goofy smile curved his lips as he stepped into the room and leaned against the counter. “Helloooo. What’s up?”
“I’m looking for a friend.”
“You just found him, doll. Give me ten minutes to lock up, and I’m all yours.”
As if.
Regan resisted the urge to smash the overlarge nose, barely. Instead, she pulled out the folded page she had ripped from a magazine before leaving St. Louis.
“Have you seen an RV that looks like this?”
The kid barely glanced at the picture. “Do I look like that freak from Monk? I take the money, I give them a card to put on their dash, and that’s the end of it. I don’t give a shit what their RV looks like.”
“You would have noticed this one. The driver has long red hair and eyes like a cat. He’s very…distinctive.”
“There’s no one here who doesn’t have gray hair and dentures.” The boy shuddered. “I have nightmares that one day I’ll look out there and nothing will be left but corpses and rotting RVs.”
“Charming.”
The goofy smile widened. “You could take my mind off the nasty geriatrics and their imminent death. I have a cot in the back.”
Regan once again eyed the protruding beak. Targets didn’t come more tempting. Unfortunately, she couldn’t afford to attract attention. Humans always made such a fuss over bit of blood and a few broken bones.
“Not even if you came giftwrapped,” she muttered, turning to leave.
“Hey…”
Whatever he had to say was cut off as Regan slammed the door and jogged toward the nearby road leading into Hannibal.
This was the last RV park in the area. Her only hope now was that she could pick up Culligan’s trail somewhere in town.
He couldn’t have just vanished.
Not only was Culligan a greedy sadist, but he was also a pathetic imp. Unlike many of his kind, he didn’t have the skill to create portals to travel. Hell, he could barely form a hex.
Which meant he was either in his RV, or on foot.
Five hours later, she’d jogged through every street in town, finding nothing more than the usual drunken humans and a handful of sprites dancing in the gathering fog.
Damn. She was hungry, weary to the bone, and in no condition to battle Culligan, even if she did run across him. As much as it ticked her off, it was time to call it a night.
Angling back toward the main highway that snaked through town, Regan ignored the scent of food that wafted from the few fast-food restaurants that remained open. She had stolen money from Salvatore before leaving St. Louis, but it would only last so long. For now she preferred the protection of four walls and a locked door while she slept to easing the empty ache in her belly.
She returned to the hotel that she’d booked earlier (one of a dozen that had Mark Twain emblazoned in the name), in the hopes she would need a place to stash a beaten and bloody imp. That hope was shot to hell for the moment, but at least she could look forward to a hot shower and clean bed.
Keeping her head lowered, she limped across the nondescript lobby, nodding toward the nondescript front desk clerk, and climbing the nondescript stairs. No matter how tired she might be, she wasn’t willing to enter the elevator. She’d been trapped the majority of her life in a tiny silver cell. Not an act of God, or a promised date with the Jonas Brothers could haul her back into one.
She reached the fifth floor, absently rubbing her arms as a chill crawled over her. Strange. She never felt the cold. Obviously, she was even more tired than she thought.
Halting at her door, she slid her card into the lock and pressed it open. It wasn’t until steely arms wrapped about her that she realized the danger.
Shit. The cold prickling over her skin wasn’t from the temperature, it was from a damned vampire. And she had waltzed into his arms as if she didn’t have any more sense than a freaking human.
Momentarily frozen with shock, Regan was abruptly catapulted into action as the vampire kicked shut the door and attempted to drag her further into the dark room.
Calling upon her waning strength, Regan pretended to slump in her attacker’s arms, pulling them far enough downward so that when she abruptly slammed her head backward, she managed to hit him flush in the face.
There was a muffled curse, but the arms holding her hostage didn’t loosen. In fact, they tightened with a brutal force, hiking her closer as the heavy body slammed her to the carpeted floor, landing on top of her and knocking the air from her lungs.
She was well and truly trapped, but that didn’t stop her from struggling. Okay, it was more like a fish futilely flopping on the bank of a river. Still, it made her feel like she was doing something. Just like she used to taunt and mock Culligan, despite the fact that he was bound to beat the hell out of her for it.
“What do you want?” she gritted. “Tell me now or I swear I’ll stake you.”
A dark, utterly male chuckle whispered over her face. “And they claim I have no social skills.” There was a pause, and Regan sensed the vampire’s mind reach out to brush against hers. “Hold still.”
She tried to free a leg so she could knee him in the nuts. “That shit doesn’t work on me, vampire.”
He growled low in his throat. “Regan, stop this. I don’t want to hurt you.”
Regan stilled in shock. “How do you know my name?”
There was a prickle of power, and suddenly the lamp beside the bed flared with light.
“I was sent by Darcy to bring you to Chicago.”
Regan barely heard the low, slightly raspy words. Holy…crap.
She was a woman who’d spent her life surrounded by demons, many who could make GQ models weep with envy, but none could compare to the vampire currently lodged on top of her.
A delicious, heart-stopping, edible hunk of eye candy.
His body was hard and chiseled with more muscles than any man had a right to possess. His long hair, two shades a paler gold than hers, was pulled into a tight braid, emphasizing the ice-blue eyes. His features appeared to be carved from the finest marble, the lines and angles so perfect they could only have been formed by the hand of a master. His nose was aquiline, his cheekbones angular beneath the smooth ivory skin, his brow wide, and his lips…they were hard, but precisely chiseled. The sort of lips that made a woman wonder what they would feel like exploring hot, intimate places.
