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      Vampire Hunter Jaden MacNaughton has been raised to do one thing—kill vampires. As a dhampir (half human/half vampire), she possesses supernatural gifts that better equip her to deal with the creatures of the night. Never has she doubted her purpose nor the sacrifices she’s had to make...until the night a mission goes terribly wrong.

      The ruling council of the eight vampire tribes sends Tyr, a Dark Knight and member of a secret group of immortal enforcers, to punish Jaden for her crimes against them.

      When the elite warrior meets the beautiful dhampir, the battles begin. But what they feel goes against everything they were trained to do.
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      I can’t believe it has been well over a decade since I wrote this book. While I enjoy writing other genres, the Tribes of the Vampire series has always been a favorite of mine. The research demands, attention to detail, and large world-building make it a fun challenge—not to mention all the naughty vampires demanding their turn on screen. You try telling them no!

      What a wonderful and wild trip being an author has been thus far. I have no complaints. I love being able to create worlds and take adventures of the mind with my readers.

      This book is being presented in its revised third edition. Though the original story line remains the same, it has undergone some changes.

      Thank you to my loyal readers. I can’t wait to entertain you for many more years to come!

      

      Happy Reading!

      Michelle M. Pillow

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Prologue - New Orleans, Louisiana, May

        

      

    

    
      “Ye dinna understand, lass!”

      The cryptic yell pierced the night. A frown creased Jaden MacNaughton’s features as she concentrated on establishing the position of the voice. When she lowered herself to the rain-soaked concrete, her hand slipped over the grainy texture. Irritated, she steadied herself.

      Luckily, the sky had stopped its midnight torrent long enough for her to track her prey into the old graveyard. Narrowing her eyes, Jaden peered around the crumbling stone pillar at the entrance. Her gaze darted over the grounds, moving toward the dirty crypt the vampire apparently called home.

      “Lass?”

      The vampire’s Scottish accent fell thick on the dark night. Jaden had an eerie feeling something was off. Duncan was of Scottish descent, but according to her file, he was human-born in the American old west. His accent shouldn’t have been so strong. Shrugging off her suspicions, she focused her feelings. Her logical assessment had been off before when she hunted. She needed to trust her instincts now—and the file. Tonight was just another night in her life. No matter how much Duncan protested, one of them wouldn’t be leaving the graveyard walking.

      The moonless sky made it hard to see, and the street lamps didn’t shine on this part of the old city. She couldn’t detect more than the stretches of shadows cast by weathered tombstones and mausoleums. Scowling, Jaden pulled back. It wouldn’t do for her target to see her before she was ready to strike. Vampire eyes didn’t need the benefit of light, but unfortunately, hers did.

      Why couldn’t it have been, Jaden, the poltergeist stalker? I’ll rid your family crypt of pesky, ethereal relatives or your money back! Jaden grimaced, trying not to get distracted by sarcastic thoughts. Unable to resist, she added, At least I would get paid in cash for my services, and a damned ghost would be like fighting a gust of wind instead of being swallowed whole by a walking, immortal snake.

      “We know what you’ve done, Duncan. Last week you tried to change a woman in labor. Even your beloved tribal council has rules. Besides, you’ve been killing innocent people.” Jaden refused to think too deeply about it. It had been her job to terminate the life of the child and mother. The infant had been in too much pain to try to save. Besides, once the vampiric disease was in your veins, there was no turning back. There was no cure. Dispassionately, she asked, “Care to come over here and read what happened to the mother in my file? Care to hear what happened to her baby?”

      “But that is what I’ve been tryin’ to tell ye, lass. I’m not this Duncan,” the vampire returned. His voice was nearer. The night stalker had drawn close to her hiding place. Vagueness stirred in her senses, a remembrance she couldn’t place. Ignoring the déjà vu, she swept her lashes low over her eyes in concentration.

      “And I dinna care what ye wish to be called, laddie,” Jaden growled under her breath, mimicking his soft burr. She knew the vampire heard her as if she shouted, just as she could detect his whispering chuckle at her defiance. His arrogance was no surprise. Immortality tended to convince the vampiric beings that they were gods upon the earth. And like the ancient gods, they wielded their power with pleasure and contempt.

      Closing her eyes, Jaden reached out her senses to feel for him. With the help of her uncle, she had tracked the vampire from New York. Mack told her where the vampire was living so that she could follow him without being seen. Her uncle was methodical in his business. He wouldn’t have made a mistake. Not in something like this. It was too important to her. She needed to avenge the victims.

      The father of the baby came to mind—his face contorted in grief and pain, his limbs flying in desperation as he ran helplessly through the alleyway next to the hospital. The poor guy was lost without his wife, with no evidence to bury, no idea what happened to them. And he would never be told the truth. Besides, what could she say to him?

      Hi, I assassinated your vampiric wife and baby? Want to get a coffee and talk about our feelings?

      “Which one of the blood stalkers are ye, lass?” the vampire asked calmly, breaking into her thoughts. He wasn’t afraid. Jaden felt his emotions swirling thickly with her own. It was her gift and her curse. It was the reason she could track. It was the reason she was alone. She was a dhampir, daughter of a mortal woman, daughter of an undead father.

      “I just want you dead,” she muttered without compassion. There was no room for emotions in her line of work. She had found the mother and infant in an alleyway where they’d been left to writhe in pain. Duncan had left them. She put it from her mind. Emotion always distracted her. That was why she never let herself feel anything for those she stalked or hunted. She couldn’t afford to be weak. One mistake and she could end up dead, or much worse—she could end up a vampire.

      Jaden slowly ran her hand over the leather satchel at her waist, clutching a wooden stake. The lighter weight felt comfortable in her palm as if it had been carved to fit there when in fact, it was her hand that had grown around it. She’d held her first stake when she was two years old. What a game it had been to her then, striking the weapon into a feather pillow to see how high the feathers would flutter. She had danced in them like snowflakes while her uncle clapped his hands in approval. Now, her target was much harder and instead of dancing, she was bathed in warm blood. The stake wouldn’t kill any but the youngest of vampires, but it would slow this old one down so she could capture him. She bounced the wood thoughtfully in her palm.

