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      This book is dedicated to the brave men and
women of the U.S. military and their families.
Without you and the sacrifices

            you make,
we could not enjoy the Liberty and Freedoms
of this great Nation and for that we owe you
an immense debt of gratitude.


      

   

      

      

      
PROLOGUE



      

      El Paso, Texas, 1991


      

      As darkness slowly fled from his eyes, the boy woke, his head aching and his body sore, as if he had been beaten. He looked

         around the room, but nothing in it seemed familiar. Nothing except the man slumped in the rocking chair beside him.

      


      

      He remembered the man and some kind of accident, the boy thought, recalling the bodies, fire, and debris surrounding him the

         last time he had roused. He had been afraid, unsure of how he had gotten there in the midst of all the destruction. Wondering

         why he was alone because he was certain he had been with others.

      


      

      A man and a woman. Close by. Holding his hand until…


      

      An attack? he thought, not that he really remembered. He had a vague image of light so bright that it burned his eyes and

         face. Another memory suddenly came to him of flying through the air and hitting something hard. Possibly a wall.

      


      

      Then he had been all alone until the man had come to save him.


      

      A jingling sound intruded and the bed dipped as a big old beagle rested its paws on the edge of the mattress. The huffing

         sound of its breathing and the clang of the dog’s tags as it shook its head woke the man.

      


      

      Gingerly the man sat up, wincing from apparent stiffness. He scrubbed his face with his hands to wipe away the remnants of

         sleep. His dark eyes looked sad and tired, the boy thought. When the man realized that he was awake, he said, “How are you

         feeling?”

      


      

      The boy shrugged and even that small movement brought discomfort as every muscle complained. “Hurts,” he said, surprised by

         his own voice. He didn’t remember what it sounded like. But then again, he didn’t recall much of anything.

      


      

      Except fear. Fear was the only real memory alive in his brain.


      

      The man nodded and stood awkwardly, as if in pain himself. He gently urged the dog away from the bed with a soft nudge of

         his knee and a “Scat, Spottie.” Then he faced him and said, “Why don’t you lie back down while I get you some food… His voice

         trailed off in question, but the boy didn’t understand what he wanted.

      


      

      “Your name, son. What’s your name?”


      

      The boy searched his brain, but couldn’t find the answer to that simple question, much less any of the others ricocheting

         through his brain.

      


      

      “I don’t know.”


      

      With a resigned sigh, the man said, “Could be the shot you took to your head. It’ll come back. Don’t worry.”


      

      The boy lay down and as his head touched the pillow, he experienced tenderness at the back of his skull. He delicately rubbed

         his hand along the bump there, wondering how he had been hurt.

      


      

      As soon as the man left the room, the beagle returned to the bed, but this time the dog scampered up right beside him. Almost

         as if sensing that he needed the comfort, the dog lay along his side and playfully butted his hand with the tip of its cold

         wet nose.

      


      

      The dog’s antics pulled a smile to his face. He stroked the dog’s head, wondering if he’d had his own pet. There was something

         familiar about the dog’s actions that cried out to him as the warmth of the animal’s body seeped into his hand.

      


      

      The boy welcomed the comforting warmth.


      

      Unexpectedly the heat became even stronger, almost as if it had developed a life of its own. Beside him the dog whimpered,

         but the boy was too caught up in the surge of heat and vigor flowing through his body, driving away the assorted aches and

         pains.

      


      

      With an almost tired groan, the dog’s body relaxed and the beagle released a weary little breath. Was it sick? he wondered,

         but then heard a soft snore and realized the dog was asleep.

      


      

      He jumped from the bed, but there was something weird as he landed on the floor. He could barely see past the dusty skirt

         along the bottom of the mattress and as he moved, the wood on the floor was cold on both his hands and feet. On his paws,

         he realized as he padded out of the room, the scent of the man alive in his nostrils as he tracked him to the kitchen.

      


      

      The man was at the sink, beating eggs, and turned as the boy entered the room.


      

      “What are you up to, Spottie? Excited about our guest?” Smiling, he came close, bent down, and rubbed his head.

      


      

      The boy tried to speak, but only a low woof erupted from his mouth. Fear took hold and he barked again, hoping to reach the

         man and make him understand.

      


      

      The man heard the almost urgent yaps and peered at him more closely. He narrowed his eyes to examine him and must have realized

         the dog was different now. Lurching upright, the man ran back to the bedroom, the boy following awkwardly on all fours.

      


      

      The man jerked to a stop as he noted the beagle sprawled on the bed, its muscles twitching as it chased imaginary prey in

         its sleep. With a hesitant glance from the dog lying on the comforter to the one hopping excitedly beside him, the man pivoted

         on his heel, looking all around the room as he sought out the boy.

      


      

      The boy let out another yowl and jumped up and down on his front paws, long nails clacking on the floor, wanting the man to

         understand that he was right there.

      


      

      The man finally dropped to his knees and touched the boy’s head. Trailed it down to cup the bottom of his long jowly jaw and

         urge his face upward. As the man’s gaze connected with the deep emerald of the dog’s eyes, the man’s eyes widened in stunned

         surprise.

      


      

      “Holy Mother of God,” he whispered before scooping him up and holding him tight to his chest.


      

      The boy let out a contented little mewl and wag of his tail at the comfort the embrace brought. The man would help him, the

         boy thought. And with his help, he would be home again soon.

