
  
    
  


  
    Night Stalker


    By Nikki Jefford


    About:


    Fane Donado’s always been a grab life by the teeth kind of vampire. When his alluring friend Cassie requests help investigating suspicious vamp deaths in the Caribbean Islands, Fane hops the first plane down. Playing Sherlock Holmes isn’t half as enticing as convincing Cassie to break her number one rule of not dating other vampires. But if it’s true that a vampire hunter’s trolling the islands, they’re all at risk.


    This story prequels the Aurora Sky: Vampire series and can be read before or anytime during the series.


    Night Stalker originally appeared in the Vampires of the Caribbean Anthology as A Vampire’s Life For Me.


    


    


    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination, or the author has used them fictitiously.


    


    This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be resold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


    


    


    


    Copyright © 2017 Nikki Jefford


    All rights reserved


    


    


    www.NikkiJefford.com


    


    Edited by Hollie The Editor


    Cover by Nowicki Productions

  


  
    
  

    ONE


    [image: palm tree]



     


    The holidays were over and with them color had leached from the sky leaving behind a solid gray that entombed New York City from every angle. Not to be outdone by the vault of gloom, the wind and rain surged sideways against the apartments at Central Park West, scattering heavy raindrops across the windowpanes.


    Two white porcelain mugs were centered on placemats at our small square table. A hardbacked tome, two inches thick, rested beside a cup of tea with steam rising, like breath fogging the winter air. I seated myself opposite the book to drink warmed blood from the most boring mug on the planet. In this day and age there was simply no excuse for a cup without character, but Joss stubbornly refused to serve my a.m. snack from the Mornings Bite novelty mug I’d been so thrilled to find. The design included bite marks below a clever font that dripped like blood.


    Joss had not found it amusing, but then, nothing amused so much as annoyed my nineteenth century British friend. Being buried alive in a mass grave had given Joss a sour taste for humanity—so much so that he only drank their blood when reaching the point of collapse. As a result, Joss looked pale and gaunt near constantly, appearing more like a sickly young man on his last legs than one who would live forever.


    Drinking blood had never been a problem for me. I’d always been a “grab life by the teeth” kind of vamp. Carpe the death out of diem!


    Joss and I made an unlikely pair. Our New York friends called us the Odd Couple. The melancholy British vamp and the living-it-large Italian, Francesco “Fane” Donado.


    But as Joss took a seat, head bent, mind on his book before his eyes had even hit the page, it struck me this was all beginning to feel maddeningly mundane . . . the very antithesis of being a supernatural being.


    As Joss sipped, eyes ever on the page, the unrest began to build inside me as surly as the rain clouds high above the city haze. Seven and a half years in New York City. Way past overdue for a change of scenery. I would have departed years ago if it hadn’t been the first place Joss seemed somewhat content. But Joss knew what life with a restless Italian vamp entailed. That didn’t stop him from complaining, but he’d pack it all up if I told him to. He’d been following me around since the moment he crawled out of that body pit in England and looked up to see me searching the stinking mass grave for anyone like me.


    Undead.


    The change didn’t involve biting as popular fiction portrayed. It involved something far less romantic. Disease. I’d spent the better part of two centuries trying to get to the bottom of it. After searching the world over, I’d found a commonality. Blood type. All the undead had AB negative or AB positive blood. We had contracted diseases that should have been fatal but had instead triggered something altogether different in our biological evolution.


    For me it had been the plague in Venice.


    I would have thought there would have been something about it in the news by now, but the secret remained buried or, more likely, covered up like those bodies from long ago.


    Joss turned a page of his book without looking up while I lifted the mug to my lips.


    The first sip of morning blood sang down my throat and zinged through my veins, quickening my pulse.


    As Joss kept his narrow nose pointed at the pages opened over the table, I scrolled through emails on my phone, coming across one from my friend Cassie with a link to an article in the Bermuda Sun.


