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			Chapter One

			Shrouded in the dark, and half hidden behind the thick trunk of an oak tree, Russell Ryan Hankelburg carefully aligned the trajectory of his arrow to the exposed neck of Master Han. Steady, Russell reminded himself in response to the adrenaline pounding through his veins. No point in acting like a human. He wasn’t one. Han had made sure of that, and now the bastard would die for it.

			For over two years, through hot, humid jungle and over cold, windblown hills, Russell had tracked his prey. Finally, in the next few seconds it would all be over. His quest for revenge. The culmination of all his rage, the vindication for all he had lost, and the sole purpose for his sorry undead existence.

			The clearing where Han stood was about fifty yards away, and a dozen guards stood around the perimeter, four of them holding torches. The flames licked at the overcast night sky and flickered off the polished gold of Master Han’s mask. How many times had Russell envisioned ripping the ridiculous piece of metal off the evil vampire’s head? In the best-­case scenario, he imagined tearing it off before delivering the final blow so he could watch Han’s face as the Master Bastard realized death was only seconds away.

			What good was revenge if it wasn’t acknowledged? Han needed to know that it was Russell who would end his life and turn him to dust.

			Han stood at the far side of the clearing, outside the wooden palisade of a camp in northern Myanmar. He was wearing a black Kevlar vest over his red silk robe to protect his heart. If Russell’s arrow failed to pierce the vest enough to kill Han, the bastard would simply teleport away.

			Fortunately there was more than one way to kill a vampire. So Russell aimed at the neck instead of the heart, hoping that a ripped carotid artery would incapacitate Han enough to keep him from escaping. Then Russell could teleport straight to him, rip off the mask, and sever Han’s head with one final swing of his sword.

			The dozen armed guards were probably supersoldiers, mutated by Han’s demon buddy, Darafer, and they were going to be a problem. Even so, Russell couldn’t take them out first. Their deaths would alert Han, and the cowardly cretin would teleport away like the last few times Russell had come close to killing him.

			Russell gritted his teeth with impatience. So close, but still unable to shoot. Han was standing next to the kidnapped dragon shifter, practically hugging him as he taught the young captive the proper stance for drawing back a bow. With a silent curse, Russell lifted his finger off the trigger of his crossbow.

			He’d seen the boy once before, so he recognized him. Since dragon shifters aged twice as fast as mortals, Xiao Fang looked about twelve years old. In mortal years, he was only six. Russell wasn’t sure what the kid’s mental age was, but he was certainly young enough to have been traumatized by recent events. Darafer had captured the dragon boy over two months ago and delivered him to Han. Since then, Russell had been spying on all thirty of Han’s camps, hoping to catch a glimpse of Han and the boy.

			It was extremely rare to see Han outside one of his encampments, but apparently he’d made an exception for the boy. He was giving Xiao Fang an archery lesson and playing the role of a father figure, no doubt to win the young dragon shifter to his side.

			The sad reality was that the strategy might work. Away from his home for over two months, the boy could have fallen prey to the Stockholm syndrome, so that he was now identifying with one of his captors. Master Han probably seemed the safer choice. Safer than the demon Darafer, for sure. And here was Han patting the kid on the back and giving him words of encouragement.

			It made Russell’s stomach churn with disgust. For a second, he considered teleporting straight to the boy, nabbing him, and taking him to Tiger Town, where he would be safe. The good Vamps were gathered there with their allies, the were-­tigers, anxiously awaiting their chance to rescue the dragon boy and defeat Master Han. One phone call and Russell could have a dozen Vamps and shifters by his side.

			But wait. Han was stepping back to let Xiao Fang take his shot. It might be another two years before Russell got a chance like this. His first priority had to be killing Han. In the ensuing chaos, the boy could easily be rescued. And this situation was ideal, since Han and his supersoldiers were all standing perfectly still so as not to disturb the boy’s concentration.

			Russell eased his finger back onto the trigger. Die, you bastard.

			One of the guards jerked suddenly. As he fell forward onto his face, the soldier next to him stiffened with a cry, then crumbled to his knees.

			What the hell? Russell barely had time to spot the knives protruding from the fallen soldiers’ backs when Han jumped on the boy, pushing him down onto the ground. A third knife whizzed past where Han had been standing, embedding itself with a thunk in a tree.

			The remaining soldiers shouted, immediately drawing their swords. Han vanished, taking the dragon boy with him.

			Damn it to hell! Russell fumed silently. Who were these assholes who had ruined his plans? From the speed and accuracy of the attack, he assumed there were two knife throwers. Maybe three. Whoever they were, they might have trouble escaping the superfast soldiers who were giving chase.

			Not my problem, he told himself. The attackers had destroyed the best chance he’d had in a long time. If they were all murdered in the next few minutes, they would never have a chance to interfere with him again.

			With a groan, he rested his head against the tree trunk. When had he become such an uncaring prick? Even though he’d been stripped of his humanity, did that mean he had to act like a heartless monster? The attackers were clearly on the same side he was. That made them allies in the war against Master Han.

			Damn, but he hated having allies. As long as he was alone, he had nothing to lose.

			Maybe the attackers were guys he knew, like J.L. Wang and Rajiv, and in that case, vampire J.L. would have teleported his were-­tiger buddy out of danger. But knife throwing was not J.L.’s style. He would have used a rifle or handgun. And he would have wounded the soldiers instead of killing them.