      


      

   

      

      

      
CHAPTER
1



      

      

      Twenty Years Later, Jersey Shore, New Jersey


      

      Selina stood in the wash of the ocean, arms beckoning the sea breeze to sweep over her. The wind was like a living thing as

         she commanded it to circle around her and she fed from the power in its embrace. So different from the hot desert zephyrs

         to which she was accustomed. There was so much life from the wind’s journey over the vast ocean shifting and swirling before

         her.

      


      

      Selina could better understand now why this clan of Light Hunters had chosen to live here along the water. The ocean and all

         that flowed from it would be an excellent source to recharge their life energies. With such power nearby, they could avoid

         taking from the humans as they hid in plain sight amongst their possible prey.

      


      

      Even as she absorbed the refreshing energy, Selina was aware of her husband’s approach long before he slipped his arms around

         her waist and drew her against the lean body that she would never tire of exploring. From the first moment she had seen him nearly forty years ago, his power had

         called to her the way two sides of a magnet drew one other.

      


      

      “You feel it, don’t you?” Kellen said, but he wasn’t referring to their bond. He, too, sensed the life force emanating from

         the nature all around them.

      


      

      “It’s hard not to sense such vitality. It makes me wonder why our ancestors chose the desert for our clan.”


      

      He shrugged and laid his chin against the top of her head. She was a tall woman, but Kellen was well over six feet and broad,

         nearly swallowing her up as he held her. There was comfort in that physical power, although Kellen understood she possessed

         the more powerful Hunter gift.

      


      

      “They thought we would be safe there. Away from the humans and the Shadows,” he replied, but there was a sadness in his tone

         that was impossible to miss. Their isolation in their desert commune had only made it easier for the Shadow Hunters to find

         them and attack. For nearly twenty years, Kellen had blamed himself for that fateful night and the loss of their son Kikin

         along with so many other members of their clan.

      


      

      “We will find him this time. I know it.” Selina turned in his arms and laid her hand along the side of his face. She glanced

         around the beachfront to make sure they were alone before allowing her power to join with his. As she did so, the energy created

         a shimmering glow wherever skin met skin. Their auras brightened and merged into an iridescent red-gold, and within her core

         the power awakened passion, dark and demanding.

      


      

      “I want to believe that,” Kellen said, dropping a kiss at the edge of her brow before laying his forehead along hers. Beside her belly his desire was evident and growing stronger

         as their life forces melded with each other.

      


      

      “Believe,” she whispered against his lips, caught up in the exchange of energy, an exchange made even more potent by the love

         she had for him.

      


      

      He groaned and tightened his hold until not an inch separated them and returned her kiss before promising, “I will not fail

         you.”

      


      

      Selina smiled, more hopeful than she had ever been that their search was finally over and their son Kikin would be with them

         soon. And when he was, the continued existence of both the Ocean and Desert clans of the Light Hunters would be guaranteed.

      


      

      She knew that as surely as she knew the sun would rise each day to bless them with its power as it had for the many millennia

         that the Light Hunters had existed.

      


      

      But for now, she wanted another kind of blessing, she thought as she took her husband’s hand and led him home, awaiting the

         satisfaction that only joining with him could bring.

      


      

      The energy poured off the collection of bodies and equipment occupying the vast expanse of the SolTerra facility. The force

         of it sang in the air, and as he closed his eyes and inhaled deeply, Adam Bruno experienced the rush as he absorbed that free-floating

         power into his body.

      


      

      The strength of it surged along his nerve endings, making him almost light-headed from the vitality it created within his

         core. Lately the energy called to him more and more, almost demanding that he acknowledge his need for it.

      


      

      Not that he had any choice but to do so. He could only ignore the energy for so long before a strange sense of emptiness developed

         within him. But replenishing the energy in his body had grown ever more difficult in the last few months, as his craving for

         it seemed to be growing exponentially. If he fed his need, the weight of the power would be heavy in his core and lead to

         pain that scratched at his brain like the noisy riff from a DJ mixing discordant tunes. At times the pain would be so great

         that he felt as if his brain might explode.

      


      

      He had battled those moments with gradual discharges of power—a small pulse of light from his hand, like the flash of a camera—because

         releasing a full blast with his current potential could be dangerous, if not downright deadly. Because of that, Adam reined

         himself in, marshaling control and disconnecting from that cosmic outlet. Until he knew more about his abilities and how to

         use them, he could not give in to his growing hunger.

      


      

      When he opened his eyes, he leaned forward with his hands on the metal railing, wondering if the people down below could sense

         the life forces wafting around them, oozing off their bodies and leaking from the arrays of solar panels and other alternate

         energy devices they were busy packing for his company.

      


      

      SolTerra Systems. His baby. Maybe even his salvation if his collection of experts could somehow help him understand more about

         the nature of the energy. He hoped that with that knowledge he would be able to master his own unique powers—powers that were

         sometimes more curse than gift.

      


      

      A footfall sounded behind him on the breezeway landing overlooking the warehouse floor.


      

      Adam turned and encountered his father, Salvatore Bruno, the man who had adopted him nearly twenty years earlier.

      


      

      His father took a step back, warning alive in his eyes.


      

      Adam wondered why until he glanced over his father’s shoulder and caught a glimpse of his own reflection in the glass doors

         of the breezeway. A bright silver and blue aura limned his body, but even more shocking was the intense neon green of his

         eyes. They were almost glowing in response to the energy he had absorbed just moments before. Contrary to what he had thought,

         the power was not under his dominion, making it very visible to any human in the vicinity. Closing his eyes and fisting his

         hands, he willed the energy back into his core, felt it skirt along his muscles and sinew to form a tight heavy ball in the

         center of his body.

