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Chapter 1






Nothing
larger than a firefly moved. Apparently, the
larger night critters and insects knew that something wasn’t right,
exercising a base sense of self-preservation by staying hidden and
silent. Even the night scavengers seemed to be offended by the
stench of this kind of death too, and I didn’t blame them one
bit.

The salty, warm wind stirred lazily
over the tops of the dry grass, rustling them gently. The soothing
rush of the surf crashed steadily against the rock base of the
cliffs facing the north, close to the entrance of the bar. The
earpiece tucked into my right ear carried a soft hum of monotonous
static, amplifying my growing impatience.

Clouds drifted in and temporarily
blotted out the light of the moon, just as a trident forked vein of
lightning split through the mass of darkness. The atmosphere was
humid and filled with the scent of a brewing and wicked rainstorm
blowing in from the Pacific Ocean. The mixture made it a bit
difficult to zone in on one particular scent, but thankfully the
odor of the undead couldn’t be masked easily if at all.

Only in quiet this calm could you
count on a destructive storm to suddenly strike, rip through, and
destroy everything in its path at any given moment.

In this instance, that destructive
storm was a Nocturna.

He was spotted lurking not far from
the vicinity of the bar entrance by Jax and my brother, Cole,
earlier this evening.

What his presence around
this area ultimately meant was chaos and death, potentially turning
our sanctuary into nothing more than a chow hall
— that much was certain. However, we hadn’t heard
or seen anything in the news about any humans dying under
suspicious circumstances on and around the mainland,
yet.

How and why he traveled all the way
out here undetected was a mystery. We don’t advertise the existence
or location of the bar. Unless you were an elemental, heard by word
of mouth from others who were patrons, and had the ability to
decode all the magical barriers surrounding the entrance, you’d
never find or see it.

As far as I knew, there were only
three ways onto and off of this island for any being; by boat,
jet-ski, which is my personal preference, and air.

Nocturnas are like magnets to each
other, so leaving him alive was not an option. We were hunting him
before he had a chance to kill any… or anymore humans, let alone
any of us.

Cole, Jax, and I are Hybrid Hunters.
Our race was created and bred with mystical spirit animal Gods that
possessed extraordinary and supernatural hunting abilities. From
the time we were toddlers, we began our training and schooling. Our
journeys were guided by noble Zheng-Tsao Monks in the arts of
guardianship, which included fighting, combat, survival, and
tracking.

The only exception to our little
vigilante posse was my best friend, Isis. Isis is a Sylph or an air
elemental in layman terms. She was perched high and hidden among
the branches and coconut clusters of a towering, wide-leafed palm
tree just east of my position.

Both Jax and Cole’s eyes were like
four, glowing orb-like beacons in the darkness from a half mile
away. We had all been spread out in a square formation like this
for the last hour. No one was going to rest until it was found and
killed.

I was hunkered down low, kneeling
behind a mound of overgrown dune and salt grass and flanked by
flowering bushes to my right.

Breaking the unusual peace, a sudden
light and airy whisper came through the earpiece. “This is gonna be
a big rainstorm.”

“That’s pretty obvious,
Isis.” I answered back.

“I don’t like big
rainstorms with high winds, it screws with my magic.”

“Well, hopefully we won’t
need it. See or scent anything yet?”

“I can’t get a bead on
anything other than seaweed and a little hibiscus. And…I really
have to pee.”

I sighed softly.

“Then go and stop talking
so much! Damn!” Cole hissed into our conference-style
earpieces.

“Females.” Jax commented
and sighed into the mic of his headset.

“No, don’t move. You’ll
only give your location away and become an instant target.” I
interjected.

Isis made a soft whining
sound.

“I’ve got your back, go
ahead. I’ll keep watch for you.” Jax offered.

“Uh…yeah, no thanks. I’ll
hold it.” Isis declined.

“You’ll be hurting when it
starts raining.” Jax teased.

Isis whined again.

“Will you two be quiet?”
Cole reprimanded exasperatingly in a hoarse whisper.

I shook my head and laughed quietly to
myself.

Suddenly, something scurried and
rustled violently through the grass to my left, moving lightning
fast.

“Six o’clock!” Jax shouted
and both he and Cole jumped up from their hiding spots. I saw
something out of my periphery but I was too late to react in time
to ready for defense. The tang of virulent, undead flesh assaulted
my senses just as my legs were tackled and I was lifted high into
the air, then swiftly slammed down to the ground on my
back.

I grunted, the wind nearly knocked out
of me completely but I still managed to swiftly roll to my side and
unclasp the hidden blade strapped to the side of my
boot.

With a powerful, sweeping kick of my
leg into a wide upward arc, I caught and slashed through his shirt
all the way down to the flesh. He shrieked, faltering backwards
while clamping his hands across the tattered material that began to
steam and blossom with dark blood.

I took that moment to click on the UV
attachment mounted on the top of my rifle while quickly jumping to
my feet.

A guttural sound came from his
throat.

“You’re a lot stronger than
I thought.” He grinned and then his long, dark tongue flicked out
over his pale, cracked lips.

I wasn’t flattered.

He was a blur when he lunged at me
again. Both Jax and Cole’s heavy boots were pounding the earth
steadily, approaching fast to my location with their UV lights
jostling around wildly in the darkness.

Sudden crisp wind began to gather and
swirl wildly. Isis hovered directly overhead, orbiting around us to
find a clear shot.

Taking him off guard, I slammed all of
my strength into a powerful uppercut beneath his chin. His head
snapped back with a crack, jaw clicking shut and his fangs stabbed
down on his bottom lip. He growled in both pain and
frustration.

Not only was he stunned by the
unexpected power of my strike, now the several darts embedded in
his back and the dot of UV light marking his forehead were all
beginning to take effect.

His skin began to smoke and he pitched
sideways, landing on his side in an almost comical,
overly-dramatic, convulsive fit. He bucked and jerked, rolling over
and over while desperately attempting to both cover his face and
reach over his shoulder to remove the ten paralyzing dart heads
that were jutting out of his back.

Lightning temporarily lit up his
terror-stricken face. His eyes were lost in shadows and dark pits,
faded to a faint green illumination.

A lower level Nocturna.

This should be as simple as killing a
roach.

His long, slightly curving inward
fangs, which were designed to hook into and latch on firmly beneath
the skin, were exposed in an angry hiss of determination and
hunger.

His arm was a sudden flash of dark
movement, whipping out to strike me. I hadn’t expected him to be
anything less than delirious with pain and completely immobilized
at this point, let alone have the strength to continue to try and
attack.

Then again, hunger tends to override
adrenaline sometimes and the combination of both often makes an
adversary very hard to take down or even kill for that
matter.

That was one major rule that a hunter
should always remember and keep in mind.

I tensed with a short cry as his
clawed fingers raked across my side, tearing through the material
of my armor reinforced shirt and into my flesh. The attack left a
burning, pain and sting that began to immediately throb and bleed
profusely.

Isis aimed the light and barrel of her
laser rifle down at the back of the Nocturna’s head.

“Shit! Kai, Are you okay? I
don’t want to accidentally shoot or cut you!” Isis’ voice rang in
shrill both above me and through the now static filled ear piece,
scathing to my eardrum.

“Just do something already!
Don’t worry about me!” I shouted back.

Ignoring the painful darts in his
back, the approach of Cole, Jax—and the threat of being shot by
Isis from above, the Nocturna made a ferocious and desperate dive
towards my bleeding wound, even managing to knock me
down.

He quickly climbed over me in an
attempt to overpower and gain the upper hand. My bashing him on the
side of the head repeatedly only made him work harder. He was
definitely stronger than I was giving him credit for. It was as if
he had purposefully saved the last remaining bit of his incredible
strength for the feed.

The pop of Isis’ rifle echoed like a
firecracker going off and a dart embedded itself into the back of
his head. He jerked and flinched for a half a second but was
unfazed as if someone had simply thumped him.

Seriously? Then, he bit
down ravenously.

Deadly fangs sunk deep, clamping
firmly and then he began to suck. He immediately began to coo with
sexual elation and satisfactory indulgence, panting frantically in
an attempt to greedily draw more blood.

His probing tongue delved deeper into
my cuts to savor every drop. The act made me seethe with both anger
and disgust, lancing me with a new pain that flared and radiated
throughout my entire body.

Then he began to spit and snarl,
abruptly tearing away from me once a spot of skin on the back of
his neck began to boil and sizzle. The noxious scent of decay and
sulphur began to infiltrate the close space between us. I took the
window of opportune it to deftly roll over and away from him,
crouching low and ready to counterattack.

Though the pain in my side was
excruciating, my adrenaline was compensating. This is
bullshit!

I knew I should have brought my katana
for this hunt instead of a damned rifle. This scuffle would have
been over five minutes ago without my having been injured. With
grit and determination, I quickly emptied my remaining darts and
loaded a clip of molotov bullets. Raising my reloaded rifle, I
aimed and began to squeeze the trigger.

“Wait! Hold up!” Cole
halted me, just as he shot another round of darts into the
Nocturna.

He shuddered and his body began to
contort and twist once again. This time he began to curl up in
agony, finally succumbing to the effects of the twenty odd darts
that made him near resemble a humanoid pincushion.

Wait? What the hell for?

Isis landed beside me, pulling out her
first aid pack from the satchel strapped around her
body.

“Are you hurt badly?” She
asked, fumbling with pre-soaked medicinal bandages.

“Not really. It’ll be
okay.” I shook my head and waved her attempt at assistance
away.

“What the hell took you so
long to shoot?” Jax reprimanded Isis.

“Screw you, Jax! You try
shooting while floating and using magic at the same time! I got
him, didn’t I?” Isis pointed down at the several darts sticking out
of the back of the Nocturna’s head.

Jax shook his head angrily and then
turned to Cole. “Well? What are you waiting for, man? Kill the son
of a bitch!” he growled.

The Nocturna was finally succumbing to
the paralyzing serum laced darts. It usually didn’t take this many
to slow one down enough so that we could both behead and burn them
easier. Nocturna were like mice on speed paired with a ridiculous
amount of Herculean strength.

Though I was sure that the darts were
doing their duty, I was sure that a part of his weakness was the
obvious fact that he was near starvation and death. He was no
longer attractive looking, his face gaunt and darkened with
starvation.

I knew my brother though.
If he wanted to kill him, he could have done it easily,
nearly bare-handed.

“No, not yet. There may be
others waiting close by and who would know that better than this
one.” Cole pointed the tip of his rifle down at the Nocturna, and
then he did a wide sweep with his UV light around the
perimeter.

“Say the word, I’ll mince
him up right now.” Isis threatened with two fingers raised. A rush
of chilled, sharp air was already beginning to gather and coalesce
around her hand.

“Oh, now you want to do
something that might have actually helped.” Jax quipped with
sarcasm.

Isis glared at him but her expression
quickly turned into guilt when she looked at me and then down at my
wound.

Her wind magic was actually quite
deadly. She used the force of air to form weapons as sharp and
efficient as finely edged razors that could literally cut through
anything with precision and ease.

“Hold that thought.” Cole
nodded at her. “You okay?” He then asked me while shining a light
on my wound.

“Yeah.” I nodded and winced
at the jolt of fresh pain that seemed to punish me for lying about
it again.

“Go on and head back to the
bar with Isis, we’ll take care of things here.” Cole
said.

“No way. There could be
more out there just like you said, I’m not abandoning you two.” I
frowned.

Cole sighed at my stubbornness and
then directed to Isis, “Do a complete mile radius aerial check for
any movement or anything out of the ordinary for that
matter.”

“In other words, do
something useful this time.” Jax had to add in to further taunt
Isis.

“Don’t make me redo your
new haircut, Jax.” Isis threatened as wind began to swirl around
and beneath her and then she began to levitate slowly.

“Get your restraints and
tie him up good.” Cole then nodded at Jax, who was ready to finish
off the undead target.

Appalled, Jax snapped his eyes to Cole
in utter disbelief. “What? Man, are you for real? Why waste any
time with this piece of corpse shit? He’s not gonna cooperate and
you know it.”

“He will, especially with
the smell of blood under his nose. We need to have a conversation
before we dispose of him.” Cole assured.

“No need. I’ll take it from
here.” A smooth yet authoritative voice cut into our
conversation.

We all jumped and spun to face the
source of the unforeseen invasion with rifles up and ready to
fire.

How the hell did we not hear or scent
his arrival?

Though we could all see him clearly,
Jax shined his light directly into his face anyway, more for
annoyance sake.

The brim of his cowboy-style, black
hat was pulled low, obscuring his face from his head all the way
down to the tip end of his nose. The concealment left the bottom of
a square, sculpted jawline and full sexy lips exposed as he turned
his head slightly away from the light.

Switching to my natural infrared
vision, I carefully scanned his body from head to toe. I could tell
that Cole and Jax were doing the same thing. We all three barely
acknowledged our own observations among each other through the
steady curtain of needle-like rain that began to fall. Our silent
exchange confirmed what we all realized at the same
time.

He was armed with two huge, kick-ass
revolvers strapped to his body underneath his duster. So why wasn’t
he going for them?

What was the point of approaching a
potential gunfight while armed if you weren’t going to draw your
weapons? I mean, three laser rifles all aimed at your head were
more than enough reasons to consider it.

The main heat signatures emanating
from the inside of his body were in his head and in and around his
heart. Everything else remained a cool, dark blue hue.

He must be starving too, otherwise
there would be visible heat from the fresh blood running throughout
his muscles and entire body.

Those revelations were both odd and
surprising to me. I had no idea that these notorious, night
parasites had any semblance of an actual warm heart.

Cole was right. This bold, idiotic one
on the ground was going to bring many more behind him if we didn’t
force him to reveal how he had gotten here. Adrenaline was rising
in me again, masking the annoying and profusely bleeding pain in my
side.

Though the stranger managed to come
upon us virtually undetected, he didn’t seem to be looking for a
fight. When his gaze fell on me, I took note that he didn’t seem
interested in my fresh and exposed blood at all.

Now that was really
bizarre.

Cole was six foot three and about 220
pounds of solid muscle. By comparison, and from what I could make
out, this Nocturna was pretty close to his height and build. Rain
pattered rhythmically on the top of his hat, dripping steadily over
the edge of the brim to further conceal his features, and his long,
dark, glistening wet duster flapped in the rain-filled
breeze.

Instantly, he reminded me of a bounty
hunter.

Hostile or not, he was a Nocturna and
we weren’t taking any chances.
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Cole was all but ready to fire and blow this mysterious Nocturna
away but since he appeared at ease, not even attempting to go for
his guns, he hesitated. Out of Guardian Hunter code, we didn’t
believe in shooting or attacking an unarmed and non-threatening
being without justifiable cause.

Nocturnas were the exceptions though
because they were never without malicious intent by virtue of their
diets.

“Who the hell are you?”
Cole demanded.

“It doesn’t matter. I said
that I would take him off your hands and I appreciate the
assistance.” He smiled handsomely, flashing perfect, way too white—
normal teeth.

Assistance?

I tried hard to get a glimpse of his
eyes but I couldn’t really see them. I was too fixated on his sexy
lips when he spoke.

He still hadn’t so much as glanced
down at my wound that I could tell. Hmm.

“Thanks but we’re not
asking you to take him off of our hands. We handle our own
intruders and you’re surrounded right now, so unless you want to
end up like him, I suggest you go back to wherever it is you
spawned from.” Cole warned him.

That was just it. Where had he come
from? Where had they both come from? I wondered.

The Nocturna on the ground had long
since slipped into unconsciousness when the last few darts struck
him. I think we may have overdone it and killed him
unintentionally.

I had spoken way too soon. He suddenly
began to rouse, groaning as his head slowly lolled from side to
side stopping short when he faced the other Nocturna.

His eyes nearly bugged from their
sockets.

I stiffened and both Jax and I watched
his movements, ready to shoot him again if he did anything stupid.
I was still pissed that he had managed to injure me but that second
of carelessness and misjudgment had been my fault.

To our shock, the dazed Nocturna came
to life and began to panic. Writhing wildly in an attempt to
slither away from the stranger, he began to shout and cower. “No!
Not him!”

Both Jax and I looked at each other
with puzzlement and then Jax trained his rifle back on him in
warning.

“What the fuck is your
problem you parasitic freak? You wanna die now?” Jax threatened in
disgust.

“Yes! Go ahead and pull
the trigger, right here, I’m begging you! It would be more humane!”
the Nocturna pleaded, stretching his mouth wide, flashing fangs and
all while emphatically pointing inside the dark, gaping, cavernous
opening.

“I’m not challenging any
of you. I have no reason or desire to fight and I promise to make
sure that you aren’t troubled with any more of his kind as well.”
The stranger explained, remaining cool and patient as the tilt of
his head fell and rested on the Nocturna on the ground.

“His kind? You mean any of
your kind, don’t you?” I corrected him rudely.

He smiled slightly, I could see that
much even in the darkness and rain.

“Not quite.”

“Bullshit! You guys are
all the same and subject to the same complimentary execution as the
next one.” Jax clarified.

The stranger was nonchalant to Jax’s
insult and threat as well as the Nocturnas sudden bizarre request
for us to aid with his suicide.

“No two beings are the
same, even those belonging to the same class.” The stranger
replied.

The cold, needle-like raindrops were
illuminated by a quick flash of lightning. My hair was soaked as
was the rest of me, and water annoyingly continued to trickle down
into my eyes from my bangs.

Cole huffed with impatience before any
of us could respond. “We don’t debate anything with Nocturna and
we’ve definitely got this situation under control. Now I did ask
who you were and how you got here though. If you don’t want to
answer that then you best be on your way.” Cole stated
imperiously.

Armed with bad-ass revolvers or not,
we weren’t backing down. It was three against one
anyway.

It wasn’t like us to engage in any
kind of civil conversation or reasoning with Nocturna at all, then
again, most of them were not as engaging or as calm as this one
either.

Though he carefully scoped out each of
our faces, either for memory or comparison before responding, the
direction of his gaze seemed to linger and rest a bit longer on me
than with Cole and Jax.

I could tell that Cole noticed the
same thing and he was none too pleased about it too.

“Who I am and how I got
here is irrelevant, though I can’t say the same for him. I haven’t
taken count since arriving but you know as well as I do that where
there is one, many more will follow. It never dawned on me that I’d
find more than one hunter in one place at the same time…and twins
at that.” He smiled at me and then tilted his head up slightly to
pan the night, rain-filled sky.

He was even more intriguing and
tempting to me now that I could see more of his lips and the
chiseled shape of his strong jawline, both slick with
rain.

“Of course, the air user,
well, they’re pretty common. It’s surprising yet refreshing to find
you both in the same company though.” He commented
matter-of-factly.

He’s already spotted Isis? I hoped
that she was alright. I could tell that Cole was thinking the same
thing when we looked at each other in the momentary
silence.

“Yeah, we’re well aware of
that fact. You showed up, didn’t you?” Jax cut him off with a
deadly glare.

“As I said, we aren’t of
the same class or breed.”

Cole scrutinized him suspiciously,
trying to see past the veneer of his words and the physical
facade.

“What the hell do you
mean, not of the same class or breed?” Cole retorted.

“I greatly admire you
guys. Believe it or not, you and I have a lot in common. Give him
to me and I can guarantee that you’ll never see him or another
Nocturna in this area again.” The stranger completely disregarded
his question, which was really pissing Cole off now.

Then he gauged me for a
moment.

“I can tend to your injury
so that it heals quickly without infection— if you’d like.” His
tone was half- soothing and half-seductive, enough to stir up a
frenzy of my curious lust. Infection?

“I don’t think so.” I
quickly declined.

We were all undecided. This
interaction didn’t make any sense.

“What’s the status? I lost
connection and now I’m hearing a lot of commotion.” Pierce’s voice
ushered in through the static of the earpiece.

“Standby.” Jax
acknowledged him.

“He’s alone.” Isis’ voice
suddenly affirmed aloud and into our ear-pieces as she landed
silently beside me.

I felt a rush of instant relief seeing
that she was alright.

“Where the hell have you
been?” Cole asked.

“Doing what you
asked…thoroughly. Mile radius is all clear. Why’s he still alive?”
She nodded at the downed Nocturna in disgust.

“Thank you! I’ve been
waiting for it myself! I was hungry but I wasn’t trying to kill
anyone!” He pled again, clawing the ground and sliding towards me,
only to be halted by the crushing weight of Jax’s heavy-booted foot
on his neck.

“Who is he?” Cole decided
to ask the insane, poor-excuse for a Nocturna pinned under Jax’s
foot instead.

That’s what I’m waiting to know. Who
was this Nocturna, that this land shark would rather us kill him
than be taken away or dealt with by him? A cruel master? Someone
seeking revenge on him? Or was he really a fellow bounty hunter
after all?

“Vishinkatura!” the Nocturna hissed
in foreboding fear.

“What?” Jax
snapped.

“Translate.” Cole ordered
the Nocturna.

“It means hunter. I told
you, we have much in common.” The stranger cut in
impatiently.

We all looked at him questioningly. I
somehow didn’t believe that but at the same time, I wanted nothing
more than to get out of the soaking rain and start tending to my
throbbing and now burning wound.

Cole paused in thought, looking at me,
Jax, and then Isis. Grumbling under his breath, he sighed
heavily.

“Fine. Do what you want
with him as long as I don’t see either one of you around here
again.” Cole warned as he knelt down beside the Nocturna. Jax
removed his foot, allowing Cole to hoist him roughly to his feet by
his neck.

“No! I’m begging
you…”

Cole covertly jammed a tracking
transmitter down his throat just as he began to protest, and forced
him to swallow it by jabbing an elbow into his sternum.

He gagged and swallowed hard with a
grimace. Despite the rain, there were still small traces of my
blood smeared across his mouth and chin.

Grabbing at his throat and gagging, he
tried to speak, “What? No! Please!” he tried futilely to resist
even after the other Nocturna grasped a firm hold of the back of
his collar and lifted him as if he were a lifeless
skeleton.

With a tip of his hat he nodded and
flashed another dazzling, toothpaste-commercial-worthy
smile.

“Not a
problem.”

“I meant what I said about
seeing you around here again.” Cole stated firmly as he
straightened to stand again.

The stranger regarded each one of us
again as if taking notes.

“Understood.” He politely
replied.

The doomed Nocturna in his grip began
to freak out again, struggling and trying uselessly to escape. Why
was he so terrified of him?

“Don’t believe him!
Vishinkatura means ca..!”

He was abruptly cut off and I flinched
when his head was jerked and twisted, hard. He broke his neck
without effort, turning it all the way around as if he were simply
unscrewing the cap on a water bottle. The unfortunate undead hung
limp with his head twisted nearly backwards on his shoulders and
facing us with a frozen, pleading expression.

We all gaped at the stranger
suspiciously in reaction to his abrupt and callous method of
silencing. He examined his captive nonchalantly as if he were
simply carrying a dummy or a bag of laundry under his
arm.

“A little overkill, don’t
you think? You may want to rethink and revamp the effectiveness of
your ammunition. No pun intended.” The stranger commented on all of
the darts sticking out of the Nocturna’s back, head, and
neck.

“There’s more than one way
to kill and we know them all, always remember that.” Cole promised
him.

“I agree. Duly noted.” He
replied politely and then turned to leave.

Once he was out of range Jax spoke, “I
wonder why he didn’t even bother to pull those bad boys
out.”

“Should we follow him?
Where’s he gonna go?” Isis asked.

“I’m gonna assume that
he’s leaving the same way he arrived.” Cole said as we all watched
his form disappear in the distance behind the sheeting
rain.

“He didn’t really arrive,
he just…appeared. I didn’t know Nocturna could do that.” I
said.

“Yeah, I know. There’s
apparently a lot we don’t know but I’m gonna bank on a possible
gateway somewhere on the island. New mission in effect as of now.”
Cole replied in deep thought.
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My intense internet search for Vishinkatura brought up many unclear
results, so I wasn’t sure what to believe or put together. Even
asking around our circle of friends ended with varied
interpretations and meanings, though we all already knew that it
had something to do with the Nocturna. We all made plans to scour
the island for any possible gateways that would explain both of
their arrivals first thing in the wee hours of the morning, when we
had more eyes to help. Until then, we were taking shifts to watch
for any more stray undead around the island. This hunt detail
didn’t include me this time though. I was busy being treated and
patched up.

This was the first time that I’ve ever
been bitten by anything, including a Nocturna. I had no idea that
the lingering pain long after would be worse than a man-o-war
sting. Though the venomous creatures of the human world didn’t
affect us in the same way as it would a human, it still hurt like a
bitch just the same.

Isis and Noemi stayed for as long as I
could tolerate the gossip and chatter. I don’t even remember when I
had finally succumbed to sleep with much relief. I was out like a
light once the medicine that Erian, Isis’ Mage beau, concocted to
help ease my discomfort and promote faster healing, took full
effect.

 


 


I overslept, waking up still a bit
groggy and under the power of the herbal medicine. I was usually up
early to ready the bar for the magic show and the craft projects
that we prepared for the kids but from the sound of the music
downstairs, my friends had already taken care of all that this
morning without me.

I yawned and stretched, wincing at the
soreness still fresh in my side. I dreaded seeing it again because
it certainly didn’t feel any better.

Last nights’ encounter was nothing
totally out of the ordinary but it was definitely something that
continued to replay in the back of my mind.

Could have, should have, would have
but didn’t. My getting hurt was not part of the plan, and I wished
that I could put together a face for memory to match the slick and
cavalier voice of that other Nocturna.

It bothered me not knowing who he was
and more importantly, how mysteriously he appeared and disappeared
without detection.

What were the odds of two Nocturnas
showing up so close to the location of the bar? Had we finally been
discovered? I didn’t want to have to move again. Staking out a new
and discreet location that was nearly forgotten by the civilization
of humans was painstakingly difficult not to mention having to
start over.

It was cowardly to continue running
just like we had done from our homeland and letting them win. Even
though Cole and I had been just kids then, it didn’t
matter.

The Ascendants were like a cancerous
plague and the Nocturnas were a major part of their regime. They
managed to overpower and wipe out several classes of Hybrid
Hunters, including ours, and drive them from their homelands. Then,
they moved onto the Sylphs, the Mages, the Animators, and many of
the other elemental beings that used to occupy our supernatural
universe. It wasn’t that they were that powerful, it was more
because we all lacked unification. We cared more about separating
ourselves from each other by class, powers, abilities, and wealth
status than banding together.

Some groups have been totally wiped
out altogether, extinct and gone as if never to have existed at
all. That was the worst fate that I could ever wish on any race of
beings.

Our parents and people sacrificed
their lives to make sure that their children kept theirs in order
to continue the bloodlines. All of that history was the main reason
that my brother Cole and I decided to open the bar in the first
place.

We decided on using the word HUMANS as
an acronym. The intent was to create a sanctuary that would welcome
and give whatever peace-loving fellow elementals that still
existed, a place to go and hang out safely without fear of being
discovered by both the Ascendants and normal humans of this
world.

Its success helped to not
just encourage and strengthen bonds and friendships but a new
generation…in case the inevitable ever came to pass
—and we all knew that it would one
day.

War with the Ascendants.

I live in a loft style apartment at
the top level on the other side of the bar and Cole lives on the
mainland with his girlfriend, Clee. It was more for convenience
sake than anything. Though we loved interacting with and among
humans, the potential for any accidental mishaps served better if
we were way outside of any mass populations like on this island. It
was one of the many hidden beaches among the Marieta Islands off
the coast of Puerta Vallarta, Mexico.

Reminding me of our homeland, I fell
in love with the structure and serenity of the island. A private
beach hidden inside an open crater was the perfect undercover spot
for all of us, even allowing easy access for our Undine friends.
The language barrier wasn’t hard to overcome and many of us quickly
learned to speak both English and Spanish. We had long ago decided
on using English as a universal language among each other in order
to avoid confusion.

A soft knock sounded at the
door.

“Who is it?” I called out
as I padded into the living room to open a window. Pushing the
curtains aside, I welcomed the golden warmth of the sun on my face.
It was always more vibrantly golden to me after a
rainstorm.

“It’s me, Isis, open up.”
She knocked again.

After opening the window halfway, I
answered the door.

Isis was cheerful and illuminating as
always.

“Hey, how’s the war
wound?” She teased, toting a tray filled with mouth-watering
pastries, tea, and juice.

I smiled wanly. “I just got up and I
haven’t checked it yet but it definitely feels the
same.”

She peered at me inquisitively with
concern as she set the tray down on the dining table.

“The ointment didn’t help?
Did you take the elixir?”

“Not yet. It can’t taste
any better than it smells.” I groaned, heading into the
bathroom.

“Doesn’t matter, suck it
up and drink the damned thing. There’s no telling what kind of
infection a Nocturna bite can cause.” Isis scolded me.

“Absolutely nothing.
Hunters are immune, remember?” I leaned back out of the door to
remind her while tying my hair into a pony tail.

“Then you should be
feeling better by now. Let me see it.” Isis demanded, meeting me in
the open doorway of the bathroom.

I sighed and raised the side of my
tank top slightly. Reluctantly, I looked down at it.

Isis bent down and leaned forward to
examine it closer. “Wow, that looks disgusting, almost to the point
of infection.” She breathed and clucked her tongue.

She was right. The four gashes where
the Nocturna had clawed me were still deep purple and lined with
both red and dark blue bruising. The fang marks were still puckered
and swollen around the edges and blood red in color. Though it all
appeared scabbed over, it still felt raw and exposed.

“I’m not even gonna ask if
it still hurts.” Isis consoled with worry.

“It’ll be
fine.”

Isis straightened and pointed her
index finger at me. “Not taking any chances. I’m gonna call Erian
and I’ll send him up as soon as he gets here so he can take another
look at it. In the meantime, you’d better drink the
elixir.”

I sighed and let my shirt back down.
“As soon as I deaden my taste buds.” I humored her while I grabbed
my toothbrush, added toothpaste, and began to brush my
teeth.

“Oh and to fill you in on
what we managed to find on the search early this morning,” She
began as if she suddenly remembered that part. “We lost track of
both Nocturnas, even the one Cole put the tracking chip in. Both
seemed to have vanished into thin air, so Cole, Jax, and the others
are going to do another sweep further out to the other nearby
islands tonight.”

“That far out?”

Isis nodded and leaned back against
the wall.

“We have to find out what
route they’re taking.”

“They’re not taking any
routes. There’s a gateway on the island somewhere already or that
mystery Nocturna knows how to cast and close them. I’m hard pressed
to believe that the first one bypassed a mainland full of human
blood just to sniff out elementals because he was
starving.”

“Yeah, that’s exactly what
Cole and Clee said. I didn’t see any sign of one last night but
then again I didn’t navigate the entire island either. I’ll bet
anything that it’s camouflaged in plain sight and probably in the
last ten percent of the island that we’re gonna finish covering
tonight. Anyway, Ladd, Sage, and I are offering aerial assistance
but you are staying put. Cole told me to make sure you understood
that.”

I shook my head, spit, and then
rinsed. “No way. We need as many hunters on the ground as possible.
Open gateways always spell trouble. It’s a one-sided mirror. Any
being can see us from the other side before we’ll see them from
here.” I said after drying my mouth on a towel.

Isis placated my insistence with her
hands raised and palms forward, “I know but it’s already been
decided. Cole is not gonna let you go so you may as well be
prepared to spend an evening at home relaxing and healing. Don’t
worry, if I happen to see tall, dark, and gorgeous again, I’ll try
and get a name and number.” She smiled and winked.

“Don’t joke, Isis. All
Nocturna are really good looking but he’s definitely proven that
he’s not a regular Nocturna if he can just appear and disappear
anywhere like that. You’d better be extremely careful because it
worries me that he could have easily tracked us back here the same
way we tried to track him. He knows this island exists now and that
we’re all on it.”

“That’s possible but I
don’t think he will.”

“How do you figure
that?”

She shrugged, picking up a honey roll
and taking a bite.

“He seemed reasonable and
intelligent so I really don’t think he’d risk it. He has no idea
just how many of us are here and what we can do. Cole meant
business and he’s intimidating enough without the
threats.”

“And we don’t know how
many there are like him either. Never underestimate anyone. That’s
how I got this.” I pointed to the wound in my side. “For all we
know he could have been a spy.”

“Well, that’s why we’re
going to be doing nightly sweeps for the next few nights just to be
sure he’s gone. Oh, and I may be in a little late on Mondays and
Thursdays if that’s alright. I volunteered to help mentor Dahlia
and Rob’s daughter, Tarin. Her air magic is all over the place.
They had her help dry the coat of paint they put on the exterior of
their house last week but she managed to uproot an entire tree
instead and sent it sailing through the neighbors’ window across
the street.” Isis giggled through a mortified
expression.

“That’s fine. How the hell
did they explain that one to them?” I snickered.

“I don’t know but that
almost gave them away. Not good.” Isis replied as she headed for
the door, licking the honey off her fingers. Then she turned to
face me again, “I’ll see if Erian can add some sort of a flavor
enhancer to that elixir. Don’t worry about the bar, we’ve got all
of it covered.” She assured me as she made her way back to the door
and opened it.

“What about Twinkie? Did
anyone feed him yet?” I asked, drizzling honey into my
tea.

“Of course. He’s been
caterwauling all morning looking for you though. Do you want me to
bring him up?”

“No, I’ll be down in a
bit.”

She grinned. “Don’t want to miss Marq,
do we? He’s gonna freak when he sees your injury.”

“I know but do not tell
him anything if he’s already here. I’ll tell him myself.” I warned
her.

She rolled her eyes and blew out an
exasperated sigh. “I won’t…” She closed the door but I could
distinctly hear her add on, “Unless he happens to ask...” She
finished, her voice muffled.

I know Isis, she held onto news as if
it were on fire. She would coerce him into asking about how the
hunt went just so she could tell him.

I’d better hurry
downstairs.


 



Chapter 4






 


Marq wasn’t here yet, so I spent the morning assisting Clee and
Elvie with the kids, enjoying the puppet show along with them, and
shooting the breeze with the regulars to catch up and pass some
time.

By the time late afternoon rolled
around and the sun began to dip low in the horizon behind the
ocean, the atmosphere of the bar instantly began to transform into
a more adult-oriented venue. Music and language changed, coupled
with the serving of alcohol and the smoking of glitter dust. It was
nothing too perverse or wild but with this bunch, sometimes you
just never know.

No, Marq isn’t my
boyfriend… not exclusively anyway. He’s a very close friend
—and he’s an Undine. It is an extremely
well-known fact in our circle of beings that Undines do not
copulate with any other race, normally.

So does that make me feel special?
Well, if any female had the privilege of laying eyes on Marq they’d
definitely think so.

Twinkie was stretched out nearly flat,
like a three-dimensional, furry throw rug. He had been sun-bathing,
trying to catch the remaining bit of the dimming gold sunlight that
was still filtering in from the bay window onto the dark-stained
cement floor.

Spoiled rotten.

He’s pale yellow in color and his
Buddha belly is marked with three perfectly round white patches of
fur aligning his middle from groin to chest. His white socked feet
stuck straight into the air as if someone had kicked him over and
he couldn’t find the strength or will to bother moving or righting
himself.

“Hey, Cole said you were
not to be working at all tonight.” Riza smiled once I joined her
behind the bar.

Several patrons lined the counter and
were engrossed in either conversation or the soccer game on the
large screen television mounted above the mirrored liquor shelves
against the wall.

“Relax, just making a much
needed drink.”

“I heard about the attack.
I gotcha ya girl, should I make it a double?” Riza grinned and
proceeded to get a glass for me.

“Go for it, it’s warranted
right about now.”

She laughed. “I could have had one
brought up to you.” She then said but the twinkle in her
copper-colored eyes told me that she already knew why I was really
hanging around instead of upstairs in my apartment.

In a sudden jerk of movement, Twinkie
bolted upright onto all fours and hissed with an agitated scowl.
Then he began to bellow a warning meow that sounded like a warped
siren. The sound of gently gurgling water caught my attention and I
smiled once I realized what his hissy fit had been over. I should
have known.

Arching his back, his fur formed a
bushy mohawk as a large pool of crystal clear water slithered,
coalesced, and pooled past him, making its way to the counter.
Twinkie darted for higher ground, scampering beneath tables and
legs, and finally finding perch inside of the wide open bay window
on the opposite side of the room. He crouched low, glaring at the
now rising puddle of water, which slowly began to take on a
three-dimensional shape.

Isis gasped and stopped short. Her
small sneakered feet quickly left the floor and she swiftly began
to float with her tray poised high above her head, balancing the
empty glasses that clinked and toppled over on her tray.

“Son of a bitch that was
close! Damn, can’t he ever just come in like a normal flesh and
bone being?” She began to fuss—only to stop short and gape like all
the females usually did when he arrived.

I laughed.

The water had finally taken on full
physical form. Liquid began to smoothly transform into solid,
hairless, olive-toned, flawless flesh. Muscles rippled, taut and
glistening with moisture that clung to each and every hollow and
curve in his biceps, pectorals, stomach, thighs, and perfect, tight
buttocks.

Marq was clad in only a pair of black
bikini briefs that didn’t leave much to the imagination.

“Good evening, ladies.” He
smiled, showcasing straight, pearly white teeth. His black hair
still appeared damp and tousled as if freshly moussed or if he had
just stepped out of the shower.

Several, ‘Good evening, Marq’s’ came
from females in all directions in response.

The way he sauntered up to the bar
reminded me of a sexy model shooting a men’s swimsuit commercial.
Marq loved making a unique entrance. He was incredibly good-looking
and he was well aware of it too. He eased onto a barstool, pinning
me with a heart-stopping gaze and flirtatious smirk.

“Hey there,
beautiful.”

“Didn’t we tell you not to
ever come in here without any clothes on anymore? No one wants to
see that and no one is gonna want to sit on that damned barstool
anymore now!” Jax yelled from across the bar.

Isis joined us. Her sparkling, light
amber eyes practically molesting his lean, Adonis build from head
to toe.

“Take a shot and chill,
Jax!” I called over to him.

“Yeah, speak for yourself
and don’t hate. You’d never say that to Syhenna.” She called over
her shoulder.

Syhenna is Marq’s sister.

“Because that’s a
different story!” he called back to defend.

“Whatever!” Isis playfully
flipped him off.

Marq turned around, “And that’s also
my younger sister, you ass!” He reminded Jax as a warning and then
turned to wink at Isis.

“Ass? Speaking of, I will
kick yours as soon as you put on some freaking clothes!” Jax was
marching towards the counter with his brows furrowed in irritation,
but I stopped him dead in his tracks with a threatening,
ass-kicking glare of my own.

I held my arms up with the flat of my
palm down over the fingers of my other hand. “Time out. You’ve got
a bar to secure from over there or your ass will be fired.” I said
aloud and pointed to his usual post at a table near the
stairwell.

Then I directed my attention back to
Marq with a smirk, “Not that I’m complaining but I have to agree
and enforce the no pants rule with you in particular.” I took over,
seeing that Riza was busy with a few other customers.

I began to fix his usual drink on my
own. He usually ordered the same thing; coconut rum with frozen
pineapple chunks and a hint of sweetened coconut milk.

His crystalline, jade
green eyes gleamed with naughty humor. “You don’t have to save me,
beautiful. I wish he would try to fight me. Anyway, you know I’m
clothed. Where I live, this is considered —overdressed.”

“Well, you don’t live
here!” Jax shouted, having retreated back to his post and
overhearing Marq’s words.

He ignored Jax with a smug smile and
changed the subject coolly. “Speaking of, when are you going to
come spend a weekend with or at least have dinner with me at my
place?”

I laughed. “When I’m able to breathe
underwater. Besides, I don’t want any of those women trying to
attack me for simply being with one the few hottest, bachelor
undines in your city.”

He pursed his sexy mouth. “Turning me
down and coating it with flattery in one sentence is just as
insulting. Anyway, that won’t happen, and I told you that you’ll be
fine with a little magic. We’re still building and improving some
things but there are many oxygen filled domes in several parts of
the city.” He reminded me.

“I’ll come.” Isis piped in
enthusiastically.

“Hell, I would too but
fire and water don’t mix.” Riza beamed.

“You’re thinking of fire
and ice. Fire and water makes for some hot and steamy encounters.”
Marq flirted with her and smiled.

“Well damn, in that case,
I’d love to visit for a weekend.” Riza grinned.

Marq was most definitely the charming
flirt but he was mine.

Undines are typically all female, or
so many of us had thought for a long time, which makes Marq such a
unique and hot commodity. Many of the females line up just to mate
with him, and though I’m slightly jealous of that knowledge and
visual, I couldn’t be mad once I decided to mess around with
him.

The ratio of male Undines to females
was like, twenty to one and I’m sure that he wasn’t
complaining.

I had to hand it to him though, if I
were an Undine, I’d prefer to be naked twenty-four seven too. All
undines live and travel nude underwater, which is understandable.
Ever try to swim long distances fully clothed?

Marq is from Eqquena, which lies near
the center of the Pacific Ocean. His city has existed for a very
long time here, which was news to us. Earth has so much water, it
was easy for them to survive for centuries, undetected.

Mating is the only way that many
elementals can ensure the continuity of their own existence and the
next generation. We’re included in that principle too, even though
we as Hunters are unable to invoke any sort of definitive magic
from the elements.

All of our hopes were to someday find
a new world similar to our old homes, safe and far away from the
Ascendants. Don’t get me wrong, we love humans and we’ve managed to
stay under the radar and coexist with them for a very long time. We
don’t have much of a choice anymore anyway. Helping out the humans
every now and then kind of comes with the territory as long as it
isn’t too conspicuous. Some of us get a real big kick out of
that.

We do get an occasional few that like
to show out but nothing major. We’ve been fortunate that the
numerous accounts of strange lights, flying people, weird sightings
etc., have been deemed unbelievable and something that you hear
‘crazy’ people, certain sites on the internet, and tabloids
chattering about. Thank goodness for us that modern science loves
to discount and debunk anything that can’t be seen, explained, or
proven by logic.

Several of our patrons are actually
business owners on the mainland. Some of those places consist of a
magic novelty shop (as fronts for humans), a small bed and
breakfast, a hand-tailored clothing store, and a club where they
performed ‘illusion’ shows.

I slid Marq his drink and glanced at
Isis. “Yeah, I don’t think Erian will be too pleased with the idea
of you prancing about with a bunch of naked male
undines.”

“It’s all good. There
aren’t that many of us anyway.” Marq clarified to her with a
wink.

“Oh yeah, well never mind
then.” Isis dismissed.

I shook my head and
laughed.

“Two Flaming dragons.”
Isis put in the order with Riza as she unloaded the empty glasses
from her tray.

“Kai took one for the team
and got hurt last night.” She then said to Marq.

I shot her an irritated
glance.

Not only had she managed to blab about
it against my wishes but she did it in front of several others
sitting at the counter. We don’t talk about that stuff with patrons
around because we didn’t want create gossip and panic if it wasn’t
necessary and she knew that.

She met my eyes with a false look of
innocence and a shrug.

Marq’s green eyes blazed into mine
with concern. “Hurt? What happened? Where?” He was clearly confused
and wondering how he had missed any wounds. He set down his drink
and began to scan me for any visible injuries.

I sighed heavily, slightly irked.
“Some of your peeps just walked in.” I pointed over Isis’ shoulder.
Two, slender male Sylphs came in and found a table near the small
stage.

“I’ll give them a moment
to get settled.”

“You could be out of a job
in that moment.” I replied flatly.

Marq chuckled.

Isis groaned and pursed her lips while
retrieving her serving tray. “He was going to see it sooner or
later.”

“It’s nothing to worry
about.” I assured Marq.

“Not if it was an ordinary
wound.” Isis directed to Marq on purpose and then gracefully turned
to head over and tend to the new arrivals.

“What’s she talking about?
Not an ordinary wound? Tell me what happened.” Marq
persisted.

“Nothing out of the norm
for a hunter.”

A sudden hot trail of flames whooshed
over the two prepared cocktail glasses that Riza had placed on the
counter and burst of awe and applause followed.

Flaming Dragons were a house
specialty. Bright halos of orange and red flames flickered and
danced over the mouths of each glowing, green liquid-filled
glass.

Showmanship was part of the service
that earned great tips, especially whenever Riza, a fire magic
elemental, did her thing with the drinks.

“Got a spare pair of pants
upstairs?” Marq suddenly asked.

It was his code phrase for: ‘Let’s
head upstairs for some privacy,’ and it usually wasn’t to
talk.

Typically, a rush of desire would have
warmed over me but this time I hesitated and then
nodded.

“If you guys need me, I’ll
be upstairs.” I told Riza as Twinkie bounded up ahead of me,
already knowing where I was heading.

“Don’t worry about a
thing. Take your time. ” She smiled with a glance at Marq out of
the corner of her eye.
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Marq cursed under his breath as Twinkie shot through his legs with
an abrupt hiss into my apartment and nearly tripped him, just as I
opened the door.

“Be lucky he didn’t reach
up and claw one of your boys on his way in.”

“I really hate that cat.”
He stated flatly, closing the door behind him.

I laughed. “Don’t take it personal,
it’s the water he hates.”

“Sure. Alright, let’s see
it.” Marq demanded.

I chuckled, looking at him over my
shoulder as I headed into my bedroom to retrieve a pair of pants
for him.

He was doing way better than the first
time he visited the bar —completely stark naked. We weren’t sure
what to make of him…meaning what he was exactly. Being completely
nude was nothing to him and I was certainly impressed but Cole and
Jax nearly blew arteries. He was temporarily banned until he
covered up. Some nights I know that he forgets on purpose, wanting
to test the waters and toe the line when he knows the bar will be
full of females, normally on weekend nights.

Once we became more than casual
acquaintances, I compromised with my brother and decided to keep a
few articles of clothing on hand for him, so he wouldn’t become
permanently banned.

“It’s a little hard to
take you seriously playing doctor in those sexy briefs.” I
commented.

He followed me. “We can play doctor
later. What happened? How did you get hurt?”

“It’s not a big deal.” I
said, finding a pair of knee-length khaki shorts for
him.

He paused, standing close behind me as
I handed them to him.

“No big deal, huh? Then
why would you want me getting dressed instead of the
opposite?”

I smiled coolly. “Being in pain kind
of takes away the romantic aspect for me.”

“So, you really are hurt
bad. Let me see it.” He insisted more firmly this time.

Dropping the shorts and assuming my
wound must be covered up, he went for my tank top and lifted
it.

There was no point in resisting or
keeping him from doing it.

“What the hell did that?”
He frowned.

I didn’t want to look at it but I did
anyway.

Shit. It had gotten worse since just
this morning and now, I was beginning to worry.

Maybe I should drink that nasty stuff
Erian gave me after all.

“It was a Nocturna.” I
reluctantly admitted.

I moved over to the bed and sat,
flinching slightly at a small prick of pain that radiated down my
side as I did.

“A Nocturna? Here? When
did this happen?” Marq was both shocked and angry at the same
time.

He joined me on the bed, trying to get
a better look at it again.

Marq and those in his city
were safe from Nocturna as long as they remained concealed under
the ocean. Contrary to popular beliefs, sharks, dolphins, and
whales actually protected them and their city from any would be
invaders —and Nocturna can’t really
breathe in salt water very well too.

“Last night. There was
just one. Well, one that we were after.” I said, remembering tall,
dark, and deadly. He was still out there, somewhere.

“Are you serious? Where
did it come from? How did it manage to do this to you?”

“Blindsided. My guess is
he thought I was the weaker one because I was female. I almost
proved him right by letting my guard down for a split
second.”

There was a brief pause of
silence.

“So…you’re not going to
turn into one of them, are you?”

He was thoughtful.

I furrowed my brows and shook my head
no.

“It doesn’t work that way.
You’re born Nocturna, not created. They can’t turn other beings
like us. There are some higher ones in the Ascendants that can
envamp but only humans.”

He nodded. I’ve never seen him look so
serious before.

“That’s good
then.”

I pursed my lips and shifted away from
him.

“Why? Would you suddenly
be repulsed by me if I did turn into one of them?”

He smiled flirtatiously. “Don’t
mistake my intrigue for repulsion. If anything, I’d want you
more.”

“Would you let me feed
from you?” I flirted with a gleam in my eye.

“Depends on how you do it.
If it sustains you, you can drink from me all you want.” He
grinned.

I laughed. “Why does that not surprise
me?”

“Back to this ugly wound
though. Don’t any of the Animators or Mages have something for
it?”

“Yeah, I got some stuff
from Erian already but it doesn’t seem to be working apparently.” I
hesitated and re-examined the bite.

Thin, dark-purple vein like marks
began to fan outward from the fang punctures. Those hadn’t been
there this morning.

“I’m worried about you,
Kai. Maybe one of our healers has something that can
help.”

I thought of the stranger’s
words.

He had offered the same thing, too.
Not trusting his kind in the least, I wondered why he even wanted
to help me. Now, I was beginning to regret not taking him up on his
offer.

“You guys have dealt with
Nocturna bites before?”

“No but we have some very
good doctors and an abundance of highly effective
resources.”