			If the attackers were mortal, they wouldn’t stand a chance against ten supersoldiers. An old vestige of Marine honor pricked at Russell’s undead heart. You don’t leave men behind.

			“Dammit,” he muttered, hitching the leather sling of the crossbow onto his shoulder.

			He levitated to the top of the tree. The soldiers were easy to spot, since four of them were still carrying torches. The four flames of light were weaving through the forest at a speed faster than any mortal could achieve.

			He focused on the tree line ahead of the lights, then teleported there. Perched high in a tree, he searched the ground below for movement. Even though the sky was dark and overcast, his superior night vision spotted a runner, lean and lithe, maintaining a fast pace, but not quick enough to outdistance the soldiers.

			Only one? He scanned a wide area in case the attackers had fanned out. No, only one was running. Had the others hidden themselves, leaving this one to draw away the heat? A quick glance back verified that the soldiers were gaining on him. Ten against one. It would be a slaughter.

			He teleported again to get a closer look at the runner and nearly fell off the tree branch. It was a woman. Her tunic-­length top was cinched tightly around her narrow waist. A thick braid of long black hair swayed back and forth as she ran.

			Was she one of the warrior women of Beyul-­La? They all possessed long black hair and were lean and athletic, like this woman. The warriors of Beyul-­La were the guardians of the dragon shifters and had kept them hidden for centuries in a secret valley in the Himalayas. After a battle with Master Han, their valley had been destroyed. Fortunately, the remaining dragon children and eggs had been safely whisked away before the battle. No doubt the women were eager to rescue the captured boy, Xiao Fang. Russell had fought alongside the women before, so he knew how fierce they could be. This one definitely had balls, for it looked like she’d attacked Han single-­handedly.

			He glanced back. The ten supersoldiers were closing in. Time to slow them down. He shot an arrow at one holding a torch, and the soldier let out a yelp and fell over, his torch tumbling to the ground.

			The flames quickly spread, drawing the attention of the other guards. One of them kicked the fallen soldier into the flames to smother them.

			What a shithead. Russell notched another arrow into his crossbow as the fallen soldier thrashed and screamed. A second later, his arrow put the burning soldier out of his misery, and three seconds later, another arrow took out the shithead.

			“It’s an ambush!” one of the supersoldiers yelled as he dove behind a tree.

			The other soldiers scrambled for cover and quickly extinguished the torches. A dark, tense silence fell over the forest.

			Russell readied another arrow, waiting for one of the eight remaining soldiers to venture out. A quick glance toward the woman, and he groaned inwardly. Instead of running, she’d crouched behind some bushes. His sudden appearance must have confused her. She was breathing heavily, twisting this way and that in a frantic attempt to discern his location.

			Just run away, he pleaded with her silently. I have this covered.

			From her belt, she pulled out a knife. Apparently she was afraid to trust him. He couldn’t blame her. If you trusted no one, you tended to live longer.

			He turned his attention back to the eight soldiers. On the far left, one darted to the cover of another tree, too quickly for Russell to take him out. He aimed an arrow at him, waiting for him to make another move. Meanwhile, to the right, another soldier dashed to a tree. The group was obviously trying to surround the woman, and eventually they would if she didn’t make a run for it.

			The guy to the far left made another move, and this time, Russell wounded him in the shoulder. He was still alive, but his sword arm would be useless.

			Rustling sounds emanated from bushes and trees as the remaining seven soldiers attempted to encircle their prey. The woman slipped her knife back into its sheath, then leaped from her crouch into a full sprint. Russell paused a second, amazed by her speed and grace, but quickly came to when he realized the soldiers were dashing after her. He shot one with an arrow, then noticed another aiming a pistol in his direction. Just as the sound of gunfire echoed through the woods, he teleported away and landed in a tree ahead of the woman.

			The six remaining soldiers were gaining on her fast. Enough of this nonsense. Just get her out of here.

			He jumped down to the base of the tree. Hidden behind it, he could hear her approaching. Her steps were light, as if she barely needed the ground, but her breathing was louder and tinged with panic. He stepped out, directly into her path.

			Her night vision was excellent, for she spotted him immediately and skidded to a stop so fast that she fell back onto her rump.

			Russell lifted his empty hands to show her he meant no harm, but within a second, she was back on her feet with her knife drawn and pointed at him. Once again, he was amazed by her speed and gracefulness.

			“Friend,” he whispered in Chinese. Her face was partially blocked by her raised knife, and he tilted his head to get a better look.

			She pivoted to check on the soldiers behind her. When Russell stepped closer, she whipped around to face him.

			He blinked. She was stunning. And not one of the warrior women of Beyul-­La. If he’d ever met this woman before, he would have remembered her.

			Her golden eyes widened as she looked him over.

			Who the hell was she? “Friend,” he repeated and motioned to the crossbow on his shoulder. “I helped you.”

			She sheathed her knife but retained her grip on the handle. Apparently she wasn’t ready to completely trust him. Smart girl. He was still tempted to wring her neck.

			The glint of metal behind a bush caught his eye and he grabbed her, pulling her behind the tree with vampire speed as a knife whooshed toward them. With his back pressed against the trunk, he felt the tree shudder with the knife’s impact.

			“Let me go,” the woman whispered, tugging at his grip.

			He considered complying. After all, she wasn’t his problem. And she’d destroyed the best chance he’d had at killing Han in over two years.