      


      

      When he opened his eyes, this time nothing but the reflection of a normal man greeted him.


      

      Adam approached his father with a smile and held out his hand. An uneasy glance downward came before his father shook it,

         but as always the contact was brief. Uncertain. Maybe even a bit fearful, Adam thought, given the slight shudder in his father’s

         body, until his father surprised him by clasping his shoulder for a longer hug.

      


      

      “You cannot let others see you in that form,” his father whispered close to Adam’s ear, but didn’t release him right away.

         The prolonged contact roused a vibration along each place where their bodies were in contact, as if the energy within Adam

         were searching for a way to escape, but encountering resistance in his dad’s human body. When they broke apart, the sensation

         ended and a watery sheen glimmered in his father’s eyes.

      


      

      “Is something wrong? Are you sick?” Adam asked, concerned. His father hadn’t been the same in the last couple of months. Ever

         since Salvatore had gone undercover for his latest assignment, there had been something different about him. Was it sadness

         or just weariness from the burden of responsibility? Adam wondered.

      


      

      His father’s smile surprisingly turned indulgent. “It’s just that it’s been a while since we’ve spent some time together,

         so I decided to come by and invite you out for your birthday.”

      


      

      “Birthday?” Adam said and tried to recall if he had made any plans for later in the week, although it really wasn’t his birthday.

         Like everything about him—his name, his age, and what he was—his birthday was just another invention to try to make him seem

         like everyone else. But Adam was nothing like his father or any of the people around him.

      


      

      “I thought you might want to have a nice dinner to celebrate turning twenty-six,” his father offered, then thoughtfully added,

         “Unless you planned on going out with friends. Maybe even a girlfriend?”

      


      

      A girlfriend? Adam thought cynically. He had women who warmed his bed on occasion, but Adam knew little about them. If there was one thing

         that he had discovered about his powers, it was that emotions totally messed up his control over them. That made involvement

         of any kind a risky proposition.

      


      

      As for friends, he had business partners, but he wouldn’t call them friends.


      

      In short, he had no one who cared—other than his father—and maybe that was for the best, Adam thought. Relationships could

         only lead to complications that he could not risk.

      


      

      “No friends, no girl, no plans,” he responded, more curtly than he wanted.

      


      

      Salvatore arched a brow and his mouth quirked into a sad smile. “Seriously, Adam. I understand, but don’t you think it’s time—”


      

      Adam slashed his hand through the air, leaving behind a shimmering trail of light as anger ate into his restraint. Glancing

         around to make sure no one had seen, he shoved his hands into his pockets to keep from repeating his error.

      


      

      “You can’t understand, Dad. You can’t for a moment imagine what it’s like to be me,” he said, his voice low and filled with

         anguish.

      


      

      His father surprised him yet again by laying his hand on Adam’s shoulder. “I can try, son. I hate seeing you alone and maybe,

         just maybe, there’s a girl out there for you.”

      


      

      Adam snorted. “Really? You think there’s someone—”


      

      “There’s a young CIA agent I know. Beautiful and smart. Trustworthy,” his father said, surprising Adam yet again.


      

      “Seems like you’ve been giving this a lot of thought. More thought than I have,” he teased, although recently there had been

         a sense of discontent growing in Adam. He had attributed it to the ever more insistent call of the power, but maybe it was

         about something much more human than that. Maybe it was just about companionship and his lack thereof.

      


      

      “I married when I was about your age. It didn’t work out, but at first… It was worth it.” The smile on his father’s face confirmed

         just how fondly he recalled those early years with his ex-wife.

      


      

      “I have been feeling a little different lately,” he confessed. After all, if he couldn’t be honest with his father, who could he confide in?

      


      

      “It’s time you weren’t so alone, Adam. Maybe you should start thinking about a wife. I’d even like some grandkids.”


      

      “Seriously, Dad,” Adam rebuked, but his father just smiled and teased with a dip of his head, “You are getting up in years.

         Maybe I can introduce you to her.”

      


      

      “I’ll think about it,” he said with a chuckle and heartily clapped his dad on the shoulder, appreciating the heart-to-heart.


      

      His father motioned toward the door of the breezeway with his hand and said, “I need to get back to work. How about I come

         by later tonight to firm things up?”

      


      

      In his father’s line of employment, long hours weren’t unusual. In fact, it was almost weird to have him near and available,

         since normally his undercover work took him far from home, often for months at a shot.

      


      

      “How are things at work?” Adam asked as he walked with his father across the breezeway connecting the SolTerra office building

         to the warehouse and laboratory facilities.

      


      

      “Fascinating, but also depressing.”


      

      The admission shocked Adam. Although he and Salvatore were close, his CIA father rarely discussed the details of his cases.

         In all the time that Adam could remember, his father had never provided information about an assignment, much less shown any

         emotion about one. Which made Adam wonder why this case was so different.

      


      

      “Depressing?” he speculated aloud, hoping to elicit more information.


      

      A tired shrug barely lifted the fabric of the ill-fitting suit over his father’s shoulders and was chased by a heavy, heartfelt

         sigh. “We lost another one.”

      


      

      Another death, Adam thought. As someone who lived with the specter of death every day…


      

      “I’m sorry. Death is never easy, is it?” He gently grasped Salvatore’s shoulder and squeezed it in condolence. As before,

         the hum of power beneath his hand as he touched his father tainted the heartfelt gesture.