      Reacting on instinct more than sight, her muscles moving with the ease of frequent use, Jaden spun up from the ground, twisting around the stone post to strike the vampire in the center of his chest. The vampire hesitated. Jaden felt the vampire’s power and knew he could’ve easily put up a fight, yet he held back. Duncan stopped his counter-strike to let her come at him. It was as if he waited for her to hit him.

      Unable to stop her motions, she felt the wood meet with the unforgiving steel of undead muscle. Her palm brushed a cold chest as she let go.

      Duncan gasped in surprise. Jaden didn’t falter as she whipped around to punch his jaw. Once he was away from her, she could better sense him. If she had made a mistake in her tracking, there was still time to right it. The vampire’s head snapped back, and he fell to the ground. She could have finished him, but she hesitated, needing to get a good look at his face to be sure he matched the vampire in her file. Instantly, two men clad in ninja black were at her side, one carrying a claymore. The weapon’s large blade gleamed dangerously in the moonlight.

      Jaden turned to the aggressive men, and automatically knew they were mortal. Without thought, she kicked her foot through the air, hitting the unarmed one in the chest. The man deflected the power of her blow before returning one of his own. His fist snapped across her jaw, bouncing off to leave a trail of blood on her lips.

      Jaden fumed, but she hid it beneath a hard smile. A red trail trickled down her pale chin. How dare they interrupt her capture? She didn’t bother to wipe it away as she turned upon the man with the full force of a fanatical demon, slashing the air until she pummeled him to the ground.

      Spinning around, she held her arms in front of her as she confronted the man with the blade. His sword was lifted over his head, slicing through the air to hack off the vampire’s head. Jaden stopped him with a whirling kick to the abdomen. His sword barely missed her arm as it whizzed past. The man stumbled before whirling to face her. He jerked the mask off. His short brown hair matted around his irritated face.

      “Damn it, Jade. What’d you do to Tom?” the man asked in breathless anger, ignoring his own injury while motioning to the man on the ground.

      “This is my job, Rick,” Jaden said angrily. “I warned you if you came on my turf again, I’d beat the living—”

      “Damn it, Jade. Mack sent us.” Tom growled from the ground, cradling his arm as he stood. He too had pulled the mask from his sharp features. His expression fell into a sulk, but his chin lifted proudly. Jaden pressed her lips together in irritation and ignored him.

      Directing her stare at Rick, she said, “So you’re the one who’s been following me for the last two nights. I should’ve known.”

      “We were following orders,” Tom said, coming to stand beside Jaden. She continued to ignore him, concentrating on Rick.

      Rick’s look was just as harsh. They clashed in a silent battle of will, neither backing down. Most women would’ve been intimidated by Rick’s handsomeness and cool, militant demeanor. Jaden wasn’t a normal woman.

      “Why would my uncle send you?” Jaden questioned in disbelief. “It’s been a simple enough track. The cocky bastard didn’t even run.”

      “I don’t know,” Tom said, still angling to get his say in. “We’re just following orders.”

      “How many times do I have to tell you? This is not the military.” Jaden scowled. Finally, she drew her eyes away to glance impatiently at Tom. When she looked back at Rick, his stance had relaxed, but he was still angry. “I work alone. I can’t be responsible for your lives. This was my capture. I’ll handle it.”

      Rick stepped forward. Lowering his voice so no one else could hear, he whispered hotly into her ear, “No one is asking you to be responsible for us, Jade. You’re not the only one out here fighting the good fight. And no matter how much you want to be alone in this, you’re not.”

      “I work alone,” she said bitterly. She wasn’t as discreet as Rick, leaving her voice audible. “You didn’t even give me time to sense him.”

      “What is there to sense? He’s a demon,” Tom hissed from behind. Jaden turned to him, ready to begin fighting anew. Rick grabbed her elbow to keep her from pummeling the man. Duncan gave a slight moan, reaching for the stake protruding from his chest next to his heart. Their attention turned briefly to the ground, distracting them from another skirmish.

      Jaden didn’t have an answer for Tom’s question. He was right, of course. Night stalkers were all demons, and she should’ve been killing the vampiric scum as indiscriminately as they killed humans. Perhaps it was her father’s blood that drove her to be sure, to sense their crimes for herself before finishing them off. And maybe it was her punishment, her need for self-torment that forced her to feel the victim’s pain, to remind her what vampire blood was capable of.

      Lifting a walkie-talkie to his mouth, Rick kept his eyes trained steadily on the slender woman before him, as he ordered, “Send in the sunlight. We’ve got clean up.”

      “What are you doing?” Jaden rotated back to Rick. Placing her hands on her hips, she glowered at him. Rick latched the radio onto his waist. Jaden snorted in disgust. She didn’t carry anything but her phone and a few simple tools—a stake, a knife or sword, her wits, and on rare occasions a rope. The militant ninjas her uncle employed brought an arsenal of uselessness out with them—their electronic files, two-ways, swords, blades, vehicles done up like tanks, artificial lighting, backup. Seeing the handgun at Rick’s waist, she scowled.

      “Mack ordered this one done to death immediately.” Rick knew better than to test his luck against a dhampir. “We all heard what this creature did, and we know what you were forced to do. You’re too emotionally involved. It only takes one mistake, and you’re dead.”

      To her thinking that was the overstatement of the century. Jaden couldn’t afford to be ‘emotionally involved’ in anything. Rick should have known that little detail better than anyone.

      Duncan began to sit up. Blood pooled around the wound in his chest, running down his sides and staining his cotton shirt a dark red. Rick absently kicked him in the chest to knock him down. The vampire wheezed, showing pointed fangs. His eyes filled with blood as his body fought to survive.

      Turning, Rick motioned his men to bring forward the large circular light. They stumbled under its cumbersome weight. The light only imitated the sun. Its rays were not as powerful against a vampire unless he was completely drained of energy and blood, like Duncan on the ground before them.