			I am not responsible for her, he thought, but he made the mistake of looking at her. Big, golden eyes, flickering with emotion. A beautiful face, vibrant and alive. Delicate, but determined. He had a feeling she was near panic but holding it together with sheer willpower and courage. Something twisted in his undead heart.

			I’m going to regret this. He tightened his hold on her, then teleported, taking her with him.

			As soon as Jia felt solid ground beneath her feet, she pulled away from the man’s grip. It was dark, too dark to see, even with her excellent night vision.

			“Careful,” the man said in Chinese. His accent was odd and his voice gruff, as if he didn’t speak often.

			She pulled her knife from its sheath, ready to strike if he attacked her. From his scent and the fact that he’d teleported, she knew he was a vampire, but he might be a good one, like her friends Jin Long and Dou Gal. This man seemed to be on her side, but when it came to vampires, appearances could be deceiving. Until she’d met the good Vamps, she’d thought they were all evil.

			“Don’t move,” the man grumbled. “I’ll light up the place so you can see.”

			The decreasing volume of his voice indicated he was moving away from her. Jia took a deep breath, attempting to quell the panic that had seized her when the two soldiers had fallen dead from her knives. They were the enemy, she reminded herself. Anyone who stood in the way of her mission had to be removed. Nothing could stop her from killing Han.

			She’d trained since the age of eight, learning martial arts with the boys of Tiger Town and then in private, throwing countless knives at straw targets until her speed and accuracy had become as good as any man’s. But bundles of straw never cried out in pain and bled to death. Thirteen years of practice had not prepared her for the grim reality of war.

			She had thought she was ready for death, even her own. As a were-­tiger, she had nine lives, and advancing on to her second life would give her a much-­needed strategic advantage. It would allow her to shift any time and anywhere. If she’d been able to shift tonight, she could have easily defeated her foe.

			But once the soldiers had charged after her, the prospect of dying at their hands had terrified her. What if they chopped up her dead body, so she couldn’t come back? That was what Han had done to her parents and brother.

			A vision of her mutilated family swept across her mind, followed by the memory of the two soldiers she’d killed tonight. With a shudder, she shoved the images aside. She needed to get a hold of herself and focus on her current situation.

			Location unknown. Vampire captor unknown.

			She flexed her hand on the knife handle. “Who are you?”

			He didn’t answer.

			Since she couldn’t see, she used her other heightened senses to detect her location. A strong, earthy smell surrounded her. The air was warm and humid, similar to the Yunnan province where Tiger Town was located. Water was moving nearby, the trickling sound pleasant to her ears. She picked up the warbling call of a bird, muffled and distant. Outdoors, but no sky overhead. A cave?

			Why had the vampire brought her here?

			Two months ago, when the good Vamps had gone to battle to defend the valley of Beyul-­La, they had all traveled through Tiger Town, and they had returned there each day to do their death-­sleep. Her cousin Rajiv, the Grand Tiger, had gone to battle, too, along with her uncles Rinzen and Tenzen. She’d been left behind to rule in her cousin’s stead, so while she’d played princess of Tiger Town, she’d met dozens of good Vamps.

			This vampire had not been with them.

			“Who are you?” Jia asked again, taking another step back.

			“Don’t move,” he repeated. A flame appeared at the end of a pistol-­looking device, and then the wick of a camping-­style oil lamp lit up.

			A golden circle of light shone around the lamp, illuminating the profile of the man leaning over it. Whoever this vampire was, he was certainly handsome. She’d noticed that before in the forest. Strong features, strong body. All the good Vamps she’d met were strong and good looking, but this man was different. The good Vamps were usually well dressed, well groomed, and well behaved. Polite, friendly, and respectful. She doubted any of them would kidnap a young woman and take her to a dark cave.

			This vampire had a rough, primitive look about him. His khaki pants were torn in a few places. His knee-­length brown coat was old and shabby. Dark stubble shaded his square jaw. Some of his hair had come loose from his short ponytail, and he’d hooked the strands behind his ears. At first, his hair appeared brown, but the longer she stared, the more she detected light copper streaks that gleamed in the golden lamplight. American, maybe? Or British?

			Why was he in China? What did he want from her? Was he hungry and expected to feed from her? She lifted her knife and took another step back.

			“Don’t—­”

			Kerplunk. Her foot plopped into cool water up to her shin. She quickly regained her balance and moved her foot back onto dry land. Unfortunately, some water had seeped into her ankle-­high hiking boot. Damn, she hated wet socks.

			“Told you not to move,” he muttered.

			She glared at him. “You could have warned me about the lake.”

			“It’s not a lake. And I don’t explain myself.” He gave her an annoyed look that made her blink at the intensity of it.

			He was angry with her? More than angry. His brown eyes seethed with controlled rage. Great. She’d been kidnapped by a pissed-­off vampire.

			He moved away from the light, and soon, he’d lit two more lamps.

			She pivoted to look around, her sodden leather boot squishing as she moved. They were definitely underground. The walls were solid rock, and part of the ceiling high overhead was stone. The rest of the ceiling was a tangled mass of earth and tree roots. In places, long strands of green ivy dangled down into the cave.

			As far as she could tell, they were just below the surface. Tiny cracks here and there let in damp, fresh air, and brilliant green moss clung to the tree roots and rock ceiling.