      


      

      “No, it isn’t. I’ve got to run,” Salvatore replied, growing uneasy. After another hesitant embrace, his father hurried from

         the SolTerra offices, leaving Adam in the gleaming granite and steel lobby of the building.

      


      

      Alone except for the trio of security guards at the semicircular reception desk.


      

      Alone being a state with which Adam was well familiar.


      

      As he strolled to the elevators to return to his penthouse office, he wondered about his father’s latest mission and why he

         was so emotionally involved with it. Maybe over a birthday dinner later in the week he could pry more information from his

         dad and discover what was affecting him so profoundly.

      


      

      Adam headed to the elevator bank and up to his office. When he passed by the assorted cubicles filled with people at work,

         pride filled him, but couldn’t eliminate the emptiness within him. Much as he had confessed to Salvatore, he felt different.

         There was a hole in his center that seemed to expand each day, much as the summons of the energy surrounding him grew harder

         to ignore.

      


      

      At the door to his office, he forced a smile for his assistant. “Good morning, Sandy. I’m not to be disturbed,” he advised and entered his office. Striding to his desk, he plopped into the state-of-the-art ergonomic chair and waved his

         hand over a button built into a panel underneath the stainless steel surface. Without physically touching the button, he sent

         a gentle surge of power to trip the switch, lowering the shades built into the exterior windows together with those along

         the interior glass wall of his office, closing him off from the world.

      


      

      A world in which he really didn’t belong.


      

      With the natural daylight dimmed by the shades, the lights in his office automatically adjusted. Once again he sent a scintilla

         of his energy along the wires to power down the lights.

      


      

      Steepling his hands on the arms of the chair, he brought them up to his mouth while he sat in the darkness, considering the

         exchange with his father. Salvatore had meant well, he knew. No father liked to see his child alone and Salvatore wasn’t much

         different, even if Adam wasn’t his flesh-and-blood son. But Adam couldn’t envision getting involved with anyone, much less

         having a family. Not with the way he was. Not even with a beautiful, smart, trustworthy CIA agent his father felt might be

         right for him.

      


      

      Within him the power grew heavy again in response to the emotion troubling him. If he didn’t get the energy under control,

         its weight would continue to grow, creating that vicious static in his head. The first buzz of that noise was already setting

         up shop in his brain, and there was only one way to tire the beast so that he could contain it.

      


      

      Raising his hands, he outstretched them and focused. Between them a pinpoint of light blossomed, and as Adam centered himself

         on that dot, it grew in size. Tendrils of energy slipped from his hands and danced around his wrists before they swam through the air toward that solitary

         point of light.

      


      

      Solitary as he was, but not for long, Adam thought. Under his direction, the wisps of energy tangled and weaved together,

         nurturing that pinpoint until it formed a silver-blue orb about the size of a golf ball. Its light gleamed brightly and reflected

         off the polished surface of his desk, creating a halo of light.

      


      

      Inside him the burden of the power lessened, providing a calming release. He pushed yet more power from inside him into the

         orb, experiencing a growing lightness of being as he discharged the energy he had gathered earlier.

      


      

      The orb slowly blossomed in size from golf ball to softball. Adam imagined tossing it up and down and the ball bounced in

         the air accordingly.

      


      

      Although he was capable of absorbing energy and creating these balls, it was little more than an amusement. He had no clue

         what he was supposed to do with such abilities. Until he understood that, what he could do was no better than a cheap parlor

         trick.

      


      

      Frustrated, he ripped his hands away and the ball stretched flat as the energy clung to him, feeling almost tacky and elastic

         before something snapped. With a firework shower of light that dissipated some of the energy, the remaining power surged back

         into him.

      


      

      The weight of it filled him, less than before, since he had expended some energy with his sideshow display, but still demanding.

         It was almost as if the power needed something from him. Something more than he could provide on his own.

      


      

      If he had been a woman, he might have said it was some biological clock ticking, warning him that time was fleeting. But at

         twenty-five, almost twenty-six, his life had barely begun. Maybe, as his father had hinted, it was time for him to do more

         than just work, he thought. Maybe that was what was pulling at him so. Not the energy within and around him, but something

         easily explicable and certainly more human: loneliness.

      


      

      With another zap, he flipped the switch and the shades along the exterior windows rose, allowing the bright spring sun to

         enter. Spring always contained the promise of so many new beginnings.

      


      

      Hell, even the squirrels knew that spring was the time to mate and procreate. Adam smiled and thought, Maybe it’s time.


      

   

      

      

      
CHAPTER
2



      

      

      Salvatore sat in his car, staring at his cell phone. The heat increased within the small interior with each second that he

         delayed making the call.

      


      

      He knew that once he did so, his son’s life might not ever be the same. But then again, his son’s life had never been just

         like everyone else’s. From the moment Salvatore had found him in the desert, Adam’s life had changed. When Salvatore had realized

         that the young boy possessed special powers, Adam’s destiny had been determined and Salvatore’s dream had been born.

      


      

      Genesis, he thought. If he made this call he could finally get the wheels rolling on his project. To do so, however, meant

         betraying Adam, but that act had been set in stone long ago. It had never been a question of if Salvatore would be disloyal, just of when.

      


      

      As he took a long last look at the SolTerra building, he noted that the shades on his son’s fifth-floor office suite were

         closed tightly. He imagined what Adam might be doing inside. Was he playing with those weird balls of energy or just reading a report from one of his engineers? Probably the energy,

         he thought, recalling the state Adam had been in when Salvatore had arrived—all charged up with power.

