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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.


 



Chapter 2






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.



Chapter 3

 


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
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