			She was standing on the sandy shore of an underground stream. On the far side of the stream, she spotted a narrow strand of sand, then a smooth wall of rock. No exit there. The cave was narrow and long, following the path of the stream. It was a beautiful place, what with the green moss and tendrils of ivy overhead, and the soothing sound of moving water.

			To the right, where the cave’s ceiling was solid rock, she spotted a dark alcove. Inside were some wooden crates, set side by side to form a rectangle. Stacked on top were several open sleeping bags and a blanket. His bed.

			This was his home. She glanced back at him. He was levitating up to a tree root with gnarly stems that protruded like fingers. There, he hooked the leather slings of his crossbow and quiver of arrows. He dropped neatly to the ground, then walked a few steps to a foldout camp table.

			He emptied the deep pockets of his coat, placing four knives, a phone, two handguns, and extra ammunition on the table. Then he unbuckled a sword belt and set his sheathed sword on the table. Apparently he wasn’t worried about her attacking, for he was completely disarming himself.

			She pivoted once more to examine his home. He had quite a collection of camping gear: oil lanterns, two ice chests, two foldout tables. He’d built a makeshift bookcase with cinder blocks and planks of wood. Neatly folded clothing was stacked on the bottom two shelves. The top shelf held an assortment of books and electronic gadgets. How did he power them? A thick wire snaked up the rock wall and disappeared among some tree roots. Interesting. His cave might not be as primitive as she’d first thought.

			Far to the right, past his bedroom, the underground stream disappeared into a rock tunnel. He’d situated an old-­fashioned tin bathtub on the sandy shore with a spigot that extended over the water. Hanging from a hook rammed into the rock ceiling was a large bucket with a long chain. His version of a shower, she assumed. Close by there was a foldout wooden rack where he’d stretched out his laundry to dry. For a guy who lived in a cave, he appeared to be rather neat and tidy.

			“Who are you?” His deep voice rumbled behind her, tingling the skin at the back of her neck.

			She turned and her jaw dropped. He’d taken off his bulky coat and tossed it on the table. That one move had transformed him from an anonymous hobo into a gorgeous superhero. His dark green T-­shirt stretched over incredibly wide shoulders. The worn, faded material clung to every contour of his muscled chest and abdomen before tapering to his narrow hips. He folded his arms over his chest, and she thought his sleeves might rip from failing to accommodate the size of his biceps.

			The tingle on her neck skittered down her spine. It wasn’t just his muscles that were affecting her. It was something more. His presence. It seemed to fill the cave and, worse, fill her senses, leaving her with no doubt that this man was powerful, intelligent, and perhaps even dangerous.

			She swallowed hard. “Who are you?”

			“You know what I am.”

			“A vampire, yes. But I haven’t figured out yet if you’re one of the good ones.”

			“Neither have I.” His mouth twisted with a wry look. “I take it you’ve met the good ones?”

			She nodded. “Jin Long, Dou Gal, Angus, and some others. Do you know them?”

			“Yes. How do you know them?”

			She ignored his question. “Then you’re on their side?”

			“Only when it suits me.” He pulled a bottle of blood from an ice chest and opened it. “I won’t feed from you, if that’s what you’re worried about.” He took a long drink.

			That was good news. She sheathed her knife.

			He set the bottle down and frowned at her. “You pissed me off.”

			Her hand shot back to the handle of her knife.

			He snorted. “I’m not going to hurt you. Not after going to the trouble of saving your pretty ass.”

			She narrowed her eyes. “I have excellent aim, so I suggest you rephrase that.”

			He finished his bottle, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “You’re right. ‘Pretty’ was an insult. I’d say your ass is damned beautiful—­” When she pulled her knife from its sheath, he scoffed. “I rescued you, and you’re going to kill me? You should be thanking me.”

			She pointed the weapon at him. “You brought me here against my will.”

			“Would you prefer I take you back? I could drop you off at Han’s camp and let them capture you.” He took a step toward her, his scowl deepening. “What the hell were you thinking, taking on a dozen supersoldiers single-­handedly? Are you trying to get yourself killed? Don’t you have family somewhere worried about you?”

			The vision of her mutilated family flitted through her mind once more. With an inward groan, she lowered her arm. “Just tell me where the exit is, and I’ll be on my way.”

			“There is no exit. I teleport you in or out.”

			And he would control where they went? She motioned to the stream. “I’ll follow the water. I’m sure it surfaces at some point.”

			“Yes, after going through a rock tunnel for a mile or so. Your body would emerge eventually. Dead.”

			Jia bit her lip, her gaze wandering to the stream where it disappeared into the tunnel. If she drowned, she wouldn’t have to worry about being hacked to pieces. Her skin pebbled with goose bumps as she imagined those last terrifying moments when she would run out of air—­

			“What the hell?” he whispered, and she turned to face him. “You’re considering it, aren’t you? You’re suicidal.” He strode toward her.

			She lifted her knife. “Stay back!”

			He vanished. Before she could even react, he grabbed her from behind. His left arm encircled her rib cage and pulled her hard against his chest. His right hand wrenched the knife from her hand and tossed it aside.

			So incredibly fast. And strong. Self-­doubt crept into her mind once again, reminding her how difficult it was going to be to kill Master Han on her own. As a vampire, Han was just as strong and fast as this one who was pinning her against his rock-­hard chest.

			“Release me.” Her breath caught as his hand groped along her belted waist.