      Jaden seethed. Something was definitely not right. Mack had never sent his boys to help her out before. Not on a routine slay. She walked over to the fallen creature. Looking at the vampire fully for the first time, she froze. She’d been so focused on fighting, on treating him like just another night stalker, that she hadn’t studied his face. It was dark, and her eyes were her weakest assets. She squinted to see him better. The ninja squad’s flashlights helped.

      “Jade,” the cold, blue lips began to mouth with a rasp. His red hair was slicked back from his pale features. It wasn’t Duncan. She had tracked the wrong vampire. The Scottish accent was real. The vampire’s deadened gaze glanced over her shoulder in warning before she had a chance to speak.

      Jaden spun into action, her arm coming across her shoulder to strike out as she turned. It was too late. Tom anticipated her move before she even made it. Her arm met with the hard crash of metal. The man held a riot shield. She winced violently, shrieking in pain. Her shoulder popped out of joint with the force of her blow. Instantly one of the faceless men who dragged the light was next to her, shooting her side with a stun gun. The metal hooks bit into her flesh, and the heavy electric shock brought her instantly to her knees.

      “No,” Rick hollered. His cry came too late. The man had already brought Jaden low to the ground with his assault. “She’s one of us, fool.”

      Tom stood defiantly over Jaden, smirking at her helpless form as she shivered. The other man dropped his stun gun, yanking the hooks from her skin. He glanced around in confusion. Rick glared at the both of them, waving his hand back. The men obeyed the silent order, disappearing into the graveyard the way they’d come.

      Jaden groaned, recovering from the attack but not as quickly as she would have liked. She panted for air, unable to breathe, unable to speak. Her lungs felt as if a wrecking ball had crushed them. Her arm hung limply at her side as she pulled up on her one good hand and knees. She crawled forward to save the fallen vampire’s life. She reached for the stake to pull it from his chest so that he may heal and fight. The old eyes stared back at her. A bright light flashed behind them, mimicking the rays of the sun. The face began to wither before her, its lips opening as if to scream her name.

      “Bhaltair?” Jaden whispered weakly in disbelief. Yelling at the men, she ordered hoarsely, “No, stop, don’t. Not him.”

      Jaden’s head reeled from the pain shooting in her shoulder. She dropped to the ground. Her mind swam in threatening blackness. The vampire shrieked, turning slowly to ash.

      Jaden coughed, breathing in the grave dust of vampiric death as it swirled up gently in the night breeze. It fell over her, blanketing her body like the tender falling of snow. It was too late. Her vampire father was dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          New York City, New York, August

        

      

    

    
      “Over eight million people in this damned city and not one vampire,” Jaden fumed with a low growl, as she looked down a nearly abandoned street. A large rat ran by the flattened figure of a drunken bum slouched against a brick wall, surrounded by the wind’s collection of garbage. But no creatures of the night. The dark alleyways were starting to look the same. She heard the soft melody of jazz in the distance, reverberating out of the club a block behind her. She felt the presence of the crowd gathering, their liveliness beginning to trample out onto the city streets as the hour crept closer to dawn.

      Picking up her pace, Jaden tried to ignore the annoyance of a humid night. She wasn’t scared of being alone. She much preferred the solitude of darkness, keeping a vampiric schedule of her own. She hardly ever went out during the day. There was no point—her work was at night.

      Jaden’s tight cotton shirt stuck to her skin. It blended perfectly with the loose black pants covering her legs and short army boots. She could easily slip into a corner and disappear from sight if needed. But tonight she wasn’t trying to disappear. She wanted to be on a vampire’s radar. Pulling at her low ponytail to tighten the strands of her dark, reddish-brown hair, she paused to look over her shoulder.

      “Come on,” she hissed to herself. “Is there a conference I don’t know about? Are the undead gathering in Chinatown tonight?”

      Jaden felt like she’d walked most of the city. Almost ready to give up and leave Greenwich Village to the partying mass behind her, she came to the end of a block. Her skin prickled with a familiar sensation of warning. A grim smile lined her features. Turning the corner, she peered down the darkened alley leading behind numerous shops.

      She saw nothing beyond the normal shadows stretching over the hot concrete and wooden crates. Closing her eyes, she concentrated. It wasn’t hard. She felt an instant rush of sensations flow through her. It wasn’t her emotions swirling inharmoniously in her blood.

      The music faded behind her. She detected a young vampire nearby. In a flash, her throat shot with pain and the edge of her gums pulsed lightly. The vampire had a victim. Growling, she rushed forward. She felt the steady beat of two hearts. The victim was not yet dead, but by the weakened rhythm, would be soon.

      Jaden came to an abrupt stop as the sensation strengthened. Lowering her jaw, she casually continued forward as if she were strolling through the park. She allowed her boots to fall heavily on the pavement in warning. Behind a crate, she detected the vampire’s shoulders hunched around the hapless writhing of its prey. Its large arms wrapped around the thin body of a man, trapping him to his chest like a steel clamp.

      If the vampire was surprised by her intrusion, he didn’t show it. In fact, his icy gaze was placid as he casually turned it to her. The streetlight illuminated the creature’s pale face. The yellowish cast formed eerily over the bluish skin of the undead, adding a surprising harshness to his strong nose and square jaw. His lips closed leisurely over his fangs, covering the light bathing of blood on his teeth. He didn’t move—just waited to see what she wanted.

      Jaden’s first survival instinct was to run. Instinctively, she grabbed for a stake at her waist. Her fingers slipped over her hip. There was nothing there. Clearing her mind, she recalled in weighty numbness, “You’re not here to kill. You’re here to die.”

      “Let him go,” Jaden ordered, barely turning to the victim caught up in the vampire’s grasp, her words low and steady. The man’s feet hung above the ground, kicking with renewed force at her heated words. To her great surprise, the vampire released his hold. The victim darted away, his shoulder hitting Jaden as he sped back into the lighted street. She ignored the mortal. When they were alone, she said, “That was the right decision.”