“Well, if you think they’d
be able to conjure up something, I’m open to try it. In the
meantime, they say that physical activity can sometimes help
stimulate self-healing.”

“Now I can definitely help
with that.” Marq smirked, moving in quickly for an enthusiastically
passionate kiss.

My cell phone jangled annoyingly as if
it had been waiting for us to start fooling around on
purpose.

I planned to ignore it, thinking it
was probably a situation downstairs but something nagged at me to
answer it this once.

I reached for it but Marq caught and
pulled my hand away from it, gently forcing me back and cradling me
against him more firmly.

Foreplay and making love were two of
Marq’s strongest talents. It was something I completely put my
entire body and attention into and it pissed me off whenever there
was any distraction…even from Twinkie.

As if on cue, my cell phone went off
again. This time, it continued to ring persistently with a
purposeful annoyance. This had better be good or some damned
emergency.

Considering no one ever
came knocking on my door, I already knew it had to be Cole before
even looking at the display and it had nothing to do with our
stellar Twin connection either.

Marq held me still and growled, both
demanding and breathless with passion close to my ear. “Let
voicemail pick it up. Whoever it is will get the hint.”

I shifted and sat up to seek out the
phone. “I would but I know who it is.” I replied.

He sighed with agitation. I found my
cell on the nightstand and answered.

“It’s about damned time.
Let me guess who you’re with right now and he better not have shown
up naked again.” Cole spoke before I could even say
anything.

“What’s up?” I ignored his
statement.

“How’s the injury? Isis
told me it doesn’t look any better.”

“It may take a while but
it’ll heal.” I lied.

“You’d better take
whatever Erian gave you. Don’t be stubborn.”

“Yeah, yeah. What’s the
emergency?”

Marq took advantage of my distraction,
pushing aside my hair to plant soft, nibbling kisses along the nape
of my neck.

“I took some photos but I
think you’re gonna want to see this in person if you’re up to it.
We found a corpse.”

I froze.

It couldn’t have been the Nocturna
that was near death last night…or was it?

Cole continued on in my silence, “We
almost missed it. It looked like some random floating driftwood on
the east shore. It’s kind of fresh— to use the term
loosely.”

“Damn.” I
whispered.

“Damn is right, because
this one isn’t human.”
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Usually
the cover of darkness was our best ally but
knowing that Nocturna were skulking around the island now made it
potentially dangerous.

Nightfall fell by the time I made it
out to the small cavern where Cole, Pierce, and Phillip had created
a small bonfire beside what appeared to be a twisted pile of
gnarled, charred wood.

Water trickled off of the rock ledge
from above creating a sparkling curtain of steadily falling
water.

The smell is what hit me first. Decay
of something long since dead. I flinched and coughed initially with
a hand clamped over my nose and mouth.

“The work of a Nocturna?”
I spoke first as I stepped up to the semi-circle they had formed
around it.

Cole was crouched beside the carcass,
using a titanium tipped arrow to poke around and inspect
it.

“No, though very similar
in the nature of the kill.” Phillip replied.

I knelt down beside Cole to get a
close up of the grisly remains.

What was left of the skin was dark,
tight, and leathery in appearance almost like the dried out peel of
a rotting banana. It was nothing more than a ghastly skeleton with
arms reaching back over its shoulders as if…possibly trying to fend
off an attack from behind.

Hmm. Chilling.

Observing the permanently gaping
mouth, I noticed that the corpse had fangs. Cole did say the body
wasn’t human.

“Looks like he or she has
been dead for a while.” I began.

“Don’t let the appearance
fool you. The flesh is still soft and pliable to the touch. It only
looks this way because it’s been drained of all fluids.”

I was stunned.

“Drained?”

“Completely.” Pierce
added.

“Dead or not, this is the
third Nocturna that we’ve come across in less than a two days.”
Phillip said. “At this point, it’s just Nocturna. Soon, the rest of
the Ascendants won’t be far behind if they aren’t here already.
We’ve been keeping tabs on the news around the world. Nothing
profound yet.”

“This isn’t the one from
earlier? The one we were hunting?” I then asked.

Cole shook his head. “I don’t know but
I seriously doubt it. We lost reception on the tracking device not
long after that other one took off with him, which means that
either it was discovered and destroyed or it died out on its own.”
Cole pointed to the carcass, “This one didn’t have a tracking
device at all but that’s not the interesting part. Look
closer.”

Reluctantly I did, seeking out where
Cole was pointing towards the hollowed carved out pit in the chest
cavity of the dead thing. “Notice anything missing?” Pierce
asked.

It was hard to distinguish much of
anything at this point, it was already disintegrating.

“How can you tell what’s
missing?”

“There’s a hole in the
chest where the heart is supposed to be and the throat has been
torn away.” Cole informed.

Brows furrowed, I looked at each of
them for that confirmation.

“So something ate or stole
its heart. That’s disgusting but not unheard of.” I
frowned.

“I agree. It’s kind of a
karmic way to die for a Nocturna if you think about it.” Cole said
ominously, poking at and tapping each fang.

I nodded, unable to agree
more.

A silent pause settled among us and
for a brief moment, the only sound was the gentle showering of
water echoing throughout the cavern and a few lonely crickets and
frogs.

Though I was pretty sure they all had
the same initial surprising reaction, the discovery seemed to be
even more shocking the second time around for them.

Finally, I stated the obvious. “Okay,
so another hunter like us took this one out.”

No one replied immediately.

Cole scooted down towards what looked
like the head and beckoned me over with a nod, pointing to the
ragged hole in the corpses’ throat.

“That’s not a cut. It
looks as if it was either ripped out…”

“Or ravaged and crudely
devoured.” Pierce finished.

“Crudely devoured?” My
brows rose.

“By hand or by mouth.”
Pierce clarified.

Sunlight saps their strength, it
doesn’t kill them but their bodies quickly dissolve and wither away
with prolonged exposure, especially if they’re already dead. I
would have said that may have been the reason this body was
discarded so carelessly but since it rained last night, the time
and cause of death was unknown.

“I’m going to guess that
this had to have happened between pre-dawn yesterday night or
earlier before the sun went down.” I surmised.

“Maybe.” Cole
agreed.

“No sign of any other
beings in the area though.” Pierce added.

Stabbing Nocturna in the eyes takes
away their senses and any kind of power they may have over you,
then you behead and burn them. Being that the head was still
attached, whoever did this didn’t intend to kill it…at least not by
conventional methods.

“No injury to the eye
sockets.” Phillip noted.

Cole rose to stand. “I doubt they’re
swimming out all this way for a place they didn’t even know
existed.”

“No gateway found?” I
asked, standing up too and still transfixed on the gruesome
corpse.

“We already had Isis,
Sage, Noemi, and Ladd do another aerial search from the air and
they didn’t see anything. We’ll probably need to drag out a few
more ATV’s and have some others join in to do another ground sweep
again.” Cole suggested.

For some reason, my mind kept bringing
forth the mysterious Nocturna that appeared last night to take care
of the one that bit me.

“No news around the
mainland either?” I asked.

“No, nothing significant
so far except for the typical suspects here, you know Lobishoman
and Chupacabra. There’s been a few cattle and animal bloodletting
but no humans. No one in our circle has mentioned seeing any sign
or sight of any Ascendants either.” Phillip replied.

“For now, I think I’ll
stay the night at your place to make sure you stay safe.” Cole told
me.

I sighed. “I can take care of
myself.”

“I didn’t say you couldn’t
and you don’t have a choice. I hope Marq took a rain
check.”

“And what if he didn’t?” I
grew annoyed with a hand on my hip.

“Jax sent me a text and
said that he showed up practically dangling again and that he
almost got into a confrontation with him about it.” Phillip
commented.

Pierce chuckled while shaking his head
and Cole frowned.

“Jax exaggerates and he
started it. Marq was covered.” I said flatly.

“Uh-huh. If everyone can
see his ass and the shape of his junk clearly then he may as well
have been naked.” Pierce grimaced in disgust.

“Let’s get out of here.”
Cole sighed in irritation.

“What are we gonna do with
this?” Phillip motioned to the second time corpse.

Cole gave it a firm kick causing it to
roll into the small bonfire where it immediately caught fire with
an abrupt whoosh of sparks and flames. Surprisingly, despite being
damp, the fire began to consume and disintegrate it into ashes
almost immediately.

We all waited a bit and then Pierce
doused the fire completely, leaving behind billowing, acrid hissing
steam and smoke.

With a hand up to cover my nose and
mouth from the foul stench once again, I stole a final quick glance
over my shoulder at the rising smoke. I had a weird foreboding
feeling as we filed out of the cavern.
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Once the bar closed after about two in the morning, the quick last
minute meeting to compare notes and findings only lasted about half
an hour. The off duty access slowly turned into an intense poker
game, complete with drinks, food, obnoxious behavior, and
music.

The guys were huddled around a table
in a cloud ring of glitter dust smoke near the bay window, and
raucous laughter erupted every now and then.

Isis, Clee, Riza, Noemi, and I formed
our own drinking group around the bar counter. Clee is Cole’s
girlfriend and she’s an Earth magic user or an Animator, which
means that she can take anything of the Earth and transform it into
something else or a temporary new living thing. She can even devise
weapons, medicines, and physical entities called Golems.

We still found nothing, assuming that
the portal must have been closed and the creator had truly been
that mysterious Nocturna. There wasn’t much else that we could do
without tangible evidence or leads though. Unfortunately, all we
could do now was sit back and wait for another Nocturna to strike
again. Hopefully, it wouldn’t end in another injury or death for us
or any humans for that matter.

Erian injected me with some new
concoction that stung initially but it was supposed to stop the
spread of the apparent tainting. Though the scratches were finally
healing, the fang punctures still looked infected and hurt slightly
when I moved at times.

“Hey, I’ve been working on
perfecting my gravitational manipulation. Anyone want to volunteer
for me?” Isis beamed after knocking back the last of her bomber
shot.

“Hell no, not while you’ve
been drinking.” Riza chuckled and adamantly declined.

“Clee?” Isis turned to her
next.

“I’m with Riza.” Clee
shook her head emphatically.

“Don’t even think about
it.” Noemi beat her to the punch just as she turned to face
her.

“Thanks guys.” I replied
flatly just as Isis turned to me with a pathetic look of rejection
that was supposed to make me volunteer out of pity.

“Come on, Kai.” Isis
whined, hopping off of the barstool and preparing
herself.

“Practice and consuming
liquor does not make me any more confident about this.” I told
her.

She sighed wearily. “It actually helps
me to relax and focus. Please?”

“She’s not gonna shut up.”
Riza laughed.

“I can fix that easily.” I
stated.

Riza, Noemi, and Clee
laughed.

“I’ll gather some dirt and
leaves and create a mattress.” Clee offered jokingly.

I groaned in annoyance.

“Take another shot. At
best you won’t feel anything until morning, you’re already
injured.” Riza quipped with a shrug.

“Funny. You know, this
will really come in handy if I can perfect it.” Isis tried to
convince me.

“Handy for who?” I wanted
to know.

“What’s the difference
between this and your levitation ability?” Clee asked.

Isis’ eyes sparkled when she smiled
big.

I grunted spontaneously out of sheer
natural reaction. In less than a nanosecond, I was slammed to the
ground by an invisible, yet extreme weight that was nearly crushing
the breath out of me. The pressure was threatening to flatten me
clean through the cement floor and I couldn’t even move a single
limb.

It was as if all of my insides were
trying to pool to my center and spill out through my belly button.
Nausea and the sour smell of not quite digested alcohol began to
well up into my throat.

“Creating and generating
an extra force of gravity around you…” Isis wiggled her
fingers.

“Damnit, Isis!” I managed
to gasp and mumble.

“And taking all of it away
entirely…” She sing-songed, smug with confidence now.

Suddenly, the weight was gone and I
was lifted up into the air, feeling as if I weighed
nothing.

“Stop! Let me down! I
swear I’m gonna puke!” I warned her.

Isis was grinning and clapping her
hands giddily, proud of herself. Clee, Noemi, and Riza were smiling
and impressed. Even the guys and Twinkie stopped to
watch.

“Wow, not bad.” Clee
complimented.

“Sweet.” Phillip nodded
approval.

“Isis, so help me, if I
don’t land gently on my feet I will beat your ass!” I threatened,
feeling chunks begin to force their way up.

“We may have our first
lead!” Duncan’s announced through all of the music, conversation
and Isis’ concentration. He shuffled quickly up the stone
stairwell, crossing the main floor of the bar, and joining us at
the counter.

I plummeted down with arms flailing to
try and break my own fall but I landed hard with a thud anyway,
grunting and cursing angrily. The vision behind my eyelids burst
into a spray of stars upon the impact of my forehead and the
floor.

“Oh crap! Sorry, Kai!”
Isis gasped as she bent down to help me up.

I bit my lip and fisted my hands,
trying to keep myself from jumping up and choking her.

“What happened?” Cole
asked as the guys abandoned their card game and moved to gather
around the television mounted above the liquor display.

No one seemed to care that
I just bit it though Isis was to blame —
and I wouldn’t let her forget this one.

“Breaking news.” Duncan
said with remote in hand once he found the local Puerto Vallarta
news channel.

The attractive female reporter was
already speaking in fluent Spanish with the darkly lit, painted
background of the city and police lights behind her.
Coincidentally, they were filming near the docks of the super busy
Los Muertos port.

Interesting.

The camera panned to a
middle-aged male witness standing next to her. He was an older,
nervous-looking man in a knit cap, sweatshirt, and rain boots.
There were bags under his haunted dark brown eyes but he was dead
serious when he began to speak animatedly: “Monstruo con ojos rojos. Vi a dos de ellos. Tiene que ser
sangre del diablo o Chupacabras. Apenas me escapé de mi
muerte!”

The reported
replied, “¿Qué aspecto como?”

“Como un hombre y una
mujer, como tú y yo. Pero los ojos eran como diablo.”

“Eyes like the devil.”
Cole repeated for confirmation.

“A male and a female. They
looked human.” Duncan translated.

“Well, guess that confirms
it. They’ve abandoned us and found the mainland, realizing where
the majority of the food supply is.” Jax commented.

“We’re gonna have to find
and take care of them and whatever gateway they’re using without
giving ourselves away.” I said.

“Yep and this port may be
exactly where we need to start looking.”

“I see it.” Clee
whispered, focusing more on the background than the reporter and
her words.

“You do? Where?” Cole
asked as everyone gathered around to scrutinize all of the images
on the LED screen.

Clee pointed up at the television.
“See that group of boats and that large blue and white yacht to the
right of her?”

“Ah, Bingo! She’s right.”
Noemi replied.

We had to wait for the camera to pan
around again but we followed her direction and then we noticed it
too.

The image of all of those boats
shimmered as if behind a heat source.

“I’ll be damned. Video
cameras did the work for us. It’s fucking huge and right in the
middle of the dock.” Jax whispered.

“Oh man.” Pierce
whispered.

“Shhh.” Duncan urged after
turning up the volume.

It turns out that there was a human
body found after all.
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By the next evening there was barely a slight improvement on the
bite marks though the scratches were completely gone. I was
beginning to feel somewhat abnormal, internally. I felt feverish
inside, kind of like my already fast metabolism was becoming
unstable and speeding up even more. I found myself sporadically
sweating and trembling out of the blue for no reason all day today.
It was also as if all my natural senses and talents for scenting
have been…heightened. The smell of grilled hamburgers and hot wings
was extremely strong and I could distinctly smell all of the spices
from the kitchen down below.

What the hell was
happening to me? Even the possibility of seeing Marq tonight and
picking up where we left off last didn’t strike me as
appealing —and that was really bizarre. I
hope he’d understand that this was more than a clichéd
‘headache’.

Twinkie, already full on sardines, was
having a field day chasing and diving at the small prisms of
dappling light that dotted the cement floor. Sunlight was filtering
in through the canopy of tropical leaves that draped over the six
wide skylight windows inset on the ceiling of the bar.

We try to be eco-friendly
here.

Shyenna, Marq’s younger sister, came
in with her best friend, Coye. I was surprised to see her without
Marq trailing her or her being in his wake. She wore a skin tight
dress that clung to her body very well… and not just because it was
still slightly damp either. All eyes followed her whenever she made
an entrance, even fully clothed.

Though their faces and gem-like jade
green eyes were similar, her long, bleached, nearly white hair was
the opposite of Marq’s jet black hair, which I found
weird.

Then again, I don’t understand the
world of the Undines at all either.

“Hey, Kai! Long time no
see.” She smiled excitedly as they seated themselves at the
counter. Coye was a bit plain looking next to Shyenna. She had a
cute face but her dark red hair and marble-like, yellow eyes made
her appear kind of creepy to me.

“I should say the same.
Where have you been hiding out?” I greeted them.

“Well, I was told by mom
and dad that I needed to spend more time at home but there’s a
festival going on in town that I don’t want to miss, so I had to
get away. You should wear your hair down more, it’s so gorgeous!”
She complimented me, reaching over to bounce one of my dark, loose
curls in her cupped palm.

I usually didn’t wear my hair down for
the simple fact that I was lazy when it came to conditioning,
glossing, and taming. It tends to get in the way anyway.

“Blind luck. I didn’t even
feel like bothering with a clip or braid tonight. What’ll you guys
have?”

“I’ll take a Pomegranate
Cosmo.” Coye ordered.

“We’re celebrating but I
shouldn’t drink in my condition, so I’ll just take an Aloe Vera and
pineapple juice spritzer.” Shyenna smiled proudly while patting her
abdomen.

My jaw dropped. “No way. You’re
expecting?” I smiled.

“I just found out today.”
She grinned big.

“Congratulations!”

“Thanks. You know, Marq is
going to be a father too. Did he tell you?”

I couldn’t stop the corners of my
mouth from turning down a bit. What?

“No, I didn’t know. He
didn’t mention it.”

“Oh,” Shyenna waved her
hand at the sudden realization of what the news must have meant to
me, “It’s not like you think, Kai. He and she aren’t in a
relationship, just keeping the bloodline going, that’s all.” She
assured after reading my expression.

I shrugged to play it off. That was
another thing that I would never understand about the Undines. How
could you mate and produce offspring with someone you didn’t have
deep feelings for? Or did he? I wondered. A wave of jealousy spiked
in me momentarily. “It’s cool, I understand.”

“So when are you and your
crew going to come and party with us on our turf?” She changed the
subject.

“I don’t know. Soon,
maybe. Is he coming tonight?”

He said he would when we last
parted.

“I don’t think so. Dad
needed him to take care of a few things since confirmation she was
pregnant.”

I nodded, disappointed and wondering
who the ‘she’ was.

I knew I was being silly. It wasn’t
like I could ever be impregnated by Marq, it didn’t work that way,
kind of like how humans can’t reproduce with animals.

The only other beings that we were
compatible with other than other hunters were Earth elementals,
hence Cole and Clee.

Yes, the coincidence of their
adorable, comic strip names were more than a sign that they were
meant to be together. At least, that was my thinking. I couldn’t
wait to be an Aunt.

Besides, I don’t know if I ever wanted
kids for myself anyway.

The eligible hunter bachelor pool
wasn’t that big to begin with and I wasn’t going to mate and get
pregnant just to keep the race going. I needed more of a permanent
commitment and the feelings that go with it.

“Hey.” I heard Cole call
from the kitchen.

I turned to see him beckoning me over
with his index finger.

Riza came out to take over for me
briefly, though she was already half dressed in her fighting attire
so that she could join the stake out team.

There was a new mission tonight, to
find out what was going on at the huge Los Muertos gateway that we
finally located and to try and get it closed promptly.

“What is it?” I asked him
once we were behind the swinging door.

There were three fire elementals and
an air user that made up our kitchen staff, and they were busy
preparing dishes and cleaning in the background. The aroma of
everything was vivid enough out in the main floor, and now the
smell of grease, sauces, and spices were nearly overkill to me. I
opted to simply breathe in and out of my mouth but it didn’t help
much.

“We’re about ready to head
out to the port. How are you coming along?” He asked.

“Better but I think I’m
gonna stay behind on this one. I’m not feeling so good.” I decided
on the truth this time.

Cole’s brows furrowed. “What’s wrong?”
He studied my face.

“I’m just not feeling like
myself. I’ll wait up for you guys and keep an eye out on things
here.”

He sighed. “Let me see the
bite.”

“Not now, we prepare food
back here. It’s healing, don’t worry.” I assured him.

He paused and eyed me. “You’re
worrying me.”

I laughed it off. “There’s nothing to
worry about, Cole.”

“Alright. You call any of
us if it’s anything significant or you’re in trouble. I already
have four guys staying to keep watch outside and around the bar
anyway.”

“Same goes for you too. Be
careful out there.”

“No need to worry about
me, sis.” Cole said, leaning down to brush a quick kiss on my
forehead.

What the hell? Cole never did anything
remotely affectionate like kissing me on the forehead. It was as if
I were his little sister…granted the fact that I was older by ten
minutes.

“What’s up with that?” I
smiled crookedly, swatting a swath of my long, in desperate need of
a trim, bangs from my face.

“Don’t make it weird or
too mushy. See you in the morning…and get some rest.” He said with
a wry purse of his lips, and then he turned to exit the
kitchen.

 


 


I decided to close the bar an hour
early even against the protests of some of the patrons. I had a
whole night ahead of me, straightening, taking inventory (since a
trip to the mainland for supplies was right around the corner), and
restocking. Twinkie did a thorough check underneath all of the
tables before retiring on the lip of the bay window to clean
himself.

I kept the television on mute just in
case there was any more breaking news about the strange devil
beings and more dead bodies. I plugged an auxiliary cord into the
one of the mounted wall speakers and attached the other end to my
phone, tuning the radio to a preset 90’s R&B station.The rich,
melodic baseline and groove of TLC’s ‘Creep’ began to play, making
me want to dance and sing more than clean.

This was one of those sporadic moments
where I felt like literally doing an intense cross-fit workout,
rearranging the furniture in my entire apartment, or swimming a few
hundred or so laps.

Pierce, Ladd, Diego, and Stone were on
the other end of the walkie-talkie that sat on the counter. They
were the four that stayed behind to scout around outside for a
while before retiring to the mainland back home.

“Hey guys, I’m locking up
so if you need anything, knock four times or call me first.” I
relayed first.

“Copy that, we’re good.”
Pierce replied.

“Alright, be safe
guys.”

Stone chuckled. “Night,
Kai.”

“Night.”

I started by sweeping and mopping the
floor, then wiping down the tables after rearranging some of them
and setting all of the chairs on top. Twinkie watched me with one
eye open while I worked, curled up in an orange furry ball on the
bottom step leading up to my apartment.

I found myself singing out loud from
time to time while I finished stocking the liquor and condiment
supply shelves.

A sudden low, buzzing noise
immediately separated itself from the music and it was distinct.
Then, a strange scent unexpectedly lingered teasingly up to my
nose. I really didn’t make the connection until I realized that the
buzzing sound was actually Twinkie.

When I glanced over at him on the
steps, he was standing upright on his two back legs, hissing a
forewarning.

Though it was adorable and hilarious
when he did that, it alarmed me this time.

My eyes quickly darted around the
expanse of the bar, penetrating into each and every dark corner
both in regular and infrared view.

Not wanting to take any chances, I
ducked down momentarily to unlock the safe beneath the counter and
retrieved my spare short arm rifle.

“What is it, Twinkie? What
are you seeing?” I called over to him.

There couldn’t possibly be anyone in
the bar. I locked it and there was only one way in and out that
anyone, other than the staff, knew about.

Marq?

I reached for my phone, killing the
music, and then went for the walkie-talkie.

It was dead.

That was impossible! I had just put
fresh batteries in it a few hours ago. There was definitely an
entity in here. I could smell it but it seemed familiar.

Twinkie emitted another low grumble,
slowly stalking towards the center of the room.

I flipped on more lights, aiming my
gun to the exact spot but I couldn’t see anything.

Then, Twinkie just stopped. Sitting
back down on his haunches, he watched that particular spot for a
moment longer and then he returned to his napping as if it was
nothing after all.

Now that was creepy and
odd.

“Really, Twinkie? Some
watch cat you are.”

I surveyed the bar again, making
rounds all the way up the stairwell to my apartment, where Twinkie
took the opportunity to dive through the open door and cower in his
cat bed, and then back down into the kitchen and cellar.

All was as it should be so
far.

Now, I was paranoid. Twinkie had a
talent for spotting entities and things that we couldn’t see right
away as well as those who may be enemies beneath the surface. I
should have made him stay downstairs with me and assist in the
search.

Well, maybe he had the right idea. I
guess I’ll just retire for the night and take the walkie-talkie
upstairs with me to find new batteries.

I had a cache of assorted weapons
stashed in my apartment but I was going to keep this rifle with me
on my way up, just in case.

Pushing the kitchen door open, I
instantly picked up on the faint scent that wafted by me earlier
once again. It was a light and …like expensive, exotic cologne or
soap.

Keeping my back to the wall, I slowly
leaned out of the kitchen door and cautiously peered around the
door jamb. Using the scope of my rifle, I panned across the expanse
of the entire bar once again —and nearly screamed. A gasp caught in
my throat and I tightened my grip on the rifle and trigger out of
reflex.

I was stunned beyond all reason and
comprehension but ready to fight. Sitting casually at the bar as if
waiting on a bartender, was a Nocturna.
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My hunter instincts immediately took over and I began to tremble
and sweat, aggressively itching to kill. In fact, I really wanted
to fight someone more than anything in hand to hand combat. I
needed to jump over mountains, scale buildings, and demolish
anything solid—including ripping his head clean off with my bare
hands. It was an overwhelming and near frightening feeling. Sure,
hunters had to be physical and know how to fight well but this
feeling was extending way beyond that norm for me.

That bizarre sensation that had been
coursing through me all day was resurfacing again. I supposed that
this time it would be in my favor though.

“How the fuck did you get
in here?” I demanded through clenched teeth.

Though the tip of my rifle was aimed
directly at his head he remained calm. How had be bypassed all of
the protective rune codes and wards?

“I apologize for the
unannounced intrusion. I didn’t come for an
altercation.”

Unannounced intrusion? Who talks like
that?

That voice confirmed everything.
Recognition began to sink and I started to make the connection. He
could travel like an apparition, which made him unpredictably
dangerous and unaffected by the runes and wards.

Well, that wasn’t good news for
me.

I didn’t hesitate to think or say
anything else, switching into infrared mode to size him up. I
instantly took note that the majority of his body was warm this
time, including his heart. He was at his fullest capacity in both
strength and energy but he wasn’t armed.

Interesting.

That didn’t matter. I had a feeling
that this could be a bloody and long fight for the both of
us.

I carefully inched my way behind the
bar counter to maintain a safe barrier between us.

I guess he was the entity that Twinkie
was detecting not long ago.

I wondered how long he’s been hanging
around here watching me. The thought made me furious and slightly
fearful.

Slightly.

I may need some backup because there
was no telling what the limits of his powers were.

I couldn’t tell if he was working some
sort of hypnotic magic via his seductive, light hazel eyes or what.
Then again, it was probably the combination of his full, soft lips,
firm and sculpted jawline, and dark brown clean cut hair with a
subtle mix of sandy brown highlights that was having a profound
effect on my sense of judgment.

He was incredibly gorgeous, not that I
expected him to be anything less than as a Nocturna.

He smiled at my obvious confusion over
him and his covert arrival.

I scowled at him, fighting against the
urge to take his ass out and swoon at the same time. He was dressed
in a casual black blazer with a teal button down shirt inside and
matching black slacks.

“We didn’t get a chance to
properly introduce ourselves the other night. You’re even more
beautiful with your hair down and without all of the military-style
gear concealing your very well-toned frame…and your incredibly sexy
legs.” He smirked with a flicker of his eyes down the length of my
body.

Damn, he really has been watching me
but for how long? I would have thought he was full of crap if I
weren’t wearing booty jean shorts and a tight t-shirt right
now.

So now he was trying to charm me? Does
he think I won’t shoot a male who thinks I’m equally as hot? I
mean, I was extremely flattered and I wanted to pay him a similar
compliment now that I could see what really lie beneath the dark
hat and duster, but I had to remain guarded. I wasn’t going to even
utter a thank you or flash a flirty smile in return.

My trigger finger quivered slightly
but I was in control here.

“So, introduce yourself
then.” I stated firmly.

That colgate-worthy smile enchanted
me. “Gage. And you are?” a single, dark brow rose
slightly.

I hesitated, shifting my stance and
snapping out of the distraction of his charm. The heat rising in my
body was still prevalent, continuing to make me tremble unsteadily
even as I tried to maintain control over it. Sweat broke out in
beads across my forehead and I immediately took note of his
reaction to me when I quickly wiped it away, though he didn’t
comment.

“You probably already know
my name by now.”

His eyes sparkled with amusement at my
hostility and then he gave the bar a brief once-over.

“This is a very nice and
cozy place. Very wise and discreet in your pick of a locale. I take
it you’ve just closed for the night?”

“What gave that away? The
locked front doors? The empty bar? Or maybe the chairs stacked on
all of the tables?” I replied with much sarcasm.

“Which leaves me to ask
again and you’d better have an answer. How the hell did you manage
to get in here?”

He sighed with disappointment. “Damn.
I was really hoping for a quick drink.”

I stared at him incredulously. “I will
totally kill you if you don’t start answering my
questions!”

He studied me for a moment and then he
nodded towards my middle. “How is the wound?”

He was messing with my mind and trying
to distract me again.

My growing impatience and anger was
adding to my already unstable condition. At any second, I could
lose all control and end up killing him before he answered my
question.

Such a waste, too.

“I’m not
kidding!”

“I can still smell the
venom and tainted blood in you. You’re exhibiting one of the major
signs already . . . unnecessary violent aggression. Though I may be
too late, my offer to try and help you still stands.”

I licked my lips and cocked the
hammer, able to hear my own rapid heartbeat thumping loudly inside
my own head.

He didn’t seem to take the threat of
me killing him seriously at all.

“If you’re not already
experiencing symptoms like increased sensitivity to scents, sounds,
and unpredictable adrenaline rushes, then you may be okay. However,
from what I’m picking up…I think you already have.” He pinned me
with his breath-taking eyes before continuing on, “You don’t have
much longer. You’re lucky you weren’t bitten in the neck. The venom
would have reached your brain faster.”

Though he had my attention, I wasn’t
letting my guard down this time.

“What’s that supposed to
mean?”

“I can tell by your
unstable confidence that you haven’t completely succumbed yet. You
may still have a little bit of time.”

I glared at him.

“Still have time? Time for
what? What are you talking about?” I demanded in clipped
words.

“I’ll satisfy all of your
inquiries — if I can get just one drink?”
He reached into his blazer pocket, pulling out a two crisp, one
hundred dollar bills and laying them on the counter. Two hundred
dollars for one drink?

I didn’t move to take it, not wanting
to take my eyes and attention off of him. I wondered if he were
responsible for my walkie-talkie malfunctioning.

“You must think I’m
fucking with you. I have no qualms about blowing you away. In fact,
I’m trying very hard not to do it right now by giving you the
opportunity to explain yourself.”

“And then what?” He nodded
at my rifle, “If that weapon is anything like the ones that you all
used that night, you’re better off making the attempt with a bb
gun.”

His cockiness was not helping his case
with me.

I pulled the trigger, purposefully
aiming for his shoulder.

A brief look of surprise flashed
across his face but he barely grunted and flinched at the impact,
simply biting his lip in aggravation.

“Did that feel like a bb
gun pellet?” I narrowed my eyes with a quirk of my
mouth.

With the paralyzing dart embedded in
his shoulder, he simply looked at it as if it were a piece of lint.
Then he pulled it out as if it had been nothing, dropping it on the
counter, and calmly rolling his shoulder a few times.

My confidence quickly waned. Oh shit.
That didn’t go as planned.

Suddenly, my rifle felt like a useless
hulk of steel in my hands. Apparently, using it as a bat might be
more effective.

Would I be able to get to my katana
upstairs in time? I had no choice. I eyed the silent walkie-talkie
sitting on the counter.

If anything, maybe the guys had tried
to contact me with no success, which means that it won’t be long
before they showed up to make sure that I was okay. Maybe my best
bet was to stall him to give them enough time to get here. That
is…if he didn’t up and disappear again, which he could easily do, I
suppose.

“Actually, it did and I
appreciate you proving my point. As I was saying, you’re a hunter
and I’ve appeared unannounced on your territory. You obviously see
me as a threat, so if you really wanted to kill me, then you would
have attempted it at first sight…to hell with my name and how I got
in here. None of that would have mattered to you. However, since
that isn’t the creed of Guardian hunters, being that I’m unarmed
and not attacking you, you probably won’t shoot me at all. Am I
wrong?”

How the hell did he know that? Who was
he really? As much as I didn’t like his arrogance, he was
absolutely right.

I slowly let the gun down but still
gripped it firmly as I edged a little closer, keeping my back
against the liquor rack behind me until we were face to
face.

Damn, he was absolutely beautiful and
he had a sense of debonair regality about him. Intriguing, yes, but
that didn’t mean he didn’t have malicious intent either.

He held up a finger. “One drink.
That’s all.”

I hesitated, studying his well-built
body language and his eyes.

“I don’t serve what you
typically drink.” I replied harshly.

He sighed and laughed lightly
again.

“How do you know what it
is that I typically drink?”

“I don’t have to know you
at all to tell that it isn’t whiskey, scotch or vodka.”

He nodded and smiled with amusement as
if I had finally scored one on him.

He held his hands up as if giving me
props for my on-the-nose assumption. “Guilty. So, you have no
Hennessy Cognac in stock then?”

Hennessy Cognac? Where the hell did he
think he was? Neither we nor our patrons were rolling like that
here.

I pursed my lips. “No, we just ran
out.”

“I’ll settle for a brandy
then.”

I hesitated again. Still not sure what
to make of him but I think he may be banking on my
indecisiveness.

I finally lowered the rifle altogether
and reached for a glass.

If he could help me get rid of the
apparent infection and pain, I’d better pretend to be cordial for
the moment —that is if what he was offering was legit.

I kept my eyes on him the entire time
while dispensing a few cubes of ice and then selecting our best
house brandy.

He watched me work.

“You’re still not going to
tell me your name?” He asked.

I debated it for a few
seconds.

“Kai.”

He smiled. “Kai? It’s cute but it
doesn’t fit you.”

“What?” I snapped,
offended all over again.

His seductive eyes bore into mine,
seeming to penetrate more than just my psyche. “You remind me of an
exotic and delicate flower, one so pretty and fragrant that you
just can’t help but marvel at it, and eventually you have to have
one for yourself. Kind of like a rose-colored Lotus blossom.
”

I was pleasantly surprised and
unprepared for that comparison but as to why, I left that to
myself. His compliment had been poetic and it definitely would have
worked if we had been on a date but this was hardly the occasion
and moment.

I carefully slid his drink in front of
him.

He picked it up and held it beneath
his nose, swirling it around for a moment to take in the bouquet
and then he took a sip.

“I didn’t know that your
kind held any kind of significant warmth in your hearts.” I
commented after viewing him in infrared mode once again.

He smiled sardonically.
“Well, thank goodness for the warmth in yours —you know, when you shot me nearly pointblank just
now.”

I glared at him.

“Are you Nocturna or
what?”

“What kind of a question
is that?”

“A straight forward one
that better result in an answer.”

He paused, setting his glass down and
then he looked at me. My heart began to flutter and pound like a
teenager much against my resistance.

“Do I look like
one?”

I narrowed my eyes and took in a
low-key inhale to scent him out. “On the surface, yes, but in our
world looks are always deceiving and nothing is ever what it
seems.”

The corner of his mouth lifted up into
a half smile.

“Fair enough. What’s your
guess then?”

“My guess is that you’re
not what you appear to be but you don’t smell entirely like one
either.”

He laughed softly with a nod,
appearing relieved. “I appreciate that.”

“There is something about
you that makes you one of them though that much is evident. By the
way, what did you do with that Nocturna?”

“He’s no longer a threat,
so what does it matter?”

For some reason, the image of the
corpse we discovered earlier flashed in my mind even though it
wasn’t the same Nocturna.

“What did he call you?
Vishinkatura? What does that mean?”

Then I pointed a finger at
him with a hand fisted at my hip, “And don’t think I didn’t notice
how you cut him off abruptly before he told us
either.”

He was amused again. “I take it your
research on the term yielded nothing. I meant what I said before,
we both have very much in common.”

He just read me like a
book.

“I highly doubt that. Why
can’t you just tell me what I want to know instead of speaking
around it? What do you know about Guardian hunters
anyway?”

“More than you think. Tell
you what,” he said reaching into the inner pocket of his blazer
again and pulling out a business card and pen.

He began to write, “If you
want to know all of that, including getting rid of the spreading
infection before it changes you completely — you’ll meet me for dinner. I wouldn’t advise you wait a day
longer though.” He finished, sliding it over to me and tucking the
pen back into his inner pocket.

I was alarmed. “What kind of change?
What the hell are you talking about?”

“Can I expect you tomorrow
evening?” He awaited my answer.

How could I say no? He was either
baiting me for something else by leaving me with these unanswered
questions and playing on my emotions and curiosities, or he really
was being truthful.

I was annoyed. I bit my lip as my eyes
flicked down to glance at the neat handwriting inquisitively but I
didn’t pick it up.

It wasn’t an address. It simply read:
‘North Majahuitas shore’ and next to that he had written down ‘7
p.m.’

“Another one for the
road?” The ice cubes clinked as he raised his empty
glass.

I sighed, confused.

“You said just one
drink.”

“For two hundred dollars,
I would expect that I’d be able to keep my options open. Consider
it a compliment. It’s very good brandy.”

I pursed my lips and refilled his
glass promptly, sliding it back over to him.

The melody of my ringtone broke the
momentary silence. My cell phone was still sitting on the edge of
the counter next to the walkie-talkie.

I didn’t want to take my attention
away from him.

He glanced over at it with no
particular interest.

“Are you going to answer
it?” He asked before taking a long sip.

I sighed softly, backing up and
continuing to watch him while reaching for it.

The display revealed Isis’
name.

I pressed the phone icon.

“Oh good, you’re still up.
Pierce said your end of the walkie- talkie went silent and he
figured you went to sleep but I wanted to make sure you were
alright.”

“Yeah, batteries died.” I
lied.

“Ah. Good news. We finally
located the gateway on the island. It’s kind of small and it looks
as if it was accidentally put there. Clee got it sealed. Now as for
the one on the mainland, that sucker is huge and it’s very busy
with tourists and locals. It’s gonna be very tricky.”

“That’s great. Yeah, we’ll
have to figure something out then and fast.” I was truly
relieved.

I had turned around with my back to
Gage without even thinking about it for a split second once Isis
began to talk. Quickly realizing my distraction, I whirled around
to face him but he was already gone…and so was the entire 300
dollar bottle of aged house Brandy.


 



Chapter 10

 


 


The slight stinging sensation along my bottom lip is what roused
me out of my deep sleep.

It was still early and Twinkie was
crouched in the armchair across the room, staring at me with round,
fully dilated eyes. He was probably waiting to be fed and at any
moment he was going to start meowing obnoxiously if I didn’t
hurry.

I brought my hand up to my lips and
ran a finger along the tender skin. It felt swollen and my gums and
jaw were sore as if I’d been punched in the mouth.

What the hell?

I immediately leapt out of bed,
surprised when Twinkie hissed and tried to take a swipe at me on my
way to the bathroom.

I shot him a warning look that any
parent would give to a bratty, temper-tantrum throwing
child.

“You must not want to
eat!” I hissed back at him.

He scrunched up his neck and flattened
his ears but remained silent and watching me closely, taking my
threat seriously.

Flipping on the light to examine my
lip, I was confounded.

There were two small punctures on the
inner part of my bottom lip. Very odd.

They still appeared red and fresh. I
inspected my lip, trying to come up with some sort of a reason or
explanation while rubbing both sides of my jaw in circular motions
to relieve the dull ache. That was when I felt four sharp points
graze the tip of my tongue.

Alarmed, I forced a smile…only to
shriek in horror.

The punctures on my bottom
lip aligned perfectly with my canines —canines that were no longer normal.

They were about an inch and a half
long with razor-sharp, tapered points that nearly matched the
bottom set, which weren’t as long as the top row.

No wonder my jaw was hurting. It had
to shift to accommodate my new fangs.

I felt jittery, pulse and heartbeat
racing as hunger began to churn in the pit of my
stomach.

What the…

No, no, no!

This can’t be happening…I have to
still be dreaming!

I turned away from the mirror with a
hand cupped over my mouth, trying to catch my breath and having to
steady myself by gripping onto the sink.

Twinkie was growling at me
again.

“Shut up, Twinkie!” I
spat.

Dread began to percolate the contents
of what was left in my stomach.

I dove over to the toilet, quickly
lifted the lid, and threw up.

I was confused, afraid, and in denial
all at the same time.

Was this the change that Gage was
talking about?

We can’t be turned! This is not
something that happens nor has it ever happened!

A hunter is not supposed to turn into
a Nocturna. We can’t! By physical and metaphysical laws it was
simply not possible!

How the hell was I supposed to face my
brother, my friends, and all the other members of the bar who had
become our family and explain this?

What was going to happen to me
now?

Would I crave their blood?

I didn’t, at least not that I was
aware of anyway. My hunger was actually for food. The smell of
bacon, migas, chorizo, corn tortillas, and waffles floated up into
my apartment from the kitchen downstairs. The chirping of the
children’s laughter filtered into my apartment clearly like chimes.
The magic and puppet show was already underway.

After miserably emptying my stomach, I
showered and freshened up, still in a daze and unaccepting of what
was happening to me right now. I had to try to figure out a way to
avoid everyone until my teeth went back to normal…whenever that
would be.

In the meantime, I needed to go see
Gage now. I couldn’t wait until 7 p.m. Why didn’t he leave a phone
number? He already knew this would be coming and I needed answers
and explanations now. I would have been furious about him thieving
an almost full bottle of Brandy but he did leave an extra hundred
dollar bill behind.

The last thing I wanted to hear was a
knock on my door this early. I was in no mood for any kind of
company and I didn’t care who it was or what they
wanted.

I planned to just ignore whoever it
was but the knocking came again and Marq’s voice came through from
the other side.

“Open up, Sunshine. I’ve
got breakfast.”

Great, of all people.

I could pretend to still be asleep but
that wouldn’t make the dilemma go away.

I took my time, finally having no
other option but to keep my mouth closed with my hand poised
casually over it as if I were trying to hide a cold sore or
something.

I opened the door.

Marq was holding a tray of fresh eggs,
bacon, toast, and tea. He was fully dressed in a pair of long, red
board shorts and shirt that enhanced all the curves of his trim yet
fit physique, thankfully.

“Sleeping in again?” He
asked, stepping inside and leaning down to kiss me.

I turned away, taking in a deep
whiff.

He smelled normal to me, fresh and dew
clean.

“Do I offend?” He smiled,
lifting and arm and turning towards his shoulder to inhale his
armpit.

“No.” I shook my head,
“Lean down for a moment though.” I beckoned him with my index
finger. He did and I leaned in towards his throat.

Pressing my mouth and nose against his
skin, I took in a deep inhalation of his scent.

No desire for his blood at
all.

Unless the hunger hadn’t developed
yet, this was a good thing.

He moaned seductively, biting his
bottom lip with a grin. “Already frisky, huh? Don’t start something
you might make an excuse to keep from finishing.” Marq grinned
devilishly as he placed the tray on the sofa table behind the
couch.

“I wouldn’t do that but I
really can’t this morning. I’ve got some things I’ve got to do.” I
replied curtly, avoiding his eyes and taking a slice of
bacon.

He moved in behind me, his arms
snaking around my waist to pull me up against him so that I could
feel his arousal.

“Plenty of time. It’s
still early out.” He said leaning down to tenderly nibble on my
neck.

“I know but it may take me
a while.”

He sighed softly next to my
ear.

“What kinds of things?
Anything I can help with?”

I shook my head no.

“How is the
bite?”

Paranoia made me tense and jerk away
from him.

“What bite?”

“Your wound?” He pointed
to my side.

I sighed, relaxing. “Oh. It’s
better.”

“Let me see
it.”

I lifted my shirt, more to see it for
myself this time. It hadn’t gotten worse.

“It still looks bad. I
talked to one of our elder healers. She wants me to bring you down
so she can have a look at it. She may be able to help
you.”

“Really?” Their
willingness to help a non-Undine completely threw me for a loop. I
felt honored.

“Yeah. We can even make a
date of it afterwards. I can show you around the city.”

“I want to and I
appreciate you asking for me but I really can’t today.” I declined,
turning away when he appeared to be studying me a bit
closer.

“What? Why are you acting
so strange?”

I didn’t respond, finishing every last
bit of the breakfast he had brought up. I hope he hadn’t planned on
eating it with me.

Even though I was ravenous, the sudden
revving urge to run laps around the entire island had suddenly
begun to ignite inside of me again.

“Strange?”

He eyed me. “You’re seeing someone
else, aren’t you?”

Keeping my back to him, I laughed.
“Baby, you’re the only one for me.” I turned to briefly face him
and quickly winked.

He pursed his lips, sort of
appreciating my witty response.

I meant it though.

“Speaking of, how come you
didn’t tell me that you were going to be a father?” I suddenly
remembered.

He was silent.

Then he was behind me again, his hands
massaging my shoulders.

“I didn’t think it was a
big deal. I already told you how we do things and why we do them. I
don’t’ have any feelings for her.”

“How can you not? What
about the baby when it’s born?”

“Well, that’s a different
story and bond. Of course I’ll have a connection and feelings for
him or her. You’re not mad or jealous, are you?”

“Not unless it was done
in-vitro.”

“What’s that?” he was
genuinely puzzled.

“Non-traditional and no
body contact.”

“Oh.” He merely smirked at
me.

I didn’t need that visual and idea in
my head right now when it came to Marq.

“It’s just weird to me,
that’s all.”

“If I could make babies
with you, I would. We’d have dozens and we’d get married.” His tone
was seductive when he pulled me against him.

Married?

“Seriously? Did you say
married? Now how would that work?’ I said quickly and only looking
at him briefly.

“I’d make it work. As long
as we lived near a large body of water, somewhere near the Pacific,
we’d be alright.” He smiled.

Wishful thinking and romantic
promises.

“I’ll keep that in
mind.”


 



Chapter 11

 


 


Twinkie
was avoiding me like the plague. Though he was
still just as confused as I was, at least he stopped hissing and
growling at me.

I never thought I’d actually
contemplate taking on the urges that have been assailing me for the
last couple of days. I had to wait until the majority of the
patrons left with their kids though.

The island wasn’t that big from one
end to the other but it was big enough, about eight miles across. I
jogged the entire island, three times before nearly passing out
from hunger and dehydration.

I was still full of energy but
starving. Passing by the one of the longer stretches of cliff
ledges, I paused and glanced out onto the ocean at the picturesque,
deep blue, shimmering horizon.

I don’t know how far down the drop was
but my adrenaline was guiding my muscles more so than my common
sense right now. I didn’t know how shallow it was and how many
rocks were jutting up from the ocean floor near the shore
either.

I didn’t care.

This spontaneous burst of
wild energy was both exhilarating and scary — and the adrenaline won.

I took off at high speed, sprinting
with nothing but the wind and a few stray strands of hair lashing
me in the face.

It was as if I automatically knew when
to jump. Springing forward with muscles tensed and coiled…I
literally leapt out and over the edge in a graceful front flip and
swan dive.

Sailing over as if I were flying was
one of the most intense rushes that I’ve experienced in a long
time!

The rippling, frothy waves below
welcomed me with a cold, full-on embrace once I plunged into the
dark blue abyss with ease. It was as if I had been professionally
diving all of my life. I’ve always been a good swimmer but now…I
was an Olympic phenomenon.

I immediately surfaced, wiping my eyes
and spitting the excess water from my mouth. I was amazed that I
managed to leap out this far and avoid being dashed to bits by all
the rocks and coral that lie hidden beneath the more shallow waters
near shore. Looking back, I estimated it to have been at least a
two hundred foot drop from the jump off point.

Panning around for any witnesses, lost
tourists or even anyone from the bar, I began to power swim back to
shore. That didn’t take much effort or time either, even against
the pounding waves and opposite undertow.

I hadn’t thought ahead about how I
would get back up to the top though. I suppose I could jog around
until I found a better path. After all, my adrenaline rush was
still going strong.

Call me Spider Woman.

It was a breeze to find purchase and
scale the cliff wall like a skilled rock climber without any
equipment. The fear of going higher to reach the top with the
possibility of falling to my death was actually
thrilling.

 


 


When I returned to the bar, I whipped
up huge meal for myself. I was ravenous and insane with starvation,
snacking impatiently on baby carrots and hot wings while waiting
for my T-bone steak to sear and cook.

I still had a few hours left to shower
and freshen up before heading to the mainland in order to meet Gage
by seven. So far, no one asked questions although Isis and Cole did
pass strange glances in my direction. Thankfully, my fangs had long
since retracted and my teeth were normal again…for now.