			“Any more knives? Do I need to frisk you?”

			“Let me go!”

			“I will. Eventually.” His chin grazed the top of her head. “I haven’t decided yet what to do with you.”

			She swallowed hard. There was no way she could overpower this man. And even if she did, where could she go? The only way out of this cave was the stream. And death.

			His cheek slid along her hair till she felt his breath, hot against her ear. Hot? Shouldn’t a vampire be cold? His whiskered jaw scraped across her cheek. She tilted her head away from him, but that only served to give him better access to her throat. He buried his nose in the crook of her neck, and she shuddered.

			“You have the scent of a shifter.” With his right hand, he took hold of her jaw and turned her face toward him. “And the golden eyes of a tiger.”

			Her gaze met his, and for a few seconds she forgot to breathe. His stare was bold and fierce, as if he was trying to look into her soul. His eyes were not solid brown, as she’d thought, but hazel, with shards of gold and green shimmering among the brown.

			There was something so . . . sincere about his eyes and expression. Instinctively, she felt he was solid and honest. A man who said and did what he felt was right and never apologized for it.

			His gaze lowered to her mouth, then returned to her eyes. “Shall I teleport you back to Tiger Town?”

			“No!” She pulled away, surprised for a second that he let her go. “I can’t go back there. Anywhere but there.”

			He smirked. “So you admit that is your home.”

			“Yes, but I can’t go back before my mission is done.”

			“Your family must be worried sick—­”

			“My family is dead! My parents and brother, hacked to pieces by Master Han. I won’t stop until I’ve killed him.”

			The vampire stiffened. “You will not kill Han.”

			“I will! I swore I would avenge my family—­”

			“You’re not killing Han!” the vampire yelled. “I am!”

			Jia paused a moment, stunned by the vampire’s words and the ferocious look on his face. “Why do you want—­”

			“I don’t explain myself,” he growled and took a step toward her. “I was so close to killing Han tonight. I had a clear shot at his neck, and you ruined it.”

			She stepped back. “You—­”

			“Two years of tracking that bastard, and you screwed it up!”

			She winced. No wonder he was pissed. “I didn’t know.”

			“You know nothing about warfare! You can’t attack his guards first. He just teleports away.”

			“I realize that now. I’ll do better next—­”

			“There is no next time for you. Killing Han is my job, and you will stay out of it!”

			Jia’s breath caught when she realized who this vampire must be. How many times had she heard Jin Long and her cousin complain about him? Angus kept sending them on missions to find him, and somehow, he always eluded them.

			What was his name? He seemed like a legend, the way ­people gossiped about him. Some said he was dangerous; others called him a hero. According to her cousin, he’d cut the tracking chip out of his arm and disappeared two years ago, vowing to kill Master Han. A few times, when Rajiv and Jin Long had found themselves surrounded by Han’s soldiers, this vampire had miraculously appeared and rescued them.

			Just like he’d rescued her tonight. “I know who you are. You’re the—­the—­”

			“The deserter?” he growled. “Do they say I’m crazy?”

			“No! Of course not.” She winced inwardly. This was not the time to admit that Rajiv called him “The Crazy One.” And Jin Long claimed he was a loose cannon. She searched her mind for something good they’d said about him. “They say you’re the best tracker in the world.”

			He stared at her a moment, then looked away, shifting his weight as if he didn’t know how to respond.

			He’s not used to compliments, she thought, and her heart softened. What a lonesome man he had to be. But so wonderfully dedicated to his cause. She inhaled sharply as an idea popped into her mind. “I know what to do. We’ll work together!”

			He blinked. “No.”

			“Yes!” It was a brilliant solution, so brilliant that she felt a surge of confidence that she could easily convince him. “It’s perfect! We have the same goal, so all we have to do is team up to defeat our common foe.”

			“Hell, no.”

			“In fact, I think fate has brought us together for this purpose.”

			He hesitated, a stunned look on his face.

			Yes! He was coming around. The more she thought about this new idea, the more excited she became. She’d always known it would be difficult to kill Han, but when she’d asked her uncles, Rinzen and Tenzen, to help her, they had refused. And then, to make matters worse, they’d reported her plan to her cousin, and Rajiv had forbidden her to go. Vengeance should be left to the male were-­tigers, Rajiv had told her. As the resident princess in Tiger Town, it was her job to play hostess and perform the tea ceremony for their visitors. She’d been sorely tempted to tell Rajiv what he could do with the ceremonial teapot.

			“As a vampire, you can do all the levitating and teleporting,” she continued. “And I’ll do whatever needs to be done during the day. I can even guard you while you’re in your death-­sleep.”

			He shook his head. “I don’t need a guard. No one knows about this place.”

			“I know.”

			He snorted. “You have no idea where we are.”

			“That’s even better! No one should know the location of our secret hideout.”

			“Our hideout?”

			“Yes!” She grinned, delighted that he was agreeing. “And you needn’t worry that I won’t pull my weight. I know martial arts, and you’ve seen how well I throw knives.”

			“I work alone.”

			She waved a dismissive hand. “I realize you’re stuck in a rut over that, but it’s time for you to be daring enough to try something new. We have to be bold in order to succeed.”

			He gave her an incredulous look. “Are you calling me a coward?”

			“Of course not. I’m just saying we’ll be more efficient as a team. Take tonight, for example. If I had known your plans ahead of time, I wouldn’t have interfered.” She gave him an encouraging smile. “We should start right now tracking down Master Han. You know where his camps are, right? Let’s go!”

