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			“This is not going well.”

			Wiping the sweat from his brow, Hark of Sath shut his know-it-all mouth. He wasn’t used to being pessimistic, let alone muttering the crap. He focused on the feel of forged iron in his hands. A thousand details filtered into his senses. The concentrated stink of the bar. The grit beneath his boots. The white glare of lights illuminating a space designated for fighting in the bar tournament.

			And then there was the woman . . . 

			He recognized her as a fellow member of Clan Sath, but she didn’t even seem to be of their rarified race. Too . . . other. She squared off in front of him, ready to continue steadily kicking his ass. He was angrier at himself than he was at the surprisingly adept amazon.

			“Enough of this shit,” he spat.

			Hark countered her next attack with a combination of looping kicks, two clashes of his blade against her shield, and a quick roll. He sprang up and sank into a prepared stance. Loose knees. Relaxed thighs. He grinned at the expressionless woman and tossed the iron sword from hand to hand. Showing off. Sure. He’d won a lot more out of life by faking it than he had by behaving by the rules. Twisting reality to his vision was something of a specialty.

			His opponent in the shitty fight club in Hong Kong used her shield like a weapon, slicing the air. The lip of the shield was jagged, as if tipped with shark’s teeth. Its solid weight made for a daunting hunk of metal. Hark dropped to one knee and lifted his sword lengthwise to blunt her downward strike. One hand on the handle was easy enough. Holding the blunt side of the blade in his left hand, however—that fucking hurt. The iron dug into his palm. It wasn’t sharp enough to cut skin, but the desperate defensive move would leave him with a broken bone or two.

			Despite the pain, his bones would heal with the speed characteristic of the Dragon Kings.

			He rolled again, aiming at the woman’s shins. She skipped over one slashing attack. His second blow—a twisting backhand—caught her left Achilles tendon. She fell to one side. Even sprawled on the ground and wounded, she lifted her shield. No backing down.

			And not a single fucking sound.

			“Do you ever say anything?” Hark clenched and loosened his injured hand as they both took a breather. The crowd jeered. They threw beer bottles and what looked like dead rats. “That did hurt, right? My sword? Your ankle? But I get nothing. A little grunt would be nice—something to tell me I’m doing a good job. Or maybe to toy with my head. Mock me. I can take it.”

			Even the white spotlights didn’t brighten the pure black of her eyes. Something other than determination shone from those dark depths. Humor. His suspicion was confirmed when the corner of her mouth tipped into the saddest excuse for a smile. The mocking he’d expected was there, but it remained unspoken.

			Great. That was his reward. He might as well hand over his balls and call the fight in her favor.

			She was unnerving. And he couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so fascinated with a woman.

			“Okay, fine. I get it. Strong, silent type? I thought that was reserved for cops and guys in action movies, but I can adapt.” He hefted his sword and winked. “I’m modern. Feminists don’t intimidate me.”

			She was more than a feminist, if the word even registered. Expression sober, she didn’t react to his wink or his barb. She was as quiet as the condensation that covered the walls of the bar.

			Hark had thought himself better able to read his own kind. The Children of the Dragon were masters of small moves when it came to demonstrating emotions. Or hiding them. They weren’t nearly so animated as humans, who laughed, cried, shrank with fear, and used hand gestures that bordered on manic—even to a guy who talked more than every Dragon King in the Far East.

			The tall, gracefully thin woman rose to her feet. Blood trickled down the back of her injured ankle. She walked with a slight limp, but nothing about her posture suggested it was time to call it quits. Her skin held the golden sheen of their people—the appearance of a tan no matter the exposure to sun—yet the lights leeched her color. With white-blond hair, she was pale on pale with the flashes of black fire in her eyes.

			And she was collared.

			At one time in her past, or maybe even now, she belonged to one of the three human cartels who traded in the flesh and brawn of Dragon Kings. The collar meant that her gift as a Sath—to borrow the abilities of other Dragon Kings—was dampened. She needed to fight like a human, no matter her people’s remarkable capacity for recovering from physical injury.

			Not that Hark was in any better position without another Dragon King’s gift to leech.

			If she belonged to one of the cartels, what was she was doing rolling around in sawdust with him? Hark knew his own reasons. Fighting scrubbed the details of how he’d wound up in the Sham Shui Po district of Kowloon City, but one word remained.

			Debts.

			Ugh. He hated that word.

			The woman wore lightweight armor. That and the weapons they wielded elevated this particular tournament above a barroom brawl, as money changed hands on impromptu wagers.

			Hark was protected by armor, too, but it wasn’t molded properly to his frame. The metal and leather were as cumbersome as his weighty, ridiculously blunt sword. He supposed he should be thankful. It would’ve been better to wear a giant soup can than face this woman in street clothes.