“You want to catch a
movie?” Isis peeped her head into the kitchen to ask as I was
scarfing down a bowl of rare, sliced steak and
mushrooms.

“Um, I can’t. I have a
date on the mainland.” I told her.

“Ooh, with who? You didn’t
tell me you were seeing anyone. Or is it with Marq?” She
beamed.

I shook my head. “It’s not
Marq.”

“Really? Who? Someone new
to the area?”

“Sort of but he’s just an
acquaintance.” I said finishing up, setting my plate in the large
metal sink basin, taking the peanut butter and jelly sandwich that
I made in addition, and heading back up to my apartment.

Isis followed me. “Is he hunter,
elemental, or human?”

“I’m not sure.”

An ominous expression settled over
Isis’ face. “Not sure? That’s not good, Kai. How well do you know
him?”

“I don’t, that’s why I’m
meeting him. I’ll tell you everything when I get back. I’ve got to
get ready.”

She sighed. “Alright. Well, maybe
we’ll run into each other later on. There’s tons of tourists
flocking in for the last part of summer. We’re going to the El
Malecon Boardwalk with Stone and Veronica around eleven tonight.
Call me if you want to meet up. I want to see who this new
acquaintance is.”

“We’ll see.” I waved over
my shoulder.

 


 


Regulars were already
settling in once I made my way downstairs. Riza was at the bar,
Jax, Maxwell, and Pierce were on security detail at a table by the
landing of the entrance stairwell, Isis and Noemi were waiting
tables —and it was apparently bad karaoke
night.

Dianca and Triste were doing a very
bad rendition of Atlantic Star’s, Secret Lovers.

I donned a long, black, sleeveless,
fur-trimmed cover over my outfit in order to conceal the arsenal
strapped to my waist and back; two double loaded laser pistols,
ammo clips, and my trusty full -length Bushido Katana. Of course, I
also had my spring action, high-heeled combat boots on
too.

“Damn. Where are you going
looking all hot and dangerous? And by yourself?” Jax inquired
suspiciously.

Maxwell and Pierce turned to gauge my
ensemble too.

“Mainland.” Was all that I
was going to mention.

Isis sidled up behind the guys on the
opposite side of the table.

“You said you had a date.”
Isis replied.

“I said I was meeting an
acquaintance.”

“A date? You look dressed
for battle.” Maxwell commented.

“Well, it must not be with
Mermaid man then…although the lipstick and perfume tells me it
isn’t a hostile meeting in the least.” Jax joked while surveying my
choice of attire.

He was right. Dressed to literally
kill, make-up, and perfume had never been part of my outfit
before.

I glared at his blatant insult of
Marq.

“You know, Marq is not a
damned fish. He’s an extremely powerful water elemental who could
lay you out on your ass easy any day, Jax, so don’t get it twisted
and lay off of the insults. Anyway, I’m only taking precautions in
lieu of everything that’s happened recently. Tell Cole that I’ll be
back in time to open the bar and help with the supplies in the
morning. I appreciate you guys coming through and making sure that
all ran smoothly these last few days.”

“Of course, anytime. I’m
cutting out early tonight myself too.” Isis replied.

“Lay me out? I would love
for him to try but he’d better be completely dressed first.” Jax
defended.

The guys agreed and
laughed.

“Why? Does it bother you
to touch a well-endowed man without feeling inadequate or turned
on?” I stated, tilting my head to look at him
questioningly.

“Ooh.” The others teased
Jax on purpose to instigate.

“You’re cute, Kai, as long
as you don’t speak.” Jax shot me a wry glance, clearly beaten by my
comebacks.

Both Isis and I laughed teasingly at
Jax.

“Aw, did Jax get his
little feelings hurt?” She said in a cartoon-like voice.

“Don’t you start with me.”
Jax warned her.

“Shit, you two are like
brother and sister.

Maxwell commented with a chuckle.

“Hey, I saw you jogging
around the island earlier. When did you take up free-fall cliff
diving though?” Pierce suddenly asked.

He saw me?

Suddenly, all eyes were on me for an
answer.

“Today. I was hot so I
thought, what the hell.” I shrugged.

“That must have burned a
hell of a lot of calories. You came back and nearly tore the
kitchen apart devouring the entire contents of the prepared foods
and fridge.” Isis added.

“Hmm, the last time I saw
a female do all of that out of the blue, she was pregnant.” Maxwell
teased with a raised brow.

All eyes went to me and then to Jax
for some reason.

Why would they automatically assume
that I’d hook up with Jax?

Yeah, he was single and good-looking
but he tends to be a bit chauvinistic when it comes to female
hunters, and he’s a big time playboy. We grew up together like
family and I regard him as another brother. Besides, he prefers
human woman anyway.

“Don’t look at me. Kai
won’t even let me hug her for more than two seconds.” Jax held up
his hands.

“Ooh, you ended up in the
brother from another mother zone from the beginning. Suck city,
man.” Maxwell teased Jax.

The table erupted with
laughter.

“Cole would rip his balls
off for trying anyway.” Pierce added.

More laughter.

“Screw you guys, if I
wanted to hook up with Kai, she knows what time it is, right, Kai?”
Jax turned his head to look at me, winking
flirtatiously.

I rolled my eyes and turned to leave.
“I’m out.”

“Damn! Burn!” The guys
erupted with more teasing and boisterous laughter.

Jax leaned back and called out to me
once I reached the bottom step. “You’d better be careful, Kai. Cole
will go ballistic if he knew that you went to the mainland
alone.”

“Well, he’ll get over it.
I’ve got my cellphone and I’m strapped, don’t worry.

—And with that, I finally
left.


 



Chapter 12

 


 


The moon was full and incredibly bright tonight. Despite its
luminescence and all of the stars, you can’t even see your own hand
in front of your face out on the ocean at night— if you were
human.

As a hybrid hunter, seeing in the dark
was the same as seeing during the day, so I had no problems
navigating my amphibious ATV without turning on the headlights. It
was a high-tech Quad ski, equipped with wheels and tweaked with an
added convertible-style dome to keep myself from getting wet and
ruining my clothes. This bad boy was designed to glide superfast,
smooth, and stealthily both on water and on land.

I had charted and memorized the
latitude and longitude of the Majahuitas shoreline earlier, so the
only thing I needed to see was the compass and GPS navigator on my
control panel. After several years, I’ve come to know the majority
of this entire area pretty well.

Even under the plexi-glass dome, I
could smell everything vibrantly as if it were being held right
under my nose. The briny salty scent of the sea, the sweet and
bitter fragrances of indigenous fruit and flowers, human sweat,
smoky food being cooked in the far distances, and even the sound of
music, voices, and laughter filtering in from
everywhere.

The mixture of all of it was
stimulating and bizarre yet powerful. The heat and energy in me
began to rouse, stirring up feelings of both beating the crap out
of something and having wild, porn-star-worthy sex at the same
time.

The closer I got to shore the stronger
another distinct scent became. It lingered in the air before it hit
me full-on and it was both familiar and different at the same
time.

Damn, already?

My hunter instincts were taking over
as I slowed my Quadski and reached behind me for one gun. I pressed
the button to slowly roll back the dome cover before coming to a
halt several yards from the currently deserted shoreline. I scanned
it from end to end and then towards the top of the semi steep rise
that encircled this side, all the way to the bottom.

Nothing moved.

Strangely, I began to
salivate.

I could feel my incisors elongating
slowly in my mouth on their own, which made me panic.

Suddenly, I was hungry but I wasn’t
sure why or for what in particular.

I swallowed hard. The ache of my new
fangs and the pangs of hunger…no—thirst, all at once was
daunting.

I wasn’t used to this and I didn’t
understand it at all.

What was that aroma and why am I
reacting this way to it?

I remained still, shutting off the
engine and simply bobbing as the rolling waves gently rocked the
bottom of the Quadski. The warm breeze forced the scent into my
nose once again, making me breathe harder with anticipation and my
heart began to race even faster.

I didn’t want Gage to see me like
this. I thought of turning back and just going home but I wanted to
see him again even if it weren’t for getting any
answers.

A sudden inhuman howl, grunt, and then
an abrupt shriek echoed from somewhere beyond the rise.

What the hell was that? An
animal?

Nocturna? Very strong
possibility.

With gun in hand, I searched the ridge
again for movement but saw none.

All went silent once again save for
the rushing, frothing, and roiling waves steadily lapping against
the bottom of my Quadski.

Though the shoreline was expansive and
clear, there were a few dark nooks and crevices in and beneath rock
ledges and the sparse vegetation. I waited a bit longer with a
cocked ear, listening to every sound and watching every movement in
and around the clusters of tall palm trees.

The scent eventually faded away and
soon after, so did my hunger. I could feel my teeth slowly begin to
retract, still causing a dull ache in my jaws but not as bad as it
had been this morning.

I wiped a cool line of drool from my
chin, shocked to even feel it there.

That smell. It was definitely blood,
so maybe I won’t be able to get past that part after all. I was
changing just like Gage said but into what? I still felt like me.
It depressed me when I thought about what it could all
mean.

A lone figure suddenly appeared at the
top of the rise. It was a figure of a man sweeping a beam of
powerful UV grade light along the shore and waters’ edge while
holding binoculars up to his eyes.

A UV grade flashlight? Was he looking
for or was he expecting more Nocturna?

That was interesting.

I would have wondered what he was
searching for out on a pitch black ocean with no other boats around
this area but it was obvious.

Gage?

The light was strong enough to cast a
beam out onto my location and it briefly flickered over
me.

Finally spotting me, I watched as he
began to carefully make his way down the sandy ridge.

No, it wasn’t Gage. That man’s scent
was human and slightly musky.

Human?

Cautiously, I restarted the Quadski,
letting the dome enclose me once again, and slowly rolled the rest
of the way towards shore.

I didn’t need any light to see this
human being. He was a young male and he was dressed in an all-black
suit with a matching shiny brimmed cap. He stopped short when he
saw my silhouette approaching him.

I stopped too. Even though he was
human, I wanted to keep some distance.

He shined the flashlight in my
direction, highlighting my face.

It didn’t bother me but I didn’t like
being spotlighted, so I held my hand up in front of my face to
shield the beam of light.

“Señora, Kai?” He called
out in a thick Spanish accent.

That got my attention.

“Who’s asking?” I called
back.

He shut off the light.

“I am Fernando. I come for
my boss, Señor Gage.” He introduced with a slight bow of his head
as a greeting.

His boss, Gage?

He employs humans? Is he rich? Well,
he did drop 300 easy at the bar but that didn’t necessarily mean
that he earns or attains money by normal or legal means
either.

I was becoming wary all over
again.

“Your boss? Why would he
send you? Is he here?” I asked, wondering if he knew that I wasn’t
necessarily all human. Well, he had to know that Gage wasn’t
either.

More mysteries and now I was really
hell bent on getting to the bottom of it all.

He nodded and pointed towards the
rise.

That was where I heard those inhuman
noises coming from.

Had he caught another Nocturna?
Because that was definitely what I had been smelling not long ago,
I was sure of it now.

“He is waiting. The car is
just this way. Please, come.” He waved me on with a friendly and
beckoning smile.

So why didn’t he come down to meet me
himself?

Perfect gentleman, I thought
sarcastically.

Well, at least he was punctual. When I
glanced at my watch, it was just now 7:02 p.m.

Hesitating a moment longer, I took my
time to evaluate my surroundings and this human chauffeur (from the
looks of his clothes).

“I’ll follow you.” I
finally replied.

With a nod, he turned to retreat from
where he climbed down and I followed, keeping a distance of several
feet between us. Once his back was turned, I quickly let my hair
down and ran my fingers through my tresses to allow my waves and
curls to tumble gently down my back.


 



Chapter 13

 


 


A sleek, black Cadillac limousine was parked on a narrow
two-lane road that wound towards a small village that was filled
with a few twinkling lights, about several miles north.

The windows were tinted nearly
completely black but the interior light was on in the back.
Fernando quickly moved to open the door for me, standing at perfect
attention with a pleasant smile as he gestured for me to
enter.

I took my time walking up to the open
door. The light scent of expensive cologne wafted out before I
leaned down to peer inside. I caught sight of Gage lounging
casually in a pair of relax- fit, dark gray slacks, a silver
silk-textured shirt that molded around his muscular physique very
well, and genuine, dark gray Italian leather dark
loafers.

I swear he was even more gorgeous
right now than he was on our previous encounter last
night.

A complacent smile was already affixed
to his gorgeous face but it was soon replaced by a subtle look of
surprise. He grinned while admiring me, more so probably wondering
why I decided to wear my hair down again.

It was his eyes that immediately
caught my attention this time though. They were a different color,
sparkling like crystals in a stunning shade of light periwinkle
blue.

I paused to remove the personal
arsenal strapped to my back so I could sit comfortably.

“Good evening.” He sat
forward and greeted me first.

“You’re right on time. I
guess you expected me to show up.” I commented.

“I had a pretty good
hunch.” He replied coolly, although I took it as somewhat
patronizing.

Both he and Fernando waited patiently
while I methodically unclasped my belts, harnesses, and then
brought my sword around in hand.

“Expecting a fight?” He
commented as I set my things in first and then climbed in. Fernando
closed the door behind me.

“Always. We’ll see.” I
raised a brow.

He laughed.

I took in the clean, black leather
interior, the loaded mini bar, and the fancy communication gadgets
inside.

The limo gently revved to life and
then we were moving along smoothly just like gliding on a cushion
of air.

“I heard a fight up here
not long ago and I picked up the scent of a Nocturna. Did you see
anything?”

Though he didn’t appear to be
disheveled, dirty, scarred, or even breathless from any kind of
fight, I had to ask anyway. I was suspicious.

“I dealt with
it.”

I was incredulous. What had he done
with him? The same thing as with the other one? So, where was the
body this time?

His alluring demeanor and the danger
of not knowing exactly who or what he was and what he was fully
capable of was making me warily uncomfortable. I was extremely
interested and determined to find out all of it tonight.

“What’s up with your
eyes?”

“What about
them?”

“They were hazel
yesterday.”

He was looking at me as if he were
imagining what I looked like naked or something before he finally
answered. “Genetics.”

I nodded, wondering what that meant
specifically.

“Something to drink?” he
offered, sitting forward and pulling out two glasses from the
mini-bar cabinet.

Guess he wasn’t going to
elaborate.

“Got any Hennessy
Cognac?”

“Is Richard Hennessy
alright?” He replied as he pulled out the bottle and held it up for
me to see. That brand runs at a minimum of three thousand dollars a
bottle!

My jaw dropped slightly. I was
impressed. So, he’s gorgeous but an arrogant smart-ass.
Great.

I shrugged a shoulder. “I guess. I
would ask what it is that you do for a living but I think my main
curiosity is why you have a human working for you.”

He didn’t answer right away, taking
his time uncorking the bottle, dropping two ice cubes in each
glass, and then pouring the rich amber liquid into each of them.
Then he handed me one.

“Thanks.”

“Something wrong with
humans?” He finally addressed my question.

“No. I meant that is he
aware of…”

“No, he’s under my control
so there is nothing to worry about if that’s what concerns you.” He
finished for me with assurance.

I eyed him. “I see.”

So his eyes did hold some sort of a
hypnotic and controlling power. I’ll make sure to stay on my guard
around him then…as hard as that may be to do.

The brandy smelled wonderful;
well-aged, peppery, and slightly fruity. I waited for him to take a
sip of his before I would.

“Wealth runs in the
family.” He finally answered my earlier question. He lounged back
into the casual sitting position he had been in before.

Must be nice.

In the brief silence, he was staring
at me again and I’d like to think that I could guess what was going
through his mind but I couldn’t. However, what was going through
mine was a residual of the sudden onslaught of horniness that
exploded inside of me not long ago.

“Where are we going?” I
asked.

“Dinner will be at my
place. I prefer privacy for this sort of conversation or anything
else that might take place.”

A naughty grin slowly spread across
his face and I felt a slight quiver in the pit of my stomach.
Deviance was an extremely sexy look on him.

“How convenient. I’m sure
you say that to all of the females who have been in this very
seat.” I stated flatly, completely avoiding what was really going
on inside my body and mind right now.

He laughed.

I finally took a sip of the fragrant
cognac. The flavor of spices and a bit of nutmeg warmed my tongue
and throat as it went down smoothly. Damn, this is really good
stuff but I would never pay that much for any bottle of
alcohol.

“How have you been feeling
since last night?” he then asked.

“You tell me. You
obviously already know what’s been happening and what will happen.
You said you can help me, which is the only reason I showed up. I
want to know everything.”

Then it suddenly dawned on me. Why
would he have risked coming out all the way to the island for a
drink when Cole clearly warned him not to come around again? It was
obvious that he had been watching and waiting until I was alone,
settling for a simple glass of regular house brandy even though he
had this in his possession.

Should I believe that he was actually
concerned and checking on me? The thought made me smile slightly to
myself.

He inhaled and exhaled slowly before
speaking.

“From what I can see and
sense, it may be too late.”

My eyes locked onto his and I grimaced
with both despair and irritation.

“Too late? Are you telling
me that you can’t help me after all? Seriously?” I was
irritated.

He leaned forward, his eyes focused on
my face, searching for something.

“Would you mind allowing
me a look at it? The bite mark?”

Actually, the thought of him looking
at my bare midriff completely excited me but I played it
off.

I set my glass down, leaned forward,
and slipped out of my cover. Then, I rolled up my form-fitting,
sleeveless black shirt to give him full view of my side.

He examined it thoroughly in silence
and when he was done the expression on his face completely made me
lose all hope.

He sat back and sighed, pressing his
sexy lips together as if disappointed. “I know you don’t want to
hear what I have to say.” He began.

No, I didn’t. I wanted to be furious
and demand that Fernando stop the car so I could get out but the
other part of me wanted to simply scream and cry like a helpless
child.

“How do you know what’s
happening to me?” I asked softly.

“I’ve seen it happen
before.”

“Before? When? To who?” I
pressed him.

“Nocturnas love to hunt
and feed. Victims are never left alive and they typically prefer
humans. With other supernatural beings, they know they’re risking a
violent fight. If they attack at all, they will always attack in
packs for security and fight to the death.”

“Apparently
not.”

“He was beyond hunger and
reason, which made him completely underestimate you. I know because
I came upon your hidden island by accident myself, too. That
gateway caught my attention and curiosity, especially when he made
a break for it to get away from me. Leaving you alive was an
accident.”

I tensed. By accident my
ass.

“The gateway we found on
the island you mean?”

“Yes, and there’s another
one on the mainland.”

“We know,” I eyed him,
“You said he made a break for it. What were you after him
for?”

“The same reasons that you
all were.” He answered a little too quickly and I didn’t quite buy
that completely.

“Well, we closed the
gateway on the island but this one on the mainland is huge and in
the middle of a lot of human activity.”

“If you all are worried
about more trash from the Ascendants filtering through, closing
that one won’t make a bit of difference. Gateways all over the
world have been cropping up and they’ve been continuing to trickle
through slowly, which means that the food supply has been running
scarce in their latest conquests. The human world is nothing more
than one giant buffet in waiting and the worst of them have yet to
cross through.”

“I know all about the
history and the threat, which is why we need to start closing them
all anyway, starting with the one here. We have enough animators to
do it, it’s just a matter of how and when.”

“How can you continue to
close them when you have no idea who’s opening them?”

He had a point. They would continue to
reopen them or simply open new ones elsewhere.

“Clearly the Ascendants
have a bunch of Animators and Mages working for them. I’m sure it
may be pointless at first but it still doesn’t mean we shouldn’t
try to do something before it gets out of control.”

“Trust me when I say that
for now, I’ve been monitoring this one and I’ve got it under
control.”

My brows furrowed. How did he alone
have that huge one under his singular control?

“What’s that supposed to
mean? The lives of humans and other beings are at stake. Do you
know how to seal it?”

He fixed me with a heart-stopping
twinkle in his wickedly brilliant, periwinkle eyes.

“Sealing it isn’t
necessary right now but if I need assistance, I’ll let you all
know.”

I sighed and fixated my eyes at him.
As a Nocturna, could he be working for them or
something?

“Well, that may be a long
shot considering what you are and apparently you haven’t been
watching the news here lately. There was a human body discovered
and two Nocturna were spotted near that gateway.”

“Did they die of unnatural
causes?” He questioned.

“Obviously.”

He nodded, taking a long drink and
finishing it.

“Well, I can’t be
everywhere at once.”

“No shit.”

“Rest assured that I will
find and eliminate them before they manage to kill anyone
else.”

“And what makes you so
confident that will happen? Are you a bounty hunter?”

He flashed a dazzling smile and
winked. “I’ve been aware of more than you all even realize for
quite some time now. No, I’m not a bounty hunter…and the night is
still young, for us anyway.”

There was a long bout of silence. I
spent most of it watching him and wondering how long it would be
until we arrived at his home. I gripped my katana in my hand for
reassurance.

“Your sub-domina is the
Guardian Tiger, was I correct before?” He suddenly
asked.

I looked at him as if he started
speaking another language.

Sub-domina was a term I hadn’t heard
since we were kids. It was the mystic animal ancestry in our
lineage.

“What?”

“Guardian Tigers.” He
repeated slowly as if I were hard of hearing. He raised a single
brow and leaned forward again, resting his elbows on his
knees.

I didn’t know if I wanted to answer
that but I couldn’t think of a reason not to except to be a bitch,
which is totally what I felt like regarding the conversation so
far. I did wonder how he managed to come to that conclusion
though.

“That’s right. How did you
know that?”

He nodded with a grin. “Your persona
and the color and shape of your mesmerizing eyes gives it
away.”

“And I’m a Nocturna now
too, aren’t I?” I felt tears burning my eyes.

“No.” He leaned back in
his seat again and a serious glint flashed in his eyes, which were
slowly settling back into the natural hazel color that they had
been before.

“Mine is the Phantom
Jaguar.”

I gaped at him in disbelief,
completely speechless.

He was a hunter too? No
way.

So, that was what he had been trying
to tell us when we all ran into each other that first
night.


 



Chapter 14

 


 


I don’t know how long I simply sat there staring at Gage, long
after the limo came to a complete stop and the engine cut
off.

The door opened and Fernando stood at
attention, waiting for us to exit.

I’ll be damned, he’s a hunter
too.

If I didn’t find him appealing and
incredibly attractive before, that bit of information just added
more points to his overall score.

That Nocturna vibe that we all got
from him was the same thing that I was turning into myself
now.

My mind was in a million places at
once, formulating so many questions and thinking of all sorts of
future situations that I’d have to deal with sooner or
later.

“Shall we?” Gage said
matter-of-factly as if he hadn’t just unloaded that piece of
shocking information.

Yes, it was information that I wanted
to know but I guess I wasn’t completely prepared to hear it after
all.

Like a gentleman, he waited for me to
climb out first, I scooted out with my weapons in tow and he
followed right after.

The large, three-story, white brick
and red tiled roof house was tucked into a cluster of many
verdantly green, tropical trees, vines, and bushes. A curving
balcony was positioned right above the double doors and a stone
fountain sat in the center of the cobblestone drive leading right
up to the covered front patio.

I admired the house as Fernando opened
the hand-carved double doors for the both of us, and Gage let me
enter first.

The appetizing aroma of grilled meat
and peppers instantly made my stomach groan.

The inside was just as breath-taking
and well-decorated, not something I’d expect for a single male of
any species.

To the right was a large formal dining
room that led into another part of the house beyond. A winding
staircase led up to the second landing and then curved to the left,
continuing up to the third floor.

Large paintings, unique sculptures,
and a small indoor fountain decorated the spacious foyer. The white
stone was carved into the form of a nude mermaid holding an open
clam-shell with water cascading over the lit pearl inside of
it.

Immediately, I took notice of four,
young, attractive human women milling around the second and first
floor.

Given what they were wearing, I
doubted that they were the help.

“What’s the deal?” I
looked over at him accusingly.

“They also work for me.”
He answered simply.

“This way.” He gestured
towards an open room straight ahead of us.

“Really? So you’re a
pimp?” I questioned firmly, none too pleased at not only that
prospect but maybe becoming a bit jealous too.

He laughed as we entered the open,
tropical-themed living room.

Immediately, one of the females met
him with an enthusiastic greeting, not at all concerned with who I
was and why I was here.

“Casa Bienvenido, Señor
Gage. Cena estará lista en un momento.” She said softly.

“Gracias.” Gage smiled.
She dipped into a curtsy with a flirtatious, subservient smile and
nothing more than a simple nod towards me.

“Why do you have a harem
of human girls around you? Keeping the pantry stocked?”

He smiled, shaking his
head.

“You know, I could
probably wrap my head around what you just told me a lot better
than this, but I’m a little uncomfortable with all these humans
around —or are they also under your
control too?”

“Of course they
are.”

“Why? What are they here
for? Why do you need to control them at all other than for the
feed? I’m sure your looks alone were enough to lure them in and
keep them dazzled but they’re going to discover what you are
eventually.”

“No, they won’t. They’re
here voluntarily and I take very good care of them.”

I glared at him with my teeth
clenched. “So you are a damned pimp. Nice. They had better all be
over eighteen.” The idea infuriated me and he immediately lost all
cool points with this revelation. I was ready to leave
now.

Smiling, he said, “They are. Things
are not always as they seem in our world. Your words.”

I watched him carefully, trying to see
the Jaguar in him. I actually did catch a glimpse earlier in the
limo.

The eyes.

“Then explain what this
really is.”

“Por favor, Senor Gage,
ven a comer.” A different young girl announced from across the
room.

She smiled brightly, almost like a
stepford servant.

“Dinner is served.” He
said getting up. I stood and followed him.

“Your cook wears Versace?
How can they be here voluntarily if you’re controlling
them?”

“My control keeps them
from comprehending or remembering anything that they may see or
hear, let alone make the connection to it being of the
supernatural. To them, I’m simply a wealthy business man who has
employed them, gifts them with gorgeous clothes, pays well, and
allows them to live in a comfortable, luxury home as part of that
salary. Occasionally, they accompany me out and about into the
larger cities to shop and dine. Most don’t have that option in this
small town.”

“As I said, a pimp…or
hired escorts.”

“Believe me, this
arrangement is nothing like that.”

I think I understood what he was
getting at but having them serve as his convenient sustenance like
this bothered me… and why was only the smell of steak and peppers
making me hungry as opposed to their blood?

“You said this was
temporary though. What happens to them when you move
on?”

“This place will always be
here for them live in and keep up for me when I do decide to
return.”

He pulled out my chair for me and I
sat.

The table was already decorated
beautifully with fresh flowers and fine china.

Two long-haired, dark-eyed women
rolled in a cart stocked with several domed covers up to the
table.

I waited until they served us and left
before continuing on with any more conversation, even if they
didn’t understand or wouldn’t remember what we were
saying.

I noticed that he really wasn’t eating
at all. He was more so watching me with the same intrigue that I
had about him.

The steaming, seared flank steak and
bell peppers looked and smelled scrumptious.

“Already ate?” I raised a
brow.

“I had an appetizer.” He
smirked.

I frowned.

As if reading my immediate thoughts he
spoke again, “I don’t feed from any of them.”

“Not directly,
right?”

“Not at all.”

I was suspicious of that
statement.

“Then how do you survive?
How can you stand to be in here with them and not feed from
them?”

“Do you feel an
inclination to attack or feed from any of them?” he asked
me.

I paused. “No.”

I did earlier, when I heard the
scuffle on the ridge but I didn’t verbalize that to him.

He shrugged a shoulder as if I’d
answered my own question.

I was so confused.

“Is Fernando the only male
on your payroll?”

“Yes.”

“Why are there no old,
less than beautiful, or fat women here?”

He laughed. “You sound like a jealous
girlfriend.”

I blushed. He was right. I bit my lip
and looked down at my plate so he wouldn’t really notice my
embarrassment. Then I cleared my throat and did what any other
female would have done after being called out like that.

I changed the subject.

“So, you’re a hunter who
hunts down and kills Nocturna. You’d fit right in with us. Why
didn’t you just say so before? Why the big mystery? We would have
been more accepting of

you then.”

“No, you really wouldn’t
have.”

“Yes, we would. There’s
not many of us left, so we welcome all sorts of elementals and
beings and we stick together.”

“I don’t fit in any part
of that world anymore.” He replied as a melancholy expression
darkened his face.

His words hit home. They were my
thoughts exactly.

But I am still a hunter and I will
always be a hunter. This doesn’t change me in the least.

“Well, I do.”

He watched me for a long while before
looking over my shoulder and nodding,

“Isela, me llevo el vino
especial.”

“Si.” A soft voice
responded.

I heard the clicking of shoes quickly
scurrying away and then promptly returning.

The girl that brought in the food
earlier brought back an unmarked, black glass bottle of
wine.

She set it on the table next to Gage,
curtsied, and immediately left us once again.

He stood up, taking it with him and
moved around to my end of the table where he uncorked it, and then
began to pour it into an empty wine glass next to my
plate.

As soon as the cork popped open, an
immediate insatiable hunger gnawed at my stomach. The scent had me
salivating once again and I already felt my teeth beginning to
lengthen.

What the hell?

Gage poured the extremely dark red,
syrupy liquid into the glass, filling it almost to the
top.

It was strong yet sweet and enticing,
the contents instantly chilling the glass without ice.

I began to tremble, nearly ravenous as
the heat inside of me began to simmer with a mounting energetic
intensity.

I know it was blood but…

I found myself panting softly, shaking
as I gripped the table in order to keep from snatching the glass
and devouring the blood in one swallow.

He appeared nonchalant as if he
expected my reaction and set the bottle back down.

“Go ahead. Drink.” He
offered the glass.

I swallowed hard. The hunger pain I
was feeling was more psychological than physical. It was a
desperate need to quench something other than my thirst, which I
found bizarre.

I wiped the saliva beginning to
dribble from the corner of my mouth. Even though he wasn’t turned
off by the display and what I was turning into, I still felt
ashamed for him to see me this way. I couldn’t look him in the
face.

“What is that?” I
whispered hoarsely, holding the back of my hand against my
mouth.

He sat down in the chair on my
left.

The overwhelming desire to fight,
feed, and fuck was hitting me all at once and he was no help
sitting this close to me right now. Somehow though, I think he
already knew what I was feeling.

“Here.” He picked it up
and took my hand to place the glass in my grip.

I jerked my hand away and shook my
head, jumping up from the table. “No!”

I didn’t want to give in to this
curse. Who knew what the first taste of blood would do to me. If
there was a possibility of reversing what I was now, then I didn’t
want to taint it with the first feed even if it wasn’t from a live
person.

I briskly headed towards the front
door, nearly running, wanting to desperately get out of here but
having no idea where I was or where I’d go.

I heard him right behind me and his
hand was already on my shoulder just as I reached for the door
handle.

“It’s alright, Kai. It
isn’t human blood. You’re going to have to feed whether you want to
or not.”

I whirled on him, heaving with intense
hunger and desire and trying my hardest to fight against all of
it.

“Not human? I don’t wanna
drink animal blood either!”

He briefly laughed with amusement and
then sighed.

“It isn’t animal blood, I
promise.”

My brows furrowed. I hated the foreign
feel of fangs in my mouth and the itch to sink them into
something.

“What?”

“It’s Nocturna
blood.”


 



Chapter 15

 


 


I fell back against the door as if he’d just slapped and shoved
me. Breathing hard to control the growing hunger really hurt and I
wanted to hate him from forcing all of this on me at
once.

How had I not recognized the scent? It
smelled different to me now, nothing like the repulsive and noxious
aroma that it had been before.

“You and I were carelessly
created anomalies that should have never been. We haven’t really
turned into anything new. I don’t consider myself to be one of them
and neither should you because we don’t have any of their
weaknesses. Nocturna venom awakened our ancestral animas and
brought it dominantly to the surface, nothing more. I crave and
need their blood to survive, so I kill and feed from them, and
now—so will you. We’re stronger, faster, and far deadlier than they
are though. Everything about you as a hunter has been amplified to
its fullest potential, which is why you feel the way you do,
especially when you scent their blood.

It’s almost as if they gave us the
means for vengeance when they took the chance in trying to feed
from us. I’ve been on a mission to find out if there is any way of
ever reversing the effects and just how many of us may exist. But
it hasn’t been without extreme risk and danger. Vishinkatura means
Cannibal in the Nocturna language. Also, know that this means that
you will eventually become hunted by all members of the Ascendants
for total eradication if they discover and see you feeding from any
of them. You must never, ever leave any of them alive for that
reason. They’ll know that we’re slightly different from normal
hunters but they have no idea what to expect from us, so remaining
elusive is an extreme necessity and our only defense.”

I was on the verge of losing all
control to the growing, visceral hunger. Though I was trying to pay
attention to everything that he was revealing to me, it wasn’t
working.

I held my breath, trying to block the
scent of Nocturna blood. The thought of it made me want to vomit
but the smell of it was like the scent of a well-brewed, ice cold
beer on a steaming hot summer day.

Gage was leaning over me, standing so
close that the natural scent of him and his cologne were just about
as tempting as slamming down that whole bottle of Nocturna
blood.

He leaned in even closer, his sexy
lips barely a half an inch from mine and he was looking down at me
through lowered lids.

“I know exactly what
you’re feeling right now. Do whatever you need to do to satisfy all
of it.” He whispered seductively, tantalizing me with the sacred
offering of himself.

The ache of wanting him paired with
the hunger was an open invitation that my inner beast was begging
for me to take him up on. The feel of his warm breath on my lips
was maddening. I wanted to kiss him for starters but I couldn’t. I
didn’t know anything about him let alone if everything he was
telling me was truth.

Our eyes met and locked, suspended in
a cautionary moment that I tried to find reasons to ignore. Had he
been planning this all along? Part of my good sense wanted to
believe that but then again, he had no idea that I’d even show up
tonight. He was waiting for me on the off chance anyway
though.

My hesitation made him step slightly
away from me and then he turned to glance over his shoulder. He
called for two of the girls, Gabriella and Anjelica, to keep the
food warm and to tell Fernando to get the limo ready for
us.

Then he faced me once again. “If you
deny yourself the feed, you’ll continue to grow weak with
starvation, which will eventually leave you vulnerable and easier
to kill if you get my drift.”

He stepped close to me again. I wanted
badly to lick and suck on the soft, tender flesh of his appetizing
bottom lip.

“Regular food is still
appealing to me.” I whispered defiantly.

“It won’t be enough. Trust
me.” There was a distinct glimmer of seriousness in his dreamy
eyes, which continued to shift between a cool, light-blue to a gray
kaleidoscope of hues that mesmerized me.

My eyes change colors like that too
sometimes but something about his were different. I don’t think it
was just the Nocturna or the Jaguar in him either.

He finally turned and returned to the
table to down the glass of Nocturna blood that he had initially
poured for me. I wanted to be sick to my stomach at the sight but
instead, craving beyond thirst tortured my stomach again and I
licked my lips, dying for a taste. It was stronger than the need
and want of regular food.

I lingered by the front doors for a
moment before finally rejoining him in the dining room. I could
feel the curious eyes of some of the girls watching me.

I was glad that he had gotten rid of
the blood but the half-filled bottle still remained unopened. I was
salivating again and it took everything I had not to pick it up and
desperately chug the rest or lick the residual from the wine glass
he had just finished off.

“You never intended to
help me, did you?” I finally asked him.

He took his time answering. “If you
had allowed me to help you that night, I could have.” He replied
defensively.

“If you would have told me
that was the case and what was going to happen, then maybe I would
have.” I stepped closer to him.

He laughed quietly more to himself.
“You wouldn’t have believed me. You guys were too hell bent on
killing and destroying to take into account anything that I
said.”

I had no reply or come back for that
logic. We had our reasons though. To us, he was a clearly a
Nocturna and that was all we needed to know.

“How would you have been
able to help me?” I wanted to know even though it didn’t even
matter anymore.

He sighed. “I could have neutralized
and stopped the venom from spreading with my own and then sucked it
out of you.” He explained matter-of-factly.

Why did the thought and vision of that
in my mind completely arouse me?

I sighed. My doom was my own fault is
what he was essentially telling me.

A long stretch of silence hung in the
space between us and his eyes travelled the length of my entire
body from head to toe.

I did the same, my infrared vision
notating the bright red glow of his beating heart having just
consumed the Nocturna blood. The warmth and heat was flowing,
filling and settling all the way down to his…was he...?
Wow.

—Very nice.

A wave of desire shot through me at
that realization and it was difficult to ignore when I looked at
him. My face burned with dirty thought after dirty thought of both
he and I.

The impish grin on his face told me
that he knew what I was gawking at and exactly what I was
thinking.

I cleared my throat, forcefully
pulling my attention away from his groin.

“So, what garde did you
train with and join?” I decided to ask since I had his attention at
the moment.

His brow arched slightly and he took
his time replying as if he were thinking long and hard about
something in hesitation.

“Shields of the Citadel in
Aldeur.”

My eyes widened with astonishment. So
that was where the air of regality was coming from in my assessment
of him last night.

Aldeur was a very wealthy and
well-fortified city. We’ve all heard a lot about them being very
self-sufficient and well-protected by a strong army.

“When did the Ascendants
attack and take over your home city?”

A cloud of both annoyance and sadness
immediately shadowed his face. Had I hit a nerve of some sort? It
would be understandable but that was something that we all shared
in common if that had been the case.

Uprising and revolution against the
Ascendants happened to all of our parents and ancestors. To
preserve and save their future generations, parents of all
elementals and beings sent their children here so that we would
remain hidden and safe, blending in with and among humans in their
world.

In my case, our people succumbed to a
mysterious disease that weakened them to the point where they
couldn’t defend themselves. The war was a constant nightmare
memory, one that I’ve been storing at the back of my mind since
childhood.

“Aldeur has never been
attacked or taken over. I chose to exile myself after I began to
metamorphose.” His answer was laced with an attitude, which told me
that he was obviously offended that I would even make that
assumption.

That answer began to stoke my
curiosity. I wanted to know as much as possible about him. Did he
have a significant other? I couldn’t see someone like him not
having someone but he did say he exiled himself. Could he have done
that if he did have a woman? A family? What had been his status
that he could just easily disappear and give up all that he’s
known?

Then I felt for him, imagining just
how hard that had to have been to do and how lonely it must be for
him now. I know it was hard for our parents but they had no
choice.

He was right. We did have a lot in
common the more I thought about all of it. Was that why he had all
these women around him? For the company, maybe?

He watched me expectantly as if it was
my turn to divulge.

I gave his fantastic physique a once
over again before finally asking one of the questions that had been
burning in the back of my mind since the revelation that he was a
hunter too.

I licked my lips, more with desire
than the extreme hunger that was still gripping my whining
stomach.

“Tzao Zheng Shrine of
Monks, the Bai Hu Sanctuary.” I kept it simple.

He was impressed. “I know of that
area. You all certainly know how to fight. I’ll keep that in mind.
Great strength and your style of extreme, combative yet graceful
martial arts is something that has always fascinated
me.”

He’s done some research on me and my
anima ties, I see. I was flattered.

“Yours isn’t so bad. That
teleportation ability is pretty damned sweet. Comes in handy.” I
pointed out.

He nodded. “It definitely has its
advantages. Your garde is usually male dominated though, so I’ve
heard. You and your brother, being twins, is a very rare and unique
advantage in many ways. However, you do realize that you really
don’t need all of that fancy and ineffective weaponry, don’t you?
Especially now.” It was my turn to be offended and I crossed my
arms rebelliously over my chest with pride.

“You were armed that
night.” I pointed out.

His mouth lifted in a half-smile,
“There are a lot more dangerous elements out there than the
Nocturna.”

That was true.

“Which is why I like
having my weapons with me. My katana is a family heirloom and it
will always travel with me anywhere there’s potential danger,
regardless.”

He continued to smile as if humoring
me.

Whatever.

Before I could unleash another round
of questions, Fernando appeared in the archway leading into the
dining room with a humble bow and cap in hand, announcing that the
car was ready.

“Where are we going
now?”

“You want to know why I
choose to surround myself with beautiful human women,
right?”

I eyed him suspiciously.

“Showing is a lot better
than telling, especially in this instance.” He smirked devilishly
and he had me at his mercy. I needed him. I couldn’t handle this
change and accept it without him and he knew that.

I grit my teeth and sighed
silently.

Damn him.
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While I wondered where we were going and why. I didn’t feel too
comfortable asking or making conversation with two humans sitting
with us. Gage had quickly changed before we left, now wearing black
jeans, black athletic shoes, and a long-sleeved black shirt that
clung to each bulge and ridge of muscle all along his arms, back,
chest, and stomach nicely.

Given how hot he was in the ensemble,
I could only imagine how yummy he must look naked.

A young girl sat on either side of him
across from me in the limo. They were both fully decked out in
designer clothing and superb make-up and hair. To anyone on the
street, they were either going to a fancy club or a model photo
shoot —and either they were really enthused about it or they were
high on something.

I understood him telling them this was
a usual run and that the same rules and methods of signaling still
applied.

Usual run?

I could only make random guesses of
what we were about to do, going by the fact that he felt the need
to change his clothes and have them accompany us but I still wasn’t
sure what to make of his intentions.

I wanted to ask him what he was
talking about but I remained silent. Keeping my gaze out of the
window to familiarize myself with the route, which wasn’t any place
that I’ve been before, I realized that we were heading into town.
The city was still awake and ablaze with both streetlamps and
colorful stringed lighting all over the shops and cantinas. People
were clueless to the undead that were now roaming their city and
streets, unafraid. Maybe they hadn’t gotten this far yet but I knew
it wouldn’t be long.

The girls cast curious glances at me
every now and then but their focus was mainly trained on my
weapons.

“You can speak. They don’t
understand English.” Gage addressed me.

I wasn’t going to say anything about
this outing. I had many thoughts running through my head right at
this moment. One of them being relief that it was Gage who was
responsible for the Nocturna corpse that we came across. The
possibility of it being some other rogue group or individual so
near the island had been laid to rest.

But why did he tear out the heart?
Ugh, please don’t tell me that he eats it. That’s what cannibals do
but I’ll be damned. The thought completely disgusted me and I found
myself grimacing, blood or no blood.

I couldn’t see myself ever kissing his
sexy mouth after picturing him feasting on a grotesque, undead
organ.

“What happens if you do
find the cure to reversing this effect? Would you want it? I mean,
if we’re essentially invincible against most of the members of
Ascendants including the Nocturna as we are now, why would you want
to?” I suddenly wondered aloud.

“Of course I would. My
goal has always been to return home one day. I do have
family.”

I nodded in understanding. “You mean
like…”

“Like my wife and my
daughter.”

His wife and daughter? My heart,
interest, and curiosity instantly deflated with deep
disappointment. I should have known. Obviously I couldn’t blame
him, of course he misses his family and that should be his first
priority, but then that would mean that I would never see him again
either.

I don’t think his wife would be too
pleased at the present company he was keeping…that is if she knew
what he became. What about his daughter? Growing up without her
father around is a pretty crappy thing for a young girl to go
through. Though Cole was a great brother, it wasn’t the same thing.
I understood that all too well.

Good thing I didn’t plan to get in
deep with him past attempting to understand and deal with this
whole unexpected change. Whatever we were now, two was way better
than one without question. If I could help him, help us all, as
well as the population of humans then I’d do it without hesitation.
But my method of killing would remain with using my trusty sword.
Ripping out throats and hearts…I’d leave all that up to
him.

“Do they know why you
left?” I took a chance to ask.

He appeared to be upset by that
question, temporarily looking away from me before he sighed and
answered softly.

“Not the real reason. All
she knows is that I’m still alive, somewhere. I’ve long since
arranged things so that they will both always be well taken care of
for the rest of their lives.”

His answer pulled at my heartstrings.
It was tragic.

“How long have you been
away from them?”

He paused. “My daughter was two when I
left. She just got married.”

That answer left me silent in my own
thoughts.

Of course he didn’t age, not since he
became something like a Nocturna, which means that I won’t either.
Appearance-wise, he passed for anywhere between twenty five and
thirty to me.

A flash of sorrow and pain briefly
shadowed his eyes. I’m pretty intuitive when it comes to other
beings. I could tell that my invasive questions were making him
very uncomfortable as if he didn’t know how to deal with the
feelings that my words provoked in him.

His silence was enough to know that I
probably ventured into an area that I shouldn’t have.

I turned my attention back to the
window beside me after realizing that we were finally slowing to a
complete stop.

Though his eyes remained on me, I kept
mine averted from the effects of his alluring gaze.

I didn’t want to look at
him.

The less I looked, the less I wanted,
especially knowing now that he wasn’t available.

Fernando opened the door and the first
girl scooted out, followed by Gage, and then the second girl. I was
last, debating on taking my weapons with me at all. I opted for
just my katana, slipping it into the harness strapped to my back
and then stepping out last.

This part of town wasn’t as active as
the areas that we just passed. There were still a lot of older
buildings, restaurants and shops that were all stacked like
apartment row complexes, leaving many darkened alleyways in between
them. The night was vivid and everything was crystal clear to me,
more so than being a hunter allowed. Gage was right. Everything
about our nature as hunters have been charged up to the fullest
degree.

There was music playing somewhere in
the background and the rich smell of spices and food swirled thick
in the air. Though I could smell all sorts of body odors, blood was
the strongest. It was human blood though and it wasn’t appealing to
me in the least.

Most of the residents gave us nods and
smiles of welcome while others kept their eyes turned down, briskly
scurrying to their destinations.

Giggling, the girls crossed the
street, keeping to the darkened shadows of the alleys. They began
to simply walk as if they were sight-seeing or perusing the shops,
both toting large, nearly luggage-sized purses slung over each of
their shoulders. It made me wonder why they needed them being that
they could easily get in the way in an emergency
situation.

My main concern was their safety but
then it suddenly dawned on me when I looked over at Gage, then at
the girls, what they were carrying, and where they were walking. I
formulated the answer to one of my questions on my own.

The girls— were bait.

Very clever but dangerous. Things can
go wrong easily within a split second, so it had me wondering just
how long he had been doing this. How many girls had he lost on
accident?

Well, I’ll assume that he
knows what he’s doing for now. They definitely trusted him because
they showed no fear or hesitation in carrying out their missions. I
suppose that was what the purpose of being under his
control served.

“Come on, I don’t like to
stay too far behind them.” Gage said as we both fell in step with
each other and crossed the street.

“What makes you think that
they’ll be singled out as opposed to everyone else out here?” I
asked.

“There are many places the
natives and residents avoid, whether it be from folklore or local
legends. The girls are instructed to make themselves vulnerable in
those specific areas. They’ve got a few vials of animal blood in
their bags too, so the scent of blood is way stronger on them than
with anyone else.”

Efficient too. He thought of
everything.

“And you’re sure this is a
hotspot?”

“The gateway isn’t that
far from here. It’s near the Los Muertos Port and activity has been
jumping ever since. They’ve been staking the city out just like we
are right now. How do you think I’m able to keep such an abundant
supply on hand?” He spoke low to keep our words between the both of
us.

“Are you telling me that
you’ve been at this for a while?” I was stunned.

“What you’ve seen on the
news is nowhere near the amount of Nocturna that I’ve killed. One
human out of a potential few hundred is an unfortunate
casualty.

I was shocked and speechless. He
hadn’t been kidding when he said that he’s been aware of more than
we have for a while. This was bad. This was really bad.

We both scoped out the streets,
observing faces, activity, and people. Though nothing really stood
out as suspicious yet, I got to thinking that it might be possible
that we were being watched right now too and not by just
humans.

“I see. What about being
seen and disposal?”

He turned to look down at me, a cocky
smile already curling the corner of his mouth upwards.

“Just follow my lead, be
ready to fight and most importantly — be
ready to feed.”

I sneered with a look of disgust and
shook my head. “Don’t make me throw up.”

He laughed.


 



Chapter 17

 


The thrill of this hunt was beginning to rev up both my
adrenaline, the need for a good fight, all of my hunter instincts,
and an insatiable craving for Nocturna blood.

We watched the girls pretend to window
shop, flirt with some of the local young men, and then make their
way towards a less lively part of the small city.

The incredible scent of potent blood,
separate from the humans, was suddenly sharp and distinct in the
air. It whipped by the both of us and both Gage and I instantly
picked up on it at the same time. It was confirmed by two males and
one female Nocturna who began to follow the girls inconspicuously,
trailing them stealthily like second shadows. The men were lean but
solid and the woman was about my size, five foot four and about one
hundred and twenty five pounds.

Gage was right. They had bypassed all
of the other pedestrians, thankfully, and zoned in on just
them.

“Wait.” Gage suddenly
said, halting me with an arm out in front of me.

I was about to protest, being that
Nocturna were incredibly fast, it would take them no time to tackle
and drain those petite girls but I was going to trust that he knew
what he was doing.

Once they were no longer in our line
of sight, I grew antsy. Suddenly, a beeping signal went off, coming
from Gage’s expensive watch.

“Time to reel in the
catch.” Gage quipped, glancing at the watch face and pressing a
series of buttons.