A shocking heat clenched her lower muscles, infuriating Regan. Christ, the demon was here at the bidding of her interfering sister, not to offer relief to a lonely, sex-starved Were.
Not that she would spread her legs, even if this was just a random encounter, she sternly told herself. Okay, he was hot enough to make her bones melt, and the scent of raw male power was making her head dizzy, but…
Stop it, you idiot. This wasn’t a man. He was a lethal vampire who could drain her dry in a heartbeat.
“Darcy sent you?” she snapped.
The frozen blue eyes narrowed, his nose flaring as if catching scent of her stupid awareness. Which was ridiculous. Wasn’t it?
“Yes.”
“Well, who died and made her queen?” she mocked.
“The Anasso.”
Regan blinked in confusion. “What?”
His gaze briefly swept over her pale face before lifting to clash with her uneasy glare.
“You asked who died to make Darcy queen,” he retorted. “Her mate Styx killed the previous King of Vampires, which made him the current leader, and your sister queen.”
Well, of course she was a freaking queen.
She’d never met Darcy, or any of her three sisters for that matter, but she’d learned from Salvatore that Darcy was currently mated to a vampire who not only adored her, but had just purchased a flipping mansion on the outskirts of Chicago for her. No doubt she was also drenched in diamonds, and attended the opera on a regular basis.
Not that Regan wanted all that froufrou crap. She’d rather be stabbed in the eye than put on a dress. Still, her sister’s cushy lifestyle was a thorn in Regan’s side.
Her family had abandoned her to the hands of a psychotic imp who had relentlessly abused her for thirty years. As far as she was concerned, the entire bunch of them could go screw themselves.
“Awesome, my sister is married to a genocidal maniac,” she drawled. “And people wonder why I’m not leaping at the chance to get to know my family.”
“Styx is no more genocidal than any other vampire. Or Were, for that matter.”
She snorted at the flat, emotionless tone. “Are you trying to reassure me? If so, you suck at it.”
“My only duty is to escort you to Chicago.”
“Duty?”
“Yes.”
Freaking perfect. This gorgeous hunk of man was nothing more than a flunky for her sister.
She pressed her hands against the unyielding wall of his chest. “Well, consider yourself officially off duty, because I have no intention of going.”
“Your sister is concerned. She only desires to protect you.”
His low, hypnotizing voice tingled down her spine even as his words pissed her off.
“Yeah, and where was all that sisterly concern when I was being held captive by a monster?”
His stark, beautiful face was without mercy. “You’re free now, aren’t you? Be grateful.”
“I don’t want to be grateful, and I sure as hell don’t want to have my supposed sister pretending she gives a damn after all these years. Tell her to take her concern and shove it up her…”
His head swooped down, his lips claiming her mouth in a kiss that was raw and demanding, and shocking as hell.
Regan had braced herself for the familiar blow. Even a savage bite to her neck. She wasn’t prepared for the sensation of cool, skillful lips parting her mouth, or the oddly erotic press of fangs.
The treacherous heat returned with a vengeance, flowing through her trembling body and tightening her muscles with the promise of beckoning pleasure.
He tasted of brandy and temptation, his hard body pressed against her most intimate places. She wanted to rip off the black T-shirt that looked spray-painted to his muscled bulk, and rub against the wide chest.
She wanted…
God, she just wanted.
With a groan, she allowed his tongue to slip between her lips, sucking it gently as her hips instinctively arched upward. Never in her life had she ever felt the touch of a man’s hand. Not unless it was to dole out punishment. Now her body was changing, altering as his kiss deepened.
Her lips softened, her nipples hardened to tight points, nearly begging to be stroked, her fingers spread across the chiseled muscles of his chest.
Then, as swiftly as he’d kissed her, the vampire pulled back to regard her with a strange expression of wariness. As if he was as caught off guard by her volatile reaction as she was.
Embarrassed, Regan smacked her hands against his chest. Damn the bastard. She’d just made a fool of herself, and it was entirely his fault.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
His features smoothed into an unreadable expression. “Darcy is my queen. You’re not allowed to insult her without consequences.”
“You consider rape a consequence?”
“It was a kiss, nothing more, and the only means to stop your childish whining without leaving a bruise.”
“You bastard.” Smack, smack, smack. “I have every right to whine after what I’ve suffered. You have no idea…”
“You’re not stupid enough to believe that you’re the only one who has ever suffered,” he said, overriding her words, his voice edged with ice. “It’s done. Move on.”
Her jaw clenched. Damn the cold bastard. It was bad enough he had gotten her all hot and bothered while he remained Mr. Freeze, but now he was dismissing her years of torture as if she were nothing but a sulky child.
“I would love to move on, but it’s a little difficult with freaking Hulk Hogan squashing me. Get off.”
His eyes narrowed. “What do you know of vampires?”
“That you’re evil, soulless bastards who care about nothing but yourself.”
“We’re also stronger, faster, and far more lethal than Weres.”
“And your point?”
“I’m going to release you, but know that if you annoy me, I won’t hesitate to tie you to the bed and shove a gag in your mouth.”
