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Everyone’s past comes into the light when
the time is right.


Chapter One






Nicholas Balaur stood on
the porch of the isolated cabin he called home watching the sun set
on another day. As the last of its glow faded he wondered if the
night would be one passed in peace? Or would the ghosts lurking in
his mind rise again to torment him? In truth, their arrival was as
unpredictable as the weather, and that was the main reason he had
chosen to live outside the city of Moonstone. His solitude
prevented him from harming anyone but himself when an attack hit,
though it too had become an additional and constant level of
torment. Time and time again he’d wondered what sin he had
committed that was so grievous it had led him to where he stood.
Perhaps if his past was an open book he would have gained the
answer but knowing nothing prior to his arrival at Moonstone almost
six years ago was an insurmountable obstacle.

A few drops of rain dotted
the weather-beaten steps as he retreated back inside, closing the
door behind him before sitting on the faded couch, his gaze
settling on the indentations some of the wall panels carried, their
presence courtesy of times his attacks had overwhelmed him and he
had lashed out. His home wasn’t the only place that bore such
scars, within the forest surrounding his home were fallen trees,
ones he had uprooted and tossed to the ground as if they weighed
nothing. The void their destruction left was in some way a visible
representation of the one within him which should be filled with
his memories. The mere thought had him reaching for the gold chain
around his neck, the light above his head catching what it carried
at its end; a ruby and gold ring. How it had come into his
possession was as unknown as his past, yet somewhere deep inside he
knew it was important to him. For a moment he watched it slowly
turn before releasing his hold allowing the ring to return to its
hiding place behind the white silk shirt he wore. Maybe one day he
would learn of its significance to him, but until it arrived he
would continue to battle his demons and ghosts.

 By dwelling too much on what if’s, a familiar and unwelcomed
pain started at his temples, its arrival a precursor of what was to
come. He glanced towards the ceiling as the staccato beat of the
raindrops hitting the timbers reached him. Its steady rhythm easing
the increasing pain enough to enable him to remove his socks and
boots before leaving to head into the heart of the forest. Soaked
through he reached the area, looking up as a streak of lightning
sliced through the darkness, its arrival heralding the first
assault of the night. First one voice whispered, then a second, and
it wasn’t long before a myriad of different voices filled his head
with unintelligible words. His futile efforts to try and understand
them only increasing the pain which was spreading from his temples
to encase his skull in a vice-like grip. It was then the second
wave began. Its arrival heralded by fragmented images passing by
his eyes, their shards threatening to fracture his mind further.
The continued onslaught drove him to his knees, his fingers clawing
at the wet earth as the attack headed towards its crescendo. Head
bowed, water droplets fell from his eyelashes, chin, and the tip of
his nose onto the ground and the backs of his hands as he struggled
to regain a level of control. Whether it was sheer force of will or
some external force taking pity on him, Nicholas neither knew nor
cared, but he somehow managed to get to his feet and look around.
His limit had been reached, and as his rage, anger, and pain
combined, a loud roar left his lips, scattering the birds trying to
shelter from the rain within the canopy, their squawking reaching
him as he grabbed the closest tree and ripped it from the ground
before tossing it to one side. Three more swiftly joined their
companion as the attack faded leaving him to survey the results of
his latest battle. He’d survived another round, though it had taken
more out of him than previous attacks and that worried him. Were
they increasing in strength or had they started to wear him down?
Neither thought was welcomed, but he had no choice but to consider
them and try to find a way to deal with the possible implications.
As the rain eased he headed back to the cabin to dry off, change,
and eat. A plan put on hold when he picked up the unwelcomed
presence of three vampires. Apparently, the night hadn’t quite
finished with him.