     


    American Man Dies In Scuba Diving Accident


     


    The article took up all of three paragraphs, unlike Cassie’s email which went on the length of a symphony, sans intermission. Several key phrases caught my attention: “not an accident,” “vampire hunter stalking the islands,” and “how soon can you get here?”


    A smile lifted my lips. I set down my mug with a decisive clunk. “Pack your swim trunks and beach towel, Josslyn. We’re going to the Caribbean.”


    Tea sloshed over the edge of Joss’s pristine porcelain mug as his head jerked up. The scowl on his face was priceless and highly amusing for yours truly. At least his Earl Grey missed the pages of his book, scattering in droplets over the placemat and table. I smirked as the first in a litany of protests pried open his pale lips.


    “But it’s hot. And humid. It’s sunny,” he sputtered as I searched online for first-class tickets to St. Maarten.


    I lifted my phone inches from my face and grinned when I found a flight leaving the next morning.


    “How soon can you get here?” Sounded like a challenge to me.


    “Why?” Joss demanded.


    “Remember Cassie?” I asked as I booked our seats.


    “Cassie the Kiwi?”


    “No. Cassie the Canadian. We met her in New Zealand, but she’s from Canada originally.”


    Joss grumbled. “And now she’s in the Caribbean. I expect there’s a reason she has summoned us.”


    “There is,” I said, lowering my phone to shoot him an amused grin. “A vamp had his lights turned out permanently and she wants me to get to the bottom of it.”


    Wrinkles formed over Joss’s forehead as though he were deeply pained. His scowl cut through his hollow cheeks. “What does she expect you to do about a deceased vampire? You’re not bloody Sherlock Holmes. The prat probably deserved to die.”


    I shrugged. “Maybe. But it’s as good a reason as any to get out of here.”


    “I like it here,” Joss said with another grumble.


    When I didn’t offer a comment, he looked downright sulky. We’d be having “the talk” soon. Usually Joss was more than ready to walk away from the places we lived, but not so with New York. Wait until I told him what I had in mind next. Alaska. Couldn’t wait to see the expression his face made for that one. Probably similar to the one he had on now, like he’d sucked on a lemon and forgotten to wash it down with a shot of tequila.


    Tickets booked, I downed the rest of the blood and set to work finding a resort.


    Reading material temporarily forgotten, Joss leaned over the table. “I trust you will procure lodgings with air-conditioning.”


    “Only the best for you,” I said with a smirk.
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    Palm trees fanned out overhead as I made my way to Maho Beach on the Dutch side of St. Maarten. Bright lights beckoned nighttime revelers into the island’s after-hours clubs. Techno music thumped from open windows and doors. Groups of beautiful young people walked past me, laughing with genuine pleasure. Humid air bathed my arms in warmth, and I felt something I hadn’t in years—the thrum of life swirling up inside me.


    I reveled in the sensation, drifting down the walkway, in no rush to reach my destination.


    I lit a cigarette, took a puff, then tossed it in the next trash bin, too taken up breathing in the new surroundings to cloud it up with smoke.


    Before leaving the hotel, I texted Cassie: Where do you want to meet?


    To which she replied: ur really here? :) Red Rum Lounge asap. Tonight we play. Work tomorrow. ;-)


    Good to know the years hadn’t dampened Cassie’s spirits. Even murder and the possibility of a vampire hunter lurking around the islands couldn’t get in the way of her evening fun.


    Not surprisingly, Joss elected to remain cooped up in our ocean-facing penthouse, curtains drawn.


    I didn’t understand why he grumbled so much. He could read a book just as well in the Caribbean as he could back in New York. A lot of vampires would kill to be in his position. He had his very own vamp daddy offering extravagance and adventure, no strings attached, and he chose to spend it reading.


    In theory, we had all the time in the world, but I’d never let that slow me down. Life was meant to be lived, whether there were decades or centuries ahead of us.