      The vampire straightened to his full height. Jaden’s stomach tightened in unease. Crouching over, the creature hadn’t been so intimidating. However, with his height and broad stature directed completely at her, he became daunting. In a fight, this creature would have the benefit of natural strength behind his vampirically enhanced abilities. Only, Jaden wasn’t there to fight him.

      The vampire waited patiently. He kept his arms folded in front of his chest, not in intimidation but in easy repose. His face showed nothing, no fear or imminent reprisal at having his meal interrupted. He wasn’t reacting like a typical young one. Usually, the newly turned bared their fangs with animated hisses and growls.

      Jaden forced herself to ignore the truth of her eyes. Sight was not her strongest gift. Even though she technically had near perfect human vision and could navigate the night with ease, she couldn’t make out the details of those things hidden within the shadows. This one visually appeared much older and more confident than she first distinguished.

      Her senses might waver, but if she concentrated they never failed. Jaden thought of Bhaltair and forced herself to focus. She had long since learned to center her emotions and inborn talents. And right now, her senses said this one’s blood was new.

      Seeing large empty crates and garbage bins trapping the vampire’s escape, Jaden took a step forward. She moved without hesitation, used to confronting his kind. Again her wrist brushed near her waist, seeking the comfort of her meager weapons, and again she remembered she’d brought nothing so she couldn’t change her mind. She didn’t want to alarm the young one before her. If he ran from her, she would have to start her search anew.

      No, Jaden mused in silent apathy, this is what I came for. At least he seems to possess some dignity. Then, sarcastically, she countered, I would hate to be bitten by a fumbling idiot. How degrading an end that would be for a legendary hunter. Though after New Orleans maybe that’s what I deserve.

      Jaden studied the vampire for signs of curiosity. He waited for her to speak with the silent patience of a statue. The icy blue of his striking eyes didn’t reveal any emotions beyond watchfulness.

      The vampire wore a long, dark jacket. Its ordinary lines weren’t spectacular though it had an older look to the style. Small buttons worked their way down the front, hanging open from their holes. Beneath the coat was a simple burgundy knit shirt over dark pants—too tightly made by Jaden’s critical estimation. In the shadows, she couldn’t make out if they were constructed from leather or denim.

      When the vampire merely continued to stare at her, Jaden said without preamble, “You are a night stalker, are you not?”

      One brow lifted halfway up the vampire’s smooth, pale face. It was a small effort, the only one he made in acknowledging she spoke. Once more, she started to distrust her senses, but again the sensation of newly turned blood was overwhelmingly strong. If she had to venture a guess, she would say he was maybe fifteen years made at most.

      Her first impression of sight was probably really off. This creature wasn’t cold and calculating. By his age, she could only assume he was dumb. Some sick, undead fiend had picked a poor, helpless mental patient with the size of Hercules to be its child. No wonder the vampire only stared, and had obeyed her order to release his victim without question.

      Jaden was tired of seeing and feeling such things as the atrocity before her. She knew what she had spent her life doing, witnessing. She wanted to live—in theory. But her life was never a life. She was tired of sensing death, and causing it. The grim hold was an apathetic noose around her neck, tightening but never releasing. She was already one of the walking dead in spirit. She wasn’t frightened by her own death. It was her only release, her only way out. It was the only way she could shut herself off and find rest.

      Shaking her head, she continued in disgust, “You are a night stalker, are you not? A benighted child, a damned soul, possessor of the dark gift?” Jaden paused, waiting to see if any of her words brought recognition to the immovable face. They didn’t. With a sigh, she whispered in dejection, “A vampire?”

      “Night stalker is a blood stalker term,” the creature answered at leisure. He moved his head a hairsbreadth to the side. “And no one uses the word benighted anymore.”

      Jaden froze at the low rumbling of the vampire’s rhythmical voice. His soft words were extremely coherent if not a little bored. They took her by surprise. She saw a swirl of color, a sliver of green, begin to enter his eyes then fade. Something she hadn’t felt in a long time threatened to awaken in her—curiosity. Jaden suppressed it.

      A whirlwind of confusion endangered her senses. She felt him trying to enter her mind, to put thoughts into it. She fought him, focusing herself once more. Maybe this one liked to play games. Maybe he liked to pretend he was older than he truly was. She had seen the arrogance before.

      “Blood stalker is just as archaic,” she said to hide her surprise. Very rarely was she referred to as a blood stalker. Still, this creature couldn’t possibly sense what she was. Only the old could smell the parentage in her blood.

      “Are you hunting me?” A small smirk of amusement tilted the side of his mouth. The very idea seemed to fascinate him.

      Jaden froze. Her legs screamed at her to run. Her heart’s heady rhythm echoed the plea. This one’s confidence, compounded by his size, was alarming. Without the assuredness of her previous statements, she said, “No, I don’t wish to kill you. I am no hunter.”

      Silently she added, “not anymore.”

      “Then why do you seek me out, mortal?” he inquired enigmatically, showing the first hint of interest at her intrusion.

      Jaden felt a dim sense of loathing awaken in the vampire. He moved with all the enthusiasm of a faded marble statue anchored to a slab of stone. A slight turn of his lips indicated he smiled more than frowned. Lifting her chin proudly, she directed her boldest stare. With false sweetness and concern in her voice, she said, “You haven’t eaten. I just scared away your meal.”

      The vampire’s smile faded just as quickly as it had formed. Jaden trembled as his gaze moved to study her. Even fully clothed she felt violated by the inspection. Was she mistaken, or did his eyes linger too long on her breasts? Before she had time to cross over and slap him, he said, unconcerned, “So you have. I’ll find it again. Good eve.”

      He turned to leave her. Jaden’s heart leaped at the hasty dismissal. She didn’t want to wait. She wanted to be punished for what she’d allowed to happen in New Orleans. She wanted the hunting to be over. Crossing forward in growing desperation, she pulled back her collar and offered her neck to him. “Here’s your meal, vampire. Drink it and be done.”

      To Jaden’s surprise, he held back as if he didn’t care to taste her blood. She dropped her hand. Her cheeks flamed in anger at his blatant rejection of her offer. Damn him. Her blood was the best thing he would ever be offered—strong, pure, half vampire.