By tapping into his
preternatural speed he reached their location. As he set his shield
in place he realized they were younglings, ones who if they didn’t
rapidly gain brains and sense wouldn’t live past their two hundred
and first birthday. About to teach them a valuable lesson he paused
as a soft feminine scent reached him; moonflower. Its mere presence
chasing away the lingering residue of his attack and leave him
curious to see the source of his relief. While he waited for its
owner to arrive he continued to watch the three younglings, shaking
his head at their unbelievable level of stupidity. Not once had
they bothered to check their surroundings or move with care. It was
almost as if they wanted to be discovered, which proved they
certainly carried more stupid than sense within their heads.
Suddenly two shots rang out, breaking the relative silence and
sending two of the three males to the ground. The one left standing
managed to gain enough wits to bolt deeper into the forest leaving
his companions to their fate. Was the owner of the moonflower scent
responsible for what happened? If so he would have to see them then
decide what his next move should be. He didn’t have to wait long to
gain his first look because a female stepped into the clearing, the
moon’s glow catching her chestnut brown hair which was held in a
loose ponytail, the slight movement of her head causing a few
strands to slip free as it swayed from side to side. From his
vantage point he watched her walk over to the vampires and crouch
down. Less than a minute later she stood, changed the magazine in
her gun and fired again. Her bullets turned the two into nothing
more than gray piles of ash, which the water dripping from the tree
branches quickly dissolved. As she hurried away a part of him
wanted to follow, to see where she was headed, but common sense
told him to hold back. Once she vanished from view he continued
back to the cabin, the leaves and grass squelching under his bare
feet as he walked, but he could not shake from his mind her image.
“Stay away, moonflower,” he muttered, “for both our
sakes.”

~*~

One of the first things
Alex Carter learned being a hunter was to let nothing ruffle your
calm. You let that happen and there was a good chance it could get
you a one way trip to the graveyard. That lesson had become so
ingrained in her that not once had she failed to follow it – until
those idiotic vampires crossed her path. They were too easy a prey
to let slip through her fingers, besides she’d hoped they carried
the information she wanted, and it had been her preoccupation with
that which had caused her to lose her calm at the worst possible
moment. One had bolted further into the forest and the two she had
taken down gave her nothing of use, so she’d dusted them. While two
fewer vampires in the world should be something to celebrate, Alex
found herself more frustrated than cheery, something a few drinks
in one of Moonstone’s bars would hopefully remedy. She gave her
head a quick shake to shift some of the water clinging to her hair
as she reached her Harley, relieved the rain shower had finally
passed. Maybe her night was starting to even out, a thought that
quickly faded as she realized there was something she had to do
before drowning her frustrations could start, and what it was
failed to sprinkle any joy on her sour mood.

With skill and ease, Alex
weaved her Harley through the traffic as she headed towards the
city, the wheels slicing through puddles to send water flying as
she sped forward, eventually peeling off to head towards one of its
less desirable sections. She passed rows of houses; their once
vibrant colors faded after years of neglect, their appearance a
stark counterpoint to the gleam and shine of the buildings within
the city center. One city, two halves. Yet she knew if things
continued unraveling in the way they were, the dividing lines would
soon vanish and Moonstone would be irrevocably changed for the
worse.

 Dragging her mind away from such dark thoughts she headed
towards a building that stood apart from its neighbors, driving to
the rear where she parked her Harley out of sight then entered
through a back door which was only held in place by two rusty
hinges. Their creaking as she pushed against the warped wood and
stepped into the kitchen echoing around the room. She carefully
navigated around the broken chairs and crockery littering the floor
on her way to the basement which was home to rats and who knew what
else. The sound of small feet scurrying across the floor as she
approached the far wall succeeded in sending a shudder through her.
Vampires she could handle, but rats were a different thing
entirely, and just knowing they were in the same room as her had
Alex slamming her hand against three specific bricks before they
decided to get up close and personal. The act set a hidden
mechanism in motion which caused a section of the wall to move
back, the gap it provided large enough for her to slip through into
a narrow corridor on the other side. Above her head the lights
flickered as she walked to the end, emerging into the circular
foyer from which four new corridors filtered off. Without breaking
her stride she continued forward, down the one directly in front of
her before stepping through the doorway of the room at its end
where she noticed four males huddled around a table in deep
conversation. “Brock, a word?” The owner of the name turned to face
her, his expression making it clear he was less than happy to be
disturbed.

“This isn’t a good time,
Alex. So what you say had better be important.”