      


      

      Power that could be deadly to someone, which was why Salvatore must act now, before anyone got hurt.


      

      Using the speed dial, he phoned the man who had come to him barely a month ago, claiming to know about his son and the unique

         abilities he possessed. Salvatore had been dubious at first, until the man had given him a little demonstration, a private

         light show disturbingly similar to Adam’s, from the orbs of energy to the intense aura and glowing eyes. Then the man had

         teleported from one side of the room to the other. If Adam possessed that power, Salvatore had not yet witnessed it.

      


      

      He had gone to meet the man—Alexander Sombrosa—in his New York office, or rather, office building, located on Sixth Avenue

         in the heart of the high-rent business area close to Central Park. Either the Sombrosa money was capable of buying a great

         deal of information or one of Sombrosa’s people had used his powers to break into the CIA building and obtain copies of a

         number of Salvatore’s CIA files, including a dummy file for Genesis. The real one was in Salvatore’s home and contained the

         details of how he had planned to use Adam to create another race of individuals with Adam’s incredible capabilities.

      


      

      “Well?” was all that Alexander said as he answered the phone.


      

      “I mentioned the possibility of meeting one of my agents to Adam.”


      

      “And how was that received?” Alexander asked, the cultured tone of his voice droll.


      

      Annoyed by Alexander’s seemingly cavalier attitude, Salvatore replied, “Neutral would be the best description.”

      


      

      Silence followed and Salvatore could picture the fine Mr. Sombrosa in his office, pacing high above the crowds in a suit that

         likely cost more than Salvatore made in a month. Sombrosa’s plans were not so far removed from Salvatore’s. Bring Adam back

         into the fold of his people and have him mate with one of their more powerful females to secure the continuation of their

         race.

      


      

      Salvatore suspected Alexander was pondering his next move, as if he and Adam were nothing more than pawns on a chessboard.

         Salvatore wasn’t a man who liked getting played. Deciding to take command, he said, “I’d rather not push right now. Adam can

         be stubborn.”

      


      

      “Just remember that time, while not critical, is of importance. The growth of Adam’s power is logarithmic now as the Equinox

         approaches. He will need our help to master it and keep him from harming others,” Alexander replied, sounding as pedantic

         as a professor bored with his own lecture.

      


      

      If I believe you, Salvatore thought, still uneasy about the alliance he had formed with virtual strangers. He had not done

         it lightly, but joining with them could open up a world of possibilities for Adam’s future and for his as well.

      


      

      “I understand the urgency, Alexander, but I know my son—”


      

      “Not your son, Salvatore. He belongs to us,” Alexander retorted sharply, finally displaying some emotion.


      

      Anger rose quickly. He might have taken Adam, but his reasons had not been selfish. At least, not at first.


      

      “When my son is ready, he will return home.”

      


      

      Determined to have the last word, he hung up.


      

      Rich and powerful men like Alexander Sombrosa always wanted to call the shots, but this time he would play by Salvatore’s

         rules. That meant waiting until Salvatore thought Adam was good and ready to meet the woman who would help Salvatore launch

         Genesis. Until then, Alexander and his crew would have to wait.

      


      

      Alexander stared at the phone, rage building inside him until the emotion overwhelmed his control. A blast of power fried

         the cell phone in his hand and sent a shower of sparks flying into the air.

      


      

      “I gather it didn’t go well,” Maya said with a smirk as she sashayed toward him and then leaned her delicious derriere on

         the edge of his desk.

      


      

      His son’s fiancée was dressed all in black, from the skin-tight leather pants to the diaphanous see-through shirt thrown over

         a lace camisole that showed off her marvelous endowments. The outfit screamed “Touch me” and he wasn’t about to disappoint.

      


      

      He tossed his melted cell phone onto his desk and swung around to stand in the Vee formed by her open-legged stance.


      

      She glanced up at him, her eyes as black as her outfit and the long silky strands of her hair. A murky red-black aura surrounded

         her, powerfully large. From the moment he had slipped into the space of her aura, her life force had embraced him. Now as

         he butted his hips against her core, the energy grew ever more demanding as it awaited another kind of joining.

      


      

      He cradled her gorgeous heart-shaped face in his hands and whispered, “The human could not convince his son to see you.”


      

      “Maybe because I should be the one doing the convincing,” she said and smiled again, a confident sexy smile that communicated awareness of her power over men in general

         and, of course, over him. Maya’s unique ability was manipulating sexual energy and she used it quite capably to bend most

         men to her will.

      


      

      She released a little bit of that power now, wanting to control him by creating need in him—the clan’s Añaru. If she had been

         a Hunter man and shown such arrogance, he might have killed her for it. But he wasn’t about to miss this opportunity, since

         it was clear she had just fed and his own life force needed recharging.

      


      

      “Really? You think you’re that irresistible?” he teased, playing with her the way a cat toyed with a mouse.


      

      “Your son thinks so,” she said as she lowered her hand and cupped him through the fabric of his suit. He sucked in a breath

         as her skilled hands aroused him and she sent a wave of energy skittering through his body, nearly buckling his knees.

      


      

      “Do not play with me, Maya,” he warned, only willing to let her push him so far.


      

      Her gaze slipped for a second to where she was busy giving him a hand job, then back to meet his, that knowing smile in place

         again. “Forgive me, Añaru. I did not mean to displease. Maybe a little punishment is demanded?”