      She smelled musk on the air—the scent of death and decay—but the stirrings of it were so faint she convinced herself she only imagined the scent of the grave on him as she had with others. With this creature, there was more. There was a hint of freshness and breeze to his odor and the impression of freshly churned earth, not dust.

      Meeting his eyes as they bore into her, she shivered. She felt dwarfed by the girth of his body. This vampire seemed bred for battle.

      Thick arms connected to the bunched muscles of his shoulders, leading to a neck worthy of an All-American football player. Through the snug burgundy knit of his shirt, she saw the outline of muscles as raw and unyielding as formed steel. His masculine beauty did something wicked to her senses, awakening them with the hint of longing and suppressed desires. Jaden instantly thought of silken sheets on a large, thick bed. His very presence was pure potency.

      She blinked heavily, and the fog lifted. All of his kind was beautiful. If her head were easily turned by beauty, she would’ve been killed long ago.

      At length, the creature began to chuckle, a cold and heartless sound. Jaden snapped her head up, alarmed to be caught studying him so long. He watched in silent ridicule as if he knew the images that filtered inside her imagination.

      “You seek me out, but you do not like me, do you?” The vampire’s tone was soft, never rising above a whisper. Jaden couldn’t make out an accent on his words though she detected there might be one if he spoke louder. She didn’t see his lips move, but had no time to wonder, as he continued, “You wish me to turn you? That is why you have come, eh, conceited mortal?”

      “No,” she answered without hesitation.

      The vampire drew back in obvious wonder. Emotion trickled for the first time from his expression. His initial shock was only overshadowed by his obvious doubt. She waited for him to speak. His lips didn’t move.

      “I want you to kill me,” Jaden stated. Once more, she offered her throat with a slight turn of her head. “How often is it your meal comes to you? Take a night off from hunting, vampire. Do me this small favor. My blood will be your reward.”

      If her statement surprised him, he didn’t show it. A lazy smile curled his mouth. His lips parted slightly, revealing the sharp point of fangs, two on top, two smaller on the bottom. Jaden took the detail in stride, automatically narrowing down in her mind what vampiric tribe he may be descendant of.

      Without thought, she questioned, “How old are you?”

      “Eternally twenty-eight.”

      “That’s not—”

      “Would you like me to mesmerize you?” the vampire interrupted. He lifted his hand with an easy elegance to hover near her face before leaning in to cup her cheek. His touch was gentle and cool against her flesh. He stroked her with deceiving tenderness. “I could take the pain away. I could take everything away.”

      Jaden shivered at his confidence. His nearness overwhelmed. Tears threatened at his gentle touch, welling up from her heart. She blinked the moisture away. Why wouldn’t she cry at this moment, this most perfect moment of death? Why shouldn’t it be tender? It was, after all, the most personal of acts—more so than sex or love.

      For when you killed, you took a part of that being with you, the blood, the moment, one could never be rid of it. Killing jaded your thoughts, your soul. It marked you and marred you. It tore out a piece of you, carving a home deep inside. Jaden knew it, felt it as sure as anything each time a vampire ashed by her hand. So she supposed when she died, part of her would forever stay in this silent, mocking creature before her.

      Instinct told her to fight him, to push his hand away and strike. But she had brought no weapons. There was no turning back, and Jaden wasn’t one to change her path once the decision was made. She knew what she was doing this night, seeking out the killer. She wanted to die. She wanted the curse of her life to be over.

      “You have that power?” Jaden questioned in mild astonishment. “But you are so young.”

      “I have that power.”

      Jaden made the mistake of searching his ice-chipped gaze. She felt herself drawn into the mysterious, enticing depths of him. Her will slipped. Her emotions calmed. Her heartbeat slowed to an easy thump. The vampire invaded her thoughts, probing and prying to open her mind. Her limbs went numb with a strange lethargy. Swallowing nervously, she turned to expose her neck. He let her eyes escape the depths of his mind’s hold.

      “Just get it over with. My blood is strong. You’ll enjoy it,” she said.

      At that, the creature grinned, sending chills over her flesh. “I’m sure I will.”

      A tormenting wave overcame her at the promise in his words. Her body ached and pulled toward him. If he had been a man, she would’ve done her best to attract him. She would’ve used him and discarded him. Her hands fluttered up, finding a hold along the barrier of his chest. He was as muscular as she first guessed. She trembled with a sense of anticipation. It was strange to be so close to someone and not try to fight them, especially if that someone was undead. Jaden knew there was no affection in his cold limbs and that he cared nothing for her, but she drank in the comfort of him anyway.

      Death didn’t frighten her. His nearness did. She waited for the first sting of his teeth, knowing the first puncture must be the worst. She had prepared her whole life for this moment, knowing it to be a hazard of the job. It was why she chose to end this way rather than a faster method. At least by this death, she was saving one last innocent life—the man whose fate she’d interrupted.

      The vampire renewed his hold on her face in a stroking caress. His fingers brushed over her ear to tilt her further to the side. Jaden closed her eyes, waiting for the draining of her limbs.

      Slowly, and with a drawn out precision, he pulled her forward. Muscles folded around her body as he loomed over her, pressed intimately against her. She felt the brush of lips on her skin, pulling across the tautness of her sweating flesh. The summer’s heat engulfed them, but the chill of his body sent a pleasant coolness over her.

      Just a few more seconds, she thought.

      He pressed a kiss to her throat. Jaden jolted in surprise at the softness of it. She inhaled a jagged breath. He kissed her again, his tongue dragging over her flesh. Desire flooded her limbs, a quick outburst that put strength in her weakened knees. When he didn’t claim her blood, she indecisively pulled back. She gazed at his mouth, expecting to find it stained crimson. It was not.

      The soft glowing haze of his eyes caught her. For a moment, she thought she felt desire within him—so soft and gentle was his gaze on her. She could almost believe he cared for her, desired her, loved her.

      “One last kiss before death,” he whispered. His breath fanned over her cheek with the caress of a man. “I always kiss those as precious as you before I kill them.”