She didn’t doubt the threat. Not even for a minute. Of course, in her life, being tied and gagged didn’t rate high on the fright-o-meter.
“Charming.”
“Do you understand?”
“I understand that someday I’m going to shove a stake up your ass.”
A golden brow flicked upward. “That would not kill me.”
“No, but it’ll be funny as hell.”
Something that could have almost been a smile touched his mouth before swiftly disappearing.
“Not nearly as amusing as seeing you try.”
“Jackass.”
He regarded her for a long, silent moment, almost as if he was searching past her defensive aggression to the terrified woman beneath.
It was unnerving as hell.
“Will you behave yourself?” he at last demanded.
She blew out a sigh, knowing she would never get the aggravating man off her until she agreed. And she really needed him off.
Her mind might be contemplating the best means of kicking some vampire ass, but her body was still enjoying the sensations of his hard parts pressing against her soft parts.
“Fine, just get off,” she muttered.
With one smooth, fluid motion, the vampire was on his feet, looming over her. She had a brief moment to appreciate the faded jeans that molded to his powerful legs, and the motorcycle boots that covered his Shaq-sized feet, before he reached down to grasp her hand and jerk her upright.
With a gasp at the electric charge that jolted up her arm, Regan wrenched her hand from his grasp and backed away. She didn’t give a damn if it made her look weak. She needed space.
And maybe a wooden stake.
“How did you find me?” she demanded.
He folded his arms over his chest, appearing even more dangerously beautiful now that he was upright.
“It wasn’t difficult.” His low, mesmerizing voice filled the room. “Once I reached St. Louis, I simply followed the trail of the imp, knowing you wouldn’t be far behind.”
“And how would you know that?”
The ice-blue gaze regarded her steadily. “As I said, you aren’t the only one familiar with suffering. And I know when a demon, no matter how tiny, is released from captivity, the only thought on their mind is revenge. You want the imp dead.”
Her chin tilted. What the hell would this vampire know of suffering? He lived smack-dab on top of the food chain.
“If you’re so smart, then you know I have no intention of allowing Culligan to escape. You can go back to Chicago and tell my sister thanks, but no thanks.”
“There is nothing that would please me more than to return to my lair and leave you to your business. Unfortunately, that’s not an option.”
“Oh, it’s an option. Just turn around and walk out the door.”
“I was commanded to bring you to Chicago, and that means I’m not allowed to leave here without you. Not unless I’m willing to face the wrath of my king. Which—” His gaze seared a path down her tightly clenched body, lingering a terrifying moment on the pulse fluttering at the base of her throat, before returning to her wide eyes. “I’m not.”
Great. Her Knight in Shining Armor had not only showed up thirty years too late, but he was only there under threat of some horrible retribution.
It was enough to make a woman feel all warm and fuzzy.
Not.
“Then we have a serious problem, Hulk freaking Hogan, because I’m not going.”
“Jagr.”
“What?
“My name is Jagr.”
“Of course it is,” she muttered. The name was just as hard, dangerous, and beautiful as the rest of him.
“I could force you to come with me.”
“Over my dead body.”
That hit-and-run smile touched his mouth. “Don’t tempt me.”
Regan stomped her foot, at the end of her patience. “Dammit, would you just go away?”
“No.”
“Fine.” She marched across the tiny room that had been decorated in the seventies, all hideous swirling blues and greens, with cheap furniture and fading prints of flowers on the walls. Reaching the door to the connecting bathroom, she wrenched it open.
“What are you doing?”
She turned her head to stab the intruder with a frustrated glare. “You’ve managed to turn a perfectly rotten day into a masterpiece of misery, so either you truss me up and haul me to Chicago, or I’m taking a hot shower.”
 
Jagr stood perfectly still as Regan stepped into the bathroom and slammed the door.
For the first time in centuries, he found himself…conflicted.
The grim logic—that was the only means of keeping his lethal fury in check—warned him to toss the Were over his shoulder and return her to Chicago. It was not only what he’d been commanded to do, but the sooner he was done with this stupid mission, the sooner he could return to his peaceful existence.
But another part, a part he hadn’t experienced in years and was not at all pleased to discover he still possessed, was reluctant to take such an irrevocable step.
It was nothing more than common sense, he was swift to excuse his odd hesitation. What was the point of hauling her to Chicago when she was bound to flee at the first opportunity?
The gods knew he wasn’t lucky enough for Styx to pick someone else to hunt her down.
Perfectly reasonable. Unfortunately, Jagr was too intelligent to entirely dismiss his chaotic reaction to the beautiful woman.
He was a vampire who preferred his life, his battles, and his sex uncomplicated.
Regan was anything but uncomplicated.
She was a tangled mess of fury, aggression, vulnerability, wry humor, and frustrated sensuality.
A sensuality that wakened a hunger that now roared through him with brutal force.
He wanted her. And he sure as hell wasn’t turning her over to Styx until he’d had a taste.
Or two.
Counting to a hundred, Jagr was prepared when Regan cracked open the door and peered back into the room. He hadn’t believed for a moment she intended to strip naked and take a shower while a lethal predator stood just a few feet away. She was furious, not stupid.
Yanking open the door, she glared at him with impotent anger.
“Christ, are you still here?”