			No.

			He’d been thinking about it all wrong.

			Would-be combatants champed at the bit for their turn in the tournament, and they were clearly bored of Hark’s piss-poor performance. Stab the new guy! He has a small dick! Whether in Mandarin or another dialect, the insults were easy to guess.

			But Hark wasn’t finished. He tossed the sword aside. It landed with a dull thud and skidded a few inches in the slippery sawdust.

			“It’s hot in here,” he said, fanning his face dramatically. “If there’s anything I cannot stand, it’s an overly warm arena of death.”

			He went about unlatching his armor. The amazon froze. She didn’t grind to a halt like the Tin Man needing oil but stopped as if the Dragon had flipped a switch. Animate to inanimate within a heartbeat. Only her eyes gave her away. Roving. Probing. She gobbled up the details of his movements. Leather arm guards and his breastplate fell away as he untied the straps. When the last piece hit the blood-spattered sawdust floor, her lips parted.

			He liked taking her by surprise. He could get used to that.

			“Enjoying the show, blondie? Not exactly Chippendales, but I got your attention.” He shook his head. “Dragon damn, you’re quiet. I know that’s probably your shtick and I should recognize that and not be so weirded out, but you’ve got it down to an art form. Well, that and the shield tricks. Must’ve been a hell of an upbringing for you to choose a defensive weapon as your means of attack.”

			Her brows drew together, which was practically a shout. After a few hundred illegal sleights of hand, he knew a tell when he saw one. Her free hand curled into a fist. Her lips tightened—perhaps latent pain because of her ankle, or shock. Either worked. So did the knowledge that his observation about her shield had struck deeply. She wasn’t a practiced, trained-from-infancy warrior, no matter who’d collared her. Those Cage warrior meatheads were a scary bunch of mofos.

			Had Hark any money, he’d wager she was a street kid like him. Only his debts had landed him in a bar that smelled like piss and really, really bad beer. So the bet would have to be one he made with himself.

			His limbs came free of the constraints he’d mistakenly believed he would need. He stretched his arms above his head and dropped into a much more comfortable stance. His army-style khakis would do nicely. He’d taped and bound his wrists before the fight, and he wore heavy boots with soles dotted with tiny metal spikes.

			“Me, however?” He smirked. “My art form of choice is equally impressive. I enjoy kicking the living crap out of anyone who doesn’t know mixed martial arts.”

			She lifted a blond eyebrow.

			“Although my real skill requires less clothing. We could give that a try tonight if you’re not too sore.”

			Her haughty, angular features were perfect for expressing disdain. Shot down without a word.

			Unencumbered now, he launched forward and reverted to the fighting techniques he’d picked up in dives like this and even darker, more violent alleyways. Thirteen years old and a big bruiser with a hard-on wants to cuddle beneath a canal bridge? Time to break his kneecaps, obliterate his nose, and run like fuck.

			Hark couldn’t get close to this woman’s nose—not with her shield. And he had no intention of running. Instead he moved with purpose and speed. He dodged her shield and swiveled behind it, punching in a quick flurry. In his youth he could land six one-two jabs in a second. Now it was more like four. Getting soft.

			Didn’t matter. In connecting those four jabs with the underside of her jaw, he turned the fight to his favor. He swept her leg by connecting his spiked boot with her injured ankle. She fell with a grunt, which felt like a serious accomplishment. The hot, bizarre chick makes noise!

			He didn’t lose the offensive. He stripped the shield off her arm and tossed it into the throng. Someone called out in pain. Served them right for the whole dead rat thing. Hark aimed a few more kicks to her gut, no matter that she wore armor. She doubled into herself but didn’t tap out.

			Grinning, he stepped back to assess her weaknesses. It might come down to a boot to the face. She was unnerving, sure, but she was fucking beautiful. Poor thing. All that mattered was that winning would advance him to the final round.

			Which totally didn’t explain why he hesitated.

			He knelt over her, half straddling her torso. He used his boot to hold one of her arms against the squishy, don’t-look-too-closely floor and grabbed her wrist when she tried to hit him.

			“Nothing to say, pretty? Shoulda guessed. Time to give it up. I don’t make light promises, but this is one I’ll stand by. Forfeit now, or I’ll hurt you. We both know there are injuries a Dragon King can’t recover from.”

			She drew back her teeth as if to growl, but . . . no sound.

			Dragon damn it. She had to be a mute. Talking a mile a minute was his particular gift-cum-weakness, depending on the situation, which made her dead, awful quiet just as unsettling as her fathomless eyes.

			Darkness and quiet. Just the combination I’ve always wanted in a girl.