      


      

      As if to prove her point, she slipped off the desk, turned and tilted up her backside, ready for a spanking.


      

      Alexander nearly came right then and there. He was past the first two triads of his life and his control was no longer what

         it should be, especially with his life force needing a charge. But he wasn’t going to pass up a moment like this, even if

         she was his son’s fiancée and the bait for the stupid human’s Light Hunter son.

      


      

      “I am your Añaru and you will obey me. Take off your pants,” he said and slapped her backside playfully.

      


      

      Maya grinned again and with an enticing shimmy and wriggle, skimmed down her leather pants, but not before giving him a peek

         at the tiny thong beneath before it, too, came off. Leaning on the desk, she spread her legs, providing a view of her cleanly

         shaven sex, glistening with moisture. As she glanced over her shoulder at him, she dared another inviting little wiggle of

         her hips.

      


      

      “My Añaru. I live to obey,” she almost purred.


      

      He groaned and his erection jerked. He grabbed it to contain himself as he quickly freed himself from his pants and, with

         no further preliminaries, drove into her. As their bodies merged, the energy flowed around them and between them, insinuating

         itself into their lovemaking.

      


      

      She gasped as he filled her, and the moan that followed was one of pure feminine pleasure. He pumped into her, her soft little

         cries driving him onward as he rode her. Pounding himself into her, he reached up and grabbed her breasts, squeezing painfully,

         but she urged him on.

      


      

      “Añaru, more. Please more,” she said and he sought out the tight nubs of her nipples and pinched them hard.


      

      “Añaru,” Maya cried out as a climax ripped through her and milked him to his own stunning release.


      

      He dropped onto her, pinning her to the hard surface of the desk, his breathing heavy, as he said, “You are a bitch, Maya.”


      

      She laughed, unfazed by his comment, probably because it was true. With a gentle push of energy, she lifted him from her body

         and skipped away to rearrange her clothes.

      


      

      Alexander glanced at her and grew aroused once again, but tamped down his desire. She had fucked the Añaru and not him, Alexander, but the Añaru would not be satisfied with

         a simple ride.

      


      

      “Come here, Maya,” he said and her eyes widened in surprise at the harsh command in his voice.


      

      “Have I displeased?” she said with a little-girl pout on her magnificent face.


      

      “I am hungry,” he said, and nothing further was needed.


      

      As a Shadow Hunter before their Añaru, she knew exactly what that meant. With a defiant tilt, she said, “I just fed—”


      

      “I know.” She had clearly drained some human of life energy, judging by the strength of the power that sang through her, as

         tempting as her body. He laid his hand on the bare skin just above the swell of her breast and focused. Little tendrils of

         light sprang from his hand, forming a web over the smooth, creamy surface of her skin and then digging deep into her flesh.

         Like the spider for which the Añaru had been named, the web ensnared her life force, sucking it from her body along the fine

         strands of light, feeding him with its power.

      


      

      She moaned then, but with pain, as he transferred her vitality to himself, restoring his energy and driving away the patches

         of pox-marked skin hidden beneath the fine wool of his very expensive suit.

      


      

      As he watched, a pox mark erupted at a spot close to his life-sucking tendrils. Even though she had recently recharged, it

         was not enough to sustain him and keep her own illness at bay. The smallpox virus that had incorporated itself into the Shadow

         Hunters’ DNA when the conquistadores had landed in the New World needed constant feeding to be kept under control. The only way to keep the illness away for any length of time was to feed from a Quinchu,

         one of the Light Hunters’ high priests and priestesses.

      


      

      Maya realized the pox was emerging, too, as she glanced down and saw the first ugly red pustule form. Her eyes widened with

         dismay and she laid her hand on his chest and pleaded, “I beg you, Añaru.”

      


      

      If it had been anyone else, the plea would have gone unheard. But it was Maya, and she was key for his plans for Salvatore’s

         stolen son. He pulled back the web of power, interrupting his feeding. He would find someone else later that night to fulfill

         what remained of his unsatisfied need. Maybe one of the unsuspecting humans down below on the city streets.

      


      

      “Thank you, Añaru,” she said as she stepped away as if to make sure he would not resume his snacking.


      

      “Alexander. My name is Alexander,” he said, almost weary of his role as the head of the local Shadow Hunter clan. Unlike his

         father before him, Alexander cared little for the job of governing. He only enjoyed the benefits that flowed from it. Over

         the centuries his Shadows had accumulated wealth with their assorted powers, providing him with a lavish lifestyle and sensual

         pleasures like his little tryst with Maya.

      


      

      She narrowed her eyes and considered him, stepped close and cradled his jaw. Passing her thumb across his lips, she said,

         “Until later, Alexander.” She brushed a quick kiss on his lips and left in a hurry, clearly not wanting to risk that he would

         change his mind and start feeding from her once more.

      


      

      Alexander watched her go and then sat back down at his desk. The smell of fried electrical bits reminded him of the earlier phone call and he considered his options.

      


      

      He could kidnap Salvatore’s Light Hunter son. If the rumors were true, he was the son of a powerful Quinchu couple, which

         meant that he likely possessed their great strength.

      


      

      But Alexander wanted Adam to be cooperative. Getting him together with Maya at the right time was key to what both he and

         Salvatore wanted—a new generation of Hunters filled with amazing abilities. With Adam’s Equinox upon him as he neared the

         end of his first triad, Alexander hoped that a union with Maya would produce a child that could be used to eliminate the human

         pox that had contaminated his race millennia earlier and stolen so much from them.