He regarded her in silence. He’d discovered over the centuries that it rarely took more to rattle an opponent. For a crazed moment she tried to match him stare for stare, then with a muttered curse, she marched forward to stand directly before him.
“What the hell is it going to take to get rid of you? Money? Blood? Sex?”
His gaze drifted down to her small, perfectly rounded breasts. “Which are you offering?”
She took a hasty step back. “None of the above.”
“A pity.” He lifted his gaze. “Then it would seem that I am staying. Tell me of the imp.”
“What?”
“I said, tell-me-of-the-imp.”
Her eyes narrowed at his slow, deliberate words.
“Why?”
“You obviously won’t leave until he’s dead, so I intend to put an end to this farce so I can return to the peace of my lair.”
“No.” She planted her hands on her hips. “No one kills Culligan except me.”
He arched a brow. “You expect him to stroll into your hotel room so you can beat him to death with a pillow?”
“I intend to rip out his throat with my bare hands.”
“What are you waiting for?”
Her lips thinned. “I lost the scent of the damned bastard at the edge of Hannibal.” There was a beat, then without warning, she stepped forward to grasp his arm. “Wait. You said you tracked Culligan to find me. Where is he?”
Jagr’s expression never altered, but his entire body tensed as a scalding heat rushed through him at her urgent touch.
Regan wasn’t the first woman he’d desired. Far from it. But never had his need been so ruthless, so raw, so primitive.
“So now you want my help?” he demanded, his voice as cool and controlled as ever. It was the ability to keep his emotions hidden that had allowed him to survive centuries of torture.
“If it leads me to Culligan.” Her fingers tightened, revealing she possessed all the strength of a pureblood. “Do you know where he is hiding, or not?”
“No.”
“But…”
“Like you, I lost his trail at the edge of town. That’s where I picked up your scent.”
“Damn.” She dropped her hand and stepped back. Jagr swallowed his low growl of disappointment. “How could his trail just disappear?”
“Most imps can create portals to move through long distances.”
“Not Culligan.” Her lips twisted with a grim satisfaction. “He’s a weak, pathetic bully who can barely cast a hex.”
Jagr shrugged. “Then he could be dead, although it’s far more likely he had assistance in covering his presence.”
He watched the frustration ripple over Regan’s delicate features. They weren’t an exact replica of Darcy’s. Her eyes were a darker emerald, her brows more gold than blond, and her expression was hardened by years of abuse. But overall, she shared Darcy’s fragile, heartrending beauty.
The sort of fragility that made even a scarred recluse want to toss her over his shoulder and take her somewhere he could keep her safe.
Unaware of his shocking thoughts, Regan furrowed her brow. “How would he cover his presence? A witch?”
“A witch would have the power. But, of course, so would any number of demons.”
“Great.” The green eyes flashed with irritation. “You’re a butt-load of help. So glad you showed up.”
“It was because the imp’s trail ended that I asked you to tell me of him. I need to know more before I can decide how best to lure him from the shadows.” He lifted his brows as she regarded him with a stubborn expression. “Regan?”
“I don’t want your help.”
He narrowed his gaze, knowing he had to take a stand. This woman was so blinded by her need for revenge, she couldn’t think clearly. If she wasn’t to end up back in Culligan’s power, or dead, he would have to find some means to keep her distracted while he considered the best means of flushing the imp into the open.
“And I don’t want to be trapped playing nanny to a pint-sized Were with even less charm than myself.” His voice was sheer ice. “Unfortunately we’re stuck with one another until I hand you over to Darcy, and you can devote yourself to making her life a misery.”
She quivered with rage. “Pint-sized?”
“I believe that’s the current term used to describe a smaller than usual object.”
“Why you son of a…”
The crack of gunshots interrupted the angry tirade, the sound so unexpected that the bullets smashed though the window before Jagr was able to launch forward and force Regan to the floor. His teeth clenched in pain, his thoughts dark with fury.
He had protected the more delicate Were, but three of the bullets had lodged in his back, the fourth slicing through his arm to create a nasty gash.
Not life-threatening injuries, but they left him too weak to battle whoever was attacking them.
Shit.
If he survived this, Styx was going to kill him.



Chapter 2

Shocked by the sudden attack, not to mention the six-foot-plus vampire that had just landed on top of her, Regan struggled to clear the fog from her mind.
What the hell?
She knew enough to realize someone had shot through the window. And that Jagr had quite likely saved her from a nasty injury.
What she didn’t know was why.
It couldn’t have been Culligan. The few times the imp had tried to use a gun, he hadn’t been able to hit the broadside of a barn. Besides, if he’d come gunning for her, he would have brought a rocket launcher. The son of a bitch knew he had one chance, and one chance only, to kill her before she ripped out his throat.
Jagr’s groan jolted her out of her inane thoughts, and Regan wriggled from beneath his heavy body. He was too weak to protest, lying face-down on the carpet to reveal the brutal injuries that were even now oozing with a frightening amount of blood.
A flare of terror raced through her.
Jagr might be an annoying ass, but he’d just taken a number of bullets for her. She didn’t want the guilt of his wounds on her conscience.
Besides, whoever was shooting at them was probably still out there. Or else headed up to the room to finish them off.
She couldn’t just run off and leave the damned vamp to be murdered while he was injured. Which meant she needed him healed, and healed fast.