      Jaden couldn’t find her words. She was lost in the haze of a dream. The pleasure of his tone mystified her. Her voice became locked inside her chest. He came toward her with great care. She awaited the brush of his mouth on hers. His lips parted as if to deepen the intentions of his kiss. Jaden instinctively pressed her lips together in denial. It was the only way she could fight him.

      But, as the soft velvet of skin touched her, she gasped. His mouth was not as cold as she imagined and his lips did not taste of blood though she had seen him eating. Her hands traveled up his chest to the sides of his face in acceptance.

      The vampire leaned over her. His fingers found hold, twining beneath her low ponytail. Taking advantage of her parted mouth, he rubbed his lips along hers twice to test her resolve before opening his mouth wide. With the precision of a surgeon, he cut his teeth deep into her lip with a needle-like strike to draw blood.

      Jaden released a sharp breath of dismay. Her eyes rounded in horror at the unanticipated pain. She pushed viciously at him. The vampire let her go, and she stumbled back from him in confusion. The strength she’d borrowed from him brutally drained from her, leaving her numb and disoriented. Watching the iciness of his eyes, she saw the light fading from them. He had mesmerized her to his will, tricked her into kissing him like a pliant fool. Angrily, she touched her lips. Flicking her tongue over the injury, she tasted blood. “You marked me!”

      “I did,” he said with annoying self-possession.

      “Why? That wasn’t the deal.” She caught the amusement filtering his gaze. He was laughing at her. And no wonder. She had made it easy for him.

      “There was no deal. You sought me out. I never said I wanted you.” Licking his fangs in a drawn out show of tasting her blood, he added purposefully, “Mmm, dhampir.”

      “How?”

      “Your blood tells your story.” The vampire gave her a wide smile. She would’ve thought him overjoyed if not for the threat of boredom shading his eyes.

      “But you’re not old enough to know that. I made sure that you weren’t.” This couldn’t be happening. He couldn’t know what she was. But somehow, he did. And he marked her as his own. Now no other would dare to touch her to finish the job he started. This one would be able to track her wherever she went. His affront was worse than death. It was a death sentence without the release of an ending. She felt the noose tightening around her.

      “Mayhap you mistook—” he offered, his look harboring on the outermost edge of repentance.

      “Finish it,” she commanded fiercely. Hatred bubbled within her as she looked at him. She wanted him dead for what he dared to do to her. If he let her go, being marked by a vampire would impede her ability to do her job. He could find her, track her, treat her like a pet. Now she had no choice. “Finish it now or—”

      “Or?” he taunted.

      “I’ll kill you.”

      “You will try,” the creature countered, never losing his composure.

      “I’ll succeed. I always finish what I set out to do.”

      “You will assuredly fail if you come after me.”

      Jaden growled, realizing his banter was just another way for him to toy with her. No matter what she said, he would respond in kind with his overbearing contempt and disdain. Not wasting any more of her night on words, she darted forward. Her foot struck the creature in the chest. She was enraged, and the desire to spill blood overtook her.

      The attack caught him by surprise. His face contorted from amusement to annoyance. He stumbled back slightly from the force of her assault. Stiff as her kick had been, it didn’t faze him, not really. With a weary sigh, he stood up straight. Brushing the dusty footprint from his chest with the backs of his fingers, he shook his head.

      Jaden ignored the warning in his eyes. Flinging her wrist at his throat, she attacked. Quickly, his annoyance faded, and he smiled at her—an aggravatingly handsome expression that drove her to distraction. The vampire blocked her with an elegant lift of his arm. Jaden turned with another sweeping kick. It missed its aim but hit his stomach. She was rewarded with a satisfying grunt.

      The vampire blocked several more of her blows with easy movements of his body. He had the gift of speed on his side as he moved from her path. Jaden’s kick ended on a trash can, denting the metal bin. Spinning on her heels, she backed him into a corner, knowing deep down that he didn’t return upon her with full force. She became more aggressive in her desperation. If he wouldn’t bite her, then maybe he would beat her to death.

      Landing a punch on his jaw, she jeered, “Scared of a little mortal? Scared of fighting back?”

      The vampire snarled at the series of annoying stings she dealt him. With one controlled flick of his hand, he smacked her cheek, sending her flying backward into a brick wall. The breath oozed from Jaden’s lungs as she landed prone on the ground. With that one blow, the fight was over. He had won.

      Jaden rested motionless on the concrete, gulping for air. Wet pebbles pressed into her skin and the smell of dirty streets invaded her nostrils. When she finally managed a feeble push up from the ground, the vampire was standing above her. His eyebrow arched in question. Jaden shook her head.

      “No,” she panted, falling back to sit against the wall. She brushed her cheek on her shoulder, knocking loose the dirt and gravel. Her spine ached as if it had been snapped. She couldn’t even muster the will to glare at him though she hated him enough to do so. “I’m done fighting you.”

      “Good.” The vampire turned on his heel to leave. He was completely unharmed.

      “Wait,” Jaden called breathlessly. When he turned to her with an exasperated sigh, she said, “Just one thing, night stalker.”

      “What?” The dawn was drawing near.

      “Your name. At least tell me your name so that I may know who bested me this night.”

      The vampire was not fooled by her false modesty. They both knew she didn’t consider herself bested. She would just bide her time before coming after him again. Even in her weakened state, she could not hide the pride shining in the jade green of her eyes. She looked toward the ground.

      “Tyr.” He jumped into the air. His body dissolved into a strange mist as it filtered over the dank alleyway. In an instant he was gone, disappearing into the night.

      Jaden shuddered in disbelief over the whole tragically horrible experience. For a long time, she didn’t move, staring after him into space, the back of her head pressed against the brick wall. Her legs wobbled when she moved them. Her body was numbed from his punch. A throbbing angered her cheek. She did not move to touch it. Finally, as the lightness of dawn loomed, she pushed up from the ground and swore, “Next time I’ll be ready for you Tyr. And I’ll make you regret not finishing what you started. This is one dhampir you should never have marked.”
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      Tyr studied the brave woman from his place in the shadows, knowing she couldn’t see him. She was pretty but not glamorous. Her body was athletic and well used. He knew what she was from that first moment, felt the strength inside her veins. Just as he could tell she wasn’t there to try to harm him.