      


      

      But success in that mission meant partnering with Salvatore, who had a similar wish for Adam. If their plan didn’t work, Alexander

         could just suck the life from Adam and fuck Maya again himself, perhaps breeding that amazing power into whatever little brat

         came from such a union.

      


      

      The latter would be the easier thing, and Alexander recognized that, sadly, easier was what he usually did. It was one of

         the reasons he and his son Christopher were so distant.

      


      

      Christopher was more like his grandfather, industrious and overachieving. His son loathed Alexander’s easygoing and sometimes

         careless ways, believing that they were leading to the decline of their Shadow Hunter clan.

      


      

      His conscience pricked by the likely condemnation that would result if he acted rashly, Alexander tabled the thought of draining

         Adam. If there was to be an end to the curse staining the Shadow Hunters, it would be through him and through Salvatore’s Genesis project, so he cautioned himself to be patient.

      


      

      At least this one time.


      

      He would wait for Salvatore to keep his end of the bargain and deliver a willing Adam—ideally, close to the Equinox when Adam’s

         fertility and power would be greatest. It was in these years in and around the first triad of life that a Hunter was meant

         to mate. Even though Adam had not grown up with the benefits of a Hunter clan, either Shadow or Light, there was no escaping

         the nature of their race.

      


      

      The hunger for power would grow in Adam until he found his mate and created new life. Powerful life, if he was paired with

         an equally strong female Hunter.

      


      

      Genesis, Alexander thought, kind of liking the idea of playing God.


      

   

      

      

      
CHAPTER
3



      

      

      Tighter. That’s it, Bobbie. You can do it,” the physical therapist urged as Bobbie Carrera struggled to squeeze the flat rubber

         circle. She had managed to almost get her hand closed around the flexible ring when the muscles in her forearm and hand spasmed,

         forcing her to release the grip trainer.

      


      

      Frustration slammed through her, but her PT was quick to respond with positive encouragement.


      

      “Not to worry, Bobbie. Your grip strength is improving with each visit. It’s just a matter of time—”


      

      “Before I’m back to normal,” she muttered.


      

      “Before you’re stronger, and that’s something to be proud of,” her PT clarified.

      


      

      “Right. Stronger,” she parroted, reminding herself that normal was a word she could no longer use for herself. Bobbie was

         never going to be normal again. The IED that had exploded close to her had stolen that possibility along with so many others.

         She flushed away the pity party and focused on the next set of exercises her PT had planned for today’s session. With each lift, push, and pull, she was slowly

         growing stronger.

      


      

      She would be almost normal, she told herself.

      


      

      When her session with the PT was finished, she thanked him, picked up her cane, and gingerly walked to one of the pieces of

         equipment they had not used during their workout.

      


      

      She still had over an hour to kill until her brother was done with his internship nearby and could drive her home. Time enough

         to work what parts of her were still whole, she thought, and proceeded to use a mix of free weights and the exercise machines

         until sweat dripped from every pore of her body. With the last clank of the weights and her strength waning, she called it

         a day and headed to the showers.

      


      

      The locker room was relatively empty, but Bobbie wasn’t keen on revealing her body to others. There were too-visible scars

         from the explosions that had killed almost all of her platoon. Only her platoon leader and ex-lover—Gil Martinez—had survived

         the attack. Although she wasn’t sure you could call being comatose and connected to a bunch of machines living.

      


      

      She had fared much better, although her doctors had been shocked at that. Besides the wound to her arm, her leg had been damaged

         and there had been massive internal injuries. To hear the doctors talk, her abdomen had been nothing more than a complex jigsaw

         puzzle that had taken hours to piece back together.

      


      

      She gathered up her clothes and toiletries and walked toward the shower stall, where she hung her cane and towel on a hook.

         She undressed behind the curtain of the stall, prepped the shower, and stepped in. Squirting a fragrant shower gel into her hand from a nearby dispenser, she lathered

         up, thinking about how lucky she was to be alive.

      


      

      Alive but alone, she told herself. Lately, as her body grew stronger, so did the urge to not be alone. As she ran her hands

         across her body, feeling the slickness of the soap along her skin, she recalled how it had felt to be loved. To feel a man’s

         hands along her skin, stroking it. Giving her pleasure, she thought, as she cupped her breasts and her nipples tightened beneath

         her fingers.

      


      

      She ran her hands across the tips and between her legs came an insistent tension that needed release after so many months

         of solitude. That loneliness was weighing on her, growing more demanding with each passing day.

      


      

      As she caressed her breasts, she slid her hand toward her center to seek assuagement. But as she skimmed her soapy palm down

         her torso, the ridges of the scars along her midsection seemed as large as the craters on the moon.

      


      

      For months she had told herself that it didn’t matter. In truth, she had been so busy just trying to do the everyday things

         like walk or pick up a glass that something so far removed as being intimate with a man or having babies hadn’t been on her

         radar.

      


      

      But suddenly images of her sister Liliana’s very pregnant belly flashed through her mind along with the faces of her dead

         men. Life and death, twined together in her current existence like two serpents, never to be separated.

      


      

      She had survived, but inside there were parts of her that were lifeless, and nothing could change that. The reality of that

         stabbed deep, more painful than her many injuries. Drove her to bury her face in her hands and fight back the tears.

      


      

      Tears would accomplish nothing, she reminded herself. They wouldn’t bring back her men or heal Gil. The tears wouldn’t give

         her the babies and happy life she had envisioned for herself before joining the Marines, the American Dream kind of existence

         that her family had embraced.