Struggling to recall what little she knew of vampires, she tensed at the sound of approaching footsteps, her heart stopping as the door to the room was suddenly thrown open.
Prepared for battle, Regan was caught off guard by the strange creature who waddled into the room. The thing possessed the grotesque features of a gargoyle—thick gray skin, reptilian eyes, horns, and cloven hooves. He even had a long tail that trailed behind him. But while Regan had never actually seen a gargoyle, she’d always presumed they were more than three feet tall, and that their wings were leather, not delicate bits of gossamer that were far too pretty for a ruthless savage.
Still, you didn’t have to be a nine-foot fire-breathing demon to pull a trigger. The miniature creature might very well be the one taking potshots at them.
“Get out,” she rasped, instinctively crawling to place herself between the intruder and the wounded Jagr.
Ignoring her command, the…thing moved forward to peer down at the vampire, and then, of all things, spoke with a lilting French accent.
“What happened, mon ami?”
Jagr groaned. “Damn Styx. If I live through this, I’m going to make him pay.”
Somewhat reassured that the two seemed to know one another, Regan frowned at the stranger.
“Who the hell are you?”
“A masterpiece of misery,” Jagr muttered, echoing her earlier words.
Shockingly, the creature blew a raspberry toward the vampire who could squash him without a thought.
“I am the demon who is about to save you and your Gothic friend’s ass,” he announced grandly. “Just lay there and bleed, Jagr, while I work my mojo.”
Regan watched Jagr’s eyes snap open with genuine horror, his hand reaching out to weakly grab at the creature. The tiny beast was too quick, and with a flick of his tail, he was hurrying to scramble onto the window ledge, his tiny arms outstretched.
“No.” Jagr moaned, and then without warning, his arm snaked around her waist and she found herself yanked down beside him. “Stay down.”
“What?” Regan glared at the vampire. “Dammit, Jagr, you’re hurt…” Her lecture was once again interrupted as a brilliant flash of light filled the room, swiftly followed by a deafening boom. “Christ,” she breathed, wondering if the Air Force had arrived and decided Hannibal needed bombing. “What the hell was that?”
She heard the patter of footsteps, and the gray creature returned to stand beside them.
“That was salvation, ma petite,” he assured her, leaning over Jagr. “How bad is it, vampire?”
Jagr reached up to grab the beast’s arm. “Did you kill them?”
“They’re most certainly toasty, if not dead. They will not be troubling us for a while.”
A hint of relief touched Jagr’s tight features. “Did you see them?”
The creature gave a flap of his wings. “No, but I smelled them. Yuck.”
“Tell me.”
“Cur.”
Jagr frowned. “Cur, not Were?”
“Has your brain dribbled away with your blood, mon ami? I am a gargoyle with exquisite skills. I know the difference between a Were and a cur.”
“Why the hell would a cur be shooting at us?” Jagr muttered.
“The better question is: who wouldn’t want to shoot you?”
Regan barely noted the sharp exchange, regarding the stranger with a disbelieving frown.
“You’re really a…gargoyle?”
The gargoyle performed a small bow, his wings fluttering to create a dazzling rainbow of red and blue and gold.
“Levet, at your service, my beauty. I was sent by your sister to escort you to Chicago.”
Regan struggled to a sitting position. “Jesus, was there anyone in Chicago she didn’t send?”
Levet shrugged. “She’s concerned for you.”
Before Regan could respond, Jagr hissed with impatience. “We can discuss Darcy and her evil sense of humor later. For now we must concentrate on leaving this hotel before the humans call the police.”
Levet snorted. “While I would be perfectly content to sign off on your death warrant, Jagr, there’s the teeniest tiniest chance I might need you to help keep Regan safe. You can’t be moved in your condition.”
“Blood…” Jagr rasped.
Levet held up his hands and stepped hastily back. “Sorry, fresh out.”
Jagr’s eyes fluttered shut, as if he were on the verge of losing consciousness.
“The hospital…blood bank…” he murmured weakly.
Regan gritted her teeth. Damn. Jagr was right about the humans calling for the cops. And the last thing they needed right now was another battle with guns blazing.
“Screw that, we don’t have time.” Blowing out an aggravated sigh, Regan pressed her wrist to Jagr’s mouth. As much as she hated to admit it, she owed the damned vampire. “Here.”
His lids lifted to reveal those stunning ice-blue eyes. “Regan?”
“Just do it before I decide to leave your ass here for the cops to haul off to the morgue.”
“Ew.” With a flutter of his wings, the gargoyle hurried toward the door leading to the hallway. “I’ll go keep watch and make sure your dinner isn’t interrupted.”
“Regan, you are certain?” Jagr demanded, his voice thicker, with an odd accent and strange speech pattern.
Certain? Christ, no. She didn’t have clue what was about to happen. Well, nothing beyond a great deal of pain when those huge fangs sank into her flesh.
Thankfully, she was no coward, and if Jagr needed blood to get him up and moving, then by God, he was going to get blood.
“Do you need an engraved invitation?” she taunted, not at all surprised when his mouth widened and his fangs slid smoothly into her wrist. Jagr was not a vampire to back down from a direct challenge. Regrettably, her plan had neglected one small detail.