			He was expecting the wrong sort of satisfaction if he hoped she’d spit and cuss and rail at him. The fast, labored cadence of her breathing was his only proof that he’d done anything to crack her calm. Her pulse fluttered where he imprisoned her wrist. Her fixed gaze flickered with fires of emotion: hatred, confusion, and a host of others that would require six years of reading emotional tea leaves.

			He nodded toward the collar she wore. “Too bad about that thing,” he said. “And too bad you’re Sath like me. I would’ve enjoyed sucking up your powers and using them against you. Oh, well. Maybe next time, when I can have more fun.”

			She bared her teeth again. Despite the woman’s pinned position, Hark got the impression he was in serious trouble. Leave it to him to turn simple into complicated. Boot to face. End of match. He’d needed to draw it out, to hear her admit her failure.

			Although he didn’t enjoy being so easily pigeonholed by the traditions and imperatives of his clan, he recognized the truth. The Sath adored secrets. He’d been greedy in wanting to know just one of hers.

			The sound of her voice.

			That would’ve been a real victory. Not the kind that paid out prize money—you fucking idiot—but the kind that made life worth living. Revealing true colors. Turning people against their own better natures. Taking what they most prized.

			Now he’d caught the tiger by the tail. By the gleam in her black eyes, she was ready to pounce.
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			Her name wasn’t Silence, but it was the name her fellow Cage warriors used for her. The name worked as well as any; she’d never provided another.

			Yet she wasn’t in a Cage. And her opponent was a scruffy, wavy-haired blond man with a grin like a clown on ecstasy.

			Perhaps he was a skilled human fighter who lied when he said he was Sath. The thought rankled, because that meant she could be defeated by an incessantly chattering fool. His training consisted of the basest street techniques, but they were effective. That he’d recognized the same trait in her—despite years spent acquiring finer skills—was embarrassing. Her pride suffered, her ankle and jaw ached, and he still knelt above her like some conquering court jester.

			Only, his smile was cold. She shivered beneath his hold and beneath the crushing sole of his boot. He looked like a man who could kill while flashing that same smile.

			“You can ask to get up now,” he said. “This quiet thing is some mental fake-out, and I know it shouldn’t bother me whether you’re mute or screaming. But I want you to ask. Then we can end this and you can keep your lower jaw.”

			Silence offered a smile of her own. Since volunteering to fight for the Asters, she hadn’t uttered a word to anyone in their complex. As far as they were concerned, she’d never spoken and would never speak. Not true at all. There in Kowloon City, she’d needed to out of necessity. Besides, even at the complex, she talked to herself. Alone. At night. She needed a reminder that she was still sane, although talking to oneself wasn’t the best indicator. She liked the reminder that she could still talk if she wanted.

			But while fighting? This joker was right; the wordless intimidation she brought to bear was just another weapon. She’d resisted far worse than his threats.

			The next pair of brawlers assembled at the entrance of the makeshift scrap of combat space. They were ready for her to forfeit, too. Even the referee gingerly entered the ring, about to make the call. The small Chinese man, who called himself Wu, had a shaved head and a dramatic mustache, which made for a memorable contrast. He remained her only contact with antiquities dealers and collectors. She fought nightly because his demand for cash was sizeable.

			Wu caught her eye and smirked. “Another time, Silence,” he said in Cantonese.

			No way.

			The laughing killer was too pleased with having pinned her. Maybe he was a lying human, but she took advantage of his distraction. His boots hurt like hell. Spiked? She thrust her weight toward where he held steady pressure on her arm—leaning into the pain. She bit her tongue to counter the agony and to keep from crying out. Although he stumbled, he didn’t let go of her wrist. They rolled awkwardly on the floor. Puffs of sawdust obscured her vision.

			The onlookers applauded and laughed along with the joke he’d suddenly become. Perhaps that would ease the sting of how he’d gotten the jump on her. Who fought without armor? Without weapons?

			Someone like she used to be.

			She kneed him in his exposed gut. Then she did it again—because she felt like it. The Asters’ cartel had sent her to catch a particular Dragon King, which had taken only a day or two, and she’d done so with her bare hands. The unfortunate bastard was languishing in a basement until the Asters arrived to take him to the compound. Which meant taking Silence back, too.

			The walls of freedom were closing around her. Three weeks gone. Only two nights remained, and she still didn’t know if the other half of the Sath dragon idol was even in Hong Kong.

			She was wasting time by letting this taunting blond monster think he could defeat her. It was time to play nasty.

			A buzz-saw fury surged into her bones and fueled her blood. She wrenched the hand at her wrist and twisted until the smirking newcomer cussed. She hauled him by one calf and kicked his kneecap. A human’s bone would’ve broken, which answered her earlier question. He was most definitely a Dragon King. 