      What captured his attention the most was the peculiar shade of deep jade that glittered dispassionately in her eyes. And at his age that anything captured his attention was unusual. Those eyes were the only thing that had kept him from abandoning her for the sovereignty of the night.

      When he unleashed his powerful thoughts to pry into her mind, he felt a well of passionless emotions inside of her. In the brief second, he was inside her thoughts, and he detected one word drowning out all the others—death. And then she’d kicked him out. If he wanted to, he could force himself back in, but he found waiting for her to reveal herself much more diverting. Besides, he didn’t like to feel inside of humans. They were too messy, too unorganized, too alive.

      He could’ve escaped her at any time if he truly wanted. But he hadn’t. He would never fully understand why he didn’t. Perhaps it was her bravery in facing him. Perhaps it was her acceptance of his existence—acceptance without trembling or fear.

      His eyes darted to her slender neck as she moved slowly out of the alley. He focused on her artery, protruding from under the thin veil of skin. It was a tempting idea, one that his teeth were capable of taking. It would take no effort to pierce the flesh. Even now, he heard her rushing blood. He smelled its sweet scent—alluring, proud, yet tainted by her emotions.

      “Soon, dhampir,” he promised silently. “Very soon.”
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      “Gentlemen,” Alan ‘Mack’ MacNaughton acknowledged good-naturedly as he stood from his large oak desk. His very presence demanded attention. He smiled politely, giving the two men before him a confident nod of his head. “There is nothing to worry about. I assure you that you and your wives will be perfectly safe within one of our specially developed vehicles, and one of my men will be with you at all times to assure your well-being.”

      Alan MacNaughton was a slender man with unmistakable elegance and grace. He embodied everything those with money and affluence strove for. His soft features were carved without the stone cast of hardship. His dark brown hair, sprinkled only lightly with gray at the temples, and light eyes added an amiable appeal to his complexion that belied the cool confidence of his true nature. He was a charming man, pleasant to be around. If he wanted you to like him, you most likely would. He used his charm and grace to his fullest advantage. Mack, as he was called amongst his peers, was a ruthless businessman. His business was vampires.

      “That’s good to hear, Mack,” a swarthy man answered. He had dark hair and eyes. “Marianne insists this is what she wants. It’s our second anniversary, and I don’t want her to be disappointed. Cynthia Rothwell told her what you did for them. And I’ll be damned if I’ll be shown up by Henry Rothwell.”

      “She won’t be disappointed, Sizemore,” Mack answered with confidence. His smile invited their trust. “You have my full assurance.”

      “Good,” the swarthy Sizemore said. He motioned to his companion with a small grin and added, “Hell, Stevens, if our wives like it, maybe we should bring out those two girls we met in Vegas last week. I bet the four of us could have one hell of a time.”

      Stevens, a tall, slender man with a long nose and hawk-like eyes laughed in return. With a slow blink, he nodded in agreement. He didn’t speak much, leaving words to his blustering friend.

      Sizemore glanced back at Mack and explained, “My wife would never go for your more elaborate packages, but what this wildcat redhead I picked up couldn’t do...”

      The man left his words unsaid, but the sexual implication behind his eyes as he winked knowingly told more than his words could have. A tempered chuckle escaped his lips, joined by his companion’s lighter laugh.

      “What do you say, Mack? Will you give us a discount for the second trip?” Sizemore asked. By his clothing, it was obvious he and his companion had no concern about money. Like most rich people, he enjoyed negotiating a bargain.

      Before answering, Mack leaned down and pushed a button on his intercom. No voice answered the soft buzz. Lightly, he indulged, “Sure. But just because I like you.”

      The men laughed. The library door opened to acknowledge the summons. Mack waved his hand.

      “Gentlemen,” Mack began. “This is Tom Carter. He will be going with you on your little adventure.”

      The men reached out, shaking Tom’s hand with enthusiasm.

      “If you’ll follow me,” Tom said. “I’ll go over the details of what you would like to see. And,” he paused with a pointed grin to Mack, “if you desire I might even arrange for you to pull the trigger yourself, so to speak, for an additional price.”

      The men murmured in agreeable excitement.

      “What about champagne for the ladies?” Sizemore asked. “And scotch for us men?”

      “And dinner afterward,” Stevens added quietly, talking more to his friend than to the group.

      “All will be taken care of,” Tom assured the men. “If you have any preferences, feel free to tell me as we go over the final details.”

      “Yes,” Mack proclaimed with a wave of his hand. “Follow Tom. There are just a few forms to fill out and then he’ll help you transfer your payment to my account.”

      The two men quickly took their leave with many thanks. As they were departing, Sizemore boomed, “So you actually do this for a living, son? By George, what an adventure. If I wasn’t born so damned rich, I like to think that I might have become a vampire hunter. In my college days, I was quite the experienced boxer...”

      When the door closed behind his clients, muffling the blustering man’s words, Mack smiled in self-satisfaction. His eyes narrowed. His face became less charming now that he was alone.

      The tall ceiling of his library curved high overhead with Renaissance women painted on the wooden panels. The dark wood of the shelves housed endless volumes of books and artifacts. It was the pinnacle of his written collection. Large drapes hung from ceiling to floor, covering the crosshatched panes of gigantic windows. Tastefully expensive artwork decked the walls. A sculpture nestled on the planked wood floor and a thick Oriental rug gave relief to the dark wood.

      Lifting the lid on his cigar box, Mack helped himself to an imported cigar. Smoke curled around him as he made his way around his desk to his computer. With a click of a few buttons, he brought up his account. Then, sitting in the leather chair before his desk, he flashed a wide, dreamlike smile as he waited patiently for the money to transfer.
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      Jaden stretched her arms over her head as she wearily climbed the steps to the second level of her uncle’s Upper East Side apartment. Mack owned the building, reserving many of the rooms below his penthouse for the men who worked for him. He liked to keep his employees close and being above so many talented vampire killers was an added perk in his line of business.