			“I think we should go.” The vampire grabbed hold of her arms.

			Yes! They were a team! “Shouldn’t you arm yourself—­” She stopped when everything went black.

			When her feet hit solid ground, she pulled away from him and looked around her. Oh, God, no.

			They were in the courtyard of Tiger Town. Torches lit up the perimeter, and dozens of armed male were-­tigers were standing nearby. They all stared at her in shock. Her heart sank in dismay.

			“Jia!” Rajiv ran toward her. “Where have you been?”

			“What have you done?” she hissed at the vampire. “I told you not to bring me here.”

			Rajiv stopped in front of her. “Jia, what happened? You left seven days ago to see my brother in Thailand, and then today I get a call from him that you never arrived! I was about to send out search parties for you.”

			The vampire smirked. “I thought you might be worried about her.”

			“Russell!” Rajiv shook his hand. “Thank you for bringing back my cousin.”

			Russell? So that was the vampire’s name. Jia glared at him. It could take her weeks to find Han again. And now that Rajiv knew what she was up to, she’d have a hard time escaping Tiger Town.

			“Cousin?” Russell gave her a wary look. “You’re in the royal family?”

			She was royally pissed. Before she could answer, Rajiv cut in.

			“She’s our resident princess,” he explained. “We are indebted to you for bringing her back safely.”

			Russell’s face went cold. Without looking at her, he muttered, “I’ll be going then.”

			“You’re leaving me here?” Anger spiked in her chest. “We have the same goal. I thought you understood me. I thought I could trust you.”

			His mouth thinned. “You thought wrong.”

			She pulled her arm back and slapped him hard across the face.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Two

			Russell shifted his jaw to make sure it still worked. She was damned strong for a princess. And damned angry.

			He turned away from her accusing glare. No matter what she thought, he’d done the right thing. The woman had family, royal family, and they were relieved to have her safely home. Her plan to go after Han was clearly suicidal. The bastard had hundreds of supersoldiers. She’d never manage to kill him on her own.

			That’s why she wanted to team up with you. With a dismissive snort, he ignored the inner voice. No doubt it had hurt like hell when she’d lost her parents and brother, but her need for vengeance could never take precedence over his. Vengeance was all that he had left. She still had family. And friends. Still had a home and a future. There was no need for her to suffer anymore.

			And that was the big difference between them. He didn’t give a shit if he suffered or died. He’d endured enough pain that his cold, undead heart had grown immune to it.

			When Angus and his buddies had found him three years ago in Master Han’s cave in Thailand, they’d wakened him from a vampire coma. It had been unnerving to discover he’d joined the ranks of the Undead, but he’d adjusted quickly. After all, being a vampire put him on equal footing with the villain who had attacked him. It made revenge possible. And that gave him a reason to live.

			Russell had no memory of how he’d ended up in a vampire coma, but he’d been found in Han’s cave with Han’s tattoo of ownership on his right wrist. It could only mean that Han had attacked him, sucked him dry, then stashed him away for thirty-­nine freakin’ years.

			Russell’s theory had been confirmed when he’d met Han and the bastard had declared that Russell belonged to him. Russell had known then and there that Han had to die. But if possible, he had one question to ask Master Han before killing him. Why? Why did you leave me there for thirty-­nine years?

			During that time, Russell had lost everything. Unlike Jia, he had nothing left to lose. There was no family, no home, no future. Nothing and no one.

			That was the way it needed to stay. He had to work alone. A partner would slow him down. Make him feel responsible. Make him . . . feel. Feelings would make him weak. And weakness would make him fail.

			“Tenzen!” Rajiv called over one of his uncles. “Will you take Jia to her room?”

			The princess’s eyes blazed with anger, and she aimed a molten-­gold glare at Russell. “See what you’ve done? I’ll be a prisoner!”

			Tenzen took hold of her arm, and she shook him off. “I know the way.” With a lift of her chin, she started across the courtyard.

			Her dignified exit was somewhat marred by the squishing sound of her wet boot, but even so, Russell was impressed by her refusal to appear defeated. Was she really a prisoner? He winced at the sight of her uncle and two guards following close behind her.

			“Jia, thank God you’re back!” J.L. Wang grinned at her as he approached. “Are you all right?”

			Russell’s eyes narrowed. J.L. was the vampire she’d called her friend, using his full name, Jin Long. As a former special agent for the FBI, J.L. had fit right into MacKay Security and Investigation. Officially, he was head of security for the West Coast Coven, headquartered in his hometown of San Francisco. But recently, he spent most of his time in China, where his knowledge of Chinese was helping the good Vamps in their fight against Master Han.

			Jia lifted a hand in greeting, then marched right past J.L. without a word. As J.L.’s smile faded, a pang of satisfaction reverberated in Russell’s chest.

			J.L. jogged over to Rajiv and Russell. “What happened?”

			“Russell found her and brought her back,” Rajiv replied.

			“Thank you.” J.L. gave Russell a quick smile. “We were worried about her.”

			Russell’s hands curled into fists. “Then why weren’t you with her? You call yourself her friend but leave her alone to face danger?”

			J.L. stiffened. “What’s gotten into you?”