My heart began to thump wildly. The
excitement of a potentially deadly fight began to stimulate my
teeth and I could feel them begin to slowly protract.

It took us no time to catch up to
them, which was a good thing because once the first scream rang
out…it was on.

The girls did well playing the
innocent and terrified victims. Gage was a blur, whizzing by me
like a silent ninja shadow. All I heard were gnarls, grunting,
thumps, rattling trash cans, and the sound of crushing bones. The
alleyway was lit by a few weak, yellow bug lights hanging high
above, which basically left the entire area around the dumpsters
dark and sinister.

The wet suction of flesh being torn
away caught my attention and the incredibly strong aroma of undead
blood made me salivate. When I saw the female pounce on one of the
girls, I swiftly pulled out my katana and ran towards her at full
speed. Springing high and using my momentum to deliver a spinning,
full round-house kick that connected with the center of her back, I
sent her flying off to the left where she crashed into the brick
wall and slid down into a group of metal trash cans. The clatter
was sharp, loud, and chaotic. I hoped it didn’t gain the attention
of any local residents or the police for that matter.

She roared in anger, quickly regaining
her focus when she agilely hopped back onto her feet and accepted
my challenge.

I waited until she got close enough
before lashing out with low sweeping kick that made her stumble.
Then, I grabbed her hair before she lost her footing and bashed my
knee into the side of her face, swiftly driving my fist into her
throat. I felt the hard bone in her windpipe literally crack under
the weight and power behind my punch. Her eyes bugged, stunned at
not only the brute force of strength that I possessed but trying to
comprehend what she was seeing when I bared my fangs.

Beating the shit out of her was more
of an attempt to fight against drinking from her.

I had to royally kick the ass of
something tonight.

She thrashed in my grip, snarling like
an injured wildcat and gurgling with her hands clutching at her
throat.

Raising my katana to finish the job by
cutting off her head, my downward swing was stopped by a sudden,
forceful kick to my stomach, which sent me reeling backwards and
hitting the wall behind me.

Breath rushed out of me once my back
made solid contact with the hard surface and then I was immediately
shadowed by the wide girth of one of the male Nocturna. He towered
over me, his hand easily wrapping around my throat, and then he
swiftly lifted me up and off my feet with ease. His eyes were
glowering with a neon green luminescence bent on revenge but when
he noticed my fangs, the slight second of questioning confusion on
his face was all the time I needed.

Bringing my katana up, I wedged it
between us and pressed it against his throat. The threat of it
slicing clean across his neck made him back up a bit and loosen his
grip around my neck. I took that opportunity to jerk my knee up
beneath his chin, making his head snap back with a sharp pop and
crack.

He faltered and stumbled backwards,
discombobulated and completely dropping his hold on me. I landed in
a crouch, snarling as the smell of Nocturna blood grew stronger,
becoming even more savagely mouth-watering to me.

I dove at him with the fluid power and
grace of my Tiger sub-domina, able to knock him off of his feet so
that I could nimbly straddle him all in one motion. I held him down
like pinned prey, raging with the urgent need to kill and
feed.

Despite his supernatural strength and
effort to throw me off of him, I instinctively curled my fingers
into claws and gripped his chest. He bucked wildly as my nails
began to tear through the thin material of his shirt and dig into
his flesh like a twisting, serrated blade.

Blood began to ooze and bubble up
around my fingertips and both the vision and smell made me beyond
ravenous. I was drooling like an infant now. Not only could I taste
it in the back of my throat, I could hear the blood rushing through
his veins in his desperate fight for survival and it literally
drove me insane.

He howled and writhed wildly, grabbing
onto my wrist in an attempt to break my entire arm. His blood was
cold and it felt like liquid silk. I fought against the urge to
lick and suck on each of my fingertips, wanting to just end this
fight right now.

With my katana still in my grip, I
swung it around and held it over his face with the blade pointing
downward. I stabbed down directly into one eye to blind him. He
screeched and began to tremble, fighting harder. I stood,
withdrawing and bringing my katana across his neck in one clean
stroke and watching as his head rolled slightly to the right. His
face was still frozen in confused horror and his mouth moved like a
fish out of water, gasping for its last breath.

It was time to quickly burn all of the
remains.

Someone suddenly grabbed my arm,
whirling me around forcefully.

I brought my katana up, ready to slash
until I recognized he preternaturally darkened face of
Gage.

Though a sheen of sweat glistened on
his skin, there was hardly any trace of blood on his face except
for a few dark smears around his lips and chin.

Without a word, his hands
reached around my neck pulling me up to his face
—and then he forcefully kissed me, open-mouthed
to create a seal around my lips with his.

Allowing a flood of the still cold yet
faintly warm, tantalizingly sweet flavor to rush into my mouth and
coat my tongue, I recoiled when I quickly realized what he was
doing at first.

He was force feeding me as if I were a
baby bird.

I wanted to gag, disgusted and
angry…and I should have but my reaction was the total and complete
opposite.

Son of a bitch! I didn’t want this! I
can’t know the taste…

I tried to push him away but he
constrained me against him, his tongue swirling around to share the
blood while exploring sensually as I drank. Even when it was gone,
the flavor still lingered and I found myself sucking on his tongue
for more. Once our fangs began to retract, the act became a more
sensual and erotic kiss. How we managed not to bite through one
another’s lips or gums was beyond me.

Between the kiss and him giving me
exactly what I’ve been trying to avoid but craving like crazy, I
whimpered and moaned in both surrender and satisfaction.

He wouldn’t let me go until I savored
all of it and after a while, I had my arms around his neck, pulling
him firmly to me to make sure that I had taken every last
drop.

The foreign and unique experience was
full of passion and all I could think about was tearing off his
clothes and doing him right here in the alley. He was an incredible
kisser, which was a really good prelude as to just how good he was
in bed.

Didn’t he realize what he was doing to
me? I could only imagine what having sex right after this would be
like with him, it was something else that I had to have as much as
this feed. Is that was he was trying to get me to want?

I pulled back but he lingered, sucking
on my bottom lip. I was breathless and fully turned on. I wouldn’t
doubt that he was too...in fact, I know he was. He was still
panting when we completely broke from the kiss. His sporadic
man-handling of me and the way he shared my first taste of Nocturna
blood strangely made me want him even more. He’ll be the only and
the absolute last male to ever take that tact with me
though.

“Never play with or waste
food, Tigress.” He whispered.


 



Chapter 18

 


Tigress.

He already had a nickname for me and I
would let him get away with that too. I actually liked
it.

Realizing
why the girls carried such big purses, even just
to carry the extra blood, didn’t really make sense to me until they
whipped out portable, sophisticated blood collection kits and got
to work. Gage had them trained like pet nurses. They used bottles,
tubes, syringes, and pumps to collect as much blood from the three
Nocturna as they could. A lot of blood came from the heart, which
Gage squeezed into a funnel over a wine bottle. So that was why he
ripped it out.

Thank God.

I could stomach the feed eventually
but I refused to watch him scarf down a raw Nocturna
heart.

When we were done, we dumped the
bodies and body parts into the dumpster and set it on fire, closing
the lid so that it would die out on its own.

The insane hunger had finally been
quelled and now…I wanted nothing more than a really good
fuck.

I’m pretty sure that’s exactly what he
was waiting on next.

 


 


The ride back to his temporary abode
was pretty quiet, initially. The girls were no longer looking at me
with envious curiosity, it was more like a fond reverence now. With
Gage, the chemistry that I was feeling simply because he was a
hunter too had turned into a quickly growing flame that I didn’t
want to ignore.

“Not bad for the first
hunt. You’re vicious, more of an aggressive fighter than a
protective guardian.” He was smiling and his eyes were a subtle
mixture of periwinkle and pewter, though swirling with
power.

“What’s the
difference?”

“Guardians remain on the
defensive and fight to the death only when provoked or necessary.
You strike me as an extremely skilled and violent
assassin.”

I smiled this time. “Is that a bad
thing?”

“It’s a surprising
thing.”

“Is that why you called me
Tigress?”

He laughed softly. “Partly. Seeing you
fight was both arousing and entertaining but watching you do
everything to avoid the feed quickly began to piss me
off.”

“So you forced it down my
throat?”

“I didn’t have to force
anything once you opened your mouth and tasted it.”

I bit my lip and blushed, desire
beginning to stir wildly.

How he managed to easily have this
effect on me was getting frustrating.

“Did I satisfy the
majority of your questions and curiosities tonight?”

“Almost.”

He grinned because he knew exactly
what I was inferring.

“How long before humans
discover any trace evidence?”

“They won’t. As long as
you make sure that you leave none alive, the balance and system
works. Just clean up after yourself the way you’ve always done
it.”

“That one that almost got
away from you knew what you were. He saw you attack and feed, which
is why he called you a cannibal. How long had you been after
him?”

“Not long but I got him in
the end and that’s all that matters. The universe is a very large
place though and I haven’t survived this long constantly worrying
about being a target.”

“They could be flushing
you out too, you know. Sending in bait just like you’re
doing.”

He nodded. “I wouldn’t doubt that
possibility for a second.”

I guess that’s why he moves around a
lot. No wonder the girls had to be thin or at least fit and in
shape, in case they may need to temporarily hold their own, or run,
and then be able to assist with the blood collecting in the midst
of a deadly fight. My intense attraction suddenly included the want
and need to protect him. It was part of my hunter and guardian
mentality, which I’m sure he understood.

I tried not to think about the fact
that he had a wife and a daughter again. They obviously still meant
the world to him, which they should, always. It was going to be a
long and lonely ride back home to the island but if I messaged Marq
for a late-night booty call on my way back, I know that he’d be
there waiting for me when I got home.

“Fernando can just go
ahead and drop me off at the same point where we met.” I told him
once we stopped in front of his house and the door
opened.

The girls climbed out but Gage
remained.

“You’re leaving?” He asked
as if he assumed that I’d be staying the night.

Well, after that kiss, or exchange, or
whatever it was that we shared, deep down I really didn’t want
to.

“It’s getting
late.”

“Boyfriend?” He had a
slight grin on his face.

I hesitated, taken off guard by his
automatic insinuation.

Marq wasn’t really a boyfriend and he
also wasn’t the reason I needed to head back either.

“No.”

He playfully narrowed his eyes at me.
“That really surprises me.”

“Well, he’s not really a
boyfriend.” I admitted guiltily.

He nodded and laughed. “Just as I
thought. If you want to at least shower first, you’re more than
welcome. There’s plenty of new clothes about your size already
here. I’m sure the girls will have something for you to change into
afterwards. However, don’t feel the need to have to leave so soon,
I do have several spare bedrooms and I don’t mind taking you back
myself in the morning after breakfast.”

I was stunned by his forward offer. No
doubt he was setting up the scene and the opportunity…and I was
walking right into it, hook, line, and sinker.

Thinking of an excuse to not make it
so obvious I replied, “Well, maybe a shower might be a good idea.”
I finally agreed, not wanting the scent of any Nocturna blood to
linger on me when I went back home.

 


 


I was completely refreshed when I
stepped out of the immaculate shower. Hair still damp and wrapped
in a towel, I peered out of the bathroom door and scanned each end
of the hallway.

Where were the clothes Gage
mentioned?

Next to the bathroom door on my left,
in an ornately carved chair, I spied a brand new, thigh- length,
silk camisole and a pair of white lace panties. They both still had
tags on them and were neatly folded and waiting for me.

The camisole alone was $120. I found
it lame that he was probably trying to impress me even more by
purposefully leaving the price tag on. Besides, how in the world
was this a complete change of clothes or even normal casual
sleeping attire for a guest? This was lingerie for a hot and sexy
evening.

There was a confusing tug of war going
on inside of me while I gaped down at the nightgown. One side being
full on naughty lust and desire and the other being my rational
good sense.

A different girl rounded the corner
with a duffel bag that I assumed were for my other clothes and
items. She was smiling when she gestured to the camisole and
panties.

“¿Está bien, su tamaño?
Señor Gage me pidió preparar un cuarto para usted. Está listo, de
esta manera. Voy a limpiar tu otra ropa para usted también.” She
held a hand out in the direction of the dim, cozy hallway where
three closed doors lined each side behind her.

Oh, so he was assuming I would decide
to stay after all, huh? Not like I was going home in that nightgown
anyway. I do admit that I was getting sleepy and even the thought
of heading back home right now made me even more tired.

I sighed, “Está bien. No tienes que
lavar la ropa. Podrá ser vestida en un minuto.” I told her with a
hand out so that she could hand me the duffel bag.

 


 


The guest room was gorgeous and dust
free. A sheer, cream colored canopy was draped over the head of a
queen-sized poster bed that was covered in an expensive, luxurious
red and gold duvet. Next to the bed on the nightstand, was a
slender champagne glass filled with dark liquid on a small silver
platter with a note that simply read: Nightcap.

I was hesitant but I couldn’t help the
smile that began to slowly spread across my face. Something about
Gage was different from the males that I was used to and I wasn’t
sure what to make of him.

I stood in the full-length mirror next
to a dark cherry oak armoire and lifted the camisole. All traces of
the bite and scratches were completely gone and my skin was brand
new again.

Staring at my reflection, I examined
my eyes. They did resemble that of a tiger; rich amber with red and
gold flecks and a natural dark lining around each almond shaped eye
beneath my dark lashes. It was almost as if the tiger part of me
were becoming more prominent, which means that Cole would
definitely be able to tell right away before any of the others
did.

How was I going to explain
this?

“So you decided to stay?”
Gage asked from behind me.

I jumped slightly and turned to see…Oh
hell.

I don’t think a diamond could have
been cut any better than he was, standing there in nothing more
than a pair of dark blue pajama bottoms that hung loose around his
waist. He was lean muscled, not bulky, and his skin was flawless, a
perfect light sun-kissed shade.

He must have simply
teleported into the room. The door was still closed and I didn’t
hear him open it. He was really dangerous the more I thought about
it. Who knew how long he had been standing there checking me out
before speaking . . . and why hadn’t I
detected his presence come to think of it?

“Thanks to your insistence
— or your charming magic that you probably put on me when I wasn’t
looking.” I narrowed my eyes at him.

He flashed a dazzling
smile.

“I wouldn’t do that to
you.”

I pursed my lips and nodded. “Right.
Is this your usual bedtime?”

He was staring at me and not being shy
about it at all as his gorgeous eyes roved over every inch of my
body with a naughty sparkle. “Typically.”

The air in between us began to grow
warmer. I couldn’t stop myself from admiring his body either as he
casually moved closer to me.

“So, you’ve had a chance
to eat, expend the building aggression in battle, and now…” He
seductively lingered.

An intense surge of passion burst in
my core, rippling and spreading quickly down into my groin and
breasts at just the thought of exactly what he was
suggesting.

Having his body grinding naked against
mine was a powerful image and temptation that was slowly winning
the tug of war.

I sighed painfully because if it were
up to just me, without thinking or even knowing about his family,
then we’d be tearing up that bed, the floor, and the walls right
now.

“Gage, you already know
that I’m incredibly attracted to you, so I won’t even try to lie
about that.”

“Good because I haven’t
had to exercise this level of self-control in a
very-long-time.”

I gasped. That was all he said before
he pulled me to him, his arms encircling me, holding me crushed
against his hard body. I didn’t even see him move. His lips came
down on mine firmly and they were warm and sweet, feeling like the
softest velvet. The insistent probe of his sensuous tongue as it
slipped into my mouth completely dominated mine. The combination of
his scent, his hands all over the small of my back, hips, and ass
had completely rendered my legs weak, quivering, and useless. I
fell weakly into him for support.

His rock solid arousal pressed
urgently into my lower abdomen and then I was being lifted up off
the ground.

Hell yes, I was going to kiss him
back. I’d be crazy to resist anyone who could kiss like he
could.

The soft, plush duvet was against my
back and Gage was already on me, my panties slowly inching their
way down as his hands explored without inhibition.

Moaning and gasping, I pressed my
hands against his chest …and forced him back.

His eyes were steadily morphing back
and forth from bright and dark the more aroused he became. He was
breathing heavily in both anticipation and need. Thinking this was
a teasing game of mine, he went for my mouth again.

“No. I don’t wanna do
this.” I murmured into his mouth, turning my head away from
him.

He ignored my words, continuing to
suck on my neck. The tip of his warm tongue flicked teasingly
against my skin as his warm hand slid down past my stomach, cupping
me and skillfully working his fingers. I arched upwards with a
lustful wail.

He groaned softly close to my ear once
his fingers began to eagerly explore anxiously, no doubt a fan of
the full Brazilian.

Shut up, Kai. Just let this
happen!

How he managed to have my toes curling
already was deliciously amazing.

“This is a bad idea.” I
breathlessly insisted with another forceful shove against the rock
hard, muscular pectorals of his bare chest. I gripped his wrist to
stop his expert manipulation of every single, sensitive nerve
ending between my legs. His heart was racing beneath my fingertips
but that aggressive resistance on my part had finally gained his
attention. He stopped, looking down at me in confusion.

“Your mouth is telling me
one thing but your body…”

“Ignore my body for
now.”

He smiled impishly and whispered,
“That’s impossible.”

I bit my bottom lip.
“Seriously.”

Dejectedly, he sighed, trying to read
something in my eyes other than what I was saying. Then he took his
time slowly rolling off of me and sitting up.

Glancing down at the straining and
very remarkable erection that he was working with made me shiver
with excitement and anticipation but my brain was at war with my
hormones.

“Believe me, it isn’t
because I don’t want to.”

Confused and incredulous was soon
replaced by an expression of frustration on his face. “You say you
don’t want to do this and now you’re saying that it isn’t because
you don’t want to?”

I sat up too, frustrated with myself
as I shimmied the camisole back down over my near nakedness. I
caught him taking in every last inch of my bare breasts, stomach,
and thighs as I did. His gaze alone was powerfully alluring enough
to make me give in to him but I couldn’t.

Wearing this and staying the night was
probably not a good idea after all and I take blame for the
decision.

“I’d like to think that we
could make a great team, especially now. We should probably just
leave it at that. I don’t want to add sex into the equation.” I
semi-lied.

His brows rose and he seemed offended.
“You’re joking, right?”

Was he joking? Did he assume that it
would be? That I would be game and okay with it? Well, yeah I guess
I would have been if he weren’t married.

I could make a good guess that Gage
was probably used to getting any woman at any time that he wanted.
I was beginning to think that this definitely wasn’t his first
encounter with a female other than his wife, too. Why would it be?
He’s a guy, he’s hot, and even being half-hunter and half-Nocturna
the needs of the male species never seemed to deviate from the
natural urge.

“Okay, I guess it’s more
the fact that you have a wife and child.” I finally
admitted.

His brows furrowed.

It was safe to say that I’ve killed
the mood for him. He sighed and turned away from me.

“I just don’t want to be
one of your conveniences because you miss her.”

He turned back to face me with a hint
of indignation and the normal hazel color of his eyes began to
return.

Then he stood up. “Is that what you
think?”

“Call it female
intuition.”

He was quiet for a long
time.

“Well, sleep tight. I’ll
see you in the morning.”

— And with that he left
via the door, closing it behind him.


 



Chapter 19

 


I left on my own at the crack of dawn, waking up before anyone
else. Taking a cab back to the ridge near the beach gave me time to
ponder the decision I made not to sleep with Gage last night. As
strange as the whole thing was, I really and truly enjoyed being
with him, aside from the intense attraction.

What if I never saw him again after
this? What if he took what I said as an insult and I completely
turned him off?

I told myself that it was for the
better. He was taken and I couldn’t be the other woman to anyone.
That was the main reason why I felt a bit betrayed by the fact that
Marq was going to be a father. Did it really matter that he didn’t
feel anything for her? That could easily change because the girl
was having his baby. I sighed, feeling depressed as the darkness of
dawn began to transform into slowly scattering iron gray
clouds.

A low lying blanket of fog surrounded
the shoreline. The combination of that and the magical totems
placed all around the island rendered it virtually invisible to
human eyes and detection.

 


I pulled my Quadski into my space at
our makeshift pier dock, surprised to see so many others already
here this early. When I saw the large speedboat docked and Jax,
Pierce, Duncan, Phillip, and Cole all carrying large boxes onto
shore and heading towards the bar entrance, it made
sense.

I had forgotten all about supply and
restocking day.

“Damn, you just now
getting back?” Jax commented first once I caught up with
them.

Cole turned around, two huge boxes
hefted on each of his massive shoulders.

I pursed my lips, not in the mood for
the third degree.

“Couldn’t have timed it
any better. Where have you been all night and why do you smell so
much like a damned Nocturna?” Cole’s brows knitted together in
suspicion.

What? Of course, my clothes were still
soiled.

I groaned and rolled my
eyes.

“Way too early for all
that but if you must know, Dad, I’m fine. I ran into one on the
mainland but I covertly took care of it.” I answered with
sarcasm.

“Another one? Where? And
what did you do, bathe in their blood right after?” He
stopped.

I cringed, nervously looking away with
guilt.

No, I drank it. I replied
mentally.

“It was nothing out of the
norm. Need any help?” I offered with a glance back at the
fifty-foot speed boat, our general errand
transportation.

“No, this is the last of
it.” He shook his head.

Good.

I trudged towards the bar, heading
straight for my apartment upstairs.

 


 


I soaked for a really long time in the
tub, using nearly all of my gardenia scented bath oil and washing
my hair twice, hoping that it would take care of the Nocturna smell
but I knew better.

It wasn’t the blood or my altercation
in the alley with Gage and those three Nocturna.

It was clearly me. What I’ve
become.

I couldn’t get the fantasy of Gage and
the offer of unbridled ecstasy that I achingly turned down out of
my head. Would he come after me once he realized that I left
without saying good-bye? Worst of all, would I ever see him
again?

Maybe I’d drop in on him instead now
that I knew where he was staying.

He was the least of my current worries
though. I was going to have to explain this change to everyone
sooner or later and though I dreaded it, I knew I was being
silly.

Twinkie was growling at me from
underneath my coffee table as I wandered through my apartment but I
fed him anyway and changed his litter, hoping that would be some
sort of a peace offering that convinced him I was still his loyal
and loving master.

Hovering over his food bowl with nose
twitching and a low rumble in the back of his throat, he kept one
suspicious, pale green eye one me while he scarfed down his
sardines.

Shaking my head, I dialed Fin, a
long-time good friend and patron, who owned a book and curio store
on the mainland in Puerto Vallarta. It was early but she had young
ones, which meant that she typically had no choice when it came to
waking up at the crack of dawn.

“You’re up bright and
early.” She answered first, chipper as always.

“Likewise. How’s it
going?”

“Well, it started out
peaceful.” She laughed

I could hear her kiddos playing and
screaming in the background and I laughed too.

“That’s better than any
alarm clock though, isn’t it?” I joked.

“I’ll say. What’s
up?”

“I wonder if you’re able
to come by the bar later on tonight or if I could come out there,
whichever is convenient.”

“It might be better if you
came out here. I can’t get away today. We’re having a huge sale and
business has been jumping.”

“Ok, I can do that. I also
wondered if you could get a few things together for me when I do.
I’m looking for any and all information, books, or whatever on
Aldeur both past and present.”

“Aldeur? Why that place?
It’s a city of full of pomposity in my opinion. You doing a paper
for school?” She kidded.

I pressed my lips and stifled a
snicker. “Something I want to read up on, that’s all.”

“I’m not sure what I have
on hand. I may have to make some calls but I can probably get some
information together by about seven this evening. Is that too
late?”

“Any information is
appreciated and seven is fine. Do you need anything?”

“Nah, I’ll make dinner
too. It’ll be great to see you and catch up. I know I haven’t been
to the bar in a few weeks.”

Yeah, a lot has changed too. I thought
to myself.

“Hey, you’re super busy,
it’s no big deal. Can’t wait to see you guys.”

“See you tonight.” Fin
replied and disconnected.

I hung up, sighing in
thought.

I don’t know what I was looking for in
particular. I guess I just wanted to know more about Gage anyway,
like who he really is and where he came from to satisfy my
curiosities.

As soon as I opened to door to head
back downstairs, Twinkie zipped past my legs and shot downstairs
like a fat, furry, pale yellow torpedo.

Riza and Cole were restocking the bar
with fresh bottles of liquor, and Isis was sitting at the counter
going on animatedly about some funny incident that took place at
the festival last night. I didn’t even bother to ask what she was
talking about. I’d hear about it, eventually.

A platter of fresh croissants, coffee,
and tea were already set out for everyone to help themselves. Jax,
Pierce, Duncan, Phillip, and Stone were carrying boxes down into
the cellar.

“Damn, someone must have
gotten laid last night.” Isis grinned big.

I could have, I thought to myself in
frustration.

Cole frowned.

“Uh, no. Could you do me
the honors, please?” I pointed to my still wet hair.

“Uh-huh. Sure.” Isis
replied, bringing her palm up flat to her lips as if blowing a kiss
while I turned my back to her.

I worked my fingers through my hair as
cool wind began to stir around my head, raising and spreading each
section and strand and then the air began to warm.

In less than a minute, my hair was
completely dry.

It was awesome having Sylphs for
friends.

“Thanks.” I said, quickly
combing my fingers through my hair to smooth it all together before
putting it up into a pony tail.

“Um, why the hell do you
smell like eau de Nocturna? Don’t tell me you’ve been rendezvousing
with one?” Isis wrinkled her nose once I sat down on the barstool
beside her and reached for a croissant and some honey.

Cole and Riza both looked at me
expectantly too, apparently wondering the same thing and awaiting
my response.

I took my time drizzling
on the honey and then picking at the flaky crust before taking a
bite —and taking a long time to
chew.

Then, I proceeded to pour some
coffee.

Isis’ brow quirked and then her eyes
began to sparkle, something that usually happened when she thought
she was reading my mind. Then she would look at me as if I should
have been able to read hers. This time, I think I could.

“We’ll talk later.” She
whispered before glancing over my shoulder in pleasant
surprise.

I turned around to see Erian walking
in with a stack of books and one of his personal magic kits in
under his arm. Clee wasn’t far behind him, carrying a platter of
more food.

“Hey baby!” She called out
to him and then quickly whispered into my ear, “He wanted to talk
about your treatment when you get a chance.” She jumped up to greet
her man with a hug and kiss.

She was already across the room before
I could tell her that it was completely healed over and I’m now
part Nocturna…or whatever it was that I was supposed to
be.

That last part was not going to
happen, yet.

“Ahem. Wanna tell us why
you still smell so strongly like one of them?” Cole
insisted.

“Am I that funky?” I was
irritated.

“No, just weird. It’s like
an overpowering mixture of gardenia and something sinister, like
bloodstone.” Riza commented.

Bloodstone?

“What you smell like is
not the point. It’s the why that I’m concerned about. Didn’t you
just shower?” Cole asked.

When I didn’t reply or look at either
one of them, continuing to pick at my croissant and sip my coffee,
I heard Cole tell Riza to, “Give us a minute.”

My entire stomach clenched with
tension when she walked away.

What could I tell Cole? He wasn’t
stupid and he was my brother. I trusted him more than anything and
I knew he wouldn’t judge me based on something out of my control
but I was still afraid of what he and everyone else would think of
me now. He leaned onto his forearms, closing the space between us
so we could converse quietly and among each other. Then, he took a
long moment to search my face and my eyes.

“I already know something
is off with you. You can’t hide that from me, Kai. So what is it?
You can tell me, I’m your other half you know.”

I pursed my lips and looked up at him,
into the same light amber eyes with dark lashes and the same level
of intuition that we shared.

“You know that sort of
Nocturna guy we ran into the other night when we were hunting down
the one that ended up biting me?” Cole’s brows knitted together and
I could already see his jaw tense.

He nodded, already suspicious and
expecting some dire news that he didn’t want to know let alone
hear. “Yeah, what about him?”

I licked my lips, glancing down at the
half eaten croissant before looking back up at him.

“He’s — not really a Nocturna.”

Cole was quiet. “What do you mean, not
really a Nocturna? And you know this how?”

He appeared really confused and
cautious. I shifted on the barstool and sighed deeply.

“He’s a hunter
too.”

Cole exhaled sharply. “How do you know
that, Kai? You been talking to him? I don’t believe that. It’s
bullshit. He had all of the characteristics of a Nocturna. We saw
it and you know it, Jax and Isis know, and I know it. Where have
you been meeting up with him and for how long? Is he around here?”
His voice was rising and a few heads turned our way.

“This is why I debated
saying anything to you.” I hissed through clenched
teeth.

He paused, regaining his composure and
then leaned in close to me again with a serious, almost
parental-like scolding gaze. “Same age or not, you’re my sister and
if anything seems potentially dangerous to me then I’m gonna do
whatever I can to protect you. I promised mom and dad that
I…”

I glared at him and cut him off
abruptly. This time I raised my voice slightly, agitated with his
parent complex. “We were five years old, Cole. I’m sure they
thought it was adorably brave at the time and even if you meant it,
you shouldn’t have made that promise. I can take care of myself.
I’m not weak or naive.”

I hated when he brought them up as his
sole mission to treat me as if I was his incompetent younger
sister.

He sighed to soothe and placate the
direction of our conversation, seeing the defensive attitude
quickly mounting in me.

“Okay.” He began, more to
calm himself down. His tone was soft again, “Alright. Tell me why
and how you managed to run into him again.”

“He came to see me first,
actually, and the only reason I decided to meet him at all was
because he said that he could help me.”

Cole ran a hand over his face, clearly
annoyed.

“So you believed him and
went off to meet him?” He narrated as if I should have known
better.

“That’s right.” I said
flatly, already knowing what he was going to imply.

I could tell he was doing everything
he could to bite his tongue and just listen objectively.

“How could he have helped
you though?”

I took a long moment to figure out how
I was going to spring it on him.

“Sort of the same way one
would quickly treat a venomous snake bite.”

“I see why he volunteered
then.” Cole was cynical, pursing his lips with brows furrowed in
anger. “We saw the way he was looking at you that night. I didn’t
like it then and I don’t like it now.”

I rolled my eyes and
sighed. “That’s beside the point. We have no idea what’s been going
on around here lately and he is a Hunter, Cole. He was a hunter
before he was bitten by a Nocturna —just
like I was.”

With my last words, Cole’s pupils
completely dilated, making his eyes appear almost full black. He
was frozen, unmoving and silent for a really long time, making the
connection of what I finally revealed to him and why I smelled like
a Nocturna. To me, that part won’t be the hardest and most
difficult to swallow.

—Wait until I tell him
about my new diet.


 



Chapter 20

 


We decided to take the conversation up to my apartment after
that last bomb. Cole listened carefully when I revealed everything
to him, especially the part where I had to reiterate that Gage was
looking to see if there was a way to reverse it and how many of us
may be out there. In fact, he was really becoming fascinated with
the whole awakening of our sub-domina by Nocturna venom. Although
it sounded good on the surface, I had no idea what the long term
side effects may be or if there are any disadvantages, which was
why I still needed

Gage.

Why couldn’t he be single or
available? Though I was going to try and keep my distance, I knew
it would only be a matter of time before I needed to…no, wanted to
see him again.

I went on to inform my brother that
Gage was behind the corpse we found, and that he’s been keeping the
level of human casualties to a minimum as far as his hunting goes.
However, if Clee and the other animators closed the Los Muertos
gateway, then the source of food for me and him would be gone and
then I’d have relocate outward, maybe even back to the North
American States. I didn’t want to be selfish and put so many at
risk and in danger by suggesting we wait to close it but I didn’t
see any other way of being able to keep myself fed. I suppose
that’s why Gage stocks up. Guess I’d better learn how to do the
same soon.

“You had me at the whole
killing Nocturna part, that’s cool, but feeding from them? No
thanks. That’s nasty as hell.” He shivered in revulsion.

“Trust me, if I could
survive without it I wouldn’t even touch it. I’m going to try as
hard as I can to avoid drinking it altogether but I can’t control
the need and the craving and I hate that. Anyway, if I see him
again or if he shows up here then he’s an automatic member of the
bar too. That means that he gets the same respect as anyone else
and I want him to feel welcomed.”

Cole didn’t appear to be enthused
about that.

“Then I suggest you inform
everyone one else as soon as possible. I personally need to know
more about this cat first. Until then, he can hang out here but
trust that we’ll all be watching him closely.”

“Fine.” I groaned and got
up from the couch.

I was relieved that Cole had accepted
this as well as allowing Gage to become a member, not that I didn’t
think he would.

The only thing that I didn’t want him
to know was the threat of being hunted down by the hardcore members
of the Ascendants. Even if I told him that I would be alright as
long as they had no idea what I really was, then it wouldn’t
matter.

“I’m not sure how everyone
else may take the news.”

“What? You mean you
haven’t even told Isis or Aqua man yet?”

I shook my head no, flashing him a wry
glance.

He laughed heartily, humoring
himself.

“As long as he doesn’t
show up hanging and swinging like Marquez did then I won’t have a
problem.” Cole warned.

I chuckled lightly reminiscing over
those good times.

“I want to know more about
what’s going on with you too, what this will mean, and if it may be
worth it.”

“What do you mean worth
it?” I looked at him curiously now.

“Meaning, if this is the
direction we as hunters should take in order to prolong and protect
ourselves.”

Now I understood what he was getting
at. I shook my head.

“I don’t think this is the
answer, Cole. Everything has a consequence.” As much as that scared
me to think about, I had to admit it even though I had no clue what
those consequences might involve.

“Yeah and sometimes the
pros can outweigh the cons in the greater scheme of things. I don’t
like the thought of you having to deal with this by
yourself.”

“I’m not…at least, I won’t
be with Gage around.”

“Uh-huh. And what makes
you so sure he’ll stick around?”

I didn’t have an answer for that. More
than likely, he wouldn’t especially since I turned him down
sexually. That much I did know.

Cole sighed heavily and stepped closer
to me. “Anyway, when he does show up, I want to talk to him one on
one about it. I want to know, no…we all as hunters need to know
everything about this. And for future reference, you know better.
There’s nothing that you can tell me that will make me love or
accept you any less. I just want to make sure that you’re careful
and you stay safe. We’re the last ones left from our class.
Regardless of your new found strength and appetite, things could
get even more dangerous for you now.”

He had no idea how close he’d come
with that statement.

Cole hugged me this time. First, it
was a kiss on the forehead the other day and now it was a hug? He
was going to make me cry.

I nodded.

“Same thing goes for you
too.” I mumbled with my face buried in his chest.

He pulled back, looking down at me as
a slow grin pulled at either side of his mouth. “Agreed. She’s
gonna kick my ass for telling you first but Clee and I just found
out that you’re going to be an aunt.”

 


 


An Aunt! I was thrilled and a wee bit
jealous.

Even at twenty four, I felt like my
biological clock was ticking. Most of the few female hunters that
there were usually had their first children by the age of sixteen
in our world. It wasn’t super important to me but it was definitely
a goal at some point. Oh well, being an Aunt was just as
good.

Marq was already at the bar by the
time we headed back downstairs and beside him was a girl I’ve never
seen at the bar before. Thank God they were both wearing
clothes.

The morning crowd, along with their
children, were filtering in for the magic show.

Erian was waving me over to his
cluttered table, which was covered with a few open books and the
remnants of his breakfast.

Erian wasn’t particularly the kind of
guy I pictured Isis with, given her personality. They were
definitely opposites but he treated her like a princess and that
was the most important thing. He was the quiet bookworm on the
outside but he was an extremely powerful Mage that you did not want
to mess with in any way underneath. You’d never know it simply by
looking at him though and that was his best defense.

“What’s up?” I asked,
pulling out a chair and sitting down across from him.

Marq glanced over at me expectantly
but I held up a finger up to signal that I’d be right
over.

That girl was looking at me too. She
was young and very pretty with a mass of golden, shiny tresses
curling down her back. “Nothing new under the sun as they say, with
the exception of all the buzz going around about you guys’
encounter in the last few days.” He said making sure not to mention
the word Nocturna out loud.

 

“Yeah, I think we’ve got
it under control so far. Isis said you wanted to talk to
me?”

“I do. I was a little
puzzled as to why the potion that I gave you didn’t seem to be
taking effect, so I did some research on any potential reasons.” He
began as he thumbed through one of his binders filled with his own
notes.

“Actually, it’s healed
completely already.”

He looked up at me and raised both
brows in surprise. “It did? When?”

“Yesterday but it wasn’t
because of the potion.”

He appeared confused. “No? So, natural
healing ability, I see. I read up on that and the different types
of Nocturna venom.” He pointed to one of the open books with lines
of what looked like rune coding to me.

“Different types of
Nocturna venom?”

“Yeah. There’s several
actually. I think I just didn’t get the right one but I suppose
that’s a good thing then if it’s already healed. There may be some
side effects that could show up later though. I wanted to see if
you wouldn’t mind giving me a blood sample so I could make sure
none of them have or will affect you.”

Blood sample? Wait, maybe the Mages
could work with Gage to try and come up with some sort of a
reversal.

“Side effects? Like what?”
I wanted to know if he was going to say what I already knew to be
true.

He shrugged a shoulder. “I’m not sure.
I’ll know when I look. Would you be willing?”

I thought about it for a moment.
“Yeah, if you think it will help but I do have to tell you
something. In fact, I have to tell all of you something but I’ll
wait until tonight after the kids have left… and maybe after a few
rounds of drinks too.” I joked.

He looked at me quizzically. “Oh,
okay. Well, I’ll stick around for a little bit but I’ll be back
later on tonight to get the sample.”

“Ok, cool. Thanks for all your help, Erian.” I smiled, getting up
and heading over to the bar to help Riza.

“Good Morning.” I smiled
at Marq and the mystery girl.

She smiled back at me, sipping on the
orange juice spritzer sitting in front of her. She appeared to be
close to my age and if I looked at these two from a strangers’
point of view, I’d say that they made a very good-looking
couple.

“Morning.” Marq’s greeting
sounded a little flat and he seemed upset.

Marq was always in a happy-go-lucky,
flirty playboy mood and he literally lit up the room with his
charm, looks, and personality alone.

“You didn’t want
anything?” I asked, seeing that he had no drink in front of
him.

He shook his head no.

“Are you two here
together?” I had to ask.

The girl perked up and answered before
Marq spoke.

“Yes and no.” She gestured
with slender, well-manicured hands. “My name is Anya, and
I’m…

Marq cut his eyes to her and rudely
cut her off. “Just a minute.”

“Are you busy tonight? I
thought maybe we could head into town and get some dinner and a
show.”

I was a bit thrown.
“Tonight?”

“Yes, tonight.” He asked
as if he were expecting me to say no.

“Oh. I can’t.”

I was going to Fin’s
tonight.

His lips were pressed into a tight
line and then he sighed and shook his head. “So when can you pencil
me in?”

I know he wasn’t trying to get an
attitude with me.

“Uh, I’ll just call you
when I get back.”

The girl aggressively re-entered the
conversation, much to Marq’s annoyance. “As I said, I’m Anya. We
haven’t met before but Marquez has told me a lot about you, Kai. I
know you two have been in a relationship for a while, so I came
with him today to meet you and to let you know that even though I
am pregnant with his child, there is nothing else between us that
you should feel worried or threatened by. This is simply an
arrangement and custom of our people because Marquez happens to be
a very virile and eligible bachelor, nothing more.”

Awkward.

I don’t think I’ve ever felt more
uncomfortable in any other situation than I did right
now.

Was that why he brought her
here?

I shifted my gaze to Marq who was
scowling at her though she was smiling at me, nonplussed by his
expression.

Then he turned to me. “Can I talk to
you upstairs?”

I was momentarily still speechless.
“Now?”

“Yes, now. I promise that
I won’t take up too much of your valuable time.”

What the hell was his problem? I
licked my lips and reluctantly waved Riza over to cover a little
longer for me.

 


 


I tried to mentally prepare myself for
this conversation once Marq closed the door behind him.

“Look, Marq, I know it
seems like I’ve been avoiding you lately but I promise you, I’m not
doing it on purpose.” I held my hands up.

“No? Then tell me what’s
going on? You said there wasn’t another guy but Noemi said you
didn’t get back until early this morning.”

“First of all, it’s no
one’s business where I go, when I get back, or who I’m with but for
your piece of mind, there is no other guy. Why are we even having
this conversation? Is that why you brought her here with you? You
thought maybe the fact that you were going to be a father was
making me avoid you?”

“Is it?” he asked, hands
on his hips.

Yes, partly and the first part of what
I said wasn’t necessarily true.

Even though there was nothing between
me and Gage past mutual physical attraction, I didn’t want to
completely rule him out.

I exhaled uncomfortably.

“Not really. There’s some
things going on with me right now that I can’t explain to you just
yet. I’m still trying to figure them out.”

His face softened and he moved over to
me, pulling me in for a hug.

“Well that would explain
why you look and smell slightly different to me. Is it a hunter
thing?” He asked.

Was it that distinct? Well, as long as
it wasn’t bad or offensive, it was going to be something that I’d
have to learn to live with for now.

“Sort of.”

“Well, I’m here and I
care, Kai. You can talk to me.”

“No, I really can’t. Not
about this.” I shook my head and laughed a bit at the reality of
how Marq would react if I just bared my fangs right now and
pretended to want to bite him.

“I know in the beginning
we both agreed to no attachments. But I’m sorry, I can’t keep it to
myself anymore and I think you already know it too.”

He pulled back a bit so that he could
look down at me, his sparkling, jade green eyes searching my
face.

“I messed up and fell in
love, which means that the thought of you being with anyone else,
seeing all those guys constantly flirting with you, and knowing
that we’re from two completely different worlds makes me feel
threatened and possessive.” He went on to explain.

I gaped at him. “Coming from the guy
who always manages to have all the females flirting and vying for
his attention whenever he walks into any room.”

He smiled, flattered and knowing damn
well that I was right.

“And there’s only one out
of all of them that I want.”

His hands went to caress my cheeks,
cupping my face and brushing back my hair and bangs.

“I love you, Kai.” He
whispered in all serious sincerity.

I felt a rush of both panic and
emotion pulling at my heart.

What should I say? I really do care
about Marq but I don’t know if it was genuinely that kind of love
for me. We don’t have a future as a couple for obvious
reasons.

“It’s okay. I don’t expect
you to say it back to me. I’m the one that broke our rule.” He said
softly, leaning down and kissing me tenderly.

When we broke from the meaningful
kiss, I caved.

“Saturday. How about
dinner at your place?”

I had completely surprised him and he
was beaming.

“If you’re serious, it
sounds like a plan.”

“I wouldn’t have said it
if I wasn’t.”

Marq was thrilled and I was excited
too. I’ve always wanted to see where Marq lived and experience his
undersea world.


 



Chapter 21

 


I still hadn’t heard from Gage by the time I rolled out to head
to Fin’s house. Well, I suppose if I had slept with him then I may
have, which disappointed me into thinking that had to be the
reason.

What an asshole.

Fin lived in a large home with a
fantastic view of the ocean. It was set about half a mile back
behind the shop that she owned in a homey strip of various locally
owned shops.

She got a lot of good business from
locals, tourists, and even us non-humans.

I entered through the shop first just
to peruse her latest trinkets and decorative items and the bell
above the door jangled softly, announcing my arrival. The sign said
closed at eight p.m. but there were still quite a few customers
browsing.

“Kai! Hey, give me a
second. You can go on and head to the house. I’ll have one of the
clerks relieve me and I’ll be there in a minute.” Fin waved at me
from the register.

I met her, waiting for her to take
care of the customer who had made a large purchase before
speaking.

“You’re right, business is
booming. I’ll give you more, I love those crystal lotuses over
there.” I smiled and nodded to the set of three that were displayed
on fake lily pads in the front window.

“They’re yours. I’ll wrap
and have them ready before you leave.” She smiled.

Fin was in her thirties in human time
years. If she didn’t really dress the soccer mom part, she could
pass for being around my age. But I suppose with a successful
business, a complete family with a husband and three little ones
all under the ages of ten, she probably didn’t have much time to
devote to being glamorous. “Thanks, Fin. I’ll wait for you though.
Need any help?”

“Nah, I won’t be
long.”

 


Fin had prepared a lentil soup, fruit,
and several different types of vegan style sandwiches for
dinner.

I was far from being a vegan,
especially now, but the entire meal was really tasty. However, my
hunger was far from satisfied and I knew why. Panic began to set
in. What was I going to do? How and where was I going to find a
Nocturna without staking some place out by myself for hours or
pointlessly? I supposed that I could just follow any large crowd of
people anywhere near the port.

After dinner, coloring with the girls,
and serving as a model for various hairstyles involving beaded
clips and ribbons, Fin and I finally settled in her den. She had
already acquired quite of bit of books and newspaper clippings from
the realm of our universes, and had them scattered about the wide
coffee table.

I wondered where she had managed to
get a hold of so many things so quickly but that was a secret. Fin
had her ways and it was what she did best.

“You know I was really
curious about your sudden interest in Aldeur.” Fin began as she sat
down with a platter of herbal tea for us.

“Why’s that?”

“I mean, it’s a really
well-to-do city, sort of a paradise or Utopia if you will, and they
seem to think that they’re better than everyone else. Their
population is exclusive and you have to pass a health and
background screening just to be able to visit if at all. They
really don’t put much out there about their business and city
history.”

“I guess that’s
understandable considering how many of the Ascendants are covertly
running around waiting to find a weak link somewhere. I guess
that’s why they were never overrun or invaded.”

Fin shrugged and sat down. She reached
for a really old newspaper and glanced at it for a moment before
handing it over to me.

“I wasn’t able to gather
much, at least not on short notice anyway. I’ve never been
interested in the history myself at all until you mentioned
it.”

“Well, I was actually more
interested in the Shields of the Citadel. A hunter by the name of
Gage, possibly.” I clarified.

“Gage? Does he have a last
name?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know
it.”

She nodded. “Hmm. Shields of the
Citadel. Very elusive but from what I do remember hearing about
them in close circles, they are a very elite and highly-trained
group of hunters and they’re also very private and close-knit. I
think there’s a bit of Mage blood in their breeding background too.
I’ve got a little bit of information on that here.” She leaned
forward and began to leaf through a stack of papers.

A little bit of Mage blood? Well, that
makes sense then. I knew there was something else to
him.

She found one with an illustration of
a coat of arms that bore a crawling black Jaguar, prowling and
roaring with glowing white eyes, and revolvers crossed in the
background with a staff in the middle of them.

Revolvers. Like the ones that were
strapped to his body underneath his duster that night.

So far, all that he told me he turned
out to be true.

Fin jumped up and raised a finger as
if she had forgotten something when she saw me examine the photo
closely.

“I managed to get a hold
of this several years back. This one is just a replica and I
thought about remaking others like it and selling them but I
changed my mind. I didn’t want to treat a crest like that, real or
not.” Fin picked up a decorated flat box and carefully opened
it.

Curious, I waited for her
to reveal what she was talking about —and
when she did, I gasped in awe.

The mysterious crest of the Phantom
Jaguars live and in person. It was beautiful; about the diameter of
my palm, encrusted with black gems and two glowing white stones for
the eyes. Its jaw hung open menacingly with fangs
exposed.

She handed it to me and I took it
carefully, marveling over it.

“Well, who recreated this
one?” I asked.

She shrugged. “I don’t know. It was a
trade from a trade from a trade. I never know the sources
sometimes.”

“Is it an authentic copy?”
I asked as I turned it in my fingers and admired the stones and
hand carved silver.

“As I know, cosmetically
anyway.” She smiled, “It’s gorgeous, isn’t it? Even though they
were private, the Shields of the Citadel were very well-known,
which made many very curious. Ironically, it’s their constant
elusiveness that actually makes them so popular, especially the
Phantom Jaguars. The Citadel is where their hunters are trained
following their rites of passage after their
12th birthdays. At any rate, you can have that one if you want it.
What’s the story with this Gage anyway? Who is he and where did you
meet him?”

“It’s a long story.” I
sighed.

She grinned. “I see.”

I could already tell what she was
thinking.

“Thanks, Fin. I really
appreciate all of this.” I smiled, excited at having this piece in
my possession. I tucked it safely away in the hidden pocket of my
weapons belt.

“No problem, you’re
welcome. I’m sorry I couldn’t find out much more but I will.” She
said writing down something in a planner, “I look forward to
finding out more myself. I know they’ve been virtually
undefeatable.”

Undefeatable. We had thought we were
too until the invasion. I didn’t have many memories about it, just
stories and flashes here and there. Both Cole and I were too young
at the time to understand what happened and all we were left with
was a chest of supplies, a letter from our parents and other family
members, photos, and our own crest of tigers.

“If I knew where to start,
I’d do some digging on my own too.”

Fin smiled big. “Now either he did
something bad and pissed you off…or you have a serious
crush.”

“Neither.” I
lied.

She didn’t believe me, I already knew
that. It was written all over my face anyway.

“Right. Well, so catch me
up to speed. What all have I missed since I was last out there?”
her eyes lit up when she asked.

“Well, you haven’t missed
that much. Isis has been practicing her gravity magic… never
volunteer and run while you can if she asks. And I just found out
today that Clee and Cole are expecting.” I began to rattle
off.

Fin beamed and then
laughed.