    As I walked past a group of women in string bikini tops and cutoff jean shorts, my phone vibrated inside my pocket. Pulling out my phone, I saw a new text from Cassie: where r u?


    I grinned as I typed: Marco


    Two seconds later Cassie replied: POLO!!!


    With a laugh, I pocketed my phone. I could practically hear Cassie squealing inside my brain. My steps quickened, suddenly spurred on by the prospect of socializing. There’d be plenty of time for sightseeing in the days to come.


    Soon I reached the Red Rum Lounge, the name lit up inside a large red rectangular sign outside. Live reggae music played within. The bar was already jam packed with a mass of twenty-somethings dominating the scene. They danced and smiled like they were having the time of their lives. The animation inside had an intoxicating effect that rushed over me instantly.


    Energy pulsed through my body. It felt a bit like drinking blood. My heart soared with happiness to be here in this moment. If I’d been mortal, I would have missed all the dazzling achievements mankind had made—railways and steam trains, air travel, space travel, the fashions, the music, the literature and art. My life might have ended with the Black Death and a place inside the Donado burial vault. Instead, it went on and on, and it was the most wonderful thing. Moments such as these made me feel outside myself, my mind a marvel at the extraordinary gift life had given me when I thought of all the people, undead and otherwise, I would have never met had I died when I should have.


    A slow scan of the crowd led me to Cassie standing at the bar drumming her pink painted nails on the counter. She kept her head turned to the door, which made me smile, delighted I’d slipped into the club undetected.


    She leaned over the counter briefly before lifting her head again. As she did, my phone vibrated.


    Marco?


    Her text made me grin.


    Sticking to her blind spot, I made my way over while drinking in the sight of her long, slender, sexy legs. From this angle a mere swatch of tight denim covered her toned ass, leaving the rest of her body exposed.


    Her wheat-colored hair had been pulled over her shoulders, leaving her back completely exposed with the exception of the white straps knotted at the back of her neck.


    Blood rushed to my groin. I felt an insatiable urge to bite her. Drink from her. But Cassie had a type and it wasn’t anything AB. Like a wine connoisseur, she knew her reds better than most vamps and turned up her nose at any blood that was vampire, or had the biological ability to become vampire.


    This only made me want to bite her more.


    I ran the tip of my tongue languidly over the back molars I’d filed to points. Nothing too obvious, didn’t want to detract from the charming Donado Cheshire grin. They were merely to assist in piercing flesh more delicately.


    Cassie kept her eyes facing the club’s entrance. Her fingers rested on the counter then began drumming anew. I smirked to myself, eager to join her but not quite ready to relinquish the delectable view of her from behind.


    About five seconds before I risked slithering over to the creeper zone, I crossed the remaining distance, pressed myself against Cassie’s back, and whispered huskily beside her ear, “Polo.”


    Her body gave a shiver that made my groin tighten in response.


    My streak of one-night stands was becoming tiresome, not that I wasn’t appreciative that blood and sex were so generously provided by the ladies of the twenty-first century. But I’d forgotten how much fun it was to flirt with someone familiar.


    Cassie spun around, face alighting as she threw her arms around my neck and kissed my cheeks. “Eek, you’re here!” She gave me another squeeze, breasts pushing into lovely pale mounds that peeked between the V of her halter top.


    When she released my neck and leaned back to look at me, I raised my eyebrows. “Cas, you missed a spot,” I said, pointing to my lips.


    Cassie rolled her eyes and gave me a playful push. Figured, but the night was still young. She might not want vampire blood, but sex could still be on the table. Never say die . . . unless you’re a mortal. I’d been jonesing for Cassie ever since we first met in New Zealand.


    “What’s this? No woman back home?” she asked now, batting her lashes mockingly. “No sophisticated city girl?”


    “Nope.”


    Cassie smirked. “Joss would probably scare any serious contenders away. Speaking of the ol’ ball and chain, is he here? Not here, here obviously,” Cassie said, waving her hand into the crowd and throwing in an eye roll. “But on the island?”