      On the first level of the penthouse was the open main hall, showcasing the curling staircase and railing along the upper hallway. The swirling cream pattern of the marble-covered floor gleamed with understated elegance, combining with the dark wood as an ongoing theme in the apartment. To the right, the servants worked and even lived on the first level alongside the kitchen and utility rooms. Jaden never went beyond the hall in that direction.

      Next to the kitchen was a large entertainment room. No one ever watched television in the house. Their lives were too interesting without it. But the large flat screen and a leather couch were kept there, nonetheless. If not for the servants, they would’ve accumulated dust long ago.

      To her left was the dining room. Mack often held dinner parties for those of higher rank who worked for him. Jaden made a point of being unavailable on such occasions. Those of his men who didn’t know her would frequently gain too much encouragement in drink and find themselves asking the rudest questions about her heritage, and every one of them wanted to see what she was like in bed. She made it a rule never to be with anyone who knew what she was. She wouldn’t be a game to the lot of immature boys Mack employed.

      Jaden made her way quietly up the stairs. She ignored the long windows at the top of the staircase showing the brilliance of the familiar New York skyline. She had lived with her uncle for years, growing up in the luxury of his many homes. But to her, the luxury wasn’t what it would appear to most. To her, it was a place to crash after endless nights of training and working had taken its toll.

      Nowadays, she rarely stayed in the same house as Mack. Her work carried her all over North America and occasionally overseas. She lived out of hotel suites and boarding houses. She didn’t mind. She liked the travel, and she was left to her own devices, which she preferred. And if she ever decided to have a meaningless affair, then so be it. The men she picked rarely spoke her language. If they did, it was usually broken, and she would be gone before they woke up the next morning. Not that she did it often.

      In the highest level of the penthouse were the bedrooms—hers and Mack’s only. Apart from conducting business in his study, her uncle didn’t invite many guests into the house. He liked his privacy too much. There was a library, and each of them had their own bathrooms off the hall.

      However, her preferred area was the gym. It was an empty room with a wooden floor and a wall filled with weaponry. Mack had them installed in all his houses for her when she was a girl. Jaden favored the openness of space. If the penthouse had been located out of the city, it would’ve been her favorite home.

      Jaden frowned as she came to the top of the stairs. She heard voices, but couldn’t make out the words. Seeing Tom coming from her uncle’s library, she moved out of sight. It was too late. Tom saw her. He gave her a polite nod of acknowledgment, but the greeting didn’t erase the coldness in his eyes. She didn’t bother to return the pretense.

      She waited until he led the two men with him away, not wanting to be forced into smiling for her uncle’s friends. No doubt they would try to impress her with their bank accounts. When she heard a door close, she moved to the library and wearily pushed her way in.

      Mack’s eyes met hers instantly. Jaden didn’t even pretend to smile.

      “Who was that with Tom?” she asked. For the hundredth time since picking herself off the alley floor, she flicked her tongue over her stinging bottom lip. The mark was still there.

      “Just a couple of men who lost their sisters to a vampire. They wished to donate a large, anonymous sum to the organization,” Mack answered easily. He did not elaborate, and he knew Jaden wouldn’t ask him to. He leaned forward in his chair and struck his keyboard with a decisive punch of his fingers. The computer screen cleared.

      Jaden knew her uncle’s venture was well funded. She just didn’t know how. And frankly, she didn’t care to ask.

      “Do I need to take care of it?” she inquired, distracted.

      “No. I’ll put the guys on it,” he answered. “It’s simple enough.”

      Mack studied his niece for a long time. He couldn’t ignore the large bruise forming on her jaw. It wasn’t an unusual sight, seeing her thus. She always came home a little banged up from her fights. Luckily, due to her unique bloodline, she had a high tolerance for pain and quick recoveries. Beyond the bruises, Jaden was a beautiful woman. She had strong, Scottish cheekbones, a smooth pale complexion and hair of luxurious dark brown with just a hint of red. But what made his young niece striking was her eyes the color of precious jade. Those she had received from her father.

      When Jaden was a girl, he and a small group of scientists had tested the limits of her abilities. It was ironic that the one feature she carried from her father—her magnificent eyes—was the one feature on her that was practically normal in function.

      At his unusually long perusal, Jaden frowned. “What is it, Mack?”

      “You look so much like my sister.”

      Jaden ignored his words. She didn’t like to talk about her parents. Instead, she crossed to his desk. Taking a seat in a comfortable leather chair, she asked indifferently, “Tom still angry?”

      “Do you blame him?” Mack reached over to pour a glass of scotch. He offered it to Jaden. She took it gratefully. Gulping the contents down in one swallow, she set the glass down on the desk with a decisive clink.

      “No,” she grumbled. And she clearly wasn’t sorry for it. “I would be pissed off too if I’d been beaten up by a girl.”

      “Jade,” Mack scolded lightly. His scowl couldn’t last. His eyes turned fondly over her emotionless face. “You’ve been insolent since girlhood. I remember your tutors nearly pulling their hair out at your quick, sarcastic wit.”

      “Hmm,” she mumbled, showing no particular fondness for the same memory. Her tutors had been an endless line of assholes. If they weren’t forcing algebra problems down her throat, they were attacking her in the middle of the night with swords. A distant voice from her seventh birthday echoed through her mind, instructing, “Vampires and their companions don’t sleep, and neither shall you.”

      Mack cleared his throat. “You still haven’t given me a full report of what happened in New Orleans. If you told me, maybe I could talk to Tom and smooth things out. He is one of my best men, and I would like it if you would work together.”

      “And I won’t give you a full report either,” she answered evenly with a yawn. “The vampire is dead. That is the report. Type it up yourself. Or hand me a pen, and I’ll write it down for you.”

      Mack chuckled, “All right, Jade. You win. I’ll stop asking. But will you consider working with To—”
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