      


      

      Stiffening her spine, she forced herself to rise, finished showering, and dressed in the curtained area outside the stall.


      

      When she had mustered enough control to meet her brother, she took a deep breath and put on her game face, not wanting him

         to see her upset. She grabbed her cane with her right hand—her left was too weak to be of much help—and hoisted herself to

         her feet. A slight pulling sensation came along her midsection. She rubbed at the spot directly above the line where she had

         been stitched back together like a rag doll. The ache calmed and she exited the gym facility.

      


      

      Outside, the early spring morning held a hint of the summer heat to come. Bright sun drenched the tree-lined parking lot and

         as a slight ocean breeze kicked up, a shower of white petals drifted down from the flowering maples along the edge of the

         lot.

      


      

      Bobbie paused to savor the brightness of the azure sky, fresh spring leaves bursting with life and the ivory blossoms up in

         the trees falling on her like giant snowflakes. Before her injuries, she might not have taken the time to appreciate the beauty

         in an ordinary day, but now she did. Now she appreciated every minute of the second life with which she had been gifted.

      


      

      With a deep breath, she lifted her face to the sun, absorbing the wonder of the day, feeling the energy of it soak into her,

         revitalizing her tired body.

      


      

      Then she began her trek across the parking lot to Tony’s car. Even though her gait was guarded, she was thankful for the mobility

         after her first bedridden months back home. She had hated being confined to a hospital bed, and no matter how painful those

         initial steps, she had been determined to move on her own two feet.

      


      

      Reaching the other side of the parking lot, she walked toward her younger brother Tony’s “baby”—a vintage Chevrolet Camaro

         that Tony had restored over the years with their older brother Mick’s help. Although Bobbie could drive, she still felt a

         little uncertain at times behind the wheel. Since her PT schedule had coincided with her brother’s internship and the gym

         was across from his workplace, it only made sense to carpool.

      


      

      As she waited, Bobbie considered the building where Tony was working. It was not what she had expected in what had once been

         an older and run-down part of town. The office building and adjacent lab and warehouse space were ultramodern and elegant.

      


      

      SolTerra. Sun and earth, Bobbie thought, as she scrutinized the large sign above the entrance to the gleaming glass and steel

         buildings. Beside the name was a distinctive logo combining fanciful images of two orbs—probably a Sun and Earth—joining together.

         The sign was made of what looked like stainless steel and brass and was quite stylized, almost a work of art. The Sun had

         a number of squiggly rays spreading outward from its surface while the Earth boasted a series of concentric circles and lines.

         At the place where the orbs merged, the two symbols melded to create a surprisingly harmonious design.

      


      

      The logo fit the place, she thought, impressed by the way the modern buildings blended with the carefully maintained natural

         environment around them. A peaceful synergy of man and nature, Bobbie thought.

      


      

      She leaned against the bumper of her brother’s vehicle, careful not to scratch the paint while taking advantage of the relaxing

         view as she waited for Tony. It was early afternoon and the employee lot was full, but with little activity. Most people were

         probably at work within the buildings.

      


      

      As she passed the time, appreciating the serenity of the compound and the warmth of the spring sun seeping into her body,

         a twenty something man exited the office building. His head was buried in his phone as he texted while walking, his long strides

         quickly closing the distance to the parking lot.

      


      

      Smartly dressed in a charcoal-gray raw silk suit and snowy white shirt, he stood quite a few inches over six feet, with broad

         shoulders that narrowed into lean hips and those long fluid legs. Sandy hair was stylishly gelled into place and sun-streaked.

         Handsome, from what she could see of his downturned face as he approached. An aquiline nose, sharp cheekbones, and well-defined

         jaw rounded out the impressive package.

      


      

      But there was something even more compelling that drew her—the impression of innate power that radiated from him. Its presence

         wafted all around him, demanding that she pay attention.

      


      

      Gil had possessed that kind of power. She supposed that was why he had made such a good leader. The men and women under his command had sensed that energy and respected it. She, on the other hand, had loved taming that power in

         bed.

      


      

      This man harbored that same aura of leadership, but in spades, she thought, finding herself more and more intrigued the closer

         that he came. Her earlier desire rekindled as she imagined how such strength might satisfy.

      


      

      As he finally raised his head from his phone, their gazes collided. He had eyes the color of the shadows in a rain forest,

         verdant and filled with mutable hues. His eyes widened in surprise as she continued to engage his gaze, and something inside

         Bobbie couldn’t resist taking a step toward him.

      


      

      It was almost as if he was a magnet drawing her in, but she wasn’t a piece of some malleable base metal, she thought, checking

         the impulse to continue to his side. Resisting the pull, she leaned back against the car and waited for him to make the next

         move.

      


      

   

      

      

      
CHAPTER
4



      

      

      Adam didn’t know what to make of the attractive young woman standing in the parking lot, eyeballing him.

      


      

      He hadn’t noticed her when he had first left the building, too involved in the e-mail exchange spewing onto his smartphone.

         But as he had gotten closer to the woman, he’d discerned a different vibe in the air, almost like the low hum of power emanating

         from a live electrical wire. That made him pause to search out the source of that buzz, and there she had been.

      


      

      Tall and rangy, with eyes the color of whiskey, he thought, as he met her arresting gaze. All around her was a bright aura

         of sapphire blue, more powerful than any he had ever perceived in another human.
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