			The pain in her ankle still felt like the bite of an animal trap. She ignored it and pressed her advantage, as if harnessing a tornado in her body. Twirling arms. Snaking legs. Her clenched fists landed in his gut and down along his flanks.

			He wasn’t stupid, and he wasn’t unskilled—untrained, yes, but wiry and adaptable. Silence had caught him by surprise, but he countered with a rage of his own. His expression said the whole place could shake to the ground before he’d give way. Good. She wouldn’t want to feel any regret in snapping him in half.

			Two Dragon Kings beating each other into the ground.

			Their fists punched into one another at the same moment. Something in her wrist popped. The shock jerked up her arm, just as his eyes widened. He grunted in obvious pain. Silence landed on her ass. She scrambled back and stretched to retrieve her shield from the crowd, but she didn’t make it. Wu stepped between them. He held a cattle prod.

			“Out.” He flicked his attention between them both. “Now.”

			“Oh, hey. We aren’t finished.” The stranger was panting. His blue eyes glowed with manic energy. He looked as high as she felt, riding the crest of a fight in full swing. “We’ve got at least three more rounds before we start sawing off limbs using just fingernails and teeth.”

			Silence’s angered stare collided with the other Sath’s, but she found unexpected kinship there. Underworld cultures around the globe knew of the Dragon Kings’ existence—part myth, part boogeyman. Here, where back alley violence was offered up in exchange for coin, the belief was very real.

			“You need money,” Wu said to Silence. “So out. Or you don’t fight tomorrow.”

			But the teasing violence in the stranger’s blue gaze was tempting. Shake the ramshackle bar to the ground. Together, they could threaten Wu until he gave up all his cash. Silence could spend her time on the hunt instead of fighting night after bloody night.

			The Sath were patient, tradition-minded people. Impetuousness was not in their bloodline. That her opponent behaved in direct contradiction to the practices of their people was surprising. That a repressed place in her soul responded to his temptation was even more surprising.

			Wu looked between them again, with a question stamped across his brow.

			“Uh-oh,” the stranger said. “I think Wu here just realized who he’s dealing with. You wanna take the chance on what gift I possess? We can play gods of old and see how long your bar survives. Just hand over some cash and we’re outta here.”

			“Shut up, freak,” Wu shouted. “Never in here again. Take four thousand from Kang and hope you make it out the back door. And you.” He stabbed a glare at Silence. “You go look for your precious piece of rock. You won’t get anything more from me.”

			Silence unhooked the cheap armor and enjoyed Wu’s flinch when it smacked the floor.

			“Gotcha, didn’t I?” said her opponent. He stood grinning, despite wrapping his arm around his stomach. “You don’t lose your temper often. That’s something, at least. I couldn’t get you to talk, but I got you to break your own rules. Fun times. Let’s do it again real soon.”

			He was still winning this contest. How was he doing that?

			The crowd parted as she tried to hide her wounded ankle. Blood was beginning to pool inside her boot, as if every other step landed in a squish of mud.

			“You forgot something,” came a taunting voice.

			He was holding her shield.

			Chugging across the fifteen-foot corral, he caught up with her, using a loping stride that managed to seem unhurried. He was quick, infuriating, and had the remarkable ability to jump back up after a hard fall. She’d recognized far too much in common after only a few minutes. But then, combat laid people bare. There was no hiding how one reacted to violence.

			Forget him. Just get the cash.

			Silence stood toe-to-toe with the huge bruiser Kang and crossed her arms. He fished wads of bills from a drawer underneath the bar. She grabbed the money and shoved it into the inside pocket of her heavy leather shirt. Eyes followed her every move.

			“I’m Hark,” he said, now shoulder to shoulder with her. “You can call me Hark, if you decide to speak. Or you can just say my name in your mind, with wonder and fear and maybe a hint of sexual curiosity.”

			He shoved the shield into her hands.

			“Another possibility would be saying thank you for helping intimidate a few bucks out of these bastards, or mention how I left my armor behind, or ask why I took it off in the first place, but I don’t think I expect any of that.”

			Dragon damn it, he was like the fabled Chinese water torture.

			“Which is fine. Not like I’m a stranger here in need of some guidance. Who to trust. Which dark corners to avoid so I won’t get a dick up my ass. That’s really not my thing. Is it yours? That’d be quite the sight. Have to admit it’s been a while—watching or giving. What d’ya say? That’d be a helluva lot better than sniffing man-sweat and trying not to get beheaded.”

			As she made her way through the throngs of patrons, onlookers, and waiting combatants, Silence did her best to tune him out. She’d trained herself in that skill a long time ago. Running from the Sath Leadership that had hunted her for years—that was one thing. Being able to keep quiet while doing so was quite another.
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