“Thanks for the advice.
I’ll have to send a gift and pay a visit soon now. I’ll bet you’re
excited.”

“Very.” I nodded. “Also,
there’s been Nocturnas running around lately and a few human
corpses have already been discovered by the human authorities, so
I’d advise you guys to be alert and cautious. We caught one
stalking the island a couple of days ago.”

I was going to leave out my ordeal and
the results for now.

She frowned. “On the island? How the
hell did it manage to find it?”

“There was an accidental
gateway opened there but we got it closed.”

Fin’s brows rose. “Accidental, huh?
Bullshit, no such thing as an accidental gateway. That’s not a good
sign. Did you guys get an imprint of the caster before closing
it?”

“I’m sure Clee and Elvie
did but as to any leads, nothing.”

“Hmm. I wonder what
motivated the sudden surge.”

“Your guess is as good as
ours. There’s no telling where or when another one will be
opened.”

“Don’t worry, we’re taking
all precautions and if you guys need any help, just ask. James went
overboard making sure to mark everything both here and at the shop
with wards and protective runes. Even the girls and I are sporting
permanent inking.” Fin laughed.

I smiled. “That’s good. That makes me
feel better.”

I continued to skim through the old
clippings.

“Do you mind if I borrow
some of these to read on my own time? I promise, I’ll take good
care of them.”

“Sure, take your time and
don’t worry about it. It’ll give me an excuse to finally head out
to the bar and see everyone when you want me to get them. Let me
get a water tight container for you.” She offered, getting up and
heading out of the den.

I gently flipped through several of
the pages in Fin’s absence when Gage’s name caught my
eye.

His full name. How coincidental was
this? I smiled to myself when I read it.

Del Croix. His last name
was Del Croix and the only reason it was even listed was because
his family — ruled Aldeur.

Fascinated, I read on. Apparently, his
family had ruled Aldeur for many centuries and he was the last one
to inherit the throne, but he disappeared and was assumed dead over
twenty two years ago according to the date of the article. There
was no other information as to why that was the case
though.

Disappeared? Dead?

The thrill of knowing just that wee
bit more about him was exciting, if this was him. I didn’t doubt
that it wasn’t though.

It had to be because everything was
adding up.

His wealth and his sub-domina, and he
did say that he was from the Shields of the Citadel. I remembering
him saying that he had exiled himself shortly after he had been
bitten and began to change.

He disappeared over twenty two years
ago and his daughter was already a grown young woman. He didn’t
even get the chance to bond with her at all. That was
horrible.

Thinking about his tragedy made me
think of my own to come. I too would be frozen at twenty four. Even
though most of us had lifespans of nearly two hundred years, I’d be
watching Cole and all of my other friends, even my niece or nephew
grow old and eventually die while I still lived on.

That consequence was a harsh one to
accept but it was inevitable. Imagining all of it brought on a
welling of tears to my eyes that completely caught me off
guard.


 



Chapter 22

 


The sharp, sweet tang of a Nocturna hit me on my way back to my
docked Quadski about a quarter of a mile from the Los Muertos port.
The scent was slightly different in aroma though and it made me
stop abruptly. I turned to follow the scent in the breeze, inhaling
deeply, only to be tortured again by my growing hunger. Even among
the large crowd of humans, I knew where it was coming from. I took
two steps in that direction, adrenaline beginning to take over my
logical senses. I was a different kind of hunter on the hunt this
time but I couldn’t risk it with so many humans milling
around.

If I killed and fed tonight then I
could possibly prevent several human deaths too.

There!

My eyes snapped to lock on my food
source but all I could make out was a petite female with jet black
hair before she ducked and darted into the crowd. Switching into my
infrared vision, I followed her blue signature until she merged
into a crowd of humans and disappeared with them into a night club
a few blocks away.

I should have chased after her or even
waited her out, but there were far too many eyes out here and in
there, both locals and authorities. Besides, it would have been a
challenge to avoid making a scene and showing my fangs, feeling
them at full length already.

I waited for about fifteen minutes
before reluctantly and with much aggravation, deciding to just head
home.

Gage was right. Not feeding was making
me feel violent and weaker by the minute even after the huge meal
that I devoured at Fin’s place. My body was on fire, filled with a
combination of bestial hunger and desire.

It was close to closing time, thank
goodness but Erian was still at the bar. He was all-set and about
to pack up and head home though by the time I got back. Both he and
Isis noted my sweating and trembling with concern but I told him it
was because I was starving…for food.

I wasn’t much into being social
tonight, heading straight up to my apartment when he was done. The
two vials of blood that he had taken felt like half of my body
weight. Now, I was nauseous, hungry, weak, and going insane with
the need to fight and kill.

Once the patrons and kitchen staff had
cleared out, I took that moment of privacy to lean into the
industrial fridge in the main kitchen. The cool air was exquisite
on my bare skin and it helped a little. I debated for a long time
what drinking blood from the meat packs would do for me. Something
was better than nothing, right?

Cole was the last to leave and I know
he was lingering on purpose. I wished he would just go already
because I didn’t want him to see me create a blood cocktail for
myself and then watch me toss it back.

“I’m about to head home.
Everything good here?” Cole peeped his head into the
kitchen.

I nodded and mumbled without turning
around, still half inside the freezer and still eyeballing all of
the red meat.

“Yeah.
G’night.”

It was hard to sound normal through my
fangs while shaking insatiably.

“I called a meeting with
just the usual gang tomorrow night but if you’re not ready to
introduce him or reveal anything yet, I’ll cancel.”

“No. It’s fine. Tomorrow
is good.” I quickly agreed.

I heard Cole’s footsteps slowly
approaching me.

“What are you looking
for?” He asked.

“Nothing.” I said, spying
a value sized box of popsicles with little interest.

“Are you sure you’re
alright? You’re shaking and you look a little pale and sweaty.” He
commented and then he paused when I turned to face him. His eyes
were immediately drawn to my fangs.

My brows furrowed in agitation. “Stop
looking at me like that!” I snapped, quickly turning away from
him.

He chuckled teasingly though wonder
and curiosity sparkled in his eyes.

“Sorry. I haven’t seen
them yet. You don’t look bad at all, it’s cute. In fact, you look
like an authentic Tiger now…sort of. But I’m gonna assume that
because they’re out right now…” He began, staring at me intently as
if I were some sort of deadly weirdo.

“Damnit, Cole. I said I
was alright!” I cut him off with a heavy sigh of irritation,
quickly shutting the freezer door but not before grabbing a
Popsicle for myself.

It would do nothing for me except to
keep me cool, maybe.

Cole paused, silent and observing me
when I crossed the kitchen, tearing open the wrapper forcefully,
jamming the Popsicle into my mouth, and heading back out into the
main bar room.

“Okay then. Call me if
something comes up.” Cole gave up, not wanting to deal with my
growing attitude and finally leaving.

After locking up behind him, I sunk
down onto a barstool with my head in my hands in despair, wondering
what I was going to do.

This was the second negative
consequence of this new, supposedly elevated metamorphosis. I never
had to worry about becoming weak or feeling a fierce hunger like
this as a regular Hybrid Hunter. I was always ready both mentally
and physically to fight and simply function. Having to hunt for
sustenance was a huge risk in itself each and every time and not
because of the physical danger. It was the danger of being
remembered and later recognized if any got away, just like what
happened to Gage. The Nocturna fearing him, fearing us as a threat
and as cannibals, was not enough.

And what happens when the supply runs
out and there are no more around?

I sighed heavily. I had no idea what
to do and how to do it.

My plan had been to have a
drink or two and some cheesecake, give Marq a call for an
all-nighter, and then look over the papers on Aldeur and the
Phantom Jaguars that Fin gave me afterwards —not necessarily all in that order. It would have been a
great late night if I were still normal.

Fuck it.

I was going out to hunt. I had no
other choice. This hunger was going to literally kill me if I
didn’t do something about it soon. But would I have enough strength
to go up against one or more Nocturna? Only one way to find
out.

I headed back up to my apartment to
change and gear up.

Twinkie watched me from the window
sill in my living room. He finally ceased his hissing and growling
whenever I got too close to him once he realized that I was still
in charge of his food and of course, that I was obviously still
myself.

I left the overhead light on in my
kitchen and headed back downstairs…slowing down when I hit the
third to the last step.

I actually began to scent Gage before
I saw him. Nevertheless, seeing him again managed to stop me dead
in my tracks. My heart began to pound faster.

God, how does he keep getting hotter
and hotter every time I laid eyes on him? He was sharp, clean, and
model-worthy in his casual black slacks and burgundy red button
down shirt, left untucked with the sleeves rolled up his forearms
partway.

Did he ever just wear baggy or torn
jeans and a casual t-shirt with the exception of when he
hunted?

The expression on his gorgeous face
was a reprimanding one. He seemed both upset and glad to see me at
the same time, leaning back in one of the chairs as if he’d been
patiently waiting on me to come back down. A gallon-sized black jug
sat in the middle of the table next to him.

My mouth instantly watered at the
sight before the smell and realization of what it was hit me. My
muscles twitched, wanting to make a dive for it in
desperation.

Did he come out here just to bring me
some Nocturna blood?

I was beyond grateful with relief at
the gesture and I was sure that he expected me to be shocked. Even
though I felt it, I forced myself to hide my genuine pleasant
surprise at his unexpected appearance.

“How long have you been
here?” I asked first.

“I just arrived. Going
hunting?” He was smiling as he took in my entire
ensemble.

I crossed the room towards him
slowly.

“Maybe.”

“Find out what you were
looking for?” he then asked in an accusatory tone.

My brows furrowed, wondering what he
was talking about until it dawned on me. The chagrin that almost
began to settle on me was quickly replaced by anger and
annoyance.

“How long have you been
following and watching me?”

He sat forward, a cocky grin on his
face.

“Not long after you rudely
left without a word to anyone.”

“I figured it was best.
Speaking of rude, have you been spying on me this whole time?” I
scowled, stomping as I took the last few strides that brought me
right in front of him with my fist on my hip.

“That’s hypocritical of
you considering the documents in your current possession.” He
calmly countered, remaining seated and looking up at me.

Flustered and growing angry with him,
I began to stumble over my words at first.

Then I smiled confidently.

“That’s public
information.” I calmed a bit, still feeling as if I’d been caught
doing something wrong

He held up his hand with something
pinched between his fingers but his eyes never left mine. The
glittering object drew my eyes to it and I felt a knot of tension
begin to twist in my gut.

“And this…is a sacred
symbol.”

He was holding the mock Phantom Jaguar
crest pin that Fin gave to me.

I struggled for words, quickly growing
infuriated at his audacity and wanting to lunge for and snatch it
away from him. I had a feeling that I wasn’t going to get it
back.

“Sacred? It isn’t even
real! How dare you rifle through my private things!” I defended. I
was livid.

He raised a brow and stood up, leaving
barely a foot in between us, and gazed down at me. Irritation was
clearly forming on his face now but I could care less.

“I didn’t rifle through
anything. It was out in plain sight and I should be the one who’s
offended here. This cheap knock-off is blasphemous. This crest is
not a novelty piece to be replicated for profit let alone in the
hands of anyone who doesn’t belong to the Phantom Jaguars. I won’t
even ask where you got it…I don’t care.” He said flatly, squeezing
it into his fist and crushing the pin into nothing more than
glitter and dust right in front of me.

He let it sift from between his
fingers like falling salt, completely destroyed, and then his eyes
were burning into mine with the heat of a looming
confrontation.

He probably already knew where I got
it and if he even so much as thought about approaching Fin for any
reason, he was going to have to deal with me personally.

Anger instantly rippled through me
like rushing magma and I swear that daggers could have shot
straight out of my eyes. I was pissed and appalled at his
nerve.

“Replication and imitation
happens to be one of the most common means of flattery, haven’t you
ever heard of that?”

“You can’t replicate honor
and greatness.” He stated firmly and then narrowed his eyes at
me.

I gaped at him.

“You arrogant son of a
bitch! Who the fuck are you to be stalking me, going through the
shit in my apartment, and telling me what I can and can’t
have?”

His eyes began to swirl and change
colors but it didn’t scare me in the least. The way I was feeling
right now, I could totally kick his ass, weak from hunger or
not.

“You can have anything you
want, however, I consider that piece of costume jewelry to be a
blatant insult and mockery.”

His tone never rose above the calm
octave that it had been in the beginning despite his expression. I
was the only one who was yelling and I didn’t give a damn at this
point. I couldn’t believe him!

“Well I don’t! Sneaking
around and going through people’s personal belongings is something
that can get your ass severely kicked real fast around here! You’re
not in Aldeur anymore, Gage Del Croix.” I pointed a finger at him
and I meant to sound vindictive.

The level-headed cockiness and all
neutrality quickly faded from his face.

I think I had touched a very sensitive
nerve with that one — that much was obvious as a sharp glimmer of
light flashed abruptly in his eyes. More than likely it was the
Mage blood in him. That would explain his ability to also hypnotize
and control as well as teleport.

He stepped right up on me, closing
that last foot between us and towering over me at about six foot
two to my five four. I braced myself, despite my weakening state
and the torture of being so close yet unable to consume the blood
he brought.

I swiftly reached up and over my
shoulder for the handle of my katana behind me but Gage’s reaction
was superfast and his hands were nothing more than a
blur.

Before I even realized what happened,
my katana was skidding across the cement floor with a clatter, and
he was subduing me with an arm across my chest and neck, my back
pressed against him in a restraining hold.

If I wasn’t so weak right now, I could
have taken him easily.

“Do you really think I’d
fight you at all let alone in the condition that you’re in? You’re
trembling like a frightened Chihuahua.” He whispered sharply into
my ear.

The heat and feel of his body against
mine and his lips nearly brushing my ear when he spoke sent sparks
of arousal shooting off in all directions like fireworks inside of
me, just like last night.

Gripping onto the arm that he had
locked across my upper chest, and throat in a sorry attempt to
wrestle myself away from him, I cursed and huffed angrily, annoyed
that he was right.

“It isn’t fright and I
didn’t plan to fight you until you stepped up to and bucked at me
first!”

“Provocation was obviously
your intent.”

“Provocation? Because I
know your name and I had a much wanted copy of your sacred crest?
Or because you’re still holding a grudge from last
night?”

He loosened his hold on me
slightly.

“A grudge? Beautiful and
pretentious, aren’t we? A little bit of respect is all I ask.
Though there are some things that are none of your business, if
there’s something that you want to know about me then ask me
directly. That’s usually how two people get to know one another.”
He spoke close to my ear again.

Leaning forward, I jerked and writhed
against his hold even more aggressively than before until he
finally let me go.

I took a few steps away from him, both
irritated and hyped with adrenaline. I eyed the bottle on the table
again and reflexively licked my lips, swallowing hard.

“Respect? That goes both
ways.” I reminded him sternly.

Gage was not someone I wanted to make
an enemy out of for more reasons than the obvious. I didn’t want to
need him or anyone for any reason and I think that was a major part
of my problem.

My fangs had already extended a long
time ago in response and I hadn’t even been aware of
them.

He paused and sighed, his calm
demeanor returning with ease.

“If you’re done trying to
pick a fight that you won’t win with me, then maybe I’ll forgive
you and let you have what you’re desperately needing right now.” He
referred to the jug of blood.

I glared at him and laughed
sarcastically at his remark, pointing dramatically to myself with
raised brows. “That I won’t win? Fuck you! I don’t need that damned
blood!”

He pursed his lips, trying very hard
to maintain his own decorum but it didn’t matter to me.

“You won’t come back
unharmed or at all if you venture out in your condition.” He
replied plaintively and then he turned to reach for the jug,
hooking an index finger through the handle and holding it out to
me.

“What do you care?” I
snapped, still seething and my breathing was erratic as if I’d just
run a marathon.

He drew out another long sigh, trying
to maintain his patience as his eyes began to shift back into their
beautiful hazel hue.

“Get over your pride and
self-righteous reluctant fear of having to feed from another being,
Kai. You do it anyway whenever you dine on steak, pork, or chicken.
This is not much different and I told you that you’ll need to keep
yourself satiated. There’s no other way around it.” He stated
carefully.

I snatched the jug from him
ungratefully, practically breaking the neck of the glass bottle
with my bare hands when I removed the cap and brought it shakily to
my lips.

Not wasting another second, I began to
drink voraciously.
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The effect of the sweet, cold, and deliciously satisfying
Nocturna blood was like a potent, honey-infused aphrodisiac sliding
smoothly down my throat. With each swallow, the blood quickly
traveled and spread throughout my body, filling each vein to
appease the thirst that nearly made me delirious with rage and
weakness.

Like a starving baby, I cooed with
satisfaction, almost forgetting that Gage was still standing in
front of me, watching me make a desperate and gluttonous fool out
of myself.

My cooing quickly turned into
pre-orgasm moaning as a continuous ribbon of the icy, silken liquid
dribbled and slid slowly down my chin, my neck, and curved towards
the space in between my breasts.

Once I drained the last drop from the
nozzle of the jug, Gage grabbed me and pulled me forcefully against
his body, hoisting me up and pulling my legs around his
waist.

I carelessly dropped the jug without
another thought as a passionate animalistic cry involuntarily
escaped my throat.

The warmth of his mouth landed
hungrily against the exposed flesh above just above my nipple. He
yanked down my shirt to get it all, taking it upon himself to take
care of the residual. Fervently, he cleanly lapped up all traces of
Nocturna blood that had snaked down my chest, nibbling and eagerly
sucking his way up to the hollow of my throat. Tilting my head back
with his fingers in my hair near the nape of my neck, he continued
on up to my chin.

My mouth was already open, wailing at
the intense pleasure that simply feeling his mouth against my skin
gave. Gripping my hair, he held me still and took full control,
kissing me fierce and deep. His tongue entered first and he
wantonly devoured my entire mouth, bottom lip and all as if I had
the antidote to reversing this curse hidden in near my
tonsils.

This time, I wasn’t going to hold back
and stop him.

Desire and gratification had been
building up for way too long in my attraction to him. My entire
body felt charged, alive and invigorated after consuming the
blood.

Tearing at and peeling his shirt open,
I ran my fingers over the hardness of his muscular chest. His skin
was smooth and hot beneath my hands, making me anticipate the
literal feel of every inch of him. Grazing my nails over his
shoulders and across his chest made him groan deeply into my mouth
and I tightened my thighs around his waist to grind myself against
him.

He turned, laying me down on the table
and tore away the button and zipper of my form fitting
jeans.

Panting, I unhooked my weapons belt
and began to lift my shirt and take it off but he stopped
me.

Straightening, he began to unbuckle
his belt.

A single brow of curiosity and caution
rose as I propped myself up on my arms, waiting to see all of
him.

Without a word and desire burning
wildly in his eyes, he reached around me and I felt him wrapping
his belt taut around both of my wrists, binding them
together.

I’m all for trying new things and a
bit of kink here and there but being that I really didn’t know
Gage, it made me a somewhat a bit uncomfortable.

“What the hell are you
doing?” I breathlessly asked, wincing as he pulled it once more to
secure it.

Vulnerable, yet still very much turned
on by his aggressive initiation, I attempted to break free from my
bound wrists with no luck.

Keeping his eyes on mine, I wondered
if he were working some magic when they began to fade into that
gorgeous periwinkle blue hue again.

“You need to redirect and
expend that dangerously volatile energy and put that foul mouth of
yours to a more constructive use.” He replied in a lustful low but
forceful tone close to my lips. His barely grazed mine when he
spoke, causing a rush of desire to explode deep in my belly. Then,
his mouth covered mine completely and he kissed me hard, his tongue
spearing its way towards the back of my mouth. He worked his tongue
to purposefully flick and curl over mine. It was as if he were
trying to make me submit to his dominance by pinning it to the roof
of my mouth while he held free range to explore and
stimulate.

Pulling away from the kiss, I gasped
for breath and cried out passionately when he completely ripped my
shirt free from me in one jerk, my lace bra barely covering the
tips of my hardened nipples.

I huffed and simpered, “— And now
here’s the part where you shove me down to my knees and start
unzipping your pants. Don’t act as if you’ve never been cursed out
by a female before.” I tried to sound angry but it came out as more
of an encouraging urgency because my heart was racing with
anticipatory desire.

He licked his lips and flashed a
heart-stopping, deviant grin.

Okay, I admit that I was really
digging his aggressive, take- charge flow but that soon changed
quickly when he began to twist and roll my shirt up… and then he
gagged me with it. He secured it around my head despite my wild
resistance and my protests became nothing more than muffled squeaks
and grunts.

Then he leaned in close to my ear with
a sly grin, “That part will come later. You’re only going to get
away with teasing me once.” He whispered gruffly.

I was panting, crying out once his
warm tongue flicked over each throbbing nipple. Then his entire
mouth covered each one alternately, nibbling and sucking while
pressing the tip of his tongue around and over each bud
firmly.

Bound and gagged, Gage began to
unbutton his slacks. Refraining from pulling them off just yet but
clearly ready for action. He proceeded to remove my boots and then
literally ripped my form fitting jeans into two complete halves,
right off of me.

The very act ignited a new burst of
arousal that made me shudder and I wailed as his hands stroked my
bare thighs.

Then, he lifted me up, carrying me
from the table while kissing me hard, and walked us over to the bar
counter where he propped me partly onto a barstool. I used my bound
hands behind me to hold myself steady, wondering what he planned to
do when he began to slowly work his mouth all the way down the
length of my body.

I was too busy wailing and shivering,
completely consumed by passion to give any thought to the
possibility of anyone unlocking the door and walking in on us. No
one except for Cole, Isis, Jax, Clee, and Riza would be able to
anyway but the rule was they had to call and let me know
first.

Gage was kneeling down in front of me
now, running his index finger down the center of my lace panties
from front to back, stopping to hook his finger through, pull the
material down, and press a hard knuckle against me. He slowly
rolled it forward and up, making me nearly collapse with
ecstasy.

I cried out, trembling and panting
when he finally ripped my panties away as if they had been made of
thin tissue paper.

Feeling his mouth on the inner part of
my thighs made me writhe out of control. My automatic reflex wanted
badly to participate by grabbing his hair or something to encourage
him but I couldn’t. It was like torture for me and he knew
that.

Not being able to say anything
coherent didn’t help either but I think hearing me whine and
whimper beneath the cloth was probably somewhat of a turn on for
him too.

When his warm tongue slid down and up,
probing, exploring, and ultimately slipping inside of me…I lost all
control. Throwing my head back, I let out a loud, though muffled,
pleasure filled squeal.

There was nothing slow or tender about
the way he worked his tongue either, and all I can say is that he
should seriously consider patenting it.

Thrashing in both pleasure and the
frustration of not being able to touch or pleasure him while he
dined on me enthusiastically, made my knees buckle. He kept me
still and propped though with both hands caressing my ass. I was
quivering, steadily racing towards a quickly mounting and powerful
climax, so I began to work my wrists in an attempt to free my
hands.

Gage was relentless and non-stop,
savoring and tasting every inch of me while his hands took care of
every other sensitive part of my body. The ache of badly wanting to
feel him deep inside of me was excruciating, the throbbing need
becoming almost unbearable.

I glanced down at him. He was watching
me, gauging my reaction and the level of pleasure he was able to
force out of me via my eyes.

Then he stood up and pulled my shirt
from around my mouth, letting it hang around my neck. I caught
sight of the slightly pink, rounded tip of his glorious, rigid, and
exceptionally well-endowed cock extending slightly above his navel,
waiting to be freed and immersed.

He kissed me hard again, forcing me to
taste myself on his lips while he lifted me up by my ass and ground
his hard as steel erection into the most tender, swollen, and
throbbing parts of me.

I waited for him to untie my hands but
he didn’t and I hoped he would leave the gag off.

I could hear his slacks rustling. He
was finally sliding them down and the thought of feeling him inside
of me was more than I could stand.

Through all of my own panting,
wailing, squealing, crying out loud, and Gage’s moaning and
succulent devouring of me, another sound caught my ears. One that
was all too familiar.

At first, I had thought…or rather
hoped that the faucet behind the bar had begun to leak slowly but I
knew better.

Out of my periphery, about several
feet from both of us, a pool of water began to form and churn,
slowly rising from the cement floor…

Aw hell!


 



Chapter 24

 


The outline remained in water form but it was crystal clear who
it was. What was he doing here? How had he gotten in? He usually
called before he just showed up like this. Was he checking up on
me?

Annoyed and afraid of what was about
to happen, I squirmed to try to break free of the belt.

Gage sensed Marq’s presence too and
the look in his eyes automatically flashed to predatory and ready
to fight.

Marq hadn’t fully materialized into
flesh form yet and my eyes completely bugged when I realized
why.

As soon as Gage stood and turned
around, a sliver of water whipped out like a thin, deadly, round
blade and nicked him across his chest and shoulder.

Gage grunted, not expecting that
attack and he instantly winked out of sight as if he had been
nothing more than a holographic image. Panicked, my eyes darted to
every corner of the room for him.

“Gage, wait! Don’t go!” I
called out despite Marq’s accusatory glare.

What could I say? What could I do? I
was standing here stark naked with my hands tied behind my back and
Gage’s face had been buried between my legs. What was going on here
was obvious and there was no need to even attempt an excuse or
lie.

“Marq, stop, don’t do
this!”

Marq slowly morphed into flesh form
and the heat of anger in his eyes was something that I’ve never
seen before.

“I thought you said there
was no other guy?” His teeth were clenched and jealousy was brewing
behind his eyes, making them appear more sinister and dark green
than usual.

He took a step towards me but not
before he was grabbed and tossed by an invisible force as if he
weighed nothing.

I screamed as Marq went sailing across
the room, colliding with the wall and sliding down into a crumpled
heap. He groaned, disoriented with a hand to his head and on his
hands and knees before he slowly started to rise again.

Even though there was a line of dark
crimson across Gage’s collar bone and shoulder, it didn’t seem to
bother or faze him. He was swiftly on him again, locking him in a
hold similar to the one that he had on the Nocturna. Marq was
wearing clothes and of all times I wished that he hadn’t. I
seriously doubted that Gage would have laid a hand on him if he had
been completely naked.

“No! Gage, stop! He’s a
friend!”

I tried to verbally intervene,
remembering how easily he had broken the Nocturnas’ neck that
night.

“A friend?” Marq sneered
at me.

Marq transformed into his water form
again and slid out of Gage’s hold with ease, leaving him soaking
wet from the neck down.

Gage was definitely not expecting that
and he was on his feet in a flash, waiting for the water form began
to raise up and take shape once again. Another blade of water was
forming in Marq’s hand but he remained in water form on
purpose.

“No!” I screamed out at
Marq, shimming myself down from the barstool, almost tripping with
my hands still tied behind my back, and my shirt still scarfed
around my neck. I quickly ran over to them as awkward as it was for
me, being that I was completely nude. At least I had both of their
complete attentions right now.

“Take this off.” I ordered
Gage, referring to the belt around my wrists.

He was hesitant and still very ticked
off as he rubbed the last of the blood from his cut.

Reluctantly, while keeping his eyes on
Marq, he moved behind me.

“You stay put.” I stared
Marq down once he took flesh form again. He was
seething.

“Who is he? Now I’m just a
friend to you? Tell me something, how did my dick taste?” Marq took
a shot at Gage while grabbing at his crotch to make his
point.

I was mortified.

I felt Gage tense and start to go for
Marq again. Thank God my hands were free and I had been able to
grab onto him to stop him. This would go a lot smoother for me if I
had clothes on.

“Don’t go there and start
something else, Marq!” I warned.

My shirt wouldn’t have been long
enough. I spied Gage’s button down lying on the table where we
started and debated leaving them to potentially kill each other
while I went to put it on.

“Could I use your shirt?”
I asked Gage, crossing my arms over my chest. It was more to get
his attention away from Marq.

He didn’t move right away, a murderous
glint remained in his eyes as he and Marq stared each other down.
Finally, he turned to retrieve his shirt for me.

“Since when do you just
show up and how did you get in anyway?” I asked Marq.

“Since you never answered
your cell phone I took a chance to check here first, thinking that
you might be asleep. Your bathroom window was slightly open again.
I just wanted to be with you tonight. You lied to me.” He defended
and then accused.

“Clearly, she’s moved on
to better and much bigger things.” Gage said draping his shirt over
my shoulders.

I immediately slipped my arms into the
sleeves and buttoned a few buttons. The shirt hung down to my
mid-thigh and smelled heavenly, like Gage.

“I didn’t lie to you.” I
sighed with a hand to my forehead.

This wasn’t going to go well. I needed
to talk to Marq alone.

I turned to Gage, “Give us
a minute? Please, don’t leave or disappear. My apartment door
upstairs is unlocked — and watch out for
Twinkie. His growl is much worse than his bite. He was probably a
chicken in a past life.” I told him.

Gage glared contritely at Marq before
kissing me passionately in front of him on purpose and then he took
his time walking up the stairs.

Once my apartment door closed behind
him, Marq turned his attention back to me with hands on his hips.
Though he had calmed a bit, his jaw was still working.

“I’ve never seen him
before. Who is he?”

“He’s new in town and he’s
a hunter too.” I wasn’t going to mention the hybrid Nocturna thing
we both shared.

Marq looked at me and straightened at
the mention of that and what it meant. A brief sadness of rejection
passed behind his mesmerizing green eyes. He flinched ever so
slightly as if those words had stabbed him in the heart just to
hear.

“So you’ve pinned the new
member rules and welcoming committee in between your legs now, I
see.”

I glared at him this time. He was hurt
and I could understand how upsetting the scene was to him but I
didn’t invite him over.

“Don’t make this turn
ugly.”

It wasn’t rejection though, not to me.
It was more than attraction too. It was compatibility and he knew
it.

Call me selfish or a slut but I didn’t
want to lose what I had with Marq over this either, though I may
not have a choice.

He gestured a hand at my wrists and
added, “You never let me tie you up but you’ve tied me up plenty of
times. I’ve never wanted to murder someone so bad in my life and
now I can’t get that image out of my head. I don’t even want to
think about what’s going to happen when I leave but my guess is
that you’re not going to ask him to leave, are you?”

I hesitated before finally
shaking my head no.

He closed his eyes, sighing angrily in
disappointment before turning away from me.

A long silence hung between us before
he spoke again.

I didn’t even know what to say to
him.

“I guess I can’t be mad at
you. It would be hypocritical of me.” He finally said.

That was true but I still felt bad
that he had to witness it. I don’t think I could have handled
walking in on Marq and Anya either.

“It just happened. It
wasn’t something we planned. There are some things that I do want
and need to tell you but not right now.” That didn’t seem to be
convincing enough for him.

“I guess it’s safe to say
that Saturday night is off then.” He turned back around to face
me.

“No. Why would it
be?”

He bit his lip. “I think we should
postpone it for now. It would be a lot easier on me. I’ll let you
know when. I’ll leave through the front door.” He said flatly
heading down the stone stairwell towards the front
entrance.

I watched him go, hearing the locks
clicking, and then the door opened before I could even move. I felt
like a two-timing bitch but how could I cheat on Marq when there
was no actual committed relationship established?

“Wait! Marq!” I called
out, racing down the steps after him.

I expected him to already be out the
door and gone but he wasn’t, in fact, he backed up slowly and
slammed the door, locking it once again.

His face was still serious but
wide-eyed once I reached the bottom landing and that observation
immediately made me go rigid with concern.

“What? What is it?” I
asked, frantically searching his face.

I couldn’t decide on taking his
expression as enough of a warning or opening the door to have a
look for myself.

He turned to me and held up a finger,
“I’m gonna go out on a limb and assume that you’re not expecting
several guests for some sporadic get together or to complete an
orgy that you two have started, are you?”

Annoyed at Marq’s smart-assed comment
and what he was really trying to inform me of, adrenaline began to
pump wildly through my veins and heat began to simmer to the
surface of my skin from my core. Another reflex action and I didn’t
even have to ask what he was talking about. Gage was already at the
top landing and my teeth began to elongate.
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Turning
my face away from Marq, I bolted back up the
stairs and past Gage.

“I’ve gotta cut them off
at the pass. I don’t want this place being discovered by them!” I
said quickly, racing up the stairs to my apartment.

“I’ll see who, what, and
how many we’re dealing with.” Gage called out to me.

Charging through my apartment door,
the first thing I did was grab my cell phone, sending out the
emergency code in a mass text to everyone else. Then, I quickly
changed and gathered extra ammo clips. My sword and weapons belt
were still downstairs.

Marq met me in my doorway as I darted
out.

“What do you need me to
do...” He began but trailed off and paused when he caught sight of
my fangs.

Damn. I didn’t have time to conceal or
explain anything. The look on his face was enough but even he knew
that this wasn’t the time to comment further.

I was down the stairs in a flash,
racing down the stairwell and out the front door when Gage suddenly
appeared in front of me with primal hunger raging in his eyes. I
could only imagine what mine looked like right now too.

“How many Nocturna?” I
asked him.

“Seven. The good news is
they arrived by boat not an open gateway, but they didn’t arrive
because they knew your bar was here —at
least for now they don’t. They’re after another one, a female
Nocturna who seems to be running from them for some reason. She
must have swam ashore, she’s soaking wet.” He informed me
quickly.

I was confused. “I’ve got backup
coming.”

“We don’t need it. Here’s
your chance to stock up.” Gage assured me.

I turned to see Marq behind us, still
stunned by the revelation of what he was seeing.

“Kai…” He began
slowly.

“I’ll explain later, Marq.
I don’t want you to get hurt though, so stay put.” I said,
beginning to unlock the door.

“They can’t hurt me. I can
help.” He replied.

“No. We’ve got
this.”

Gage disappeared again.

“I’m not gonna stand here
like a little girl while you’re out there fighting and risking
getting hurt yourself.”

Why? Because I allowed myself to get
hurt already not long ago? I didn’t verbalize that.

Instead, I sighed angrily. “Look at me
Marq.” I flashed my fangs, which stopped and mesmerized him with
both esteem and a hint of fear.

“Trust me, I’m not going
to get hurt. I’d just really prefer that you stay here and guard
the bar for me, if you don’t mind.”

I was adamant about him staying behind
or leaving altogether. The thought of him seeing what I’ve become
and watching me feed was absolutely not going to happen if I could
help it. He was thinking of the fact that I was bitten, that much I
could guess. He sighed and hesitated after studying my face
carefully and then he barely nodded.

“Lock yourself in and
don’t open it for anyone. I have the keys.” I quickly said, opening
the door and slipping out swiftly.

I could hear Marq locking the door
behind me.

I know it was completely out of
context and not the time for it, but I couldn’t help but pout
internally against the raging fight that began to consume and take
over my instincts and control.

This was the second time
the mood had been stamped out but this time, it wasn’t my doing or
fault. I suppose maybe the third time would be a charm
—if there would be a third time. I guess Gage and
I just weren’t meant to connect physically.

 


 


Darting from darkened corner to
darkened corner and hiding among the foliage and bushes, I scanned
the landscape, noting each heat and cold signature with my infrared
vision. Hiding was pointless I know, because Nocturna could scent
and see anything with a heat signature in pitch darkness no matter
where you went. Where was Gage and where was this runaway Nocturna?
Was this a set-up?

I didn’t know but I’d better treat it
like one just in case.

When the first curse, snort, and howl
rang out, I knew that Gage had already taken one down.

One Nocturna had been
enough but there were seven this time and it was just me and Gage.
However, this time, they had no idea just what they’d be
facing —at least not until Gage had
attacked first.

Even though they couldn’t see the bar,
the hint of something magical hidden by the wards gave away the
fact that other supernatural beings were here, somewhere. It also
meant that they could be lurking anywhere as a precaution. It was
best to flush them out or find this girl first since they
apparently wanted her bad enough to trespass so
cavalierly.

She’d make a great hostage or
ransom.

It took me less than five minutes to
traverse the landscape about a mile from the bar’s entrance.
Following the sound and the smell, I was horrified to see three
male Nocturna nearly dog-piled on top of Gage at once. He had
clearly been overpowered or even blindsided for that
matter.

One of them had a strange looking
weapon that resembled an axe and he was taking the opportunity to
strike from behind while Gage was distracted. Several carcasses of
Nocturna, had already been viciously ripped apart by Gage, and
their parts were strewn about the ground several yards
away.

He appeared hurt and slightly dazed
but he was still fighting with ferocity. A dart of some kind was
sticking out of his bare, heaving and glistening chest. The
Nocturna had darts too? I thought those didn’t faze him?

Proceeding with caution instead of
head on was probably the most logical thing to do but that didn’t
even occur to me once I saw that Gage was in trouble.

Fierce and feral instinct took over.
Wanting to protect my turf and help Gage fueled the tigress in me
more so than the hunger, and it was as if she were trying to take
me over completely.

I didn’t even bother with my katana or
any of my weapons for that matter. I sprinted straight for the one
who was about to deliver a possible killing blow to Gage, and I
made it just in time to catch his arm as he swung down.

I struck in rapid succession, my
martial arts training being my second nature; disarm first, subdue,
and then take them down at any cost.

—One direct and crushing
hit to the ribs just below the armpit resulted in a loud, distinct,
and firm crack.

He twisted, snarling in
pain.

—A swift jab beneath his
armpit completely dislocated his shoulder and his arm went
limp.

—And finally, a powerful
quick chop and twist broke his arm at the elbow, causing him to
drop the weapon completely.

Diving sideways with a round-house
back kick, the heel of my boot crunched hard into the jaw of the
one who tried to come to his aid. I guess he thought he’d surprise
me by thinking I hadn’t seen, felt, or heard him move.

Gage heaved upward with an angry roar
of fury and burst of strength, taking on the one that held his arm
with a hard slam of his elbow straight into his nose, destroying it
on impact.

I rode the one with the broken arm
down to the ground, twisting his neck and wasting no time sinking
my fangs in deep to rip out a large chunk of flesh. He convulsed,
his body spasmed as blood bubbled and oozed from the gaping wound.
I took a few gulps just as the other Nocturna that I kicked away
recovered and grabbed me around the neck, jerking me off of him
roughly.

He aimed a handgun to my head, which
was equipped with an identical dart to the one they shot Gage
with.

Snatching his wrist, breaking it, and
jerking his hand away from me, I jumped to my feet and reached up
and behind me to grab him around his head. I used him as leverage
to swing upwards and lift myself completely over him in one clean,
acrobatic move that left him confused and enraged. Once I was
behind him, I brought a foot up between his legs and the soft
crunch made him groan and hack. Not wasting a second, I delivered a
crushing stomp on the inner part of his knee that brought him down
fully on one broken kneecap.

I was on his back in a blink, biting
down into the nape of his neck all the way to his spine and tearing
out a huge, ragged hole. He bucked and screamed in panic and when
he turned to try and throw me off of him, I took that opportunity
to go for his jugular.

I sensed another nearby once I was
finished with him.

Another male.

I counted. Gage had taken down three
and we both took down these three, which meant that he was the last
one… not counting the female one they were after in the first
place.

Seeing me hovering above the one I had
just slain with his blood dripping from my chin and fangs, he began
to retreat and back away in horror.

“Son of a bitch!” He
exclaimed, almost tripping as he struggled momentarily to gain
traction against the sandy, dry ground. I pinned him like prey and
he cut tail and ran back towards the southbound shore, where I
assumed that they had docked their choice of transport. My muscles
tightened and I was about to spring forward and chase after him but
Gage beat me to it.

He was like a lightning fast streak of
shadow, springing from out of nowhere and leaping in one bound to
tackle and take him down with ease and a bit of grace.

My Phantom Jaguar. Watching him in
action was a complete turn on and I now understood what he meant
when he mentioned the same about seeing me fight too.

However, his taking over left me to
find the female.
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There were many places to hide but I had the hunter and Nocturna
advantage here and this was my turf.

I paused, lifting my head and sniffing
the wind. The potent smell of the freshly killed Nocturna scattered
about was the most dominating thing and I couldn’t really
distinguish between theirs and hers.

Where had they all come from and why
were they after her? Who was she? The way they were dressed
reminded me of some sort of Mafia.

Footsteps sounded off to the right and
I turned, ready to pounce.

“It’s me.” Gage held up
his hands.

I exhaled extreme relief.

“You’ve recovered. Are you
okay?”

He rubbed the spot on his chest where
the dart had been and nodded. “I’m fine.”

“I thought you said darts
were ineffective?”

“Yours were. Those were
filled with some sort of a shocking and paralytic serum. As soon as
it hit it stunned me and brought me to my knees, then I felt
drugged. That’s how they were able to overpower me easily. I took
the last two darts out of one of their guns to study the
contents.”

I nodded but fear gripped me
anyway.

I couldn’t even imagine what would
have happened to Gage if I hadn’t been there or gotten there in
time.

“They were part of a
Palace of Night garde.” Gage informed.

“Yeah, I figured it was
something like that and that’s what worries me. At some point, more
will come looking for these that never made it back.”

“My thoughts exactly. It
might be a good idea to close that gateway at the Los Muertos port
very soon after all.” Gage said, turning to glance out at the
distant, darkened ocean past the bay towards the
mainland.

“Well, it’s a good thing
that I’ve got my crew coming right now then. This calls for a major
meeting and plan and I want you to be there too. I want to
introduce you to everyone, especially my brother.”

Gage seemed apprehensive and he
frowned speculatively.

“We’ve already
met.”

“That didn’t count.
Consider this a formal reintroduction. He didn’t know who or what
you were then and neither did I. So far, he’s the only one I’ve
told about me and you and our differences and he’s cool with it,
but he wants to understand more about it. I can’t be the one to
explain or tell them because this is still all new to
me.”

He still didn’t seem compelled enough
to stay and meet the gang.

“Please.” I
urged.

“I’d rather not. Not
looking like this anyway.” He glanced down at himself.

I was in no way complaining and saw
absolutely nothing wrong with how incredibly sexy he was right now.
I was positive that none of us females would be offended in the
least either.

In his haste, and because I was still
wearing his shirt at the time, he remained shirtless when he went
to scope out the intruders. A thin layer of sweat, a few minor
cuts, and smears of dark blood coated his bare, sculpted chest,
stomach, and biceps.

His slacks were torn in a few places
and we both reeked of Nocturna blood.

“Seriously?”

“I’ll leave once they’ve
arrived. I don’t want to leave you here alone right
now.”

“You think I can’t handle
myself?”

“No, I’m definitely
positive that you can. I’ve seen you do it twice with moves that
would make Bruce Lee proud. But in light of the possibilities it
wouldn’t be gentlemanly of me to simply leave you here to deal with
any potential and looming danger.”

I gushed internally. Though it was a
pet peeve of mine when males felt they had to protect me, deep
down, I sort of liked the chivalry.

“Just promise me that
you’ll be back. We could use your knowledge and input
and…”

He raised a brow. “And?”

“And I’d like to finish
where we left off … and take my turn.”

That sparked a twinkle of something in
his eyes that made them both begin to softly emanate a soft, pale
blue light. His inner body temperature was already heated but I
noticed that it glowed slightly more orange and red at the thought
of my words and what I meant.

“What about your, not
really boyfriend?”

I guiltily eyed the already healed cut
that had been on his shoulder and collarbone from Marq’s attack not
long ago.

“We’re not exclusive and
we don’t owe each other anything.”

“That’s not the way I took
it but alright. Interesting choice though, I’ve never heard of a
water elemental engaging with any race other than their own. They
tend to be a very ornery and proud race but I can completely get
how and why he couldn’t resist an alluring Tigress.”

I blushed. “And Aldeurians are known
snobs. No one’s perfect.”

He narrowed his eyes at me and I
instantly regretted my words, wondering if he’d be angry again at
my bringing it up.

On the contrary, he smirked and then
sighed, running a hand through his hair.

“Alright, I promise that I
will be back.”

Though his reply surprised me, I
couldn’t help but smile with satisfaction.

“Well, I guess I’ve got
plenty for the next couple of weeks but that female is still out
there somewhere.”

“Go collect what you need.
Most of the fresh blood is in the heart. I’ll find her.”

“The island isn’t that big
but when you’re trying to find a needle in a haystack it is.
Besides, I know this island way better than you do and I’m not an
expert at collecting blood. I don’t even have the right tools and
containers.”

He pursed his lips. “So you want me to
do it for you?”

“If you don’t mind.” I
said, fishing the keys to the bar from my weapons belt.

“I mind. Your crazy not
boyfriend is still there and I don’t want you to blame me for
killing him in self-defense.”

I shot him a wry look but he was
right. I couldn’t trust Marq not to say or do anything to
Gage.

I sighed. “Alright but be careful.
There may be others that you may not have seen before and they
could be armed with more of these things.” I referred to the
darts.

“I’ll be careful. First,
I’m going to burn the bodies and then set their boat for a course
somewhere in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. At least then they’ll
have no idea what happened, where they went, or who was
responsible. That may help deter the attention from your
island.”

“That’s a good
idea.”

“In the meantime, all you
really need to get started is plastic tubing and a few jugs. I’ll
pop back over to my place get those for you. It won’t take me more
than a few minutes and I’d rather you wait for me inside your bar.”
Gage offered and then pointed at me for emphasis.

“Yes, sir.” I smiled
flirtatiously, suddenly more attracted to him than I’ve ever been
before. He definitely possessed an admirable leader
quality.

Once Gage faded out of sight and was
gone, I turned to the direction of the dock where our boats and
jet-skis were parked. I didn’t mention it to him at the time
because I wanted to be the one to find this girl. Either way, if I
were on some unknown island and the only way off was to swim or
boat, I know where I’d be heading towards if I were her.

Returning to the body of the Nocturna
who tried to shoot me earlier, I confiscated his gun and ventured
off to find this girl.
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The moon was full and low, which resulted in actively high waves
and ripples out on the inky black ocean. The surf was loud the
closer I got to the shore. All of that, along with the rough
bouncing of the boats, jet-skis, and the normal night animals were
like a melodic mayhem of disruption.

I could see everything but hearing it
was proving to be difficult. There was no one here and the only
heat signatures in my periphery and beyond were from the small
island creatures.

Nothing appeared cold.

The creaking of tree limbs behind me
made my ears twitch and I cocked my head to pause and
listen.

With my katana in hand, I stepped slow
and silently through the sandy terrain and salt grass, panning the
entire shoreline. If she wasn’t here now, she would be eventually.
All I had to do was wait her out.

In the distance, I could hear the
rumbling of an approaching speedboat and a several jet-skis. The
others would be here shortly but Isis and Sage would probably beat
them all, arriving in a rushing cloud of air.

Then suddenly, a scent hit me like a
tap on the shoulder. It wasn’t strong or potently sinister but it
was familiar and definitely Nocturna, laced with a bit of rose oil.
I whirled around just in time to collapse to my knees in a near
back bend to avoid the rushing feet that were aimed at my
head.

Quickly turning and whipping back onto
my feet, I gripped my katana, ready to strike. I really didn’t need
it, just like Gage had mentioned before, it was more like a sense
of security and a quick means to ending a fight for me. If all else
failed, I still had one of their dart pistols on me too.

The petite figure didn’t stop to
continue with any further confrontation. She ran straight for the
docked boats— wait, more like towards my favorite custom
Quadski.

I raised the gun and shot the dart but
it was as if she knew or heard it coming because she managed to
dodge it.

Cursing, I dropped it and took off
after her. She was nearly on my Quadski by the time I sloshed
through the frothing, cold water at full-speed, both soaked and
pissed with a firm determination to stop her. I sprung forward with
my arms out to grab and tackle her.

She squealed, not something I’d expect
to hear from a Nocturna, and then she turned to grab me around my
waist when I wouldn’t let her go of her.

“No!” She shouted,
fighting against my strength and hold, maybe even thinking that I’d
bite and kill her in the same way as the others. I could have but I
don’t think it was necessary in this instance. For some strange
reason, it didn’t seem like she was trying to really fight me. She
was hoping to escape but I couldn’t let her. She’s seen both me and
Gage, so there was no way that I was going to allow her to leave
now.

I realized that my fangs weren’t
elongated anymore though. I supposed it was because I was already
satisfied and full but they were still considered an excellent
weapon. Did this mean I could control them?

“Just let me leave! I
won’t come back, I promise!” She screamed. Then, she placed a palm
to my chest and a powerful shock rippled through my body with an
excruciating burn and tingle that sent me flying
backwards.

I landed hard and rolled when I hit
the sand.

Hand clutching my chest and my eyes
pinched shut, I felt as if all the air had been sapped out of me
and my heart was slowing down. I was literally gasping for each
single breath.

What the hell had she done? Did
Nocturna have that ability?

I heard my Quadski rumble and come to
life. She had no keys but I could guess how she managed to hot-wire
it.

My mind was forcing my body to move
and get up but my body was still in shock, electricity still
coursing through me like a burning hot snake.

I could only look on helplessly as she
backed my Quadski up and then made a three-point turn, taking off
into the darkness of the ocean.

Clenching my teeth against the sharp
pain, I waited for the pseudo- heart attack to slowly subside. I
couldn’t believe that she had nearly electrocuted me with her
touch.

The sound of the surf suddenly began
to grow louder and a misty spray of salty ocean water began to
pepper my skin and my face like cold, wet pins.