    “Do pirates drink rum?” I returned.


    “Haven’t met any, but vampires certainly do,” Cassie said with a wink. “The Red Rum Lounge is managed by a vamp named Lucas. He’ll fix you a blood and rum if you like.”


    Wrinkling my nose, I asked, “Why would I want to dilute blood?”


    “Good point.” The blues of Cassie’s irises shone beneath the bar’s track lights. “No matter. There’s plenty of that around here, and I’m talking fresh.” She smiled deviously and leaned beside my ear to whisper, “None of that bagged crap.”


    My fingers twitched with the urge to slide down her thigh as she pressed against me to be heard over the music. But even the twenty-first century couldn’t rob me of the manners my mama had hammered into me centuries before. My mouth had a mind of its own, but my hands were under strict orders not to grope without invitation.


    “Fresh supply always coming in,” Cassie continued, oblivious to the hunger her proximity stirred inside me. Her cheeks dimpled and for a moment I thought she knew exactly what I was thinking about and would tease me for my wayward thoughts, but she was a vamp with blood on the brain. “Cruise ships brings them in by the boatload. They have their buffet, we have ours.”


    As soon as her words sank in, I laughed. “You haven’t changed a bit, Cas.”


    She leaned back and grinned at me. “Nope. I’m still the cutest blood-sucking vamp on the block.” Cassie chuckled then studied my face. “You’ve changed, though. You were a blond the last time I saw you.”


    “You dig?” I asked, running my fingers through my thick black hair, pulling my hand away all suave and Joe Cool.


    Cassie lifted her bare shoulders. “Black. Blond. Both colors suit you.”


    “Maybe I’ll try a combination of both.”


    Cassie lips pulled back. “That sounds hideous. Don’t do it, Fane.”


    “I think I will,” I said with a grin.


    Cassie groaned. “And you really would.”


    “You know me,” I said, leaning closer. “I’ll try just about anything, including AB negative.”


    “Ugg, feeding from or sleeping with another vampire seems way too incestuous.”


    I grabbed my head in both hands. “Way to dampen the mood.”


    Cassie laughed. “With you I have to go to extremes. You’re relentless.”


    “Guess I’ll have to find a woman who digs dating a vampire.”


    “Plenty of them out there,” Cassie said, nodding at the dancing mass. “You don’t need me.”


    I didn’t look into the crowd. I stared at Cassie. As my eyes lingered on hers, she cleared her throat. “Hey, Lucas,” she called over the bar, eyes still latched on to mine as though we’d entered a staring contest she couldn’t let me win, “meet my good friend Francesco Donado. Goes by Fane.”


    “A vamp with humor, I like him already,” a deep accented voice returned.


    With a shift of my eyes, I locked onto all six feet two inches of Lucas. The man was skinny but toned, muscles pressed in tight and straining against his Red Rum logo T-shirt. We could have exchanged clothes our builds were so similar.


    “Love what you’ve done to the place,” I said to Lucas, leaning an arm over the counter with a lazy grin.


    He smiled. “Thanks, mate. Can I fix you up the house specialty?”


    “A blood and rum? How about you leave out the rum?”


    Cassie smacked me again. “You’ll get your fill of blood soon enough. Let Lucas make you a Red Rum first.”


    I shrugged. “I better do as the lady says.”


    Lucas smirked. “Red Rum coming right up.” He turned and moved away from the counter to mix my drink.


    “Lucas seems cool,” I said, following his movements. “Though I’m having trouble placing his accent.”


    Cassie laughed. “That’s because it’s fake.”


    Who would speak with a fake accent? “American?” I guessed.


    Cassie nodded, cheeks dimpling in delight. “Dan from Colorado.”


    “His name’s fake, too?” I asked incredulously.


    Cassie’s arm pressed against mine on the counter. Her irises looked as blue as the Atlantic Ocean surrounding the island. “In the Caribbean you can be anyone you want.”