She was braced for pain. She was even braced for the necessity of ripping him forcibly from her flesh if he lost his head and tried to take more than she was willing to offer.
What she wasn’t prepared for was the realization that far from painful, the sensation that jolted through her was one of intense, relentless pleasure.
“Oh…” Her eyes drifted shut as she felt him suck deeply of her blood, every pull tightening the coiling bliss that was lodged in the pit of her stomach. “Shit…”
Her entire body trembled, the same excitement that had set her on fire when he’d kissed her blazing through her body. Only this time it was more powerful, more driving, more…explosive. Her free hand landed flat on the floor as her body bent forward, nearly toppling her onto Jagr’s prostrate form. She was drowning, lost in the dark, intoxicating desire.
In a distant corner of her mind, she heard Jagr’s low moan of satisfaction, or perhaps it was pleasure. At the moment, she didn’t care which it was. She was too caught in the sweet building tension that gripped her with breathtaking force.
He sucked again and again, forcing the pleasure to near pain. God almighty. She couldn’t stand any more. There had to be something…something…
And then it happened. The pleasure reached a critical mass, and exploded with enough force to wrench a low scream from her throat.
Toppling forward, her face landed squarely on Jagr’s hard chest, the rich scent of his male power mingling with the lingering convulsions that rocked her body.
Boneless and floating on a tide of sweet lethargy, Regan battled to regain command of her shaken body. Holy crap. She sucked in a deep, rasping breath. Then with an effort, she lifted her head and wrenched open her heavy lids.
Only to encounter Jagr’s ice-blue gaze.
“Damn you,” she husked, her heartbeat still thundering in her ear.
With a deliberate motion, the vampire gently licked the two pinpricks of blood staining her wrist before allowing her to jerk her arm from his grasp.
“You’ve never had the bite of a vampire?”
Still too weak to stand, Regan contented herself with scooting backward on her knees, rubbing her already healed wrist on her jeans, as if she could rub away the memories of her raw pleasure.
Fat chance.
She knew beyond all doubt that the sensations would be seared into her brain for all eternity.
“No,” she muttered. “Culligan refused to share torturing me with anyone else.”
He remained stretched on the floor, his fiercely beautiful features unreadable.
“Do you want an apology?”
“Are you sorry?”
“Not in the least. Your blood is far more potent than that of a human, and better yet”—his gaze swept down her tense body—“I now know the sweet cries you make when…”
“Shut up before I make sure you need another transfusion.”
The distant sounds of sirens shattered through the thick tension in the air. In the blink of an eye, Jagr was on his feet, reaching down to jerk her upward in one smooth motion.
“The police. We must get out of here.” Stunned by the vampire’s remarkable recovery, Regan found herself being hauled toward the broken window. “Can you jump from here?” Jagr demanded.
She flashed him a glare at his ridiculous question, then careful to avoid the jagged shards of glass still stuck in the frame, she climbed through the window and leaped to the sidewalk below.
Slinking into the nearby shadows of the alley, Regan tested the air for any nearby dangers.
There was the usual stench of trash that filled the nearby Dumpsters, the scent of humans stirring to prepare for their early morning shifts, and the unmistakable tang of burnt flesh and blood.
A part of her knew she should cross the street and discover if any of the curs had survived the attack. She needed to know why they attacked. And if they had any connection to Culligan.
Another part, however, realized that she was too weakened by her hours of searching for the imp, not to mention her recent blood donation, to face her enemies alone. Especially not when they carried guns.
Even a cur could shoot her dead if his bullets were silver.
Cursing her current sense of impotence, Regan gave a small jerk when Jagr simply appeared beside her. One minute he wasn’t there, and then he was. No sound, no stir of the air, not even a trace of his scent.
It was unnerving.
And maddening.
And…a whole host of other things that made her temper snap and snarl.
“What took you so long?” she hissed.
He tossed a heavy leather bag over his shoulder, indifferent to her foul mood.
“We have to go.”
Without waiting for her agreement, Jagr grasped her arm and steered her back to the street and headed east. The wolf in Regan growled in protest at being manhandled, but she ignored her instinct to bite.
Not only was she smart enough to know she would need the aggravating vampire to fight off any attackers until she regained her strength, but there was a dark (frighteningly seductive) fear that he would bite back.
They had barely managed to reach the end of the block when there was the sound of flapping wings, and the tiny gargoyle landed directly in front of them. Regan halted, surprised to realize she was pleased to see the strange little beast. He was…endearing in his own way.
“Hey, did you think to trench me?” he demanded, his wings obviously ruffled.
“Trench me?” Regan demanded in confusion.
“I believe he means ‘ditch me,’” Jagr translated, stabbing Levet with a cold stare. “You deceive yourself, gargoyle, if you think that you can play with me as you do with Styx or Viper. I don’t fear any punishment the Anasso could inflict if I decided to put an end to you.”
Far from wilting beneath the frigid warning, Levet puffed out his chest, managing to appear almost dignified as he met Jagr’s terrifying gaze.
“You need my help, whether you like it or not, vampire. Perhaps you will recall I was the one who frightened off those attacking curs.” He cleared his throat as Jagr regarded him with that unnerving silence. “I can lead you to a cave. I can protect Regan. I have magic…”
“Enough.” Jagr’s clipped voice brought the litany of talents to an abrupt end. “I’m going to regret this.”