Suddenly, a huge tidal
wave— a
controlled tidal wave at that, began to form and rise up like a
leviathan in the darkness. I heard her faintly scream as the nearly
twenty-foot high wave pulled her into it and completely engulfed
her, thrusting her back towards the shore where she was cushioned
and encapsulated in a huge, water bubble.

Her face was panicked, eyes bulging as
she held her breath, trying to figure out what was happening and
where the water had come from.

I’ve never been so thankful that he
didn’t listen to me and stay behind after all.

Too bad my Quadski was a lost
cause.

The water bubble held her securely,
finally dumping her onto the sandy ground in a huge splash that
left her soaked and hacking up water.

I quickly got to my feet, ready to
take her on once again…maybe. If she got me again with that touch
of electricity then I was screwed.

Marq had already taken human form and
he was deliciously naked.

“Thanks.” I said to him
quickly. “Be careful, she has some sort of an electrical power.” I
warned him.

“I know but it doesn’t
affect me. I absorbed it.”

That’s right. Water is an excellent
conductor of electricity.

She wiped her face, grumbling as she
scrambled to her feet after looking at Marq and then at
me.

I got a good look at her face this
time. She looked young, like around maybe eighteen or twenty. Her
short, hair was molded wetly in spikes along her heart-shaped face.
She had pretty eyes. They were slightly slanted and the magenta
color began to emanate a bit when she scowled. To my surprise, she
took on a stance of challenge with her hands up in front of her,
martial arts style. Younger than me or not, we were still about the
same size, so I’d consider this a fair enough fight.

I raised my brows, suppressing a cocky
laugh.

“Oh…you wanna
dance?”

Marq chuckled and winked. “Yeah, this
should end pretty quickly. I’ll just stay out of the
way.”

Though I was nervous as hell and not
excited about being zapped by her again, I was pumped and ready to
take her down for having done it once already and trying to steal
my Quadski. I was going to have to be on my toes to keep her from
landing any kind of direct hit. I had no idea to what extent she
could manipulate and use electricity.

Spying two pieces of medium-sized
driftwood, I grabbed them to use as fighting sticks and to keep her
from touching me.

“I thought you were a
hunter! I don’t know exactly what your kind is and I don’t want to
have to fight you, but I’m not going to be taken down like that!”
She called out to me.

“Sorry. You’re either
gonna be taken down or taken in but you’re not leaving this
island.”

She grimaced. There was an almost
frightened look in her eyes and I could clearly hear a soft whimper
come from her before she finally made the decision to confidently
charge me first.

She was definitely an energetic and
worthy adversary. For every swing, punch, kick, and fake out, she
countered with a block and dodge. I spent most of the time dodging
her strikes so she wouldn’t make contact but I had to end this
soon. One bite would be all I needed.

She definitely had some really good
training, I’ll give her that but she was still no match for me. I
would have felt sorry for her and eased up a bit but she tried to
shock me again, twice, so I had to do what I had to do.

With a series of rapid punches that
completely confused, hurt, and scared the crap out of her, and then
a powerful kick to the face, I had finally knocked her out
cold.

She lay crumpled and still but she was
breathing.

“Bout time. You should
have taken her out a long time ago.” Cole kidded.

When I whirled around, everyone was
standing around us simply staying clear and watching the fight. I
hadn’t even heard or seen any of the speedboats and jet-skis pull
up to the dock, much less Isis and Sage hovering up above for that
matter. Marq had disappeared but I was sure it was because he
didn’t want to hear it from Jax, Cole, Pierce, and Phillip about
being naked and dangling in front of them.

I was hoping to see Gage somewhere but
he wasn’t among them…or maybe he was and he was remaining
hidden.

“She has some kind of a
shocking power by touch.”

“Really?” Cole was
intrigued.

“And hurts like a bitch
too.” I added.

“Should we tie her up or
do you wanna finish her off now?” Jax offered.

“Tie her up and do it now
before she comes to. This time I’m gonna do the
interrogation.”

“Looks like you didn’t
need us for much after all.” Cole commented.

“I wasn’t sure. I guess I
overestimated but I didn’t do it all alone. Gage was here and he
should be back. He’s gonna burn the bodies and get rid of the boat
too.” I told him.

Cole raised a brow. “Gage was
here?”

I rolled my eyes. “Yes.”

Riza had just pulled up and was tying
up her jet-ski.

“Gage? Who’s Gage?” Isis
eagerly wanted to know as she landed softly on the
ground.

“What bodies were you
talking about?” Sage asked once she touched down next to
Isis.

“The Nocturna bodies that
he must have apparently already taken care of.” I
replied.

That meant that he did return and he
knew I wasn’t where he told me to be. Oh well.

“Oh. There were still
traces of blood but daylight will take care of that. Want us to do
another check?” Sage offered, referring to herself and
Isis.

I’m guessing he also went ahead and
collected the blood for me after all. How sweet. Although I
wondered why he didn’t come down this way, I assumed it was because
the others had arrived.

“She’s young. Such a
waste. Was she the last one?” Isis asked.

“I know. Yeah, I think so.
I’ll explain everything once we all get back to the bar.” I wiped
the saltwater from my face and rubbed my eyes, taking a moment to
catch my breath.

The adrenaline was still high but it
was ebbing slowly and I was getting tired.

“Allow me.” Jax grinned,
pulling a roll of thick twine from his belt.

“Right now would be a
really good time. We’re all here.” Cole whispered to me as he moved
past me to examine the female Nocturna. I knew what he was talking
about but I wished that Gage was here with me to make that
announcement. Where the hell had he gone?

Once Jax secured her, I watched as he
hitched her over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry. Something
glinted around her neck and it caught my eye.

“Wait.” I jogged over and
stopped him.

I pulled down her soaking wet shirt
collar and lifted the delicate, solid gold necklace to examine the
charms.

This was peculiar. With a raised brow,
I fingered the gold cross and Lullaby dove charms dangling from her
chain.


 



Chapter 28

 


Everyone
had responded my distress signal. Those that
hadn’t been outside, were already at the bar waiting on the rest of
us. The emergency crew consisted of two from each element and we
were beyond lucky to have them all as part of our
family.

Gage was still MIA and I was beginning
to get a little angry at being stood up. I didn’t really have
anywhere to keep this firecracker of a Nocturna for the time being,
so we converted the small cellar into a makeshift holding
cell.

She probably would have awakened a
long time ago in the time it took to get it all done if Elvie
hadn’t put a sleep spell on her. That had allowed us time to
prepare some sort of a cell.

Clee put a negation spell on the bars
to keep her enclosed and then did the same to secure the walls
surrounding the space around her. For extra security, we chained
her feet and hands to the bars. If she tried to remove them then
she was in for a painful, weakening blast, and I don’t think that
even her own electric ability would allow her to absorb it well
either.

I was even nice enough to set a cot
with a pillow and blanket in there for her, being that her stay
would be indefinite until the time came to dispose of her. That
part bothered me but we had no choice.

I couldn’t let her go free. Not
anymore.

As far as sustenance, she was going to
be out of luck. Starvation was a pretty good war tactic in getting
people to talk most of the time.

I took a moment to head upstairs to
shower and change and by the time I had done all of it, there was
still no Gage. Twinkie meowed loudly as if trying to gain my
attention and for a moment I thought he was reacting to his
arrival.

Strangely, yet thankfully, Twinkie was
no longer grumbling at me. He seemed more at ease though
leery.

Looking over at him crouched on the
floor in the kitchen, he meowed again, stood up, stretched, and
then began rubbing himself against the bottom of the refrigerator
door.

Oh, I should have known. He wanted
some milk.

I gasped in pleasant surprise when I
opened the fridge.

Aligned on the top shelf were four
gallon-sized, black glass jugs all filled with dark liquid to the
brim.

Nocturna blood.

The smell alone made me salivate even
though I was sure I wasn’t really hungry for it right now. I ran my
tongue along my teeth just to make sure they weren’t growing before
I headed back downstairs. Well, if they did it wouldn’t matter
since I was going to reveal what my current state was to everyone
anyway.

He left a short note pinned beneath a
martini glass magnet on my freezer that read:

‘Be back shortly. I
anticipated you not staying where I thought you’d be. If you need
me, dial #K505 from any phone. That’s your personal code to the
device on my watch.’

K505? My personal code? Like SOS,
maybe? I assumed that the K was for my name. That makes me feel
special but why couldn’t he just give me his cell phone number? Or
did he even use one?

I then noticed that the sheaf of
newspaper and magazine articles that I had gotten from Fin and left
on my dining room table, were now neatly set apart. I hadn’t looked
through them since bringing them home but I know that I didn’t
leave them like that. Gage must have been skimming through
them.

I wondered what he was looking for
this time around that he didn’t see or read when he took the crest
the first time. It had been lying on the table next to the papers.
Despite what ended up happening, that incident and his destruction
of it made me angry all over again when I thought about
it.

I proceeded to pour some ice cold milk
for Twinkie, giving him a few gentle strokes across his rounded
back as he squatted low to lap it up. His purring response
surprised me, making me wonder how he had reacted to Gage when he
was here. Either way, I was glad to have my ornery yet adorable
buddy back on my side.

 


 


Nearly everyone was gathered at the
bar counter when I made it back downstairs. Riza was already
serving some impromptu drinks, and an in-depth discussion about
what happened and what I planned on doing with this girl was in
full session.

I spied Marq, to my pleasant surprise,
and he was with Syhenna. I didn’t expect him to come back at all
tonight but I was glad that he did.

“Hey Kai.” Syhenna beamed
when she saw me, jumping up to greet me with a hug and a kiss on
each of my cheeks.

“Hey, how is the mom to
be?”

“I’m wonderful. You’re
going to have to come to my shower, you know. I’ll be dropping off
the invitation myself soon.”

“I hope so because I
wouldn’t miss it for anything.” I assured her with a smile. I eyed
Marq, fully dressed in a gray t-shirt and bright yellow board
shorts.

“Thanks for your help
again.” I whispered.

He nodded. “No sweat. I’ll always be
there for you no matter what.”

I smiled and quickly turned away. I
couldn’t maintain eye contact with him for long without some form
of guilt, even if it wasn’t warranted.

“She’s still out cold. I
plan on spending the night whether you like it or not, so whatever
you plan to do with her I’m with you.” Cole assured me, fixing up a
juice cocktail.

“No, I don’t need you to
stay. Gage is coming back and he’ll be with me.” I told him point
blank.

“Fine, then I’m not
leaving until he gets here and I get a chance to meet and talk to
him.”

I mumbled and shook my head at Cole’s
parental insistence. I know he was just being Cole but the
overbearing and protective attitude gets on my damned
nerves.

I took the stage seeing Stone, Clee,
Elvie, Maxwell, and Duncan returning through the kitchen from the
cellar. It was more so that I could see everyone at once from this
vantage point.

“She’ll be awake at any
moment.” Clee announced as she took her place next to Cole and sat
down while he handed her the drink.

“I’m waiting to hear who
this Gage is.” Isis said. Apparently Noemi, Elvie, Sage, and Riza
shared her same enthusiastic curiosity.

“I’ll get to all of that
but first, there’s something that I need to tell everyone, so I’m
really glad that you all came and stayed.”

That immediately got everyone’s
attention and suddenly all eyes and ears were devoted to me and my
next words.

I don’t know why I felt apprehension
twisting in my gut again, everyone here was family to
me.

“Oh God. You’re not dying
are you?” Isis truly looked fearful and her bottom lip began to
quiver.

I pursed my lips and chuckled when I
looked at her.

“After that righteous ass
kicking she delivered on that parasite down there, I doubt it.” Jax
replied.

“Speaking of, we need to
go head to head soon. I don’t remember you being that good but I
can’t have my sister showing me up like that.” Cole challenged to
bring light to the situation and ease my nerves.

I shook my head and smiled.

“Now that, I wanna see.”
Phillip said.

“Me too.” Clee
smiled.

“I’m not dying...at least
I don’t think I am. Anyway, I know some of you might remember that
I was bitten by a Nocturna about a week ago. For those that didn’t
know, well, I was.” I began and then inhaled and exhaled
deeply.

“It’s healed though,
right? That’s what Erian said.” Isis replied.

“Yeah, it did but
something else happened that I didn’t anticipate and I’m slowly
trying to get used to it.”

My eyes found Cole’s for moral
support, wishing Gage would get here already.

Marq watched me closely, even though
he got a glimpse of what I was about to reveal earlier, he was
still attentively awaiting my confession as was Syhenna.

“Something like what? What
is it?” Jax asked with heightened curiosity.

I sighed, trying to search for the
words.

“I’m —I’m not really sure but I’ve sort of become part Nocturna…”
I paused on purpose.

You could have heard a pin drop and
all I saw were wide, round eyes all focused on me.

“What?” Jax was the first
to respond.

“What are you talking
about? What does that mean?” Isis wanted to know in
panic.

“Apparently, the Nocturna
venom changed her and she craves Nocturna blood now, which means
that she needs it for survival. She’s got fangs and all.” Cole came
to my rescue and I was ever so thankful.

The room went completely silent again,
leading me to believe that everyone was letting that sink in too—I
hoped.

“Fangs? Now I’d pay to see
that freaky shit!” Jax commented with a lewd waggle of his
brows.

As usual, the guys chuckled and the
girls tended to sigh with a roll of their eyes. That was Jax for
you.

“Well, now that I know you
have a fang fetish, the next time I feel the need to feed or gnaw
on something, I’ll be sure to find you first, Jax.” I grinned
devilishly at him.

A few ‘Ooh’s.’ and laughter erupted to
instigate our playful banter.

“So, let us understand.
You need Nocturna blood to survive, which means you need to feed
from them, in turn, killing them?” Duncan interpreted.

“Yes.” I
confirmed.

“I don’t see any problem
then. Does anyone else?” Duncan shrugged his shoulders and glanced
over at everyone else.

“Nope. Me either.” Riza
and Isis agreed.

“It can be a potential
problem if we don’t understand exactly what this could mean in the
long run. Kai needs their blood to survive, which means if she
doesn’t have it, she could die. That really bothers me a lot.” Cole
said.

I shared his concern but there wasn’t
much that could be said or done about it now.

“Wait, so was this
discovery before or after I saw you cliff-diving and running all
those laps so damned fast?” Pierce asked.

“During. I didn’t know
what was happening to me yet.”

I was beginning to feel as if I were
on some interview panel now but at least they weren’t repulsed by
the news.

“It looks like you’ve
become our deadliest weapon against them yet.” Phillip smiled with
approval while rubbing his goatee.

“Does this mean that you
can’t go out in sunlight?” Syhenna asked.

“No. I don’t know exactly
all that I’m capable of but I don’t have those weaknesses
apparently. If it weren’t for Gage, who you guys will meet really
soon, then I’d be lost. He’s been like me a lot longer and he was a
hunter before too.”

“Really? Where did you
meet him?” Isis asked with intrigue.

“You already have. That
night when I was bitten.”

Isis’ eyes grew wide. “Seriously?
Him?”

I nodded.

“What will this ultimately
mean for you? And are there others? Other hunters who have been
affected?” Elvie asked.

“I don’t know any of that
but Gage has been searching for them. Erian took a blood sample so
he could find out but I haven’t heard back from him
yet.”

“Probably because he’s
stumped. Don’t worry, I’ll ask him about it when I get home.” Isis
replied.

“Do you know how
invincible we’d become against the Ascendants if we all get a
little Nocturna venom in us and change?” Jax commented.

“I wouldn’t recommend it.”
I cut him off shook my head vehemently.

“Why not?”

“There are some major
drawbacks. If you don’t consume Nocturna blood when you need it,
not only do you feel as if you’re starving to death but it makes
you physically weak too. It turns out that I literally need it to
live like Cole said, but there may be times that there aren’t any
Nocturna conveniently around to hunt. I learned that first hand
earlier. Gage brought me some and I got lucky with this sudden
invasion.”

“Damn, you’re right. I
guess that would really suck.” Jax frowned.

I would have mentioned the fact that
the Ascendants are out to find and kill us off because of the
threat we pose but I think this amount of shock and news was enough
for one night. It was getting really late anyway.

Cole spoke, “Well, at least you got a
little bit downstairs for now.” he thumbed towards the kitchen in
the direction of the cellar.

I cringed at the thought. Not just for
blood but because I don’t know if I could kill the girl, even if
she was a live Nocturna. There was something about discovering the
charms on her necklace that made me hesitate.

“Why didn’t you tell us
all of this before?” Isis asked.

I shrugged my shoulders, glancing down
at the floor for a moment and ashamed for even thinking that they’d
feel any different towards me.

“Whatever we can do to
help you, then we will.” Clee offered with a matronly
smile.

I couldn’t help but smile too. It was
like a heavy burden lifted from my back and shoulders.

“So, you only crave
Nocturna blood, right? I just want to understand that part.”
Phillip held up his hands.

“Yes…for now.” I grinned
wickedly on purpose to make him wonder.

The others laughed.

“So how do you want to
handle your prisoner and what do you plan on feeding her?” Cole
then asked me.

“I don’t know yet but
feeding her isn’t on my list of priorities, especially if she
doesn’t give me the answers that I want. The other Nocturna that
were after her were clearly from the Palace of Night garde. We’re
gonna have to figure how to get that Los Muertos port gateway
closed quickly before things really get out of hand if it hasn’t
already. Gage took care of the boat that they arrived in so it
wouldn’t lead to the island here but if they managed to find the
island in the first place, then it won’t be long before more come
and end up finding us. I don’t know the extent of her powers. I
think it’s odd that she was trying to get away from them and I want
to know why.”

“I would love to know that
myself too.” Cole nodded.

“But if we close it, then
won’t it make it even more difficult for you to hunt the Nocturna?”
Isis asked.

“Lives are at stake.
That’s more important.” I replied.

“So is yours. You have to
feed from them to live.” Cole reminded me.

I had no response to that because his
concern was valid.

“There will always be
Nocturna lurking around somewhere. They have their ways and means
of entry into the human world. They’ve been doing it for
centuries.” Riza said.

Everyone nodded and agreed in
silence.

“It would still make your
efforts to find them harder though.” Clee added.

“Yeah, I know but I’ll
manage somehow. There’s got to be a way to reverse this change, at
least, that’s what Gage thinks and he’s been trying to find that
possibility. Also, our weapons aren’t very effective either. Gage
pointed that out. We need to come up with something else like the
ones they used against us. Their darts delivered both shock and a
much stronger paralyzing poison.” “You mean like you said she had
the power to do to you?” Marq suddenly asked, breaking his
silence.

“Exactly.”

“What kind of power?” Clee
perked up.

“Electric shock.” I
answered.

“I’ve never heard of a
Nocturna with the power to electrocute before.” Riza
commented.

“Me either.” Noemi and
Elvie nearly said in unison.

“Hmm. I’m curious about
that too. At any rate, closing a gateway that big and that
well-placed is going to be tricky being that there’s a constant
flow of humans in and out of that area.” Clee explained.

“I know.” I
said.

“It can be done but we’ll
have to be creative about it. It’s going to take a lot of energy
and more than just a few of us.” Duncan replied.

“That’s true. Maybe we
could arrange and do some sort of a magic show?” Elvie
offered.

“Maybe, if it weren’t so
busy around that area but we’ll need to do something to get rid of
the people, not keep them around. We can’t risk possible witnesses
or casualties.” Clee replied.

“Tell me about this Gage.
You said he was a hunter too. What’s his class?” Jax
asked.

“Phantom Jaguars is all I
know.”

The eyes of the other hunters in the
room immediately snapped to me with attention. We were all
long-time friends who grew up together, with the exception of
Maxwell and Stone, as Guardian Tigers. Maxwell and Stone were from
the Tracker Wolf Knights.

“The Phantom Jaguars?” Jax
said slowly in disbelief as if he hadn’t heard me right.

“Yeah. Why did you repeat
it like that?”

“I don’t think I ever came
across one but they have a very notorious reputation.” He
said.

“I’ve heard the same
thing.” Phillip added.

“Notorious? For
what?”

“Arrogance, brutality,
shifty…” Jax began.

“Don’t forget cold-hearted
and invincible.” A voice came from one of the darker corners of the
bar.

Everyone jumped to attention, and all
of the guys drew their weapons and aimed it at the
source.

I knew the voice already and my heart
fluttered. I practically leapt off the stage and dove in front of
him to keep them all from jumping, shooting at, and attacking
him.

“Whoa, wait! This is Gage,
everyone. He’s okay, he’s cool!” I quickly stated with my arms out
to guard him protectively from any possible onslaught of magic and
weapons.

“This is really sweet but
not necessary.” He whispered close to my ear. I shivered slightly
at the feel of his warm hands resting gently my hips. God,
everything about him was so damned delicious. I fought hard to
resist the urge to throw my arms around his neck and kiss him right
in front of everyone, including Marq.

“I didn’t think you were
coming back.” I whispered back.

“Given what you promised
me, I’d be a fool not to.”

I turned and looked up at him over my
shoulder, meeting his gorgeous face and sexy grin with a naughty
grin of my own.

“How the hell did he get
in here like that?” Cole inquired with furrowed brows and a serious
expression.

“They don’t call them
Phantoms for nothing.” Riza said coolly.

“That’s dangerous.”
Phillip observed.

“You think? I told you
guys.” Jax replied.

“He teleports. Guys, this
is Gage.” I introduced him first and then proceeded to introduce
everyone else to him.

I hadn’t even realized that Marq had
left but Syhenna remained. He was clearly still hostile about
Gage.

A sudden, sharp and shrill scream,
though muffled, broke through the conversation — coming from the
cellar.


 



Chapter 29

 


“Looks like someone tried to escape.” Clee commented.

“I’ve got this.” I said
as I quickly rushed towards the swinging
kitchen doors but stopping in front of Cole first.

“Be nice.” I whispered
through clenched teeth.

I knew he was waiting to speak to
Gage, in fact, all the guys were watching him
suspiciously.

“I’m always nice.” He
winked.

I scowled at him.

“Want us to come with
you?” Isis asked, already behind me.

“Um…” I was about to
decline but Riza, Clee, Noemi, Sage, and Elvie were already in line
right behind her with expectant expressions that wouldn’t take no
for an answer.

I suppose it might be a good idea. The
intimidation might be a good convincing factor, seeing several
elementals standing together as a solid front.

“Alright, you guys come
but I would rather you stayed here, Clee. Anything could happen and
in your condition I don’t want you to be around any possible
physical confrontation.”

“I’ll be fine. She’s just
a young girl and she’s secured.” Clee assured.

I moved in closer to her. “I kind of
wanted you to keep an eye on Cole, you know, to make sure he
remains polite towards Gage too…if you don’t mind?”

She smiled and nodded. “I see. Alright
then, don’t hesitate to come get me though if you need
me.”

“Done.” I sighed with
relief, hoping she wouldn’t take offense. It was true though. She
was pregnant with my niece or nephew and I didn’t want her in any
kind of possible danger whatsoever— not that I thought that little
pip-squeak of a Nocturna would be able to touch her but you never
know.

 


Another scream pierced the air just as
we all paraded down the small stone steps into the
cellar.

She was sweating, and heaving with
determination. Her pale skin was a blotchy and her eyes were
bloodshot, circles darkening beneath them. She was like a wild,
chained up dog who had just been put in her place with that last
shock.

“A taste of your own
medicine is pretty damned nasty isn’t it?” I commented.

Her head snapped over to us and her
eyes rounded when she saw all of us standing in front of the
make-shift cell.

She was crouched low, panting as she
narrowed her eyes at me. Her hands were curled around the chains
binding her legs, ready to tug at them again.

“She’s feisty alright.”
Isis whispered.

“Why bother locking me up?
You’re going to kill me, aren’t you?” She shot at me.

“That all
depends.”

“On what? You said I
wasn’t leaving this island!”

I kneeled down in front of the cage,
maintaining eye contact to stare her down on purpose.

“Do you have a
name?”

“What the hell difference
will that make?” She angrily retorted.

“It may make your stay a
little humane, you little…”

“Isis.” I cut her off
before she could say it.

Isis wasn’t known for her patience and
she could be a bit blood thirsty at times.

The young Nocturna began to study each
one of us in wonder. I think I knew what she might have been
thinking and that had been the goal.

“What’s your name?” I
asked her again.

She didn’t answer.

“How did you end up here
in the first place?” I then asked, seeing as she was going to be
stubborn about it.

Still, she remained silent.

Elvie squatted down in front of the
cell and tried a different approach.

“Where did you get those
charms on your necklace?” She asked. That would have been my next
question but she beat me to the punch.

A brief flash of acquiescence passed
in her eyes but it still wasn’t enough to get her
talking.

“Maybe she’s hungry.” Riza
whispered.

“I doubt she wants a
cheeseburger.” I replied under my breath.

“Where are you going to
get what she probably does want?” Noemi asked.

“I’m not donating.” Isis
said firmly while eyeing the Nocturna up and down in
disgust.

“I’m not hungry and I
wouldn’t eat anything you guys gave me anyway!”

“You’re not in the best of
positions right now, so if I were you I’d tone down that mouth of
yours and the attitude. Torture is still very much an option.” Isis
warned.

I was beginning to think that all of
this wasn’t such a good idea after all. She was hostile, defensive,
and probably scared, which meant that we weren’t going to get much
out of her.

Noemi knelt down beside me first, and
then Isis and Riza followed suit. She leaned over to whisper after
observing her for a moment. “Judging by the color of her eyes,
she’s royalty. Most of the lower Nocturna possess green eyes. Her
eyes are magenta. It’s a start in finding out who she is or what
family she may be linked to so I’ll start doing some
checking.”

That was interesting.

“That’d be great but keep
all of this to yourself. I don’t want anyone past us to know that
she’s here.”

With that, Noemi nodded and then stood
up again, retreating back up the cellar stairs.

“I can seriously hear you
guys whispering. Damn, you’re all lame. I can tell you’ve never had
a prisoner before.” She suddenly said with a wry expression and a
sarcastic chuckle.

“Let me teach her a quick
lesson, Kai.” Isis glared at her, wind gently beginning to pick up
and swirl across the floor.

The girl looked at Isis with round
eyes, wondering what she meant by that.

“The lullaby dove and
cross, do you know what it symbolizes?” Elvie suddenly
asked.

Her slanted, magenta eyes cut to her,
“Of course I know what they mean.”

“Look, we can do this the
easy way or the hard way. Who knows, I may decide to let you go
after all but I don’t take too well to hostile bitchiness. You’re
more of a burden right now than anything because we don’t keep
human blood on the menu, so it would be nothing to me to completely
dispose of you in a heartbeat.” I warned her.

She grinned. “You could
try.”

It was more of a threat. A reminder of
her power and what she had done to me earlier.

“That’s it!” Isis hopped
to her feet and cool air began to swirl even more wildly than
before.

I stood up and stopped her. “Don’t.
Look, why don’t you guys give me a moment alone with her.” I told
them.

“Are you sure?” Riza
asked.

“Yes.”

Isis pursed her lips. “You lucked out
this time, you little leech!” She hissed.

“Yeah, air is very
terrifying.” She girl taunted.

“Go. And please make sure
that no one else comes down to interrupt me.” I urged Isis,
especially.

I waited until they were all gone and
the door closed behind Isis, who was reluctantly the last one out,
before I turned my attention back to the girl.

She seemed a bit more at ease though
she didn’t make eye contact with me. She curled up into a sitting
position with her legs drawn up to her chest and her arms hugging
her knees, staring the cot, blanket, and pillow.

I sat down on a barrel and watched her
silently for a few moments, trying to size her up and think of
another approach. I didn’t want to have to kill her but it may not
be avoidable and not because she was a little bitch
either.

“My name is Kai. My
brother and I own this bar… and you were right. Earlier you said
that you thought I was a hunter. I am a born hybrid
hunter.”

It was as if she didn’t hear me. She
continued to stare at the cot blankly.

I sighed.

“Looks like we’re both
probably curious about each other. I’m sure you’re wondering why a
hunter would behave like a Nocturna and kill them in the same
manner. Well, I’d like to know why you wear those charms and why
you were running from your own kind.” “That’s two things.” She
suddenly answered and then looked at me. “What?”

“You’re offering me one
and you want to know two about me.”

I thought about that for a moment and
her response meant progress.

“Okay, then you get the
pick the second thing you want to know about me and you can even go
first.” I offered, wanting to establish a sense of trust and take
that route to get the information I wanted.

A long pause of silence made me think
that she wasn’t going to talk after all, and I could hear the
steady drone of voices upstairs. No one was yelling and there was
nothing being thrown or broken so far.

All good signs.

“I ran away from home. My
father sent those men after me to bring me back. When I saw the
open gateway, I went through not knowing where I’d end up. I was
lost, scared, and confused…until I saw you. You were heading
towards the docks and I knew right away that you were a
hunter.

You stopped and looked right at me.
You had a kind face but you looked pissed, so I ran away. Even
though you were armed, I took a chance and followed you out here
hoping that maybe I could make friends and hide out here where they
would never find me…at least for a while.”

I was stunned.

It had been her in the crowd near the
Los Muertos port. The one Nocturna that I had almost hunted down
after leaving Fin’s house until she disappeared into that club. Why
was her scent a little different from the regular Nocturna? Because
she was royalty? “Why are you running away from home?”

She pinned me with a gaze. “Your
turn.”

I exhaled and nodded, waiting for her
to ask me her question.

“Weapons, I get, but since
when do hunters feed from Nocturna? I thought you all were one of
the few noble good guys left…well, most of you anyway.”

I shifted uncomfortably.

“I can’t really answer
that one. It’s what I became when I was bitten by one of your kind
and…”

“Whoever bit you is not my
kind!” She snapped and cut me off, turning away from me
again.

My brows furrowed. What did she mean
by that?

“Okay. Then what is your
kind?”

She shifted and slipped down to lie on
her side as if she were done with the conversation, pouting like a
little kid.

“Where did you get your
charms?” I decided to ask anyway, even though it seemed as if she
had shut down on me.

She turned away from me and faced the
wall, choosing to remain silent. I expected that
response.

Maybe this was enough for tonight. I
had a whole slew of questions I wanted to ask but maybe she was
right, none of it would matter if I planned to kill her
anyway.

She was stubborn as hell but I was
just as persistent and stubborn too. I was not going to play this
game with her. I knew that by morning, hunger would definitely
soften her up a bit. I stood up and began to retreat up the stone
steps, deciding to leave the light on for her even though I knew
she’d be fine in the pitch darkness.


 



Chapter 30

 


“You have an interesting array of friends.” Gage commented once we
were behind the closed door of my apartment. Everyone had gone home
and I had to force Isis, Elvie, Sage, and Riza to leave without any
more detail about Gage past what they already knew. With the
promise of lunch on the mainland tomorrow for girl gossip, they
finally left.

I was glad to be alone with him
without the threat of a fight or danger. Even the thought of my
prisoner down in the cellar wasn’t going to worry me much for now.
It was almost dawn and though I should be really tired right now, I
wasn’t.

“I know but that’s what
makes them friends. I hope Cole was cordial. He tends to be overly
protective sometimes.”

From the kitchen, I could see that
Twinkie was asleep at the foot of my bed but he quickly awoke and
stretched, taking his time in deciding to jump off of my bed once
he realized I was here and had company.

I retrieved and can of sardines to
open and fill his food bowl with and that was enough to send him
running into the kitchen.

Gage laughed softly. “If I were your
brother, I’d be protective of you too. He did have a lot of
questions but I didn’t expect anything less. They were all cordial
enough and I admire the fact that they all came to your rescue no
matter the hour. That level of camaraderie among different
elementals is not something you see everyday anywhere.”

I smiled. “Well, it’s all we have here
in this world.”

He nodded and I caught the sorrowful
pause that lasted a half a second in his eyes. I wondered what was
going through his mind at that moment.

“How did it go with your
captive?”

“I’m not sure how to
approach her. She’s a stubborn one but I can understand the
attitude given her predicament and possible fate. She did say that
she ran away from home though. Those guys were after her to bring
her back. Noemi mentioned that she was royalty based on the color
of her eyes.”

He nodded as if he already knew all of
that.

“She’s also got some sort
of shocking power via touch.”

“Nocturna royalty
typically possess some sort of elemental magic. She didn’t say why
she ran away?”

“No. That was as far as
she allowed me to get with her.”

“That’s why you don’t ask
anything. You tell.”

I narrowed my eyes at him, unsure of
what he meant by that.

“Tell? Why do I get the
feeling that you know this because you have plenty of experience in
this area?”

He simply winked at me as his hungry
eyes traveled over my entire body from head to toe and then he
licked his lips suggestively. He casually sidled up to the dining
room table, perusing the articles and papers that were still there
with disinterest. I felt guilty leaving them out in his presence
even if he had looked through them before.

“I haven’t gone through
these yet.” I told him as I shuffled them all together into a neat
stack.

He frowned. “Good because they’re
about ninety percent inaccurate.”

I looked at him in confusion and then
glanced over some of the articles in wonder. “What
parts?”

“All of it. It’s all
speculation by scholars who knew nothing about our race and people.
There’s a reason that Aldeurians tend to remain private about their
affairs.”

“Remaining private because
they have something to hide? Why wouldn’t they speculate or even
assume? You seem to know so much about everyone else.”

“Hide? Sure, if the rest
of the universe sees it that way. It’s about survival in the end
and I only pursue knowledge in what interests me. I have my trusted
resources.”

I paused and studied him carefully.
There was so much to him and so little that I knew—past just how
good he was with his tongue, which reminded me…

“So, were Jax and Phillip
right about you guys then? The Phantom Jaguars?”

“Absolutely. Is that a
deal breaker?” He grinned, approaching me slowly. Wow, he didn’t
even try to deny or sugar coat it at all. The urge to play the game
and back away from him made me feel like his prey, regardless of
what I was beneath the surface.

“No. That’s pretty much
what I’ve assessed about you so far.” His brow rose as he moved in
closer to me with a mischievous smile. The fact that I was wearing
a light, short sundress was something that he had been eyeing with
lascivious curiosity since we had been alone. I guess he didn’t
think I noticed or maybe he did.

The thought of feeling his body
against mine once again brought on a sudden rush of excitement and
desire that quickly began to spread from my core straight into my
groin. Desire warmed every erogenous region that remembered and
ached for the feel of his tongue again.

I felt the wall against my back but he
didn’t stop until he was pressed against me. His hands were hot
against my skin, reaching around my hips and ass and jerking me
forward and up. He forced his thigh between my legs to hold me in
place while he lifted up my dress with one hand. The other reached
beneath to grasp the crotch of my lace panties and he ripped them
off in one firm pull. I gasped out loud and as soon as I opened my
mouth, his covered mine completely. His tongue probed deep and
forcefully, making me whine and coo passionately. Wrapping my arms
around his neck I ground myself into him as his hands explored and
massaged my bare ass to kindle the heat that was quickly growing in
between my legs.

The urgency, fervor, and enthusiasm in
his dominating kiss told me that this moment was something he had
been waiting for ever since that first night.

It’s been building to near explosive
since having been turned down the first time and violently
interrupted the second time. The thought of his wife and daughter
had completely gone out the window for me. I wanted to care and not
be the other woman but I couldn’t hold out and resist him
anymore.

There was something about Gage that I
found beyond enticing and desirable and it was way more than his
looks and physique. We connected on more levels than simply being
hunters. That much was evident in the chemistry that I could
physically feel with his firm body practically melded into mine and
whenever he touched me.

Leaving a wet trail against the heat
of my skin, he slowly began to work his way down. My sundress was
already sliding down my torso and his mouth found and suctioned
onto my nipple. The tip of his tongue lashed over the hardened bud
as he alternated between licking and gently biting down.

Crying out, I arched into him and tore
at his shirt, peeling it away from his shoulders and running my
fingers through his hair. Grazing my nails across his back, he
moaned and I remembered that it was my turn to repay the favor from
earlier, just as I had promised him.

I tried to ease myself down to give
him the hint but he wouldn’t let me. Holding me in place, he rose
up to stand again. Leaning in to me and gripping my hips, I felt
him push into me slowly at first and I immediately went rigid with
surprise at his eagerness and size.

Then, in one hard aggressive thrust he
forced an involuntary, “Oh fuck!” followed by a primal scream out
of me.

A satisfactory loud groan of relief
came from deep within his throat once the entire length of him was
fully sheathed.

Head tossed back, eyes shut, and teeth
clenched, I squealed in ecstasy feeling him throbbing and alive
inside of me.

“God, yes!” he whispered
and grunted against my throat. The warmth of his soft lips and
heavy panting against my skin accentuated the delectable sensation
of the stiff heat of him, buried to the hilt and filling me up
completely.

Then he began to move.

His rhythm was slow but firm and
powerful. He maintained incredible strength and control of the
entire motion, slowly sliding out but not completely, and then
plunging upwards hard and deep to make sure that I could feel every
single inch of him with each thrust. Each time, he pushed a wail
and cry out of me as the taut muscles in his hips and groin flexed
against mine.

The burning light of desire in Gage’s
eyes was intense and nearly predatory. He was used to being
dominant, that much was clear and I was sure that it was much more
than being a Phantom Jaguar by nature. If he had been anyone else,
it would have been a turn off for me because I’ve always considered
myself the aggressive type when it came to sex. With Gage, part of
me didn’t mind it when he carried me to the bed, tossed me down
onto my back, and then pinned me down with my hands above my head,
forcing each of my ankles over his shoulders.

For now, I was in complete submission
to him.


 



Chapter 31

 


Holy shit.

That was the only thing that came to
mind just as the sun began to peer over the horizon, casting a
salmon orange glow into my apartment.

I’ve had some incredible sex with Marq
before and he was good, but Gage was…Damn. I had no words and I
don’t even think I could get up and walk even if I wanted to right
now. Until last night, a screaming orgasm has only been a house
specialty drink here.

Gage was a very vehement, dominating,
and intense yet attentive lover. I never thought that combination
would be such a turn on for me, let alone allowing him to maintain
that level of erotic man-handling without a struggle or
resistance.

There wasn’t an inch on either one of
our bodies that our mouths didn’t venture to and there was nothing
that we didn’t do. It was all natural though as if we’d been lovers
forever. Our bodies were so in sync that it heightened everything
to limits that I never knew were possible, like the fact that he
could orgasm multiple times too.

I know it was the whole hunter
compatibility. The last time I was with another hunter, it had been
my first time and that was a disaster that I don’t want to
remember, let alone retell.

My entire bed was nearly torn apart.
Pillows and sheets were twisted and tossed onto the floor in
crumpled heaps and my mattress was turned askew on the box
spring.

When I lifted my head and looked
around my bedroom turned ground zero at the mercy of two extremely
horny hunters, I expected Gage to be gone but he wasn’t. When I
moved he shifted and his arm slipped tenderly around my waist,
pulling me against him.

I was surprised but it instantly made
me smile. I loved the feel of his naked body against mine. I
finally realized what was making it hard to resist him and why I
quickly became drawn to him despite his arrogance, the brutal
reputation of his class of hunters, the danger he posed, and his
mystery. Gage was a gentleman with a sense of humor and he was both
articulate and intelligent. I’ve never been with a male like that
before. Sure, Marq isn’t an idiot but he’s also easy going, letting
me do and take control of almost everything.

Gage could care less if I wanted him
to do or not do something, and though he could be brash and forward
at times, he was still polite about it and he knew what he was
talking about. I couldn’t picture him yelling or losing his
cool.

Turns out he’s definitely into
man-scaping and Brazilian thing too, which I love. For a guy who
was part of a race that was known for cold-heartedness, he’s
definitely a metrosexual who likes to cuddle and spoon after
mind-blowing, earth-rocking sex.

The thought made me chuckle to myself
as I scooted closer to him and his hand slipped upwards, resting in
between my breasts.

I felt him lift his head and then his
soft, warm lips tenderly grazed my shoulder, working up towards my
neck where he nuzzled me, making me coo. “I should really check on
my prisoner.”

“I’m sure she’s fine.” He
murmured.

I felt him already growing hard
against my buttocks and it shocked me. How is that possible? I
don’t think I could go again just yet even if I wanted to. I
scooted forward and turned around to face him.

“I wanna know more about
you, Gage.” I whispered, looking into his gorgeous eyes.

He flashed a naughty smile. “Didn’t we
cover that about an hour ago? You probably know more about me than
even I do now.”

I laughed and then pursed my
lips.

“You know what I mean. You
said if I wanted to know anything, that all I had to do was
ask.”

He paused, his reluctance
obvious.

“So ask.”

“Well, for one, it still
bothers me that you have a wife and child.”

He was silent at first. “That’s
understandable. I’d feel the same way if the roles were
reversed.”

Disappointment and guilt over all we
just did suddenly washed over me. My face then burned with
jealousy.

“It’s been over twenty
years since I’ve been away from them and not a day goes by that it
doesn’t tear me apart. My daughter is now a young woman, recently
married, and all I managed to get were photos from newspaper
clippings and magazines. She wouldn’t even know me if I met her on
the street.”

I hadn’t thought about that but still,
knowing that his heart originally or even still belongs to another
woman made me feel rejected on some level.

My brows furrowed and I shifted to sit
up and look at him.

“Photos from newspaper
articles and magazines?”

Gage had access to an awful lot of
money, evident in his clothes, the house he was using temporarily,
and the money he threw around.

Was he a celebrity? Was it the
politics?

“What did you do for a
living back in Aldeur?”

Even though I had somewhat of an idea
based on what I read in the papers that Fin gave me, I wanted to
hear it from him.

A small smile formed at the corner of
his mouth and he took his time answering as he shoved a pillow
under his head to prop himself up a bit more.

“Let’s just say I was
well-known, which turned out to be a curse for me in the
end.”

“Well-known? What does
that mean? Good or bad?”

He looked at me with adoration. “Tell
me something about you first.”

I sighed and then sat up, the
comforter falling part way down and leaving my breasts exposed. His
eyes were temporarily averted, gazing at each one and then he bit
his lip. I ran a hand through my hair to break up some of the
tangles before speaking.

“Alright. My full name is
actually Skai Lily Blossom.” I blushed and watched for his
reaction. It had always sounded too fluffy and soft and I liked the
way Kai sounded by itself. Short, sweet, and simple.

He smiled, his eyes sparkling and I
couldn’t tell if it was with humor or not. “Skai Lily Blossom? So I
had been close, you are a delicate Lotus blossom. That’s actually
very beautiful. I like it.”

“Now you can answer my
question. Twenty some odd years ago made you how old back then? How
old would you technically be now if you continued to
age?”

The thought really didn’t bother me
because he certainly looked, fought, and made love like a young
stallion with loads of energy and stamina. However the fact that
his daughter and I were only a few years apart…I tried not to think
about that one at all. He took his time answering again or maybe he
was deciding on what and how much to tell me this time.

“I don’t want to turn you
off.” He joked.

“After last night, believe
me, you couldn’t.”

He laughed. “I’ll just say that I
would have been around for a total of six decades to the current
date.”

I nodded, not wanting to picture that
but the sixties were actually considered quite young for a
hunter.

He scooted in beside me, apparently
unable to resist my bare breasts anymore, leaning down to plant
soft kisses around my nipples.

I moaned and sighed softly, another
question plaguing my mind.

“If there was no risk to
them, would you go back even after last night?”

Why would I even ask that? Did I
really want to torture myself with the answer? I would expect him
to go back. They were his family and flesh and blood. I was sure
his daughter missed him terribly, grown or not.

He stopped and sat back with a look on
his face that seemed torn. Given the fact that he also took a long
time to answer that question, it was enough to tell me all that I
needed to know. We had amazing sex and that was all. He owed me
nothing. She had his history, his life, and his child. I could
never compete with that. I wouldn’t have been able to.

My cell phone was shrill and loud,
abruptly ringing from somewhere to save him from having to answer
me with a yes. A yes that I didn’t want to hear.

I obviously didn’t love him or
anything but I could easily fall in love with him eventually, and I
guess that was why I felt this sense of jealousy.

I quickly scooted out of bed, glancing
at him briefly and noting that he still hadn’t answered the
question. The expression on his face was tell-tale though, in that
he certainly was thinking about it.

Finding my phone among the change of
clothing that I had tossed into the armchair from yesterday, I
quickly answered it after seeing that it was Cole.

“Yeah.” I answered just
before it went to voicemail.

“She still
secured?”

“I haven’t checked yet but
I’m sure she is.”

“Haven’t checked? What the
hell? Damn it, Kai, you need to figure out something to get her out
of here because we have no idea what kind of contact or tracking
they may have on her. I’m guessing your new friend must have spent
the night. We’re all on the way over right now. Erian is with us,
he said he has some results from your blood sample. We also got a
hold to a few blood bags from the blood bank in case you need them
for her. Be there in about thirty minutes.”

“Ok.” I said and hung
up.

Gage was already getting dressed but
taking his time.

I proceeded to shower and change
without another word to Gage about where we left off, and I could
tell that he was relieved.

 


 


Gage was waiting for me when I exited
the bathroom. He was sitting at the foot of my bed watching the
news on television and to my surprise, he had cleaned and
straightened up my entire room, even making the bed for
me.

Twinkie must have been hiding
somewhere, traumatized after being subjected to all he had heard
and probably saw last night.

“What’s happening?” I
asked, joining him for a moment to see a reporter at the long since
cordoned off crime scene on the screen.

“Three human bodies found
under the pier at the Los Muertos port.” He answered without taking
his eyes off the screen

“Three?”

He nodded. “Soon, we won’t be able to
keep up. We’d better close that gateway today.”

I wondered if it was because of the
girl in the cellar.

“The others are on their
way now. Cole said that Erian has some news on the blood sample he
took from me. I’m gonna head down and check on her.”

He stood up. “Maybe he’ll have better
luck than I have so far. I’ll be back...and to answer your last
question. Yes, I would.”

I see. Feeling like nothing more than
a good lay, I didn’t reply or even let show how his answer made me
really feel in front of him. Well, I did want to know and now I
regretted hearing and knowing it at all. Before I could even extend
the hospitality of allowing him to shower here, he was
gone.


 



Chapter 32

 


She was curled into a ball underneath the cot that I had set up
for her. The blanket and pillow remained untouched. I drank a
healthy glass of Nocturna blood to start my day and as far as I
could tell, that was enough to last me about two days full of
enhanced supernatural strength and vitality. I had taken my time,
stopping to do other things around my apartment and the bar before
heading down to check on her on purpose.

She didn’t even stir when I crossed
the small room to sit down on a crate in front of the make-shift
cell.

“Morning.” I spoke first
anyway.

She remained still and
silent.

Was she even breathing? I watched her
for a few minutes.

She was.

“I’ve got breakfast coming
but how much you get depends on how much information you’re willing
to tell.”

Silence.

“Where did you learn to
fight like that?”

She stirred slightly but her face
still remained covered by her hands. I was beginning to wonder if
maybe she was weak from hunger and thirst or something.

The door suddenly opened and footsteps
were slowly descending the wooden steps.

I turned and quickly stood
up.

Gage’s scent was beginning to become a
familiar and pleasing thing to me long before even seeing him
appear.

That was fast. He had already changed,
fresh, clean, and gorgeous as always.

“The others are about to
dock at the pier.” He said to me, heading straight for the pile of
crates and grabbing one to sit on.

He gingerly placed it in front of the
cell and sat down, watching her for a moment with a callous
disregard before speaking.

“Here’s what’s going to
happen. The gateway that you came through is still open and we’re
setting up to close it as I speak. No one cares why you came or why
you’re running away, let alone what you can do, or what shitty
family you spawned from. You’ll more than likely be dead before
they even figure out where to start looking, so whatever you’re
trying to prove or do won’t matter to anyone else but you. You are
going to be tossed back through it like last week’s trash and quite
frankly, no one gives a damn where the hell you end up. Once you’re
through, the gateway will be swiftly closed right behind you,
permanently.

I’m sure you obviously don’t care
about what I’m saying but you can hear me, so I’ll offer you a
brief run-down on just one of your possible fates —aside from the
fact that where you end up will already be a very risky crap shoot
as it is. There are many powerful and waiting rogue elementals who
could take you down faster than you can even begin to pull together
enough energy to invoke your power. They would love nothing more
than to strip you of your ability and add you to their sex slave
harems. Now at this point, you can either start talking or you can
lay there and play martyr like an idiot. Your bratty silence isn’t
hurting anyone but you because you’re more of a useless burden that
anything else. And if you don’t think we’ll be able to get you
there and follow through with it, let me remind you that you were
knocked out cold once before, got it?”

My mouth fell and I was
speechless.

Gage was smooth but very hardcore,
point-blank, and extremely firm. Nothing about his speech seemed
rehearsed and I almost expected him to pull her out and start
slapping her around too so she’d know that he meant
business.

Yeah, he’s definitely done this many
times before.

I narrowed my eyes at him. Did I want
to know more about what kind of a ruler Gage was and just why he
was so well-known? Well-known for what exactly?

Hearing him curse was shocking because
it just seemed so out of place from his normal demeanor and way of
speaking. Any other young girl probably would have started crying
right off the bat but she didn’t. In fact, she didn’t even look up
to see who was talking shit to her at all.