    I wasn’t paying attention to her words so much as the brush of her smooth skin on mine. Relishing the connection awhile longer, I didn’t answer immediately. When I did, it was to say, “I’m glad that you’re still you.”


    “Wouldn’t want to be anyone else,” Cassie said without skipping a beat. “And stop looking at me all smoldering sexy before you tempt me to break my number-one rule.” She scooted her arm a couple inches away from mine.


    “I’m all about breaking the rules,” I said, gaze drifting to her pale pink lips that smiled so easily, unlike the East Coast folks always rushing around the city.


    “Here you are, mate,” Lucas said, setting a tall slender glass on the counter in front of me.


    “Thanks, dude,” I returned, earning yet another smack from Cassie, who hadn’t stopped smiling since the moment I swept in from behind. I lifted the glass of orangey-red liquid to my lips and took a swig. The alcohol went down smooth, cool, and sweet. “Tasty,” I said with an approving nod.


    Smile splitting his cheeks, Lucas said “thank you” in what sounded like possibly his real voice. I dug into my back pocket for my wallet, but before I could fish it out, Lucas said, “On the house, mate,” his phony accent returning.


    “Thanks,” I said, lifting my glass for another taste. As I set it down, I looked over at Cassie’s grinning face. “You want one?”


    “I had something earlier,” she said.


    Lucas nodded at us and moved down the counter to take an order from a sun-kissed blonde with freckles scattered like flecks of sand across her nose and cheeks. She wore flip-flops, surf shorts, and a bikini top. The whole “anything goes” mix of casual and dressy clubgoers delighted me. As Cassie had mentioned, the island allowed a person, living or otherwise, to be whomever they wished. There was something enchanting about the island life.
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    Standing beneath the terrace’s overhead shade, I gazed out at the Atlantic’s impossibly blue waters that shimmered in the glow of the rising sun. Although I’d stayed out all night, I felt deliciously awake. Humidity clung to my skin. It filled my lungs and bathed my soul with its warmth.


    There was a click as the large glass door to the terrace opened. Joss took two steps outside, eyes squinting as he winced. “How can you stand out here for so long? The humidity is intolerable.”


    Chuckling, I turned my back to the glittering ocean. “Top of the morning to you, too.”


    But Joss had already turned around and headed back inside. I followed him into the penthouse, at once relishing the icy embrace of the air-conditioning. While sun and heat couldn’t burn up a vampire, we were extremely sensitive to it, preferring the cold and dark.


    I’d always been willing to tolerate a bit of discomfort in exchange for new adventures.


    A knock at the door caused my heart to leap in eager anticipation of Cassie. It took me a second to remember we’d agreed to meet at the marina later that afternoon. Still, I couldn’t help fantasizing about her standing in the hallway looking all sexy surfer girl, hair tumbling over her shoulders, lips puckering as she mouthed each syllable of “polo.”


    I got stiff just thinking about it.


    Before I could cross the room and get to the door, Joss answered with surprising speed. He grabbed a tray laden with a small teapot, decorative box of individually bagged teas, dainty plate arranged with lemon slices, cup, and saucer. After handing the bellhop a tip, Joss carried the tray to the corner table with a hint of a smile on his lips. Having set the tray down, he quickly closed the foot-wide gap left between the curtains, closing out the last of the ambient light. Only Joss could complain about the humidity one moment then pour himself a steaming cup of tea the next.


    Cup filled, he set the teapot down with a gentle tap and glanced up to see me watching.


    “Do you require refreshment?” Joss asked. “I presumed you had your fill last night.”


    Actually, I hadn’t. Not a drop. I didn’t need it. I’d juiced up, so to speak, before we caught our flight out of LaGuardia. Cassie’s company had filled my senses with something as vital to me as blood. Friendship. Laughter. Animation.


    More than that, I found myself longing for a female companion, preferably a vampire, a lifetime mate.