“Regret what?” Regan demanded warily.
Jagr never allowed his gaze to stray from Levet. “Wait here with Regan. I’ll be back.”
The gargoyle saluted. “Yes, sir, Mr. Terminator, sir.”
“Levet,” Jagr breathed.
“Oui?”
“Taunt me again and I’ll rip off those wings and shove them down your throat.”
“You have hostility issues, you know that, vampire?”
“Just keep her safe.” And with that, Jagr turned and melted into the shadows.
Regan leaned against the brick front of a local antique shop, too weary to be angered at Jagr’s mysterious disappearance, or even at being passed off like a used car. Once she had the opportunity to gather her strength, she would rid herself of her intrusive guardians. Until then…
Well, she’d endured worse.
Worse in an epic way.
Her heavy lids drifted downward as she relaxed against the wall, trusting her keen sense of smell to warn of any approaching danger. Five minutes passed, and then another five. At last Levet, who clearly possessed the attention span of a gnat, could stand the silence no longer.
“Sooo…you’re Darcy’s sister,” he murmured. “The resemblance is remarkable.”
Regan lifted her heavy lids, ignoring the biting anger that flared through her heart at the mention of her sister. Family issues? Nah. Not her.
“I thought gargoyles were bigger?” she said, more to change the subject than to be insulting.
Levet’s tail twitched. “I might be vertically challenged, but I assure you that I’m a highly respected warrior among the vampires. Indeed, I’m something of a Knight in Shining Armor. I can’t count the number of damsels I’ve rescued from imminent death and dismemberment, which, of course, is why I was sent to rescue you.”
A reluctant smile touched her lips. He looked more like a lawn ornament than a Knight in Shining Armor.
“Why would you help the vampires?”
“It’s a way to pass the time until I land my dream position.”
“Dream position?”
“Well, I’ve given up on the whole Vanna thing since Darcy pointed out that I’m not quite tall enough to reach the letters of the puzzle, so I’ve decided to take over Deal Or No Deal. Now that would be a sweet gig.”
Regan choked back a laugh. Culligan had been a television junkie, rarely turning off the thing when he was in the RV. Not that Regan complained. It at least offered her a glimpse of the world beyond her silver cage.
“Does Howie Mandel know he’s about to become unemployed?” she demanded, shaking off the savage memories.
“I thought I would keep it on the down-low for now. No need for him to go all Britney Spears before I’ve actually been offered the job.”
This time Regan couldn’t stop her chuckle. “Very thoughtful.”
“That’s me, a heart of gold. It’s both a blessing…” Dramatic pause. “And a curse.”
“Yes, I can imagine.”
A silence descended, broken only by the song of crickets and distant frogs. It was a comfortable silence. So comfortable that Regan was astonished to discover she didn’t mind the gargoyle’s company. In fact…
No. She swiftly squashed the treacherous thoughts. She didn’t want or need a companion. Not Levet, who could make her laugh, and certainly not Jagr, who could piss her off one moment, and the next, wreak sensual havoc with a single bite.
Against her will, Regan found her gaze searching through the darkness, her senses seeking some sign of the MIA vampire. She told herself she didn’t give a damn if Jagr had run off and gotten himself killed. One less vampire in the world couldn’t be a bad thing. Her only concern was…was…finding a place to sleep before the humans began filling the streets.
Yeah.
That was it.
Absolutely.
“You can trust him, you know.”
Levet’s lilting voice interrupted her dark broodings. She turned to find him regarding her with knowing gray eyes.
“What?”
“Jagr.” His tiny face twisted in a grimace. “I might not like the coldhearted bastard, but he’s a lethal warrior and he has made a pledge to return you safely to Chicago. He will give his own life before he will let you be hurt.”
Her fur (metaphorically speaking) was instantly ruffled. “I didn’t ask for anyone’s help.”
Levet snorted. “As if that ever stopped the pushy bastards.”
“You mean Darcy?”
“Sacrebleu, no.” The gargoyle was shocked by the mere suggestion. “I was speaking of the vampires. Darcy possesses the most gentle, most beautiful soul I have ever encountered. There’s no one who doesn’t love her.”
Regan ignored the pang of envy that struck her heart.
“Gentle soul? How the hell did we come from the same womb?”
Levet shrugged. “Life has given you a hardened shell, but your soul is just as pure. Which is no doubt what has Mr. Cold as Ice so on edge. And of course, the fact that you’re hot as hell does not hurt.”
Regan choked at the ridiculous claims. “You are…”
“Oui?”
“Very peculiar.”
The demon flapped his wings. “Well, that’s a fine thing to say to the demon who helped save your life.”
Regan shrugged. “I’m peculiar myself. It’s not all bad.”
“Yeah, well you’d never call Brad Pitt or McDreamy peculiar.”
“Tom Cruise.”
Levet considered, then nodded. “Valid point.”
“Weren’t you going to lead us to some caves, gargoyle?” an icy male voice demanded, the only warning that Jagr had silently appeared from the shadows.
The gargoyle squeaked, clapping a hand to his chest. “Holy mother of God, you nearly gave me a heart attack, and not in a good way.”
Jagr’s eyes narrowed. “The caves.”