			“She wasn’t alone,” Rajiv explained. “At least not at first. My brother’s wife has recently given birth to twins. Jia offered to be our emissary to deliver gifts and assist with the care of the babies. She set off a week ago with a small caravan. Five guards. Just across the border in Thailand, she managed to sneak away in the middle of the night. The guards searched for her but couldn’t find her. So they rushed on to my brother’s village, and he called tonight with the news that she was missing.”

			“We were about to search for her,” J.L. added. “Where did you find her?”

			Russell shifted his weight. He wasn’t sure if these guys knew about Jia’s plan to assassinate Master Han. Even though he should warn them, he found himself strangely reluctant to tattle on her. “I’m not sure. Someplace in northern Myanmar.”

			J.L.’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Master Han has a camp there.”

			Russell shrugged. “He has camps all over.”

			“Was Han there?” Rajiv demanded. “Was she trying to kill him?”

			So they knew. Russell sighed. “Yes, she tried and came damned close to succeeding.”

			J.L. sucked in a hissing breath.

			Rajiv grimaced. “I strictly forbade her to go anywhere near Han or his camps.”

			J.L. shook his head. “She’s too impetuous. She’ll get herself killed.”

			A surge of anger shot through Russell. “At least she’s doing something! She had the courage to go after him, which is more than I can say for the two of you!”

			Rajiv’s eyes flashed with anger. “If you know where Han is, tell me and I’ll gladly kill him. I promised Jia I would avenge her family. And since you found her, you must have been near Han, too. Why didn’t you kill him?”

			Russell’s jaw shifted as he ground his teeth.

			“Do you think we’re doing nothing here?” J.L. glared at him. “In the last two months, we’ve attacked six of Han’s camps and taken his supersoldiers. They’re in the clinic now, being changed back to normal.”

			“We’ve whittled Han’s army down to three hundred and twenty,” Rajiv added.

			Russell scoffed. “Instead of saving soldiers, we need to kill Han. Once the head is dead, the body will wither away.”

			“Then the next time you see Han, call us,” J.L. growled. “We’re on the same side, dammit.”

			Russell stepped back to teleport away. “Later.”

			“Wait!” J.L. held up a hand. “We need to know more. Is Han still in Myanmar?”

			“He left.” Russell scowled. “There’s no telling where he is now. And he had the dragon boy with him.”

			“Xiao Fang?” Rajiv asked. “Is he all right?”

			“He appeared to be.”

			“Let me get you a sat phone,” J.L. said. “The next time you see Han—­”

			“I have a phone.”

			“But the charge—­”

			“It’s fine.” Russell visualized his underground lair, ready to teleport there. Our secret hideout, the princess had called it. Was it true what she had said? “Is she really a prisoner?”

			Rajiv glanced in the direction of the houses next to the courtyard. Jia had disappeared down one of the narrow alleys. “She’s exaggerating. She’s free to go about Tiger Town as she wishes.”

			Tiger Town was small. Russell tamped down on the anger that still sizzled inside him. How dare they keep down a fighting spirit like hers?

			“If she still wants to visit the were-­tigers in Thailand, I’ll teleport her there,” J.L. offered.

			Russell snorted. Did the fools think she wanted to babysit? She was probably sharpening her knives right now and planning her escape. She had one thing on her mind—­killing Han.

			And he needed to beat her to it. Russell teleported away.

			Jia slid the bolt across her door. The last thing she needed now was someone barging in while she checked on her hidden stash of weapons. She dashed across the dark room and opened the shutters to the back window. It had been overcast in Myanmar, but here in the Yunnan province of China, the sky was clear. Countless stars and a quarter-­moon shone through the window. With her excellent night vision, there was enough light for her to see.

			As the granddaughter of the late Grand Tiger, she’d lived in Tiger Town since the age of eight, moving there after the deaths of her parents and brother. She’d been trained in all the intricacies of courtly life and its elaborate ceremonies, but here in the privacy of her room, she’d always maintained a Spartan existence. As long as her family cried out for vengeance, she couldn’t afford to grow soft.

			Her room took up half of a building situated on the bluff overlooking the beach and Mekong River. Down by the river, she could see lights in the windows of houses and stores built up on stilts. Most of the villagers of Tiger Town lived along the river and worked as fishermen or merchants. Up here on the bluff, the royal residences and guesthouses sat next to the courtyard and palace.

			Her sensitive hearing caught the sound of a boot scraping along the stone alleyway outside her door. The guards were still there. Dammit. How dare that vampire bring her back to Tiger Town? She’d clearly told him anywhere but here.

			She darted over to her wooden chest and dug beneath the embroidery supplies to find her hidden stash of knives. Still there, thank God. Apparently Rajiv hadn’t ordered her room to be searched when he’d learned she was missing.

			After pulling out the leather parcel, she untied the strings to unroll it on the floor. Ten perfectly balanced knives lay in a row, their handles nestled into narrow pockets, their blades gleaming in the moonlight. She retrieved a knife from each of her boots and a third one that was lashed to her calf underneath her trousers. She lifted her baggy pants higher to uncover the short, emergency dagger strapped to her thigh.

			With a snort, she added the four knives to her collection. The vampire had made a mistake not searching her for more weapons, although the thought of his hands roaming up her legs made her pause. Such strong hands. She only had to close her eyes to remember his rock-­hard chest against her back, the scrape of his whiskers along her cheek, and the bold way he had stared into her eyes. What an intense, exciting . . .