    Cassie fit the bill perfectly. Adorably sexy with a sense of adventure and humor. She’d stopped aging at twenty-four, making her only a few years older than me. I was much older than her in terms of actual years on Earth by a couple of centuries, but the ages we’d locked into kept us young at heart, and our bodies never grew old or wary.


    My eyes went out of focus and my mind wandered longingly over to the blue-eyed beauty with wheat-colored hair and a smile that could light up the grayest of days.


    Joss cleared his throat impatiently. “Well, did you solve the case of the dead vampire?”


    I snickered at once, harder still when Joss squinted at me utterly oblivious to the hilarity of his word choice. I couldn’t wait to meet up with Cassie and repeat his question. Cas would definitely see the humor in it.


    “We’re taking a boat over to Anguilla this afternoon to talk to the vamp’s friend.”


    Joss sniffed derisively. “I trust you won’t drag this nonsense out for too long. I only brought so many books.”


    “You should really let me buy you an e-reader.”


    Joss scowled. This had been a sore subject for many years, beginning with the first Sony e-readers when I’d declared it the future of reading and Joss had defended paperbacks as though they were an endangered species on the brink of extinction.


    At least he had a passion.


    “The day you drink fruit punch instead of blood is the day I’ll read from an electronic tablet.” Joss wrinkled his nose as though getting a whiff of something truly offensive.


    “Fair enough,” I said, heading to the bedroom for some shut-eye before I met up with Cassie for the afternoon and evening.


     


    ***


     


    The boat ride over to Anguilla looked like something from National Geographic. Crystal clear waters rivaled the brilliant blue sky. It hurt my eyes, but it was worth the discomfort. Cassie mostly stayed below deck while her human friend, Michael, navigated the ocean from the top deck of his small yacht. I sat in the chair beside him wearing sunglasses and a baseball cap, taking it all in.


    A raw red wound marred Michael’s neck, and I would have been willing to bet a pint of blood Cassie had been the cause. I was happy to turn my attention back to the water when Michael slowed the boat and pointed out a great big sea turtle gliding just below the surface.


    Releasing a breath, I said, “Absolutely magnificent. I’ve never seen one that big.”


    “The leatherback sea turtle can weigh up to two thousand pounds,” Michael said.


    “Damn,” I said with appreciation.


    Michael grinned. “Been around a long time, too. The oldest known sea turtle fossils date all the way back around a hundred and fifty million years ago.”


    “Older than me,” I said with a grin wide enough to show off my sharpened molars.


    “Old enough to have lived with the dinosaurs,” Michael returned, gaze following the turtle’s progress.


    A silent chuckle shook my chest. I appreciated Michael’s easy acceptance of a vampire by his side.


    “Are we there?” Cassie yelled from below deck.


    “Not yet,” I hollered back. “We were just admiring a sea turtle. Come look.”


    Cassie poked her head out, but only to stick her tongue out at us then laugh before disappearing inside.


    “She prefers the Caribbean at night,” Michael said with a chuckle as he brought the boat back to speed.


    I pulled my eyes away from the water to study the wound on Michael’s neck. “So, you and Cas,” I drawled. “Friends with benefits?”


    “Cassie has a lot of friends,” Michael answered with a casualness I could appreciate. He left it at that and I returned the favor by not prying further.


    As Anguilla appeared in our immediate horizon, Michael slowed the boat and steered us into Road Bay, slowing to a crawl through the azure waters as he navigated between anchored yachts lulling gently in the calm waters.


    Once he’d settled on a spot a fair distance from the other boats, Michael cut the engine. After the anchor had been released, Cassie and I helped lower a gray inflatable dinghy into the water. Michael stayed behind with his boat and a fishing magazine, propping his legs up in the chair I’d vacated.


    Cassie settled onto the bench in front of me. A wide-brimmed sunhat obscured half her face with the help of a large pair of sunglasses. Her arms and torso were covered in a creamy floral shawl with fringes hanging from the end.