“And I thought Styx was a grump.” With a flick of his tail, Levet turned and waddled down the street in an obvious snit. “This way.”
Regan hurried to follow Levet. The last thing she wanted was to be alone with the grim-faced vampire.
Well, that wasn’t exactly true.
The last thing she wanted was for him to sense the rapid pounding of her heart and the flare of awareness that stained her stupid cheeks with a blush.
What was wrong with her?
Okay, she’d reacted to his bite. And (as much as it griped her to admit it) to his kiss.
Jagr was a vampire. Everyone knew they used sex to lure their prey. And that even the most powerful of demons were susceptible. The only shocker would have been if she didn’t respond.
So why was she acting like a freaking preteen with a crush on her teacher?
Pathetic.
Sensing Jagr move to walk by her side, Regan gave herself a mental shake and squared her shoulders. Time to start acting like a mature pureblood.
Whatever the hell that meant.
“Where did you go?” she demanded.
His cool glance slashed in her direction. “I disposed of the bodies.”
“Oh.”
“Levet was right,” he continued smoothly. “They were curs. Three of them. Two were caught in Levet’s blast and one managed to escape.”
Her steps faltered. “Why aren’t we following his trail? Culligan might have sent him.”
“I followed the trail. It disappeared four blocks north of here.”
“Just like Culligan’s.”
“Yes.” The frosty blue gaze swept over her face. “Did the imp have a lot of contact with the curs during your imprisonment?”
“On occasion.” Regan grimaced. “No more than any other of the lowlife demons we encountered during our travels.”
“Travels?”
“Culligan never remained in one place more than a few nights. We crisscrossed the country a hundred times.”
“What about Hannibal? Did you stay here often?”
“No.” Regan shook her head. She’d heard of Hannibal, of course. Built on the edge of the mighty Mississippi River, it was the home of Samuel Clemons (Mark Twain), and the setting for many of his most famous novels. There was also some cave or another that had been the hiding spot for Jesse James (the History Channel was a wonderful thing). A charming town, but hardly a hot spot for demons. “He never even mentioned this place.”
Jagr considered her words as they crossed through an empty parking lot built close to the river. In the darkness, Regan could hear the waters that swirled and eddied around the tethered steamboat tied to the nearby dock.
“Then we can’t be certain that Culligan was behind the attack,” he at last concluded.
Great. New, mysterious enemies. Just what she needed.
“Why would the curs want to kill me?” she growled, as annoyed by Jagr’s cool reaction to her obvious danger as being shot at in the first place. Wasn’t he freaking sent to keep her safe? “I thought they worshipped pureblooded Weres?”
A golden brow arched at her churlish tone. “If there’s a local Were pack, they might think you’re a rogue. Weres are as territorial as vampires.”
“But what about the trail disappearing?”
“It’s a connection, but for all we know the curs slaughtered Culligan and covered his death with the same magic that hides their scent. We don’t know enough to jump to conclusions.”
He was right. Only a fool would ignore the possibility that there were other dangers beyond Culligan.
“Damn.”
Jagr’s icy expression softened at her weary concession. Never breaking stride, he thrust a paper bag into her hand and led her from the parking lot to the tangle of undergrowth that lined the river.
“Here.”
Regan frowned. “What’s this?”
“Food.” His gaze drifted down to her wrist. “You’ll need it to replenish the blood I took.”
White-hot heat flared through her, squeezing the air from her lungs. She could almost feel his fangs sinking into her flesh, and the sensuous tugs as he took her blood.
Ducking her head down, she ripped open the bag to discover two still warm bagels and a container of orange juice.
Her stomach rumbled in pleasure.
“Thanks,” she muttered, keeping her face hidden behind the thick curtain of her hair as she rapidly worked her way through the bagels.
Jagr retreated to his familiar silence, wise enough not to offer help when they reached a narrow path that led to the high bluff overlooking the river. Her nerves were already on edge. It wouldn’t take much to have her striking out, regardless of the consequence.
They climbed without speaking, and reaching the top of the bluff, Regan paused to throw away the empty bag, covertly leaning against the plastic trash can. The path had been a steep one, perilously sapping her waning energy.
In less than a heartbeat Jagr was at her side, his arm wrapping about her waist to haul her against the erotic power of his body.
“Why didn’t you ask for help?” he demanded, his dark voice sliding down her spine, sending ripples of pleasure through her.
Oh…hell.
She wanted to lean into all that male hardness. To close her eyes and drown in his ruthless strength.
The need was as intense and unwelcome as the awareness that hummed through her body with tiny, electric jolts.
Placing her palms against his chest, she shoved. “I’m fine.”
He frowned down at her, refusing to loosen his grip. “You might be dizzy…”
She shoved again. “I said I’m fine. Just stop talking about it.”
“About what?” His hard lips twitched. “My feeding, or your reaction?”
Lifting her foot, she kicked him as hard as she could in the knee.
It couldn’t have hurt. Even at her full power, it would be difficult to injure such an ancient demon. Still, it was enough to catch him off guard. Using the nanosecond of distraction, Regan ducked beneath his arms and rushed toward the gargoyle, who was disappearing into the thick tangle of brush and trees that ran along the bluff.
“I swear to God, one day…” she muttered beneath her breath.
She didn’t know what she was going to do.
But it was going to be evil.
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