My first instinct had been to stop him
because he was being way too harsh but I couldn’t even
interject.

Seeing that she still
didn’t respond I shoved him on the shoulder and mouthed,
‘Can I talk to you up
there?’ I thumbed towards the top of the
stairs.

He was nonchalant and his expression
was calm when he got up and followed me up the stairs.

I crossed my arms over my chest and
whispered. “That was not the direction I was trying to go. You were
a bit harsh there.”

He arched a brow. “Harsh? I was being
nice. I took her youth and being female into
consideration.”

I looked at him
incredulously.

“If anything, now I know
she won’t talk. She wanted to leave anyway. That’s not a
threat.”

Gage smirked. “I know the type,” He
leaned in close to my ear just in case she was listening. “I wasn’t
the only one bluffing. If she had somewhere to go, she wouldn’t
have followed you out here. If my assumptions and instincts don’t
fail me…and they generally never have in situations like this,
you’ll get more than her name out of her in the next ten
minutes.”

Gage had a good point. I hadn’t
thought of that.

I exhaled through my nose. He was
confident about himself that was for sure.

“Cole brought back some
blood from the local blood bank. Will you bring back a cup and tell
him that I’ll be right up?”

“Sure. And do not let her
think that I was bullshitting about anything I said.” He warned
softly in my ear.

“So you weren’t?” I
joked.

“It’s a convenient and
doable option if you don’t plan to kill her.”

I nodded.

Once Gage left the cellar, I paused in
thought before stepping silently back down to see if she had at
least moved since Gage and I had been out of her line of
vision.

She had.

She was sitting up with her legs
tucked under her, looking innocent and wide-eyed now.

The shine in her magenta eyes had
dulled and her skin looked pallid and paler than normal, coated
with a thin sheen of sweat that made her glisten under the soft
lighting.

Dark circles rimmed the lower part of
her eyes and with my infrared vision, I could see that she was
definitely hungry.

I suppose that might be more of a
motivation than Gage’s threatening speech.

I didn’t speak, choosing to remain
silent when I fixed her with a hard glare.

Her hair was both tousled and matted
in some spots and she licked her lips several times. They were dry
and crusted either from hunger or the salt water of the ocean. I
felt a bit sorry for her, she was still in her briny, damp
clothing.

The feel of wet, dirty clothes would
have been more than enough torture for me if I had been the one
imprisoned.

The hum of the air conditioner filled
the silence before she finally looked up at me.

“Nailah is my name.
Please, I’ll do anything ... just don’t put me back into the
gateway. I may not survive and I don’t want to die.” She whispered
with a haunted pleading in her eyes.

I’ll be damned. Gage knew exactly what
he was doing and it worked.

I leaned forward with my elbows on my
knees.

“No? I figured that
wouldn’t be an option for you considering that you want to survive
for whoever it was that gave you those charms on your necklace. I’m
willing to bet that person was human too.” I nodded at the chain
around her neck.

This time her thin brows rose. She
didn’t see that one coming.

She stared at me in awe, searching my
face for some sort of explanation of how I could have known that.
The chains around her wrists clanked as her hand slowly rose and
she fingered the small charms with a distant look in her
eyes.

“It doesn’t matter, he’s
not the only reason why.” She replied slowly. Her eyes turned down
and she was staring at the ground in front of her.

Ah. So it’s all making some sort of
sense to me now.

Good old fashion women’s intuition.
Dramatic actions of this magnitude were almost always over a guy. I
was beginning to formulate my own ideas on why she was really
running away from her home.

“So tell me the other
reasons then.” I straightened and shifted on the crate to get
comfortable.

She didn’t answer me right away. Then
she looked up and glanced in the direction of the steps before
turning her eyes back to mine.

“Was he serious about all
of that? Throwing me back into the gateway?”

“They’re all waiting for
me to give the word.”

She sighed.

“I can’t go back home. I’d
rather die than have to go back.” She whispered, slowly shaking her
head no. It seemed as if she had temporarily drifted off into some
other thought or memory when she said that.

“Well, you definitely
can’t stay here and you owe me a new Quadski.” I was serious about
that when I pointed an index finger at her.

She seemed stunned and hurt by my
words.

“But…I have nowhere else
to go.”

Her fiery, bratty confidence had done
a complete three sixty switch and I could see that she was
genuinely scared about what lie ahead for her. It was something she
hadn’t thought through before escaping or whatever it was she
did.

The door opened at the top of the
stairs and I turned to see Cole, Isis, and Clee heading
down.

Cole held a small cup in his hands,
handing it off to me once he came over to stand beside me with his
hands on his hips, watching her.

“Well?” he
asked.

“We’re making some
progress.”

“What’s your
plan?”

Nailah pinned a worried gaze on me,
begging me to have mercy on her as she anxiously awaited my
response.

“Are we about ready to
close that portal?” I asked him.

“We’ve got a plan in place
but it will require Marq if you can get in touch with him and his
sister.” Clee said.

“It’s going to require all
of us.” Isis added.

I nodded.

Nailah’s eyes traveled over everyone
innocently as if she were trying to figure out what each of their
powers were. Then she looked at Cole, alternating her eyes between
me and him several times before a slight pleasant smile briefly
appeared on her lips.

“Is Gage still here?” I
asked Isis.

“He and Erian are engaged
in a deep, very scientific discussion full of words that made my
head spin and eyes cross about both of your conditions.”

“Okay. Can you guys give
me another minute? I’ll be up shortly.”

“Hopefully with a
decision, right?” Cole asked me.

I saw Nailah shift and her eyes
widened when she looked at me again.

“Yep.” I nodded without
giving her any clue or idea as to what my decision would possibly
be.

“Cool. Make it quick.
We’ve got to get started soon.” Cole said. He and Clee headed back
up the steps but Isis lingered a bit longer, studying
Nailah.

“Seems like you’ve toned
down a bit.”

Nailah simply looked at
her.

“Isis, we’ve got morning
customers and food and drinks to start serving.” I reminded her
quickly, stopping her before she ruined the fact that I had Nailah
right where I wanted her.

“I’m going. Noemi has some
news too.” She then said quickly as she retreated.

Excellent. I wanted to know a little
more about Nailah before ultimately deciding anything.

Once Isis closed the door behind her I
held the cup up to my nose. I could tell that Nailah was curious
about what was in it too.

Hmm, human blood still did nothing for
me.

I stood up and handed her the
cup.

“Here. It’s all you’re
going to get for now.”

She tilted her head slightly and
leaned forward, sniffing the contents, and then she
frowned.

“It isn’t as fresh and
warm as drinking it straight from a human but it’ll sustain you for
now. This isn’t the time to be choosey because I could care less
whether you eat or not.”

“I don’t drink human
blood.” She replied firmly.

This time I was confused.

“What do you mean, you
don’t drink human blood? What, are you one of those new-aged,
hippie Nocturna who only drinks animal blood? The feed isn’t
something you can help.”

“Yes, it is. Nocturnas
need the proteins, iron, and vitamin D components found in both
human and animal blood. We need it because we lack that ability to
produce and maintain those amino acids in our own systems. It’s one
of the main reasons that we can’t withstand ultraviolet light and
sun. I used to drink only from animals until I realized that simply
drinking organic protein shakes and taking vitamin D and iron
supplements gives me what I need and it completely satiates the
thirst.”

I was stunned. Was she serious? If so,
this was a major revelation.

“Then why do Nocturna
still drink from humans and other beings? You can get those
nutrients from regular organic foods too.”

She gave a sarcastic chuckle.
“Satisfaction, strength, maintaining fear and superiority, the
warmth and taste, and habit. It’s an intimate and almost erotic
experience…if you’re not intending to kill the donor. This is my
choice and how I choose to live for me.”

I could respect that if she was
telling me the truth.

“So you don’t consume
blood at all?” I had to repeat for my own understanding.

She shook her head no. “There’s really
no need to but those in my family and many others don’t like that
ideology. If they were to change the way they feed then they
wouldn’t seem as dangerous and threatening to other races. It’s the
other reason I ran away and they’re afraid that I’ll start
spreading that idea around to others, and that other beings will
come to know and understand just how vulnerable we really
are.”

Interesting.

“How long have you been
without actual blood?”

“For the last ten years of
my life, when I was old enough to make my own feeding choices. I
met him about a two years ago, my friend.” She said shyly, looking
down when she mentioned him. If what she was telling me was truth,
it would be a huge mistake to kill or just toss her out to the
wolves.

“Just a friend? Where is
your friend now?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t
seen him in a while.” She stopped abruptly, sucking in a sob and
turning her face away from me.

“My father tried to keep
me under his thumb when he found out by having his garde secretly
follow me around. I knew they were only trying to find out who he
was so that they could kill him or something later, so I had to
avoid seeing him at all. This last time, I tried to lose them
quickly so I ran through the first large gateway that I came across
the first chance I got. I guess they managed to track me pretty
fast after I did.

I hurried back out of the club. I
assumed you must have been waiting on something or me but when I
saw you leaving, I hurried to catch up with you. I followed you and
swam a little ways before stealing a speedboat and keeping far
enough a distance from you so you wouldn’t get suspicious. I lost
you for a little bit but when I saw the island surrounded by
magical energy in the distance, I ditched the boat and swam
straight for it but they were already on my tail. I didn’t mean to
lead them here.” She finished, wiping her nose with a
sniff.

If she was pretending, she was a
damned good actress but I had to maintain a level of neutrality.
She could be trying to play on my emotions even though I was
starting to believe that she was telling me some truth.

“You took a huge risk. You
could have been jumped and killed on sight. In fact, you came this
close.” I pinched my index finger and thumb together with a barely
small space in between to illustrate my point.

She knew what I meant after witnessing
the slaying of her pursuers by both Gage and I. She barely nodded,
wide-eyed and chagrined with a slight shoulder shrug as if she
agreed but didn’t think about it at the time.

“Who’s your father?” I
then asked.

“Melvick
Cristorus.”

Though I could guess that he was a
pretty powerful Nocturna, the name didn’t sound familiar to me.
Then again, I don’t know much about the Nocturna history past what
they are as a race, and that they’ve always been enemies of ours.
We had plenty of regulars that did though, like Noemi, and I
wondered what she managed to find out.

“Can they track you
now?”

“I’m connected. Our crest
is internal, it’s a permanent mark and it can only be broken if
either I or my father dies.”

Son of a bitch! Yeah, she was
definitely going to have to go.

“Where is the mark?” I was
serious now, looking over the parts of her skin that were visible.
We couldn’t waste any more time with her.

She turned around slowly and carefully
reached around with her chain bound wrists, lifting her shirt
slightly. My first thought was tramp stamp when I saw the purple
and black markings, but then I began to make out a letter C
formation wrapped up in thorns and ivies. It was surrounded by
three symbols that resembled hexagonal crescent moons.”

I sighed angrily and rubbed a hand
over my forehead.

“Then explain to me why
you keep running away if it’s pointless?” I looked at her as if she
were an idiot and getting really annoyed with her now.

She was silent and then she smiled to
herself, almost creepily.

Glancing down at the ground she
replied. “It takes a while for any of them to find me and it pisses
my dad off.”

“So this is a game to you?
Is that what you get off on?”

She looked at me again and then shook
her head emphatically.

“No. I want to be free and
on my own.”

“Then do it. What the hell
is the problem?” I was raising my voice now.

“You don’t understand!”
Her bottom lip was quivering and she was on the verge of
tears.

This conversation was doing nothing
but making me angry with her. I exhaled slowly to keep from
reaching for and shaking the shit out of her to awaken some sense
of logic in her brain.

Finally, I turned to leave but she
stopped me when she quickly spoke, not wanting to be left down here
alone again for who knew how long.

“Wait, can I ask you
something?”

I didn’t feel like talking to her
anymore right now but I reluctantly stopped and turned around to
face her again, clearly agitated.

“You bite as a weapon to
kill, I get that, but why feed? I’ve never known hunters to behave
like…” She trailed off.

“Like you guys do?” I cut
her off with a single raised brow.

She appeared hurt by my harsh tone and
answer but she didn’t reply.

Stealing part of Gage’s words, I
added, “The universes are very large places. There’s a lot that
many of us don’t know and have yet to discover.”

We’re not much different from humans
at all.

I purposefully refrained from telling
her anything about my new status even though she had divulged quite
a bit to me.

It was quiet for a moment.

“You and your brother are
nearly identical in the face, minus the hair and the obvious gender
differences. He’s a hottie. I’m really fascinated with the whole
twin thing.” She suddenly said with a smile.

I remained silent. She was obviously
trying to soothe over my irritation with her by changing topics and
throwing in compliments.

She went on, “I do a lot of reading
and studying because I like to learn about other classes, races,
and humans. I hid out among Shaolin Monks for years learning to
fight. I finally had to leave when my father’s guys caught up with
me again. I didn’t want to endanger them because they were so kind
and hospitable to me. Even though the Monks knew what I was, they
never said a word to the citizens.”

“Why can’t you just
emancipate yourself and tell your father that you want to be
independent?”

I wanted to know the answer to that
question.

She snorted and shook her head,
pinching her eyes shut to restrain the tears from
escaping.

“A Nocturna without a
crest is fair game and you quickly become a vulnerable and targeted
rogue. My mark keeps me protected under my father and my family but
I’m the black sheep. They don’t like that I associate with and
consider humans as friends rather than food.”

I could relate to her enough about the
frustrations of being a young female in our world but that was
about it. I understood her plight but I didn’t feel completely
sorry for her either.

“Then you need to decide
which means more to you, your friend and your freedom to be who you
are, or your daddy’s money and power to protect you. In which case,
stop playing games and running away from them. I don’t care what
your power is, there’s always someone bigger and badder out there
and one day you will get yourself killed if you’re not careful.” I
stated flat and callously.

Her eyes were round and unblinking at
my forewarning. She clearly had no rebuttal or comment because she
knew I was right. Apparently, no one has ever talked to her like
this before either. That much I could tell by her expression
alone.

She appeared to be thinking. Chains
clinking, she slowly stepped as close to the bars as she could get
without touching them. She was probably about an inch shorter than
me. I could see the color of her hair now that it had dried. The
lustrous jet black, color was ashy and washed out, caked with sea
salt.

“I didn’t come here with
bad intentions. I just wanted to have a place to go and make
friends, that’s all. I’m sorry I shocked you.”

I took her genuine sincerity and all
that she told me to heart and consideration.

That was one of the whole reasons
behind the bar’s creation and existence but she was a Nocturna. She
was a natural, known, long-time enemy to many of us, and now she
was going to end up leading an entire army of them right here to
the island. Even though it was out of her control, we had to get
rid of her now.

My tone softened slightly despite the
emergency but my expression remained stoic. “And I’m sorry that I
kicked your ass. I’ll be back down shortly.” I said before turning
to leave.
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I needed some time to think long and hard about Nailah’s future
but I didn’t have that time. Though I would probably seek out
advice and opinions from everyone else, the ultimate decision would
be mine to make. I could put her on a plane and fly her somewhere
else but that wouldn’t solve the problem and innocent humans could
end up getting caught in the crossfire over her.

In the meantime, the most important
order of business was to prevent her father and more of their kind
from spilling into this region.

Everyone was waiting for me when I
returned upstairs from the cellar. The television mounted above the
liquor display was on and they were all watching the news. I guess
they know about the new bodies now.

The seating area of the bar was
already filled with a few customers, some with their kids but our
group was gathered around the bar counter.

I didn’t see Gage though, no surprise
there, and I wondered where he went this time.

“What’s the verdict?” Cole
asked.

“You’re right. They’re
able to track her via her crest and she’s singing like a bird,
thanks to Gage, but we have got to get her off the island
quick.”

Cole’s eyes widened. “You can’t just
leave her to wander now that she knows who you are and where we
are. You’re gonna have to kill her.”

I pressed my lips in frustration.
“Really, Cole? You’re about to be a father, how can you be so cold?
Killing her would be like killing Twinkie. I’ve looked into her
eyes and I’ve engaged in meaningful conversation with her, I can’t
do that even if it would be a good idea.”

He looked at me wryly. “She’s an
indirect threat to our entire existence here.” He
warned.

“I’m aware of
that.”

“Gage will be back. As far
as her crest being a tracking device, she’s safe as long as she
remains inside the bar. With all the wards and spells this place is
protected by, they won’t be able to track her here. Now if she’s
outside, that’s a different story, so I wouldn’t worry about it as
long as you keep her in the cellar for now.” Erian informed
me.

I was relieved.

“Even a Nocturna
link?”

“Especially theirs. When
you get a moment, we should head upstairs and talk about my
findings in your blood sample.”

I nodded with a deep exhale. “Okay.
Then that gives me a little time to think about this then.” I
replied.

Cole then said, “Don’t completely
discount what you may have to do though, Kai.”

“I am not going to kill
her, Cole.” I snapped in a whisper.

He held up his hands. “Hey, I didn’t
necessarily mean kill but sometimes you gotta do what you gotta do
for the safety of all others.”

“Well, thanks for crowning
me the executioner.”

“Look sis, I’m there for
you and whatever you decide. We’re closing early tonight around
eight. Three more human bodies is not acceptable. It’s gonna start
drawing more and more attention.”

Clee took a moment from setting up the
arts and crafts table to join us at the counter.

“Kai, can you get a hold
to Marq and Syhenna? We’re really going to need them for this plan
that I’ve come up with to work.” She asked.

“I’ll try. He might not be
too enthused about doing much for me lately since Gage walked into
the picture.”

Clee nodded in sympathetic
understanding of what I meant and why.

“Poor Marq.” Isis said,
returning to the bar with a set of empty glasses.

“Don’t rub it in.” I
replied.

“So I guess that means
that you two are cozying up to each other? I can’t say that I blame
you.” Isis grinned.

“When you two get a chance
and all this is over, tapas and drinks at our usual cantina spot on
the mainland. I have some interesting info for you, Kai.” Noemi
informed me and Isis with a smile when she returned to retrieve her
order of drinks.

“Is it something we’ll
need to know by tonight?” I asked.

She shook her head and smiled. “It’s
more for you. I was right about her eyes and royalty though.
Cristorus is the family name.”

“Yeah, she told
me.”

“Cristorus? Uh-oh.” Clee
replied.

We all looked at her.

“I’ve heard of that one
too.” Isis added.

“Erian said that as long
as she was inside, she was untraceable.”

“That’s true but you’d
better get rid of her soon. Keeping her around will end up in
confrontation after confrontation, if not worse.” Clee
warned.

I groaned internally. “I
know.”

“See if you can try to
contact Marq anyway. We’re really going to need him, it’s the only
way.” She then said.

“Alright.” I nodded for
Erian to follow me up to my apartment.

“I’m coming with too.”
Isis invited herself.

“You guys go on up. We’ll
help tend things until Riza gets here and you can fill me in
later.” Cole said nodding towards Clee.

 


 


Twinkie meowed and trotted off to head
downstairs as soon as I opened the door.

“Have a seat guys and give
me a sec.” I said heading into my room.

I called Cole and asked him to bring
Nailah a protein drink and some snacks from the kitchen, and a warm
bucket of water, towels and soap. I had to tell him that she didn’t
drink blood at all when he questioned it, explaining briefly what
she told me. Like me, he was shocked.

“Kai, I know what you
might be thinking and planning but you can’t save every stray that
comes along. She is Nocturna. You don’t know that she’s telling you
the truth and she’s probably being tracked as we speak, especially
after those others followed her here. Hell, she could be a decoy or
something. She is more of a liability and risk that we can’t afford
to take unless you want to have to relocate again.”

“Just trust me on this one
Cole, okay?”

He sighed and was silent for a
minute.

“Alright.” He finally
agreed.

“Damn, Kai why does it
reek of hot, steamy, no-holes barred sex in here?” Isis was leaning
against the the doorjamb of my bedroom, grinning devilishly with
one brow raised and noshing on a handful if grapes.

I pitched a pillow at her that hit her
dead in the face and then I fell back onto my bed. I was weary, not
wanting to divulge anything that went on in here right now,
especially with her man in the other room.

“Hey!” She giggled, diving
forward to land and bounce twice on her stomach next to
me.

“You know, you have the
face of an Angel but the mouth and mind of a molesting gutter
drunk.”

She laughed, apparently pleased with
the comparison.

“Which is why we were
drawn to each other and quickly became best friends.”

I couldn’t help but shake my head and
laugh too because it was true.

“I demand to know
everything. Was it Gage? I want details!” Her eyes were wide,
excited at the prospect and beaming with perverse curiosity. I
pursed my lips and nodded towards my still wide open bedroom
door.

“Oh.” Isis groaned with a
roll of her eyes.

She made a motion of throwing
something with her hand splayed out and a burst of air pushed my
bedroom door shut.

“That was faster than I
calculated. How was he?” She popped a grape in her mouth, grinning
from ear to ear as she chewed.

“I’ve never had my world
rocked like that in my entire life.” I spoke low.

“Shit! Seriously? Not even
with Marq? Wow, I will never look at him the same way again...at
least not in the face anyway.” Isis smiled encouragingly and then
laughed.

“Um, if we do end up
dating or something, I don’t want you staring at his crotch every
time he comes around.”

Isis chuckled. “I was only kidding!
So, could this be a new relationship and possibly more
then?”

“I don’t know.”

“What do you mean you
don’t know? You may as well now, there’s not much else to discover
except for his favorite color and music.”

I looked at her wryly.

“If it happens, it
happens.”

She gave me a questioning look. “What
did Marq say?”

“He was hurt but he said
it would be hypocritical if he were to get angry. He told me that
he was in love with me.” I looked at Isis.

Her face turned serious. “For
real?”

“Yeah, I know.”

“Do you love
him?”

“I care about him, a
lot…and I guess I do love him.”

“But you’re not in love
with him. At least you were honest with him though. Hey, what’s in
those bottles in your fridge?”

I cleared my throat, “Oh. It’s
ah…”

She froze with round eyes and
grimaced, sticking out her tongue out as if gagging. “Don’t tell me
it’s what I think it is?” She stopped stuffing her face with the
grapes.

“It is.”

“Eww!” She pretended to
puke and set the grapes down as if they had suddenly become
toxic.

“Thanks.”

“Sorry.” She sat up,
wiping her hands on her shorts.

“Wait a minute,” She then
said, looking over my comforter and bed as if the realization of
what had occurred recently suddenly hit her.

“Ewwww!” She cringed
again, levitating slightly above the blankets and sitting
Indian-style like a Djinn fresh out of a lamp.

“Really, Isis?” I shook my
head.

She giggled. “So, it’s Erian’s and my
anniversary coming up next month and I wanted to ask in advance
because we wanted to go back to Las Vegas to celebrate. I was
hoping that my oh so cool and beautiful boss wouldn’t mind giving
me two weeks off…in fact, maybe you guys could come too. We could
make a vacay of it or something, you and Gage.”

I flashed a weary look at Isis for her
worn out flattery.

“I don’t care Isis. Go and
have fun. If you’re gone I’ll have to be here. Besides, the
relationship or connection between me and Gage isn’t like
that.”

“Yet.” She
clarified.

I sighed, then I sat up and narrowed
my eyes, switching into infrared vision to pan my room for any
signature.

I couldn’t trust that Gage wasn’t
spying when he wasn’t physically here.

“What are you
doing?”

“Making sure we’re
alone.”

Isis furrowed her brows and then
understanding hit her as she scanned the room with me.

“Yeah, I don’t like that
sneaky thing either. You’re gonna have to watch him.” She
added.

“What are you gonna do
with the walking dead in your cellar?”

“I don’t know yet. My gut
tells me to welcome her. She’s been running away from her family
for years. She said she followed me because I looked nice and she
wanted to make friends when she saw me on the mainland.”

“Uh-huh. Sounds shady to
me. I don’t trust her.”

“I don’t know. From what’s
she’s told me so far, I believe some of it.”

“You’re too soft,
Kai.”

“And you’re way too mean
and paranoid.” I chuckled.

“These days you have to
be.” She defended with her arms out on either side of
her.

There was a soft knock on the
door.

“Come in.” I called
out.

Erian slowly opened the door. “Sorry
for interrupting, is it alright to talk now?”

“Oh, sure. Sorry.” I
quickly sat up and we all headed back out into my living
room.

“So, what’s the
diagnosis?” I asked plunking down into the plushness of my
couch.

“Well first, do you know
who you just added as a new patron of the bar?” Erian was
beaming.

I looked at Isis who had tossed
herself languidly into the armchair across from me. She was as
puzzled as I was.

“Who? Gage?”

“Yes. You don’t know who
he is, do you?” Erian sat down on the sofa, smiling now.

“She knows he’s sexy and
an incredible lover.” Isis replied.

I gaped at her, blushing. “Anyway, I
guess not. What about him?” Interest and impatience flooding me all
of a sudden as I sat up straighter.

“Gage Del Croix is the
founder, owner, and president of over a hundred Bio-Molecular Trans
Genome and Cell regeneration facilities worldwide here and
universally in our world. He’s a medical and scientific prodigy and
he exclusively holds the patents for cures to just about every
single deadly disease known to humans and non-humans for the past
several centuries! The guy is a complete genius and a saint, not to
mention a multi-billionaire —in both
worlds.

Hell, he was the ruling leader over
Aldeur before letting his brother take over when he stepped down
and exiled himself over two decades ago. It’s been a mystery to
many for so long but now I understand why he did. His whole family
of Phantom Jaguars have been in power for generations. You guys
can’t believe how lucky we are to have his knowledge, connections,
and expertise in our circle! When science and magic collide, the
possibilities are endless and we may be able to reverse your and
his condition successfully after all, Kai.” Erian gestured
animatedly, nearly orgasmic with excitement.

“Babe, save that
excitement for Vegas.” Isis laughed and then she looked over at me,
“Big brain and big member to match?” She grinned.

I shook my head as if I hadn’t fully
comprehended what Erian just disclosed. “What? How do you know all
of that?” I replied, riveted with intrigue and wondering why the
hell Gage didn’t tell me any of this.

“I keep my ear to the
wind. Many of the powerful Mages and Magicians know all about him
and his work. He’s a respectable icon to many. The fact that he’s
also a Phantom Jaguar makes it all the more better.”

It felt like a major mind fuck of
information that I would have never guessed, and of course Gage
chose to beat around the bush to keep from revealing any of it,
even when I asked him.

“If he has the cure for
all of those serious diseases, why are humans in this world and
beings in our world still dying from them?” I had to
ask.

Erian looked at me pointedly as if the
answer was obvious and I should have known better.

“Money. Many human world
governments don’t want the cures. In fact, they’re paying him not
to release them, but instead to come up with temporary fixes and
meds.”

I frowned, angered by that
thought.

“And he’s letting them buy
him? That doesn’t sound very saintly to me.”

Erian laughed and shook his head.
“He’s been several steps ahead of them for years, marketing and
selling these cures disguised as simple vitamins and natural
homeopathic medicines in stores globally. He’s making a killing
under the radar by both curing and staying hush. To those people
and places that can’t afford the meds…he simply provides the
treatment and research for free.”

Oh. Ok, I guess I take the greedy
asshole sentiment back then. That actually was very smart of
him.

Then Isis broke the silence with a
huge grin and her fist in the air like a train conductor pulling
the horn, “And don’t forget money…Cha- Ching, baby! Gorgeous, a
rich martyr, and great in bed? You hit the ultimate trifecta,
Kai!”

It was just one night of an extremely
powerful connection and delicious sex. He didn’t offer or promise
me much more than that and I already knew it when I gave
in.

Damn, Kai, you can be so stupid
sometimes.
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Gage was a multi-billionaire in both worlds. How was he pulling
that off? I mean, I’m sure he had many people in his employment and
of course, his power to control and persuade probably played a hand
in it all but they had to notice that he wasn’t aging.

Maybe they’ve never seen
him. Silent owners and partners were very common.
I was both impressed and awestricken. I knew
there was something aristocratic about him that screamed refined.
The leadership and strategist qualities were clear in the way he
spoke, hunted, carried himself, and the approach he took with
Nailah.

Why couldn’t he just come right out
and tell me all of this though?

I did ask.

The knowledge of dollar signs wasn’t
as profound as his level of intellect and what he was doing with
it. It was for the good of both humanity and those in our world but
way too late for what happened to our race. That thought made me
angry more than anything but I know it was unfair to be angry with
him. It wasn’t his fault or responsibility...but could he or those
before him from Aldeur have done something back then? Was he even
in the position to have done or offered something? It saddened me
to think about the possibility.

Guardian Tigers were humble but proud.
We were a wary and cautious class but that level of paranoia is
probably what cost us our home and existence. Maybe someone had
offered and we simply rejected it.

All of the ‘what if’s’ kept circling
through my mind when I thought back to our family and parents. It
made me miss everyone all over again as if our emergency arrival in
the human world had just happened yesterday.

No time to ponder any of that now. We
had things to do and do quickly.

We were going to combine our monthly meeting and our plan to
close the gateway at one time, so we closed the bar early again
tonight. The round table consisted of myself, Cole, Clee, Riza,
Isis, Jax, Phillip, Stone, Duncan, Noemi, and Elvie.

I tried to get in touch with Marq but
he was more than likely ignoring my messages and I can’t say that I
blamed him.

My mind was still on Gage and what
Erian found out about my bloodwork.

Inconclusive.

The only thing he could gather was
that my blood had mutated into another form, a form that he was
sure was evolving rather than simply changing, so he took a sample
of Cole’s blood for comparison. The only definitive thing was the
obvious, my blood did indeed have unusual Nocturna-like
properties.

He and Gage decided to join
intellectual forces and since I understood none of that, I left
that to them.

I didn’t know what to think about him
now. Of course, I was still attracted to him and I wanted to get to
know more about him but it was weird now for some strange
reason.

Where did he have to run off to every
time anyway? It would serve him right if I just followed and spied
on him one day so that I could find out what else he was
purposefully not telling me.

Nailah seemed content for the time
being.

Taking a chance, I allowed her to stay
in the comforts of my apartment, giving her a fresh change of
clothes and access to my machines so that she could wash
hers.

Her magenta eyes enhanced by her dark
brows, lashes, and hair complimented her pale skin very well. She
was really pretty fresh-faced and without make-up.

I took a wild chance and invited her
to sit in on our meeting, much to everyone’s disagreement and
caution. I thought that she could provide valuable information and
insight. I wanted for her to get to know everyone and vice versa in
order to establish both trust and boundaries. For now, I planned on
letting her stick around for a bit until I decided what to do with
her.

She seemed extremely grateful and
relieved—hell, even Twinkie took a liking to her and she adored
him. I was jealous. She’s full Nocturna and I’m only part but he
growled at and ran from me in the beginning of my
change.

I don’t get that cat at all
sometimes.

She sat on a barstool at the bar
counter with him purring contentedly in her lap while she gently
stroked his back. The television was on but set to a low volume and
tuned to a comedy sitcom so that she could watch, but she didn’t
seem interested in it.

“You sure having her here
is a good idea?” Cole leaned in close to whisper in my
ear.

We both glanced at Nailah who seemed
more preoccupied with Twinkie than anyone else.

Agitated, I sighed. “Why do you keep
questioning my decisions? She wants the portal closed more than
anyone else here.”

“I’m not questioning them.
I just don’t think she needs to be hearing our plans.” He soothed
though still unconvinced.

“I wouldn’t worry about
it, Cole. She’s nothing but a walking slurpee to Kai if she decides
to betray us in any way.” Isis said loud enough for Nailah to hear
on purpose.

Nailah shifted nervously but didn’t
respond even when she glanced at me.

Clee stood up, waiting until everyone
sat down around the table with their drinks and snacks, before
motioning for our attention.

“First order of business
now that we’re all here, is to lay out our plans on getting this
gateway closed. There’s been a total of five human bodies that have
come up dead under mysterious circumstances, according to the local
police, and that means that we can’t wait any longer. Kai, I take
it that you weren’t able to get in touch with Marq or
Syhenna?”

“I haven’t heard anything
back yet.”

“Okay, then we’ll have to
go with plan B just in case.”

“Wait, first, let me
introduce Nailah to you guys.” I stood up and Nailah looked up and
skimmed the room with all eyes on her.

I went around the room and introduced
everyone and she responded with a smile and a nod. I was grateful
that the others returned the polite greeting even though I knew
they didn’t like her being here.

I hoped she didn’t prove me wrong
after all.

“Her father is Melvick
Cristorus. He’s one of the three rulers over the Palace of Night.
She’s going to have garde’s constantly all over her tail no matter
where she goes.” Noemi informed everyone.

All heads turned to glance at Nailah
in serious question and then at me as if I’d lost my
mind.

“Which is why we’re
getting ready to close this gateway.” I reiterated.

“This is not going to be
the only and last gateway created.” Isis commented.

“We’ll take care of them
as they occur.” Clee replied.

I appreciated her optimism.

“I can help.” Nailah spoke
up.

“Why are you trying to get
away from your people anyway?” Cole asked.

I could see a slight
twitch in Nailah’s mouth at the mention of ‘your people’. Given the reaction she
had with me when I said it, I warned Cole. “Don’t refer to them as
her people. She wants nothing to do with the Nocturna as we know
them.” I said to him quickly.

The puzzled look on his face begged
for me to elaborate but I didn’t have time to further explain the
why to him right now.

But to somewhat satisfy his curiosity,
I went ahead and addressed everyone else in her defense. “She’s in
love with a human for one. The rest is everything against what they
believe, like not drinking blood at all.”

“Is that so?” Jax
commented looking over at and studying Nailah. I was sure Jax could
relate because he was messing around with a human girl himself,
although he had yet to bring her to the bar. He’s asked but that
kind of possible exposure was something that both Cole and I
weren’t too sure about right now.

“You don’t drink blood at
all? That’s really odd.” Elvie was incredulous.

Nailah shook her head no.

“We live an existence
where stranger things have happened and have become possible, like
with Kai.” Clee pointed out.

Everyone was silent in their
agreement.

“What are your plans for
yourself, seeing that you’re trying to cut ties with your family? I
can tell that’s not going to be easy for you.” Cole then
asked.

Nailah paused and then shrugged her
shoulders.

“I’m not sure but I won’t
be a burden to you all, I promise. I’ll probably head to the United
States to find my friend.”

“Do you mind wearing
protective runes that will warp your location?” Clee then asked
her.

Nailah nodded.
“Definitely.”

Her enthusiastic agreement seemed to
satisfy some of their initial concerns, so I took the brief moment
of silence to stop any more questions from coming.

“Let’s get back to this
plan. We can grill her later. I’m really tired right now.” I lied.
I was agitated but it wasn’t their bombardment of
questions.

 


It was my irritation and mixed
feelings over Gage.

“Alright. Los Muertos port
is a very busy port. The gateway there is huge and there isn’t any
way to close it without being obvious and giving ourselves
away…unless we create a massive hurricane and storm to ensure that
there will be no humans present. Using the storm as a cover, we can
easily shield it from any eyes on the other side while we cast our
sealing spell. We’re going to have to be prepared to take care of
any possible things that may come through in the process though.
All of that is going to take a lot of energy, so we’ll need
everyone there and to be at their maximum elemental capacity. I was
hoping that Marq and Syhenna could lend themselves along with a few
of their friends to create the fake hurricane but if not, then
we’ll have to use a weather spell and utilize Isis, Sage, and three
other Sylphs to create a strong, constant, wind. Does anyone have
any objections, other ideas, or anything to add?”

“Sounds like a plan but
will it be enough? Even if we can get all the humans away from the
port, it doesn’t mean that what we’re doing will go unseen from
other vantage points. Seeing us remaining there will probably be
suspicious enough, especially if things turn confrontational with
other beings trying to come through.” Jax pointed out.

“We can create an illusion
to disguise our presence. Darkness and the storm will help a great
deal. If we contain it and prevent anything from coming through
before we begin, which is the reasoning for the shielding, then we
won’t have to worry about any additional chaos, hopefully.” Clee
answered him.

“Just an FYI, there is a
huge tropical rainstorm coming tonight around nine in the evening.
It should last all night and into the morning. Adding a spell will
intensify it enough to create a pretty wild hurricane effect, in
case we can’t touch base with Marq and Syhenna. ” Isis
said.

“Oh, that’s perfect then.”
Clee smiled.

“I can help too.” Nailah
suddenly interjected.

All eyes were on her.

“I can create electricity
and invoke lightning. People don’t tend to stick around if there’s
a possibility of being electrocuted.” She explained.

Everyone thought about that and nodded
approval.

“That’s excellent and
gracious of you, Nailah. Okay, then we’ll all plan to head to the
port five hours from now, which puts us at exactly eleven p.m., in
the thick of the storm. Synchronize your watches and time keeping
devices now. We’ll have the sealing spells ready ahead of time, so
that it’s just a matter of casting them simultaneously. In the
meantime, I’ll need the air users to create as much strong wind as
possible to affect both the rain and the water. Nailah, your
lightning will help to masque the magic effects as we close the
gateway. Fire users and hunters, be ready to attack and
defend…especially you and Gage.” Clee pointed to me.

I nodded.

“I’ve staked out the
position of the gateway on several different occasions and here is
where we will all need to be positioned in order to make this
work.” Clee explained as she pulled out a diagram on a large sheet
of poster board paper and laid it out in the center of the
table.

Nailah set Twinkie down and got up to
join us and take a peek.

Just then, Erian, Gage, and three of
Erian’s Mage associates entered the bar via the steps from the
front entrance.

He used the door? I was
shocked.

Marq and Syhenna showed up about ten
minutes later with Coye and another male and female Undine that
I’ve never seen before, much to my relief. He had gotten my
messages after all. I’ve never been happier to see him. Despite his
obvious disdain for Gage, the gang was all here.

After filling them in, plan A was back
in full effect and it was time to get ready to do what we all do
best for the sake of humans as well as ourselves.
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Gage lingered behind after everyone left to get ready. I had some
straightening and cleaning to do, with Nailah’s help, but when I
saw him take a seat at the bar counter, I had her go up to my
apartment to wait. Twinkie obliged too, trotting close behind her
after seeing the can of sardines I gave her to feed him in her
hands.

At first, I didn’t like the idea of
having her remain with me and letting her wander around freely but
it was definitely temporary. Nailah had more to fear with me than I
did with her and she knew it.

Her company wasn’t as annoying as I
thought it would be though. We actually had a few common interests
like music, clothing styles, and television shows.

I only had a few moments to clean up
and then get myself ready while waiting on everyone else to do the
same. I hated leaving messes and I know I’d be too tired to get it
done when we returned. We wouldn’t be ready to open early in the
morning if I didn’t.

Clee, Elvie, and Duncan quickly went
to work assembling and bringing to life three giant Golems as
sentries outside.

I put on my traditional 90’s R & B
music before I began arranging the chairs onto the tables, shortly
after clearing up the dishes and drinks from the
meeting.

I think Gage got the hint after a
watching me meticulously start wiping down the tables.

“You’re rooming with her
now, I see.” he commented first.

“For now. This is
temporary, long enough for her to get me a new custom
Quadski.”

He smiled and nodded. “That’s very
generous of you. You trust her?”

“I’m gonna give her the
benefit of the doubt until she proves me otherwise.”

“Fair enough. I suppose
also knowing that you could easily kill her at any given moment
sort of helps too.” He pointed out.

I shrugged and nodded.

“You make her nervous
though. Ever since that little speech of yours, she seems to be
very intimidated by you.”

He laughed softly and stood up.
“Good.”

“Erian says there’s a good
chance that you and he can come up with a cure for us.” I looked at
him briefly.

He walked over to me and I returned my
attention to the stubborn stain on the table.

“There’s more promise now
but what’s happened to us isn’t a disease or a condition. That’s
what makes it even harder to find answers.”

“Oh.” I replied
mechanically, disappointed.

I continued to scrub the stubborn spot
pointlessly, only stopping when Gage’s hand went over mine and his
other slinked around my waist, pulling me against him.

I sighed deeply, automatically aroused
by the incredibly delicious warmth of his touch. When he leaned
down and pulled my hair back over my shoulder, he began to plant
tender, erotically charged kisses along my neck and just beneath my
jawbone.

I instantly felt my knees go weak. My
heart was hammering wildly. How the hell was I supposed to ever
resist him? He was definitely conveying what he was feeling against
the small of my back but there was no time for that, not even a
quickie. Besides, I was still confused about him.

Seeing Marq show up after all meant so
much to me and I felt like a complete bitch skank.

His hand came up to caress my cheek,
gently turning my head to meet his lips but I ruined the moment by
talking instead.

“We should probably be
getting geared up soon. Don’t you need to disappear again and get
ready too?” I quickly said, pulling away from him and starting
across the room.

He grabbed my hand and stopped me
before I could take two steps.

“You must have thought I
wouldn’t notice or care that you’ve been avoiding me and any direct
eye contact during the entire meeting.”

“That’s not true. “ I lied
horribly.

“Give me some credit,
Kai.”

I sighed and turned to face him fully
this time.

“Alright fine, yes, I’ve been avoiding you because of what you said
earlier when I asked you if you’d ever return to your
wife.”

He paused and thought for a
moment.

“You’re upset with the
truth?” He quirked a brow.

“No. I just can’t be with
you knowing that you belong to someone else and you’re wishing you
could be with her. I mean, you should feel that way.”

I started to turn away but he forced
me to look at him, pulling me in against him once again.

“We don’t have time for
this…” I said, trying to pull away but he wouldn’t let me go.
Before I could say anything else, I realized what he was doing. The
music had changed to a love song and he was guiding me into a slow
dance.

I had no choice but to look up into
his gorgeous eyes and face, and it hurt to see something that I had
a very satisfying taste of but could never truly have.

“I take it that you want
to know what I meant when I said that I would return to her if I
had the chance.” His tone was tender and low.

Yeah, I do.

“What else could you have
meant by that?”

He led and I was impressed by his
rhythm and slow dancing abilities.

“Closure.”

I looked up at him in
confusion.

He paused.

“She’s long since been
happily remarried for the last twelve years.”

What? Stunned, I searched his face for
hidden meaning.

His lips turned into a half-smile.
“I’m over it. I understood and I didn’t expect her to wait for me,
heartbroken forever. I do, however, want to return to tell her that
I didn’t leave because I stopped loving her, that I was being
selfish, or because I found another woman.

I did it to protect her, my daughter,
and my entire family. I want her to know that I’m still alive and
in good health, so to speak, and that I’m okay with her decision to
move on. But more than anything, I want to get to know my daughter
and ask her forgiveness for not physically being in her life and
missing out on all the important moments that I will never get
back.”

I was speechless. His words were
sincere and honest, and for that I completely respected and
understood where he was coming from and why.

“What made you think they
wouldn’t be safe though?”

He sighed softly and hesitated before
speaking again,

“I was bitten accidentally
in a failed assassination attempt.”

My mouth fell. Someone tried to kill
Gage while he was in power?

“I had no idea what was in
store for me and when I started to change, it was extremely
difficult to hide let alone accept. To make a long story short,
once I found out that the Ascendants were behind the attempt, I
returned the favor…successfully. I took out as many as I could in
addition. Nailah’s father came to power after the one before
him—the one I killed.”

“So that’s really why
they’ve been after you and they know what you look
like.”

He nodded. “Even though I faked my own
death and disappeared to keep both her and my daughter safe, I
wanted to be extra cautious. Our army is strong and powerful enough
to protect the city from any kind of invasion but their personal
protection I had to ensure for myself.”

Okay, I’m going to cry now. Feeling
his pain and seeing it in his eyes made me want to just hold and
comfort him while he spoke. I know the pain of feeling incomplete,
never getting to say goodbye and missing those you loved. We both
had much more in common after all.

“Why didn’t you just tell
me all of this in the beginning? I mean, I had to find out from
Erian what you had going on and who you really were.”

He smiled.

“I find that when people
know certain things about you, they start acting
differently.”

“Well, I’m not a sugar
baby or a gold digger if that’s what you mean.”

“I know that you aren’t.
I’ve always been very low-key, very discerning, and very picky when
it comes to many things. It’s not very often, if it happens at all,
that you find someone who you’re in complete sync with. Someone who
you connect with and who matches your wavelength to perfection. I
was forced to give it up once and I’ve spent a lifetime trying to
find it again. Now that I have, I’ll be damned if I allow myself to
lose it.”

I understood exactly what he meant and
what he was talking about. I felt it too, and though it was strange
to me, the soul energy that sparked and connected us was powerful,
matching up perfectly with each other.

On the surface, the sub-domina
compatibility didn’t make sense. Tigers and Jaguars don’t mix even
if they are both of the feline persuasion. While both are
territorial and vicious when provoked, the Guardian Tigers were
more protective and nurturing. I couldn’t say much about the
Jaguars because I didn’t know much about them. Although he admitted
to being trained to be cold and brutal, I just couldn’t see that in
Gage...not completely anyway.

Heart swelling, I was torn between
making love or simply holding him comfortingly in my arms.
Unfortunately, we didn’t have time for either anyway.

“I hope you’re talking
about being with me.” I joked.

“No, I’ve just poured out
my heart and soul to you in hopes that you’ll pass it on. You make
me laugh, you’re beautiful, and you have a huge and loving
heart…”

I cut him off, “I don’t know about
that. I’m definitely no saint. You’re the benevolent
one.”

“No one said anything
about sainthood and believe me, benevolence for me may be a
stretch. You’re the one that had the idea of creating a place that
brings beings who would never associate with each other, let alone
become friends and allies, together. And getting an undine to fall
head-over-heels in love with you as a non-undine definitely takes
an incredible allure and heart.” Gage pointed out.

I smiled, flattered.

“But most importantly, you
turn me on because you’re just as dangerous as I am…Skai Lily
Blossom.” He grinned.

“I’m beginning to regret
telling you my full name.” I squinted my eyes at him
playfully.

He laughed and then whispered
reverently, “Don’t.” before leaning down to kiss me.
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The three, ten-foot Golems that Clee, Duncan, and Elvie had created using trees, boulders,
coconuts, and clay from the Earth, were left to slowly march back
and forth and guard both the Island and the bar in our
absence.

The storm that was supposed to be here
at around nine had abruptly changed course and was nearing landfall
a little later than Isis had predicted. But it was going to be a
catastrophic one, which was going to be a great asset in our favor,
even with the help of Marq, Syhenna, and their friends. The sky was
darker than dark since the iron gray clouds completely obscured the
moon and stars.

In its growing fury, it brought in
gale force winds and a constant misting spray of salty water from
the wildly churning Pacific Ocean. Though the crowd of people had
already begun to thin out because of the impending storm and
lightning strikes in the distance, it wasn’t enough. There were
still way too many gawkers and those who didn’t mind risking their
lives to capture something phenomenal for YouTube videos and their
own personal Facebook posts.

I hadn’t anticipated this gateway
being this big. It was going to take a lot of energy to close.
Looking around at all the elemental and supernatural beings that
had already come through and were attempting to blend in with the
humans, was going to make this a bit difficult.

They weren’t Nocturna but not all of
them were considered friend or neutral, like the four hideous,
hag-like Wisps that came through, searching for human bodies to
suck life energies from.

“You sure you’re gonna be
okay to handle yourself if needed?” I asked Nailah.

“I’m tired of running and
hiding. I’m definitely ready.” She affirmed.

I armed myself with my trusty Bushido
Katana, my rifle, and a several dozen new and improved darts,
thanks to Gage. He had taken the technology of what those Nocturna
had used on him and mass-produced a more effective arsenal at one
of his labs specifically for us.

Turns out that was one of the reasons
why he was always disappearing back and forth. In fact, he still
had much he had to oversee, advise, sign off on, contribute to, and
research constantly at several of his lab locations.

When Gage returned, he was dressed in
an outfit similar to the one that we saw him in when we first met,
the long duster like covering. This one looked a tad more casual
though and he wasn’t wearing the hat. Across his chest, in an ‘X’
formation, were two black gun harnesses and resting in each one
were tricked out, futuristic-looking, all chrome revolvers.
Strapped along the bottoms of each of his forearms was a ribbon of
ammunition. The sunglasses were a definite sign of skilled fighter
but I wondered why he felt the need to wear them now.

He was an instant walking fantasy and
I was so ready for an encore from the other night with
him.

“I miss using the trusty
extension of my right hand.” I said gripping the hilt of my katana.
“This will be a huge missed opportunity to stock up. You’re cool
and sexy enough without the movie star shades and I’m loving the
guns. You’re gonna have to let me shoot sometime.” I smiled,
nodding to the complicated design of his guns and the
ammunition.

“We don’t want anyone
knowing who we are and what we prefer to eat, which is why I wanted
you to fill up before leaving. For me, the sunglasses and the hood
are more to conceal my face. And as for shooting, I’m not quite
sure you can handle the power in these.” He smiled, holding open
his duster and pointing to both guns.

I admired them and then smirked.
“Signature weapons of choice for the Phantom Jaguars?”

“And custom made for
me.”

“I think I’ve already
proven that I can handle just about anything you’ve
got.”

He paused as if reminiscing and
thinking about the other night.

“That, you did. Good
point.” He nodded and grinned.