    “You look like a celebrity,” I teased.


    Cassie glanced toward the beach and grimaced. “Yeah, well, I’d rather go under the radar with a vampire hunter trolling the islands.”


    “Vampires aren’t immune to accidents,” I said, dipping the oar into the liquid blue beneath our boat. When I lifted the oar, droplets of water shimmered like diamonds in the late afternoon sun. “What makes you think this is the work of a vampire hunter?”


    “Because this is the third vampire to die within the past two weeks. Bit suspicious, don’t you think?” I couldn’t make out Cassie’s expression beneath her hat and shades, but her frown deepened. “The first casualty took place in Barbados three weeks ago—a vamp named Lenny on holiday from the States. A week later, Antoine was murdered in Guadeloupe . . . and he was an expat living in the Caribbean. Now this guy, Ronald, on Anguilla,” Cassie said, shaking her head.


    “Did you know him?” I asked.


    She gave her head another shake. “He was in town visiting a friend of a friend of a friend.”


    “Ah, one of those,” I said, unable to prevent a grin.


    “Stan,” Cassie said. “We’re meeting him at the Beach Shack before his night shift at the inn begins.”


    “A blue-collar vamp,” I noted.


    “Making an honest living and look what happens to his guest.” Cassie scowled. The expression looked out of place on her usually sweet face. “Who knows who’s next? It’s like this hunter is toying with us. Island hopping. Watching us squirm. It’s sick.”


    With each stroke of the oar, we neared the beach. People sat reading or snoozing beneath great big beach umbrellas. They were gathered at tables in open-air cafes. It was the perfect picture of leisure.


    Cassie adjusted her shawl, draping as much of the wispy fabric as she could over her bare knees. “We have the right to live same as anyone, even if it’s longer than humans,” she muttered. “Even if it’s indefinitely. We didn’t break any laws. Nature made us this way. Fane!”


    “Hmm?” I didn’t realize I’d switched focus from Cassie to the impossibly white sand covering the beach. It looked absolutely unreal as though I was rowing toward a beach on another planet. Unlike Cassie, this scenery was all new to me. Its splendor was even more pronounced against the backdrop I’d left behind.


    I thought of Alaska again, replacing white sands with snow-covered mountains in my mind’s eye.


    “Fane,” Cassie said again.


    I answered with the names she’d told me. “Lenny, Antoine, and Ronald . . . what’s their story?”


    “I just told you.”


    “No, I mean, what did they do to get the attention of a vampire hunter? If that is what’s really at play here.”


    Cassie’s shawl slipped off her shoulders as she sat up. “You assume they are in the wrong?”


    “Vampires aren’t exactly known for being saints,” I said.


    Cassie pulled her shades down just far enough to glare at me over the rims. “That doesn’t automatically make them killers either.”


    “Of course not.”


    “Good. Glad we got that cleared up,” she said, pushing her sunglasses back up the bridge of her nose before readjusting her shawl. “Do me a favor and hear Stan out before you go condemning our kind.”


    A heaviness settled over my chest. Suddenly I was keen to reach the shoreline and escape the confines of the boat.


    Condemn my own kind? Cassie should have known me better than that. I’d always prided myself on having an open mind—a sense of balance and patience. Every story had more than one side, which was exactly why I’d made a point of asking what I did. I didn’t give away free passes just for being a vampire.


    The space inside the boat shrank, the only sound the dip and drip of the oar again and again until, at last, we reached the beach.


    I leapt out of the dinghy with an agility that seemed to startle Cassie. With quick speed, I pulled the front of the boat onto the sand and, before she could step out, I waded to Cassie’s side and held out my hand to help her out.


    Mama could rest easy in her grave knowing a century of living among Yanks hadn’t robbed me of the manners she’d instilled in me from a young age. When I thought of my kind, I didn’t think of other vampires. I thought of my family, a long line of Donados, back in Italy. Even though I couldn’t be with them, they were my kin and the people to whom my loyalty would always lay first and foremost without question.