While his words merely
irked her, it was his tone that managed to get under her skin.
Something she let him know by the tone of her reply “Important?”
she snarked. “Why would you think me tracking three young vampires
who’d mentioned Lucien Nistern, important?”

“Pull back your snark,” he
ordered. “I’m not in the mood for it.”

“And I’m not in the mood
for you treating me like a child.”

“I’m not. I’m in the middle
of planning our next operation. But, seeing as you’ve disturbed me
what did you learn?”

“Nothing of use, just that
they couldn’t wait for him to arrive in the city.”

“You disturbed me to
basically tell me nothing? Did you at least remove
them?”

“I managed to dust two, the
third took off before I could have him join his
companions.”

“The great hunter losing
her touch?”

She glared in the direction
the taunt had come from. “Shut the hell up,” she yelled over
Brock’s head, “or I will tell your girlfriend about your secret
hobby.”

“Screw you!”

“You wish!” she
smirked.

“Alex.”

“What?” she asked, her
attention back on Brock.

“Until I have concrete
proof in my hands that Nistern is heading to Moonstone, our focus
remains on protecting the citizens of the city from the
rogues.”

“So that’s it?” she said,
trying her best to hide her exasperation over his attitude. “You
are going to hide your head in the sand and wait until he is on our
doorstep before lifting a finger to do anything? You know damn well
the sudden spike in the rogue attacks is connected to that bastard.
He’s heading this way, so we have to prepare for his
arrival.”

“I’m doing no such thing,”
Brock replied. “I’m working with what I have, what I
know.”

“You know I said you had
your head in the sand? Well, I was wrong, because it’s clearly up
your ass!”

“Alex, curb your bloody
temper.”

“Screw you!” she snapped
as she headed for the door.

“Where do you think you
are going?”

“Out of here. I’m
done.”

“We’re done when I say we
are.”

Alex paused; her hand
braced against the doorframe as she struggled to push her temper
down. “Don’t you dare act like you own me,” she said without looking at him. “I say
we are done and we are, so take that and do with it what you want.”
With that, she stormed out of the room to head back to her Harley.
Throwing her lot in with them had been one massive mistake. One she
had zero intention of repeating.

In desperate need of a
drink, she was determined to find a bar holding a plentiful supply
of vodka and someone prepared to listen to her griping about Brock.
It was a hunt that took an unplanned detour, one which ended up
with her back at the spot she’d faced the vampires. Something
pulled her back for a reason and aware her brain wouldn’t shut up
until she uncovered what that was, she headed deeper into the
forest to see if somewhere within it lurked the answer.



Chapter Two


No matter how hard he
tried, Nicholas failed to shift his thoughts away from the
mysterious hunter. His unusual preoccupation with her had started
to become a source of concern and worry. Nothing had taken place to
spark such a reaction, he had merely watched her then walked away.
What then caused his mind to refuse to let go of her image?
Moonflower. The
whispered word was enough to have him recalling the scent, the
memory so strong he swore it permeated the room he stood in. He
needed a distraction to free him from her hold, something else to
focus his mind and attention on. But what? Before he had time to
come up with a solution the scent of moonflower surrounded him
again. “Am I going mad?” he asked himself, not sure if he wanted an
answer to that question, but it was one he gained when his body
gravitated towards one of the windows overlooking the porch and
through the small pane of glass he saw hunter step into the small
clearing, stop, then stare in his direction. How in the hell had
she found him? Her attack on the younglings occurred away from his
cabin and he’d been careful to leave nothing behind to indicate he
had watched her in action, so there was no logical explanation for
her to be standing where she was. Determined to get the answer to
his question he wrenched the door open, his arrival on the porch
resulting in a gun being leveled at him. “You are not welcome
here,” he said as he eyed her weapon. “Leave.”

“Who are you?”