			“Bastard.” It didn’t matter how strong or handsome he was. He’d betrayed her. And then he’d turned away from her like he didn’t care. The cold, heartless worm. He was definitely not one of the good Vamps.

			She hurried over to the delicate folding screen that partitioned off the section of the room she used for her bedroom. A gift from her grandfather, the screen was comprised of squares that each showed a different landscape painting. She folded it to the side to make the back wall visible. A length of white silk was rolled up like a shade near the ceiling. She untied the cord, and with a whoosh, the silk unfurled down the wall. The outline of a man had been painted in black on the white silk. She planted a few books along the hem to keep the silk banner stretched taut against the wooden wall.

			After a quick run back to her stash of knives, she grabbed one and twisted toward the silk banner, letting the knife fly. Thunk. A direct hit to the man’s heart.

			“Try to stop me again, vampire, and this one will be for you.” She hurled another knife, and it lodged in the man’s head.

			She winced. Not his handsome face. With a groan, she turned away from the silk banner. His name was Russell. The best tracker in the world. Don’t think about him. But what if he was searching for Han right now? What if he found Han and killed him, stealing the vengeance she’d promised her family? How could she live with herself if she failed the mission she’d spent thirteen years preparing for?

			Dammit, he needed to let her work with him. It didn’t matter if he was a cold, heartless worm of a vampire, not when he represented her best chance at actually completing her mission. And surviving it.

			She shuddered as the memory of tonight’s fiasco flooded her mind. Not only had she failed to kill Han but she’d also panicked when the soldiers had come after her. Never had she experienced so many men intent on killing her. And how could she blame them? She’d killed two of them.

			Her knees buckled, and she collapsed on the floor next to the trunk. For more than half of her life she’d dreamed of avenging her family. In her mind she’d always envisioned it as a lofty, noble quest and imagined herself a noble warrior.

			But because of her, two men had died. They had families.

			Tears stung her eyes. I had family, too! She reached into the trunk for the red silk bag that held her most prized possession. Carefully she removed the two ornate, cufflike bracelets made of hammered gold and decorated with inlaid jade. Her father had given them to her mother as a wedding present. They were all she had left of her parents.

			Taking a deep breath, she clasped the bracelets onto her wrists. “I will avenge you, I promise.” She would kill Han. Even if he had a hundred soldiers guarding him, she would plow right through them. Nothing would stop her.

			Not even Russell.

			A knock sounded at her door, and she leaped to her feet.

			“Jia!” Rajiv called out. “Can we talk a moment?”

			“Just a second!” She grabbed the knives and jammed them into the chest, hurriedly throwing a half-­finished embroidery project on top, then closing the lid. She ran to the screen and stretched it out across the room to cover up the silk banner she’d used for target practice.

			She unbolted the door and cracked it. “Yes?”

			Rajiv pushed the door open and entered. “We didn’t get a chance to talk earlier. And I thought you might be hungry.”

			She was starving. For the last few days her rations had been a pouch of dried beef, nuts, and berries. Her mouth watered as she watched a maidservant enter, carrying a tray of rice, soup, and fresh steamed buns. Another servant brought a tray containing a teapot and two small porcelain cups.

			The servants set the trays on a low table, then bowed.

			“Thank you,” Rajiv told the women. “Could you light the candles, please? And bring the gifts that came today.”

			“Yes, Your Eminence,” the women murmured and left.

			“Gifts?” Jia asked.

			“I’ll explain later.” Rajiv looked her over. “Are you all right? Did any harm come to you?”

			“I’m fine.”

			He frowned at her. “Do I have to tell you how much you frightened us? And how angry I am that you disobeyed—­” He halted when one of the servants returned with a lantern and long narrow stick.

			Jia was grateful her cousin wasn’t going to reprimand her in front of a servant, but even so, it irked her that she should be in trouble at all. If a male were-­tiger had taken off like she had to accomplish a dangerous mission, he would have been commended for his bravery.

			“Let’s have some tea.” She sat cross-­legged on one side of the low table and poured tea into the two small cups. She held one out to her cousin. “Please enjoy.”

			Rajiv sat and took a sip, remaining silent as the servant went about the room, using the long stick to light all four candles. “Thank you.” He nodded at the servant as she bowed and left.

			The guards outside closed the door.

			“How long will I have guards?” Jia asked.

			“That’s up to you.” Rajiv gave her an annoyed look. “How long will you persist in this foolish notion that you can single-­handedly avenge your family?”

			Jia dug her spoon into the bowl of rice. “My parents and brother deserve to be avenged.”

			“I’m not arguing that.” Rajiv refilled his cup with tea. “They’re my family, too. And I understand how you feel. Lord Qing killed my parents—­”

			“And you got your vengeance. I helped you, remember?” Jia stuffed some rice into her mouth. “If you don’t want me doing this on my own, then help me!”

			Rajiv sighed. “I promised Grandfather I would keep you safe.”

			“I have nine lives. I’m prepared to lose a few to see justice done.”

			“Are you?” Rajiv gave her a wry look. “Just because we can come back from eight deaths, it doesn’t make each of those deaths less painful. I know this from experience.”

			Jia winced. No doubt Rajiv was telling the truth. He was on his second life after dying from a fatal cobra bite as a teenager. She recalled the panic she’d felt earlier when the soldiers had chased after her. The possibility of multiple stab and gunshot wounds had terrified her.

			She pulled
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