Cole, Pierce, and Jax were covering
Clee, Elvie, and Duncan to keep them protected while they did their
casting. I didn’t really think Clee should be out here with us at
all in her condition but we needed her. She was one of the most
powerful Animators that we had and this was her plan after all.
Stone, Phillip, Max, and Erian and his friends were covering Noemi,
Elvie, Sage, Isis and all of her Sylph buddies. Even though Riza
could hold well on her own, being that she was really bad-ass, her
fire elemental friends, Jade, Sparkle, and Lew were assisting and
they always had each other’s backs.

Natives and tourists were scampering
to get out of the potentially deadly storm but they weren’t moving
fast enough in my opinion. Elvie and Duncan were positioned on
either side of the gaping, glowing circular gateway, and Clee was
in the center. Their spells and closing chants were already forming
spider-webs of glittering lights, which began to crisscross across
the opening.

“When should we start with
the waves?” Marq asked, his head breaking the surface of the dark,
choppy water. Syhenna and the rest of their crew were positioned
behind him, all awaiting our direction. His hair was slicked back
and his face was glistening under the light of the lamp-posts that
lined the expansive docks.

“Go for it, Marq!” Clee
called out to him.

He dipped back beneath the water like
a stealth shark, and suddenly the surface of the already frothy
waves began to roughly churn and ripple. Crests began to form and
rise as water rushed and collided violently against the docks and
shore, reaching heights of two feet, three…then four, gradually
growing larger and stronger.

Humans began to scream and squeal,
cursing in Spanish and herding themselves faster inland, all trying
to seek safety from the impending hurricane that Marq and his
friends were helping to produce. Huge, cold raindrops began to fall
harder and faster.

Everyone maintained their designated
positions. Gage and I stood the closest to the gateway watching and
waiting, cloaked under the cover of darkness and rain. As Hunters,
it was our job to scout out all beings based on their body
signatures with our infrared vision.

We were marking and separating the
supernatural beings and other elementals as they scattered and
tried to blend in among all of the humans.

“Nailah, stay hidden. You
don’t know if any of them are looking for you and they’ll see you
before you see them.” I told her as she crouched low and watched
along with Gage and I.

“I’m keeping tabs on who
and how many. So far, there haven’t been any from my hometown that
have come through.”

Lightning flashed across the sky in
several spots in the distance. Thunder didn’t boom until a few
seconds later and it rumbled loud across the earth.

“Nailah, lightning. Can
you start now?” Elvie called over to her. “We need to start this
now, we’re ready!”

Nailah glanced at the sky.

“I’ll try. I can attract
the lightning but I need to get someplace higher up.” She said
standing and searching for a highpoint.

“Be careful.” I told
her.

She nodded. “There! I’ll be up there.”
She spotted a narrow, catwalk platform near the southern end of the
large dock that electricians would use to check the power of the
lamp posts.

“We better get to work.
There are a lot of beings still lingering around. They’re taking
notice and I don’t have a good feeling about this.” Gage told
me.

When I glanced over the entire area
through the rain, I noticed the same thing. On the other side, I
could see that Riza, Jax, Cole and the others had also taken notice
and were converging to maintain a solid front.

“Let’s get in there!” I
said, racing towards the dock and completely disregarding the
humans who were still trying to scurry to safety.

Torrential rain and monstrous waves
forcefully pounded and sprayed water wildly in all directions. Rain
began to pour even harder in sideways, blinding, and shimmering
sheets. Though it was a great concealment for us, the sound of the
surf combined with the thunder was deafening, drowning out most all
other voices and screams.

—However, Isis’ voice rang
out loud and clear above all the chaos and the cacophony of the
storm. She swiftly rose up into the air, resisting the power of the
natural wind and holding herself steady, she screamed out to us
below.

“Ambush!”
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“Zero-gravity!” Isis immediately shouted
afterwards with an echo that seemed to come out of nowhere, with
her arms raised above her head. Noemi, Sage, and the other two
Sylphs rose to join her as well, pushing wind harder in the
direction of the now illuminated magenta and green eyes that had
surrounded us in front of the gateway.

As soon as Isis’ power phrase left her
mouth, the glowing eyed beings that began to surround us
immediately dropped to the ground as if being crushed. Stunned,
grunts and angry curses rose against the sudden magic that was
thrown at them.

“Shit!” I hissed between
clenched teeth as I whipped out my katana and curled my fist firmly
around its hilt.

Gage moved in beside me, both guns
drawn, and everyone else quickly armed themselves with their
weapons of choice too. We all lined up in front of Clee, Elvie and
Duncan so they could continue to finish closing the
gateway.

Isis’ anti-gravity magic was going to
buy us a few minutes.

“Attack now! I can’t hold
them much longer, this is taking way too much energy!” She yelled
down to us.

The other Sylphs began to stir the
wind and direct it at the few beings that managed to block Isis’
magic, sending them flying backwards away from us.

“This is way too
convenient.” Gage said to me and then he turned to glance up at
Nailah who stood at the highest point on the docks with her arms
up, drawing the lightning to her.

I followed his gaze. I certainly hoped
he was wrong but when Nailah turned and looked back over her
shoulder at us, I knew he was right.

“I’m really sorry, Kai!”
She called out.

Are you kidding me?

Betrayed and pissed, my first reaction
was to run and climb the platform to rip her throat out with my
teeth but there was no time for that.

Cole and the others began to charge
and attack as forceful waves of water rose up like a giant fingered
hand and then came crashing down over the dock to take out some of
the ambushers.

“I’ve got a clear shot!”
Gage said, aiming his revolver at Nailah and clearly about to pull
the trigger.

“No! She’s mine!” I
shouted, pressing his gun down.

With teeth grit, I took off with the
incredible speed I had acquired since changing and pushed through
the pounding rain and waves that created a level four hurricane
effect.

Just then, lightning flashed. Someone
screamed and all I could see from the corner of my eye was Isis
falling into the ocean with a trail of smoke behind her.

“Isis!” I screamed out
helplessly. Terror-stricken, I watched her slim body falling limply
into the water, unable to get to her in time. The other Sylphs
immediately dove down after to retrieve her.

That little bitch had electrocuted
her!

As soon as she had been hit, her magic
hold was released. Enraged, I turned to glance over my shoulder
seeing a horde of Ascendants getting back onto their feet and
charging towards everyone on our side.

I heard Erian roar and a burst of
magic was unleased in a myriad of bright flashes, sparks, and
colors all aiming for Nailah.

Torn, and knowing that Nailah would
probably end up really hurting me or killing me altogether, I
turned back around and headed back towards the fight. I had to
protect Clee, Duncan, and Elvie so they could finish closing the
gateway. Erian could handle her.

Furious with bitter anger, my fangs
were already elongated and I was ready for bloodshed. I didn’t stop
to look, think, or assess anything. Even though bodies were
dropping around us from the skilled and rapid gunfire of Gage’s
guns, and humans were probably witnessing this battle, it didn’t
stop me from cutting down anything that came within arms-reach of
me.

Why hadn’t I seen this coming? Was I
too soft as Isis said I was? Yeah, my huge heart could possibly be
the one thing that was going to get us all killed, and if Isis was
dead…I didn’t want to think about that. Every one of these piece of
shit Nocturnas were going to pay dearly until my last dying
breath.

Riza and the other fire elementals
were launching a maelstrom of fireballs but they were immediately
being doused by the pouring rain and tidal waves of turbulent ocean
water that Marq and his entourage were controlling.

“Pull back Marq, it’s too
much!” Clee yelled towards the water.

“Kai! Take her, throw her
back through the portal now!” Someone familiar was screaming out to
me from somewhere.

Through the throng of writhing forms
in the darkness, I switched to infrared vision and sought out the
source.

It had been Noemi.

She was hovering a few yards away from
Nailah with her palms still up and facing outward. Her wind had
thrown Nailah from the platform and sent her slamming down onto the
dock below where she landed face down, and was being held prisoner
inside a water bubble.

She was stirring, trying to rise and
then panicking once she realized that she was encapsulated in water
once again.

Sprinting like a bullet, ducking,
dodging, and sliding through attempted but missed attacks on me, I
ran towards her.

The fierce beast was rising inside of
me and trying to take over again. I could feel her roar rising up
in my throat as she urged me forward, thirsting for Nocturna blood.
I wanting nothing more than to kill her on the spot with my bare
hands and then feed from her, savoring every last drop of her
blood.

Killing her would be the best solution
but it would be too easy of a punishment. She had to be thrown into
the unknown and left to survive if she thought she’d be able to.
Her fate would be up to others if they decided to keep her alive at
all.

“Hurry! The gateway is
closing!” Clee called out to me as I whipped past her in a heated
and determined blur, already knowing what I was about to
do.

The water bubble burst just as I
reached out and grabbed a gasping and choking Nailah.

“No! Wait, Kai, you don’t
understand. You have it all wrong!” She screamed, coughing up
dribbles of water.

I heard nothing that came out of her
mouth, nothing that mattered anyway.

Why hadn’t she shocked me
yet?

“Isis was my friend, you
little bitch!” I roared and screamed threateningly at
her.

“No! I didn’t do it!” She
shook her head, clearly terrified.

“Please ...listen to
me…look out! Mara, don’t!” She begged, her face contorting into
horror and her eyes shifting to look over my shoulder.

Jerking her forward towards my open
mouth and going for her throat, I was halted by a burning, white
hot pain that exploded and seared through the skin of my back,
breaking a few bones in my upper ribcage, and ripping completely
through my chest.

Nailah screamed and I dropped her,
collapsing to my knees.

Dumbfounded, I glanced down at the
bloody tip of a scythe jutting from my chest. It hadn’t fully hit
me though the pain screamed and rippled through me like hot, jagged
daggers. It was as if I were looking at someone else’s body and my
entire right arm began to go numb.

“Kai!” I heard Cole bellow
loudly, sounding nearly hysterical.

Nailah tried to throw herself over me
but she was tossed aside like a limp doll by whoever it was that
stabbed me in the first place.

Someone else stepped in front of and
shadowed me. An abnormally tall and built female, about the size of
an Amazonian warrior, loomed over me and she was glowing magenta
all over.

Her face was twisted with both
psychotic humor and blood-thirsty hatred, quickly turning into a
malevolent smile when I looked up at her.

“Not only have I found and
retrieved that stupid, inconsiderate brat once again but I got to
kill a Sylph and a Hunter, all in one night. Definitely payment
enough for me and all in a days work.”


 



Chapter 38

 


 


Everything
was advancing like a slow motion slide show all
around me. Voices were muffled and incoherent and my rage was
nursing the pain, suppressing it because I flat out refused to
succumb to any injuries and die tonight. Nailah had tried to
protect me. She really didn’t do it but she knew more than she let
on. She knew this one’s name.

Mara.

If I had to die, I was taking this
huge bitch with me for killing Isis.

A force field instantly burst forth
from her glow and completely surrounded her, crackling with live
magenta currents flowing all throughout it. A barrage of bullets,
darts, fire bombs, wind crescents, and razor-edged water slammed
against her shield uselessly. She laughed confidently at everyone’s
failed attempt to come to my rescue.

“Take out those damned
Animators before they close our only way home!” She shouted to her
cohorts.

Cole continued to run at her, ignoring
any potential danger and the threat of her incredible
power.

“Cole, don’t! Stay back
and protect Clee!” I screamed at him.

“Sweet, two hunters! I’m
on a roll, baby!” She grinned wickedly.

Adrenaline feeding me, I leapt up to
my feet and grabbed her, only to get an extremely powerful shock,
way more stronger and way more painful that Nailah’s.

Screaming through the hellish pain
that felt as if it were cooking me from the inside out, I tried
desperately to let go of her but my nerves refused to let me do it.
I had no choice but to be forced to endure and take the full-on
electrocution.

Whoever she was, she was an incredibly
powerful Nocturna, one I wasn’t prepared for by any means. An
Ascendant warrior no doubt.

I could feel my life force start to
slip away from me as my body convulsed wildly out of my control and
then began to go numb. My heart beat began vacillating between
pumping erratically and then slowing down laboriously.

“Shoot her, do it now! She
can’t do both at the same time!” Nailah was screaming at
someone.

“Oh, you little
treacherous bitch! Fuck the money and your father, I’m gonna do
what someone should have done with your ass a long time ago!” The
Nocturna sneered when she turned to Nailah.

Her head suddenly snapped back and she
froze for a brief moment. Several beats passed before she began to
grin again. My vision was getting blurry around the edges but I
could clearly see a chrome bullet that immediately exploded after
sprouting spikes, sticking out of her forehead, dead
center.

That had to be one of Gage’s
bullets.

Though she shuddered slightly for a
moment and her electrocuting power ceased, allowing me to fall
completely to the ground on my side, it didn’t do much
else.

What the hell?

Gage shot at her three more times and
still she was not going down easily.

Taking advantage of that momentary
distraction while she commenced to figure out what kind of
ammunition was being assailed upon her, Cole leapt and tackled her
like a football pro…only to be shocked and stunned as soon as his
arms went around her.

I was too horrified and weak to even
scream and I watched helplessly as Cole went flying
backwards.

Several screams erupted and I heard
Clee scream out his name.

Everyone began to slam her with more
elements, magic, and bullets all at once, and again her shield
blocked or diverted every single attack.

In the melee and chaos of lights,
smoke, fire, and water, Nailah crawled over to me and gently turned
me over. I could barely catch my breath to speak and I cried out
silently once she began to remove the scythe.

Even though I could tell she tried to
be gentle, I screamed in pain as it sliced fresh new flesh on its
way out. I wanted to curse her out and beat the living shit out of
her but I was far too weak to do anything. I could barely utter a
sound through the blood dribbling profusely out of my
mouth.

What was she doing?

When I saw her raising the scythe
towards the warrior Nocturna, about to swing in fury, I wanted to
shout and tell her to stop. She was no match for this one but
Nailah did it anyway in an attempt to save me. Just as I predicted,
the warrior Nocturna was quick on her feet, managing to duck and
dodge her swing. She grabbed the base of the blade, jerking it hard
from Nailah’s hands and causing her to stumble forward, landing on
her hands and knees.

Nailah squealed in surprise and
quickly tried to back up away from her.

“How dare you even think
about attacking me let alone trying to do it, you rotten ingrate!
I’ll just tell your father that these pathetic losers killed you
and I could nothing to stop it but I did manage to avenge your
death by killing them all.” She laughed, raising the scythe high
above her head.

Nailah screamed, holding a hand over
her face protectively.

—And then, it was as if
some other life force awakened fully and was compelling me to move.
It offered me a crutch of power and the will to survive. It was
ancient, and though it seemed foreign to me at first, it slowly
began to feel familiar. It roared inside my head loud enough to
jolt me awake, making my nerves and muscles twitch and thrum with a
stronger, renewed urgent vitality.

Driven by sudden intense craving and
thirst, I swung my leg forward, tripping and surprising her when
she lost her footing and began to fall backwards. Apparently, it
hadn’t been just me who made her lose her balance. Gage suddenly
appeared with his arm around her neck in a severe choke hold,
twisting and pulling her roughly down to the ground.

I appreciated him coming to my rescue
and risking himself but he wasn’t going to be the one to take her
out. For my best friend and Nailah’s sake, I was going to drain
this wicked bitch bone dry and kill her myself.

I growled with ferocity, leaping
forward and pouncing on her before she hit the ground fully.
Realizing what I was going to do, Gage released her and stepped
back to allow me room. Confusion and fear fell swiftly over her
previous smug and confident expression when I lunged up at her with
fangs bared like the blood-thirsty, feral beast that I was for the
moment.

 


 


That fear left her mute with shock and
before she could even react, defend, or utter a single syllable…I
silenced her permanently. Viciously and without remorse or pause, I
tore open her entire throat, savoring the rich, juicy burst of cold
blood that gushed across my tongue and into the back of my
throat.

Gulping copious amounts of her wicked,
yet powerful energy and continuing to gnaw my way through, I had
nearly severed her head from her body— before finally collapsing to
the sound of my final heartbeat…echoing in my ears like a distant
and dying drum beat.


 



Chapter 39

 


Though I couldn’t move, speak, let alone open my eyes to see, I
could still hear and vividly scent everything around me, which
meant that I wasn’t dead.

Once that realization became a
reality, the only concern of mine was hope that this hadn’t been
for nothing. That we had accomplished what we had set out to do and
that everyone was alright.

Then, I thought of Isis and mentally,
I felt myself start to cry. Isis was like a sister to me and losing
her was like losing an important part of my body. The thought of
never seeing her again literally made my heart ache as if it had
been stabbed with a poisonous blade. I was crying but I could only
imagine the tears flowing from the corners of my eyes as my breath
hitched internally. I don’t know if I was actually crying or
not.

“Look! Cole! Guys, get in
here! There’s a tear forming under her eyelash. She’s not dead!
Erian, it worked, it worked!” A hysterically happy voice began to
sob and laugh at the same time.

Wait. That voice…that voice sounded
like, Isis.

Isis! I wanted to open my eyes but I
couldn’t. It was as if I were paralyzed with nothing left to my
awareness but my highly acute senses. Her signature was like spring
flowers and I struggled to sift through everything I was scenting
in order to verify that it was indeed her.

Shuffling and footsteps quickly
clambered into the room and I could literally feel the heat of
their bodies surrounding me.

I imagined myself being either on a
morgue table or in my bedroom, especially if they thought I was
dead or dying. But I know my brother and friends, if anything, they
would have never given up hope.

Being extremely sore and hurting like
hell was enough proof for me that I was alright.

“Kai? It’s Cole. Can you
hear me?”

I couldn’t respond.

Cole! My brother was okay too. The
relief and happiness brought the warmth of more tears to my eyes.
I’m sure that my face was literally streaked with wetness right
about now. I suppose my tears will have to be the additional
affirmation they needed to see.

Cole is a big guy, muscularly big, and
it takes a lot to even hurt him let along knock him clear off his
feet. Seeing him sent flying from the impact of being electrocuted
will forever be burned in my brain as part of my personal cache of
traumatizing memories.

“The healing and pain
spells should be wearing off soon. She’s probably still under the
residual effects, which means she can’t respond or
move.”

That was Erian.

Oh, so that’s what’s wrong with me
then.

“Her breathing is steady
though and that’s a good sign. You were right Gage, if she hadn’t
consumed such a high grade of Nocturna blood at that exact moment,
she would have died.”

Gage was here? I could feel my heart
begin to pick up the pace at the thought of seeing him.

“I wouldn’t have allowed
that happen.” Gage replied.

“I don’t know what I would
have done if she did.” Cole replied. His voice was hoarse, filled
with despair as if he’d hadn’t been sleeping or spent long hours
crying.

How long have I been
comatose?

“She’s going to be
alright, Cole. That’s the most important thing.”

That sounded like Clee.

“Kai is tough as hell.
There was never a doubt in my mind, even after being skewered with
a damned thirty-inch scythe through the chest, and then enduring
electrocution that would have taken down an a herd of elephants,
she still took that bitch down with one bite. That’s my girl.” Jax
bragged on me with zeal.

“Thanks for recreating
that disturbing picture for me even though I didn’t witness the
horror of seeing my best friend take all of that, Jax.” Isis stated
flatly.

“Well, imagine what it
felt like for Cole.”

“Thanks for reminding me,
man.” Cole replied.

“Sorry. I’m just saying
that I’m extremely proud and grateful that despite all of
that…she’s still here with us. Now, when I get my hands on that
scheming wench, that’s a different story.” Jax stated
firmly.

“Get in line. I am going
to flatten her ass over and over again first before I slay her.”
Isis threatened.

Nailah.

Where was Nailah? Though I was angry
with her, it was obvious that she hadn’t betrayed us…not like I
thought she had. She tried to save me but I wanted an explanation
about her connection to that Mara and it had better be a damned
good one too. Whoever that evil witch of a Nocturna was, Nailah
hated her enough to risk herself by attempting to kill
her.

She even seemed afraid of her at one
point.

Going by what they were all saying
though, she must have ran off to who knows where and hid, terrified
of retaliation because they thought she had been to blame. Wherever
she was, I hoped that she would remain safe and unharmed until we
did see each other again.

I had no idea the magenta-eyed, royal
Nocturna were that damned powerful. It took all of us and we still
couldn’t bring her down. If she represented what the top echelon of
the Ascendants were made up of, it was no wonder that they managed
to conquer so many races easily in so little time.

What would we do once they completely
wormed their way into the human world?

The same thing that’s happened in our
universe over the last few centuries, I suppose. Only now, there
weren’t many of us non-humans left to fight against them. This had
just been a taste of what was to come but it’s also what we as
Hunters have been born and trained to be ready for all of our
lives.

—And now, there was
nowhere left to escape.

“I’ve been keeping an eye
out for her on the mainland. She didn’t go through the gateway. She
wouldn’t have. Kai said she mentioned something about heading to
the United States, so she may have already arranged to head that
way.” Gage replied.

“Well good riddance and if
I ever see her again, so help me.” Isis threatened.

“I don’t know who the
warrior was but she was obviously a very high-ranking, royal
Nocturna. The thing is, when word gets back about her death, and it
will, you guys may have to deal with severe retaliation. With
Nailah running around, especially since she knows where your island
and bar is located, it’s a very high risk to leave her alive.
You’ll need to find and take care of her soon.” Gage then
said.

“You’re right.” Cole
agreed.

“We may need to think
about relocating then. Kai is going to flip out. She’s not gonna go
for that option at all.” Jax replied.

Cole sighed heavily. “I know but if
it’s gonna keep her and everyone safe, then that’s what we’ll have
to do.”

Like hell we will. I’m not running
from anyone.

“Well, until then, the
important thing is that we’re all safe and accounted for, the
gateway has been closed permanently, and Kai is recovering well.”
Clee offered.

The gateway is closed and they were
all safe.

Thank you, Clee. Sweet words of relief
that left me with peace as I slipped back into unconsciousness once
again.
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My eyes slowly fluttered open. After a
long, restful state of sleep, I was completely refreshed though
still pretty sore. I could feel the firm binding of bandages
strapped across my shoulder, chest, and upper back when I reached
up and tried to stretch, only to wince at the effort.

I was in my own bed, thank
goodness.

“Good evening.”

I quickly turned my head and
smiled.

Gage was sitting next to me. He had
been reading and the television was on low.

“Evening?”

He closed the book and set it on the
nightstand beside him.

“Wednesday evening, to be
exact.”

I painfully picked up my head to look
around for some sense of verification, familiarity, and
comfort.

“How are you
feeling?”

I inhaled and exhaled and then shifted
to try and sit up.

Another painful wince and Gage quickly
came to my assistance, supporting me while propping a few pillows
behind my back.

“Well done and close to
charred.” I chuckled.

He laughed, getting my joke though it
seemed to bother him that I would make light of it.

“Actually, I’m just a
little sore like I pulled muscles in my chest and shoulder and a
bit bruised on my insides but nothing major.”

“I’ll bet. Are you
hungry?”

“Not really.”

“I didn’t mean for food.
You’re healing nicely but you’ll need to continue consuming as much
blood as possible to speed it up and regain your full strength.
I’ve been giving it to you intravenously while you’ve been
out.”

“How long have I been
out?”

“Six days
total.”

“Six days? Who’s been
running the bar and feeding Twinkie?” I exclaimed incredulously and
wide awake now.

“Relax. Your friends and
your brother have taken care of everything from open to close,
including your cat. In fact, he’s never left since you’ve been out.
He’s been camped out on your couch the whole time.”

That didn’t surprise me.

“How long have you been
here?”

“Every evening and since
this afternoon today.”

His care and concern touched me and I
wished I could move well enough to throw my arms around him for an
appreciative and romantic hug.

I smiled to display my
thanks.

“What about
Isis?”

“She’s fine. She took a
good stun but your ‘not boyfriend’ and another of his kind rescued
and cared for her while it all went down. The gateway has been
sealed and no one has seen or heard from that little Nocturna since
then but we’re looking for her. We’ll need to find her soon in
order to protect the integrity of the island and your bar, so if
you have some sort of an idea where to look, it would be
helpful.”

I just needed to hear all of this
again for my own confirmation.

“I don’t know. If she
thinks she pissed us all off, chances are we’ll never see her
again. But I don’t want anyone to harbor any hard feeling against
her until I hear her story. I have a feeling that whatever she
planned or thought would happen, wasn’t because she was trying to
betray us.”

“Really?”

I nodded. “She tried to protect and
save me from her.”

He thought for a moment, a surprised
look on his face.

“Well, I still think
finding and taking care of her is highly necessary but it’s your
call.”

It was silent and I stared mindlessly
at the images on the television with no particular
interest.

“Thank you for coming to
my rescue and risking yourself like that.” I whispered, looking up
at him.

“You did the same for me.
In fact, you did it for the good of everyone. You, having
singularly taken her on, allowed everyone else to take down the
rest of the Nocturna and the other malicious beasts that were
fighting with them easily. Once they were without her direction,
protection, and power, it was easy. When it comes to you, there’s
no question or hesitation on my part.” He leaned down to kiss me
softly.

Then, he took my hand and opened it
gently, placing something that shone and sparkled in the middle of
my palm.

My eyes grew wide once I realized what
it was.

A Phantom Jaguar crest pin.

I softly gasped and my eyes flicked up
to his. He was smiling.

“It’s mine
— and it’s authentic.”

I couldn’t help but smile, remembering
the fight that ensued over the replica that I had and where that
altercation ended up.

“It’s beautiful.” I
whispered, examining the details. This one was definitely way
different from the replica one. It was even more expertly crafted
with attention to fine detail and set with real jewels. There were
really small, runes inscribed in between the silver spaces of the
black gems that you could only make out with a super magnifying
glass.

“Those are real black and
white diamonds by the way but their value is nowhere near the
significance of the crest. Each one is made specifically for each
of us. It’s meant to be held up to the light of the moon or the
sun, and the reflection reveals my personal code that only all
other Phantom Jaguars anywhere in the universe can see and decipher
in order to locate and teleport to me quickly, wherever I
am.”

I listened in awe. I didn’t know that.
That was a unique and cool communication system.

“Kind of like the Batman
symbol?” I joked and laughed.

He laughed softly. “I suppose it’s
similar. Anyway, I haven’t used it in a very long time and I want
you to have it, not only because you already know that it means a
lot to me but it’s also for your protection.” He said
softly.

Protection?

This crest was all he had left of his
homeland, his identity, and it was who and what he is, I couldn’t
take it. I held it out for him to take back. “Gage, this is
incredibly generous and sweet but I can’t take…”

He folded my fingers closed over it
and gently pushed my hand back towards me, clearly not intending to
take it back.

“Yes, you can. Giving it
to you is giving you a piece of me. It will come in handy, trust
me. If anything, I’ll always be able to find you as well as others
from my class.”

“Your class? What kind of
reaction or confrontation should I expect from them if I do ever
use it and they come, thinking it’s you?”

“I’ll probably be there
before anyone else and I’ll both explain and introduce you, so
don’t worry about that. I do admit I was probably exaggerating just
a little bit before though.” He scratched his ear and looked away
with a playful grin.

I eyed him. “Oh?”

He was smiling when he looked at me
again. “Phantom Jaguars can be cold and very tough but we’re
definitely not without heart and loyalty.”

I couldn’t help but smile at
him.

“Now that, I do believe. I
don’t know what to say.” I was still shocked that he was giving me
such a huge and private part of himself and his garde.

“Say that you’ll accept
and keep it protected, always.”

“Of course I will but I
don’t understand, you’re talking as if you plan on going
somewhere.” The thought of that made me panic emotionally when I
searched his face for hidden meaning in his unexpected
gift.

He smiled. “Don’t worry, I’m not going
anywhere anytime soon, not without you anyway. Wherever and
whenever you want to get away for a while, just say the
word.”

I gazed up at him with deep
admiration. “Thank you. I know this is more than sacred to you, so
I’m honored that you trust me with it.” I pushed up to kiss him
lovingly.

When we parted, his arm slid around me
and held me close to him while I admired the gorgeous crest once
again in deep thought. The significance of what I must mean to him
by giving me his personal crest was beyond touching and sentimental
for me. It made me care for him on a different level than before.
Was I falling in love with Gage already?

That’s what it felt like.

“Why so silent?” Gage
asked, stroking my hair.

I shook my head. “Just thinking.” I
look up at him, marveling at his perfect face. I paused before
speaking again, “You know, it was weird.” I trailed off.

“What was?”

“I seriously thought that
I was going to die while she was shocking me. I mean, I know I was
going to die, my heart stopped beating and I was aware of
it.”

Gage gave me his undivided attention,
a look of alarm in his gorgeous hazel eyes as he held me tighter
against him for reassurance and support.

Feeling his arms around me and his
body against mine was more than comforting. I leaned my head
against his chest as he stroked and massaged my back. His touch was
magical, making me sigh in relief.

“Apparently, your will to
fight and live overrode what your body was trying to
do.”

“Something like that but I
can only explain it as a generator or a computer that shuts down
unexpectedly, and then another source of energy or power quickly
kicks in to compensate and recharge it.” I described, tilting my
head back to look up at him for his response.

This time it seemed as if he were
pausing to digest and think about what I said.

“I think I know exactly
what you’re referring to. I saw your face right before you tackled
and killed her.”

My brows furrowed and I sat up
straighter, waiting for him to explain further.

“What do you mean…you saw
my face?”

He looked down at me with admiration
glinting in his eyes. The way he was stroking my messy hair away
from my face and gazing into my eyes was beginning to make me feel
as if something were truly wrong with me.

“It was you but it wasn’t.
Calling you Tigress, even for the obvious, became justifiably
fitting at that precise moment. You were even more captivatingly
beautiful to me then. But to someone who didn’t know you as a
Hunter, you’d have been seen as extremely terrifying and ferocious,
which was why she tried to scream but didn’t get the chance before
you took out her throat.”

“What are you talking
about, Gage?” I was persistent this time and my heart began
racing.

He looked at me endearingly before
speaking, “You snarled and roared with a primal rage that sounded
exactly like a rampaging Tiger, and your eyes were shining like
burning golden embers. For those few seconds, your entire face had
completely morphed into a ghostly mirage of a fierce Tiger with the
markings, stripes and all.”

If Gage was trying to decorate the
facts with flattery to keep from shocking and completely rendering
me speechless or fainting…he failed miserably.
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Gage’s description of what happened to me definitely left me stunned
but not because I was afraid of or repulsed by it, it was just new
and freaky to me.

It was something that my uncles,
aunts, and the two monks that cared for us when we first entered
the human world had tried to explain to us. It was to prepare us
for our future as Hybrid Hunters but I never gave it much thought,
in fact, none of us did back then, until now.

Memories of their words resonated with
me when Gage described it, and now it all made sense. Now I
understood what that flash of distortion was on his face was too.
The mirage had appeared when the fight had been just me and him. He
attacked those Nocturna with the fate of certain life or death
hanging in the balance.

That Jaguar that was a large part of
him as a Hunter, just like the Tiger was for me.

With no fear or confusion, I came to
accept it proudly. It was who I was now, what we are as Hunters,
and what we were meant to be with the spirit of Guardian Tiger Gods
in our genetics.

It had taken over and kept me alive so
that I could ultimately defeat my enemy.

 


It was the end of summer and we threw
a huge barbecue feast on the beach with food, magic, and games for
the kids one last time until next summer. It was one of my favorite
times and even Fin showed up with her kiddos to see everyone and
catch up.

While everyone else enjoyed the
festivities, some of us adults spent it working. We had to redo the
wards and runes to better mask the island from whoever wasn’t
already a patron. The new rule was, if you weren’t wearing the
runes somewhere on you, much like a club stamp, then you wouldn’t
be able to see the island at all let alone get into the
bar.

Not having the required rune sequences
somewhere on you would completely redirect any would be boaters or
travelers, causing directional confusion. As far as any navigations
systems, those would be totally rendered useless.

We weren’t sure how well it would work
but it was necessary with the possible threat of retaliation from
the Ascendants. We have no idea who all and how many might have
gone back through the gateway to avoid being killed.

I didn’t do much but I helped a
little. I was still healing and bandaged but I was alive because of
my friends and our commitment to always have one another’s
back.

No word or sight of Nailah, which
really bothered me because she was just in as much danger as we
were now. For now, I pushed all of that and everything that’s
happened aside, simply wanting to enjoy the food, drinks, and the
rambunctious company of all our friends and their
families.

 


 


 


It was long past sundown after
cleaning up the remnants of the celebration and everyone had
retired either back home or back to the bar to hang out as
usual.

Syhenna and her friends showed up but
Marq was nowhere to be seen. I felt horrible and I wondered if he
felt as if he were no longer welcomed with Gage around.

Walking along the beach with nothing
but the light of the clear, night sky, along with the gentle sound
of the waves, I wistfully glanced out over the moon reflected
ripples of waves blanketing the ocean. The sky was quickly fading
into a darkening purple-blue color at the horizon.

Barefoot, I stepped into the water
letting the frothy tide roll in and rush past my legs in a cool
bath that made me shiver momentarily.

“Are you okay?” Gage
lingered, noticing my reluctance to join everyone inside just
yet.

“Yeah. Just taking a
minute to savor the last summer evening of the year.” I sort of
lied.

“I see.” He came up behind
me, his hands were warm on the sides of my arms when he stroked
them comfortingly.

“Marq didn’t come to the
barbecue, he always has for the last four years. I just wanted to
talk to him.”

I felt my gut clinch, wondering what
Gage would think or say to my honest statement.

To my surprise, he leaned down to kiss
my neck tenderly.

“I’ll wait for you inside
then. You know what to do it if you need me.” He said softly and
then he was gone.

Wow. Gage had no problems or any
feeling of insecurity over Marq. I guess I shouldn’t expect
anything less than that level of maturity from one who used to rule
over an entire city. It made me smile thinking of him and how lucky
I felt right now.

But once I was truly alone again, my
mood changed back to heartache.

Normally, I would simply call Marq but
this was another form of communication that he insisted worked,
though I wasn’t sure how or what the physics were behind it. I
guess it wasn’t physics at all, it was magic.

I sighed as the warm, fragrant wind
blew my hair lightly across my face.

“I missed you today, Marq.
I can’t stand the thought of not having you in my life at all, so I
don’t want you to think for one second that I don’t want to see you
or that you aren’t welcomed at the bar anymore. You’re a huge part
of my life and you mean too much to me for things to end up like
this. I still care about you, a lot, and I do love you like a
really good friend does another.” I licked my lips, kind of feeling
silly with nothing but the surf to accompany and respond to my
words, but I continued on anyway as the cold water continued to lap
at my feet and legs.

“It’s just that, I think
that I’d be better off with Gage. He’s a really great guy and I
really like and care about him. Now you know what I’ve been dealing
with and what’s happened to me. I hope that you can understand this
because your happiness means a lot to me. I still want to come down
for dinner and to hang out with you at your place just like I
promised…if you still want me to.”

I waited for several minutes, taking
in the usual night sounds and scents. Nothing but the surf
responded.

Well, I said what I needed to say. If
he decided to call me later, I guess I’ll have to repeat it again
but I’d be happy just to hear his voice.

A sudden, unnatural rush of water
sluiced over the sand around my feet, softly bubbling and churning
before gently rolling back out with the tide.

I grinned when I saw what it had left
behind.

Water filled each groove of the
letters etched into the sand in front of my toes but I could see
the message perfectly in the darkness.

‘If you’re happy, I’m
happy and I’ll always love you, too.’

Smiling, I finally returned to the bar
to join everyone else.

 


 


 


“You know what would really work? If we could just add some extra
space to the bar and get some pool tables, and maybe put in a small
dance floor by the stage. We can have live music and bands playing
once or twice a week.” Isis presented with enthusiasm as she
plunked down onto a barstool and proceeded to use her break to
polish her nails a cotton candy, bright pink color.

“Live music? That’d be
awesome.” One of our regulars, an eavesdropping, young male fire
user seated next to her, commented.

“See?” Isis gestured
towards him and grinned.

“I don’t know, it sounds
like a lot of work and expense and you know how I feel about too
much advertising, especially right now.” I replied.

Isis puckered her lips and proceeded
to air-dry her nails to a complete and perfect shine in two seconds
flat before she spoke again. “What advertising? Do you know how
many musicians we have in our circle who are dying to showcase
their talents? Come on, Kai, it’ll be a cool addition. We can
renovate and get it all done in about a week tops, and all we need
is a blueprint and a unanimous decision. I’m sure Cole will go for
it. I mean, after a while, you’ve got to think about expansion.
It’s getting crowded in here as it is.”

“I agree. Jax and Stone
had to break up two fights and toss four guys out on their asses
just last week.” Noemi commented when she came to pick up her
order.

“What does that have to do
with the bar being crowded?” I narrowed my eyes.

“I’m just saying. People
tend to get testy when they’re elbow to elbow.” Noemi held her
hands up and chuckled.

“We definitely could use
more space and I like the idea of pool tables. We already have
karaoke night, why not add some competition with games?” Riza
added.

Gage was listening quietly, amused
while sipping on his Cognac.

He supplied us with a huge stock of it
and it wasn’t reserved just for him when he was there. It was now
an expensive and special occasion house treat that brought in good
money because it was popular.

“Money isn’t an object if
it’s something that you really want to do.” He said to
me.

I appreciated his offer
but I didn’t want it to seem like his money was a convenience for
us…even if we were officially dating now. There was still so much I
wanted to know about him though, like his background, everything
about the facilities that he created and what they actually do
there.

“That’s really generous
and sweet of you but I don’t want you to think that you need to
fund everything that I decide to do. You already got me a new
custom Quadski.”

Actually, the one Gage got me was five
times better than the one that I had, so I was definitely
happy.

He didn’t mention the possibility but
I would love to meet his daughter one day too, even though that
meeting might not go so well…awkward wouldn’t have even been the
word for it.

“That was nothing. If you
need or want it, all you have to do is ask. I don’t throw around
money lightly, only to causes and those that matter to me. You, on
the other hand, are on a more personal and privileged level with me
than the majority.”

“Aww, how sweet!” Isis
squealed with a smile and winked at me.

Tucking a strand of hair
behind my ear, I couldn’t help but smile. “Alright,” I caved.
Truthfully, I did like the ideas they all presented. “Write up the
plans and offer up the ideas at the next meeting. Cole isn’t hard to
convince.”

Isis clapped her hands together and
then raised them over her head, curling her hands into fists as if
in victory. “Yes! Also, we need to get together and plan both Cole
and Clee’s wedding and baby shower soon, too.” Isis reminded me
before turning to tend to a group of regulars that had just seated
themselves.

I shook my head with a
smile.

“Now that’s something you
don’t see every day.” Gage suddenly commented. With a quirked brow,
I turned and followed his gaze down the length of the bar
counter.

My brows furrowed
quizzically.

No, no we don’t.

How she had gotten in here
and slipped past Jax and Stone —and
without the right runes had been my first question, the next was
where in the hell were her parents?

“Excuse me.” Her voice was
sweet, like crystals and bells.

Her arm was raised and she was waving
me down with a small hand. With her creamy porcelain skin,
egg-shaped face with large, blue eyes, and a glittering pink
high-pony tail, she was the very epitome of nursery rhyme adorable.
I marveled at the intricate design of the ring of vines, leaves,
and colorful flowers that adorned her head like a tiara.

I didn’t recognize her attributes
outright but by my guess on appearance alone was that she had to be
the offspring of an Earth elemental.

Curious, I responded to her beckoning
while scanning the floor of the bar beyond for any recognition of
similar beings that could be her parents. Maybe they were new here
and didn’t know. That was highly possible and I’d give them the
benefit of the doubt if that was the case but they still shouldn’t
have been able to get in without being given a rune
stamp.

Her presence was already garnering
curious jovial expressions from everyone, including the staff, but
it was Isis and Jax who decided to head over and inspect what was
going on.

Though she was a tiny thing, she was
definitely not unnoticeable. In fact, seeing her sitting on the
barstool, reminded me of someone placing a small doll or a puppet
on it. The counter was level with her small chin and she could
barely see over it. “Um, can I help you, sweetie?”

She smiled brightly, her colorful hobo
style purse strapped across her small body. Her spindly legs were
encased in sparkling gold tights, and her gold, low-heeled loafers
with shiny buckle accents dangled nearly two feet above the floor.
Her sparkling blue eyes beamed and her thin, blue brows
rose,

“I hope so. This is a
quaint and cozy little hovel you have here. I’d like peach nectar
and gin on the rocks with hibiscus and honey, please.” She
ordered.

The five of us unanimously exchanged
stunned glances with mouths agape at her eloquence and her concise
order. It wasn’t unheard of for elementals not to ever give their
children alcohol but I didn’t allow it here, and certainly not
after five p.m. That rule had been set in place because of the
adult conversation, the smoking herbs, and the fact that Marq was
basically a walking pornographic spread for Playgirl magazine
sometimes, even in low-hanging, form-fitting shorts.

“Hovel? That’s a little
rude.” I frowned at her.

Though the bar wasn’t gargantuan, the
décor was geared more towards being eco-friendly and everything ran
efficiently. The solar paneled windows on the roof, the teak wood
walls, a few paintings done by our own patrons, plants and flowers
indigenous to the island, and the stained cement floor could all be
classified as nothing fancy but certainly not a hovel.

“No, rude would be calling
it a shithole. But lucky for you, decorating is one of my strongest
talents and I could definitely help to liven things up here. I also
happen to be looking for a job too, so it all works out.” She
smiled sweetly.

I glanced over at Gage, who was eyeing
her with peculiar interest as if he were trying to figure something
out.

“A job? Doing what?
Shining shoes outside?” Jax grunted.

“I’m not a damned
Leprechaun!” She turned and shrieked at him.

“You talk like one. Your
parents may not discipline you for your filthy mouth but I will.”
Isis corrected her with a threatening finger. “Where are your
parents anyway?” she then demanded to know.

The little girl scrunched her face up
and looked at Isis as if she were an idiot.

“Parents? Why the hell
would I need my parents with me?” She spat.

“Kids aren’t allowed in
here in the evenings and watch your mouth. Where are your parents?”
I insisted this time.

Gage scooted closer to the scene and
observed quietly, more amused than anything.

She gave me the same affronted look
that she had given Jax and Isis.

“Do I look like a kid to
you?” She held her small hands splayed across her torso and
squeaked in offense.

It was hard to take her or her tone
seriously.

We all answered in absolute unison and
nodded. “Yes.”

Everything about her size, the sound
of her voice, and her face screamed little girl.

“There you are! I am so
sorry. How could you run off on me like that?” A high-pitched
female voice carried in, heading towards us.

We all turned to see an elderly, short
woman making her way towards the girl.

“I get lost and you decide
to jump through a ring and scare me to death not knowing where you
went? You know how dangerous that can be. You left behind ten rings
and it took me forever to find the one you used. What is this place
anyway? A bar?” She asked, finally looking around in wonder as if
her surroundings had just dawned on her.

“Yes, and an ugly one at
that.” The girl commented.

Isis bit her lip. I could tell she
wanted to smack the disrespectful little girl and would have no
qualms in doing it if I weren’t standing here.

“How did they get in
without the appropriate rune stamps?” Isis wondered
aloud.

“Teleportation of any kind
bypasses your wards. I mentioned that to Erian. Also, they’re
Brownie Fayries and they’re immune to Earth magic because it’s one
of their specialties. The runes wouldn’t have helped or stopped
them from seeing your bar let alone entering it easily.” Gage
explained coolly.

Brownie Fayries? That was news to me
because no one has ever seen one in person in a really long time. I
myself began to think they were nothing more than a myth, ironic, I
know.

I was fascinated now.

“What rings are you
talking about?” I asked the woman curiously.

“Oh, Miss Blythe likes to
make them in order to travel and explore new worlds. I told her
about that because she never knows where she’ll end up. It’s a
dangerous world we live in on both planes.” The woman gracefully
explained with a smile and then turned to scold the
girl.

“I’m Jewel, her
caretaker.” She then introduced with her hand out to
shake.

Her hand was so tiny and soft enclosed
in mine, making me feel like mine were boxing gloves.

“Oh lovely, from a gateway
to damn Fayri rings. What next?”

Isis groaned.

“Just you wait and see,
air nymph.” The girl taunted Isis.

Isis jerked and tensed, ready to
strike her so I had to quickly intervene. So much for my happy and
peaceful mood.

“Stop.” I flashed Isis a
warning look to stop the possibility of a magical duel.

The woman was petite and short, though
a little taller than the girl but not by much. Her hair was pure
white but her face didn’t appear to match the age that I assumed
she was. It was smooth and tan. Her eyes were so pale that her
irises looked nearly all white save for her black
pupils.

“Is this your child or
granddaughter?” I asked the woman.

The older woman smiled and laughed
cheerfully. “Child? Miss Blythe isn’t a child.” She
replied.

We all shot each other confused
glances.

“I’ve seen stranger beings
but I’d be hard pressed to believe that you aren’t a child? Do you
have any identification?” Jax demanded.

“Identification? Are you
calling Jewel and I liars?” Blythe squeaked as she spun on the
barstool with tiny hands fisted on her small waist. She was fuming
at Jax now.

Instantly, something began to erupt
from the top of his head.

Both my and Isis’ eyes slowly roved to
the top of this blond hair, where a huge purple and orange mushroom
began to slowly sprout.

“No, no. Miss Blythe is a
true-blood Fayri Brownie. One of the last remaining adults, I’m sad
to say.” The woman informed us with regret and a frown.

“Told you.” Gage said with
humor lighting his eyes. Even he seemed drawn in with interest and
wonder at the sight of the both of them.

“What else do you know
about them?” I asked.

“Not much. I thought they
had the misfortune of having gone extinct to be honest.” He replied
softly, not wanting to seem rude in talking about them while they
were right here.

“So did I.” I
whispered.

Jax, anxiously ran a hand up the
length of the mushroom from base to tip, pausing at the tip where
his fingers began to assess the familiar bulbously domed
shape.

“What the fuck? Hey, why
the hell didn’t anyone tell me that I’ve got a damned cock growing
out of my head!? Did you do this!?” Jax jabbed a finger at the
little Brownie with an accusing glare.

Then, he began to freak out with macho
rage, all while scrambling to tear the magical fungus from the top
of his head.

“Oh jeez, Jax it’s just a
mushroom, harmless earth magic.” Isis said as she began to hover,
reaching for and pulling at the mushroom.

The force of her jerk pulled Jax’s
head with it.

“Ouch!” he
exclaimed.

Isis’ face turned serious. “That
hurts?”

“Hell yeah it hurts!” Jax
grunted with a grimace of discomfort and anger.

Her eyes snapped to the Brownie. “So
help me, I will rip…”

“Isis.” I
warned.

“Aw, don’t be such a
dickhead. Consider it a gift. No woman can resist a man with two.”
the misbehaving Brownie teased with a gleeful grin and
giggle.

Jewel tsked and frowned at
her.

“You’re going to quickly
wear out your welcome, Miss Blythe.” She said to her in
warning.

“She already has! Remove
it now, you little perverted cupcake troll!” Isis demanded through
clenched teeth.

Blythe ceased her tinny chuckling and
looked at Isis as if she were sizing her up and contemplating
something.

“Don’t even think about
it!” Isis threatened with a pointed finger down at the lewd
Fayri.

If I were her, I’d take the threat
seriously. Sylphs have pretty powerful magic and they don’t play,
especially Isis. This little—woman was treading thin ice with her,
including me right now.

Sighing and giving Isis a severe eye
roll, she gave a nonchalant side glance up at Jax and the phallic
mushroom began to shrink.

“Who’s the cute little
girl?” Marq asked upon joining the slightly comical
scene.

Marq? I hadn’t even noticed him come
in but I was so happy to see his handsome face.

“I am not a little girl! I
am Blythe Flora, true born Princess Fayri Brownie! I’m probably
older than all of you!” She gritted her teeth in clipped words and
mounting frustration.

“Princess my ass! You’re
not in Brownieville anymore, you perverted shoe shiner.” Isis
quipped.

Blythe simply glared at her and
probably would have done or said something in return but her
attention had been completely diverted by Marq’s
arrival.

Hopping nimbly from the barstool down
to the floor, and landing fluidly on her feet with hands on hips,
she approached Marq, sizing him up with a much different
premise.

“But you are obviously in
no need of any extra appendages. Don’t let my looks and size fool
you. I’m all yours, tall, dark, wet, and gorgeous.” She said
dreamily, batting her lashes up at Marq.

Her doll-like face morphed into a
borderline creepy, lecherous grin as her starry-eyed gaze glossed
over Marq’s entire physique… starting with his crotch since she was
already ay eye-level. Gage continued to look on with passive
amusement; Isis was still scowling and annoyed; and Jax was cursing
her out mentally with teeth clenched.

I could only raise my brows in
surprise, struck speechless yet honored that this rare being
decided to pay the bar a visit by chance. I couldn’t help but
stifle a giggle at the completely confused and uncomfortable look
on Marq’s face while he glanced down at her.

Oh boy, things just went
from dangerously dramatic to adorably fascinating
— at least, I hoped that it turned out that
way.
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