She trespassed close to
his home, invaded his privacy, then had the balls to made demands
of him? Either she was brave or foolish and he found himself
leaning towards the latter of the two. Perhaps given her choice of
profession she would respond better to a small show of force, so
with that in mind, he strode down the steps to reach her, both her
stance and look remaining defiant. “Do not,” he said, wrenching the
gun from her grasp then tossing it into the forest behind her,
“point a gun at me then make demands. You are trespassing and need
to leave.” His clearly reasonable request resulted in her crossing
her arms tightly over her chest and glaring at him, something he
was sure would have felled any other male. All it succeeded in
doing to him was to spark a faint smile which was a rarity in his
life. That proves she is dangerous to
you. The unexpected warning poured ice
cold water over him, wiping the smile from his face as he took a
step closer, a move which enabled her moonflower scent to gain a
stronger hold on him. His mind was right, she was dangerous, and
she needed to go. “Hunter,” he growled, his slight height advantage
forcing her to tilt her head back to look at him, “this is your
final warning. Leave or deal with the consequences.”

“I’m not scared of you,
vampire.”

“You stand before one who
could easily end your life and toss out false bravado? Are you so
eager to have your life reach its end?”

“If you wanted to end it I
would be on the ground drained of all my blood, so I’m calling your
bluff on that.”

With her presence pushing
him closer to the edge the last thing he needed or wanted was for
her to goad him to the point he tumbled over, something which would
benefit neither of them. As they continued to glare at one another
he realized there was no chance of her leaving voluntarily, which
meant he would have to take matters into his own hands. Before she
had a chance to move or object he transported them to the edge of
the forest. “The road is behind you,” he said, stepping back. “Do
not return to my home again because I will not be so charitable
next time.” Fading back to the cabin he barely managed to secure
the door before his reserves of strength evaporated, sending him
tumbling into the darkness as his legs gave out and he crashed to
the floor.


 Hands braced under him; Nicholas pushed himself back into a
kneeling position as his sluggish brain started to replay the
events that led to him using the floor as a bed, a film which ended
with the face of a female frozen in time. The hunter. Her arrival
at his home and what she’d set in motion were the reasons for his
collapse. Really? chided his mind. Its slightly sarcastic response caused him
to rethink his conclusion and he realized that perhaps she wasn’t
completely to blame. Therefore he decided to magnanimously shoulder
a small portion, but the bulk of it, without doubt, rested with
her. As the last of the fog covering his brain lifted, he realized
there were two unanswered questions, ones that gnawed at him as he
grabbed the back of the couch to help him stand. How had she
located his home? And why did her moonflower scent affect him? The
combination of the two proved she posed a threat to him, one which
had to be dealt with as swiftly as possible. Unfortunately to do
that meant leaving the cabin to take a trip into the city, a
prospect which failed to fill him any level of joy. Having avoided
both it and contact with others for so long, Nicholas knew the risk
he would be taking, but given the situation he found himself
knee-deep in he had no choice but to go. He would feed before
starting the journey, bolstering his strength enough to enable him
to handle interacting with the residents of Moonstone for a short
period of time. He only hoped nothing would happen to unravel the
plan and jeopardize everything.

After a quick shower
followed by two large glasses of synthiblood, he headed to where
his black Toyota RAV4 was parked.
A quick boost given to the wards protecting his
home, he got behind the wheel and prepared himself as best he could
to start the less than welcomed journey into the
city.

~

Given the early hour, the
roads were empty of traffic which meant his journey into the city
happened without issues or complications. One obstacle overcome
meant all that was left to do was locate the hunter, check out her
surroundings, figure out what his next move should be, then return
to the haven of his cabin. With the driver’s side window half down
he allowed his body to act like a compass needle seeking magnetic
north as it sought the hunter’s unique moonflower scent, something
their previous encounter had seared into his body and brain. It
wasn’t long before a soft breeze brought with it what he wanted,
and while the trace was faint he knew it would be strong enough to
find her. Each turn he took, every road he traveled down threatened
to unravel his limited patience, so it was with a sense of relief
mixed with triumph that he arrived at what appeared to be a
derelict building. Debris crunched under the wheels as he
maneuvered as close as he dared before switching the engine off and
getting out, her scent wrapping around him as he strode towards the
structure, his shield slipped into place as he faded
inside.

Dust motes floated
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