    Vampires, on the other hand, were as random and varied as humans. If they did something nefarious, it wasn’t for me to interfere on their behalf.


    Cassie took my hand and squeezed it. “Sorry,” she said as she stepped out of the boat. “Didn’t mean to turn into a barracuda back there.”


    The moment she released my hand, I waved her apology away with a flick of my wrist and a toothy grin. “Vampire hunters don’t bode well for any of us,” I said. “I would like to know more.”


    Cassie nodded and smiled gratefully.


    “This place got any Red Rum?” I asked, nudging Cassie with my elbow as we approached the bar shadowed beneath the thatched roof of the Beach Shack.


    “No, but that reminds me. You’re invited to a yacht party tonight, and Joss, too, of course. There will be plenty of blood, rum, and hot ass,” she said in a teasing tone.


    I stared pointedly at Cassie’s ass. She laughed. “Hot human ass,” she emphasized, giving me a swat on my vamp ass, which I rather enjoyed.


    “Michael’s yacht?” I asked as we sat at a secluded corner table.


    “That little thing? Not a chance,” Cassie said, taking a seat and glancing at the yachts anchored in the bay. “Tonight’s party is on Bastian’s boat. He owns a luxury yacht that’s bigger than some of the islands around here. You’re in luck that he’s docked in St. Maarten this month. Bastian’s parties are legendary. He’s one of us, by the way.”


    “Is his name truly Bastian?” I asked with a smirk. “Or is it Bob?”


    Cassie snort laughed. “You’re one to ask, Fane.” Now that we were in the shade, she took off her sunglasses and hat and set them on the table.


    When a waiter in surfer shorts and a T-shirt ambled over, Cassie ordered a diet soda. I asked for sparkling water, holding off on the hard stuff until the party that night.


    As soon as the waiter walked away, a male in his early twenties slunk beneath the shade of the Beach Shack and stared in our direction. He wore a white baseball cap, the bill practically touching his pale chin.


    I nodded in his direction. “I take it that’s Stan.”


    “Never met him before. Let’s see,” Cassie said, waving the guy over. He ambled over slowly, head jerking from Cassie to me. When he’d come close enough, Cassie called out, “Stan?”


    He looked over his shoulder. About a third of the tables were occupied and he seemed to take each one into consideration before facing us again with a jerky nod.


    “Sit,” Cassie commanded, pointing to an empty chair beside her.


    Stan squeezed into the wood chair without pulling it back and slumped over the table. Once he had, Cassie smiled warmly as though oblivious to Stan’s sullen behavior.


    “This is Fane,” she said, eyes flicking across the table in my direction. “He’s here to help.”


    More here to hang out, but I kept that tidbit to myself. I let Cassie do the talking, not feeling particularly friendly toward white hat guy.


    Observing the less-than-friendly exchange between Stan and me, Cassie propped her elbows onto the table. “Let’s get right down to it,” she said. “Tell us everything you can leading up to your friend’s mysterious death.”


    Stan looked over his shoulder again. The waiter came over with our drinks, asking Stan if he wanted anything, to which Stan shook his head. Even after the waiter had walked away, Stan’s eyes shifted from side to side.


    “Ronald hadn’t even been here a week when it happened. I was working that night and we’d planned to meet up in the early hours, but after my shift he never showed. Later I found out he’d been killed.”


    “Read that was an accident,” I said, leaning one arm against the table.


    Stan scowled. “Ronald didn’t die scuba diving. He had no interest in water activities.”


    Cassie nodded her understanding while I smirked at Stan. He was way too easy to provoke, which made it all the more tempting to keep it up.


    “Did he tell you what he was doing that night?” Cassie asked, sounding inquisitive and intent on getting to the truth of the matter.


    Stan turned his attention to her. “He was just hanging out having a good time.”


    “Where did he hang out?” Cassie asked.


    “No one place. He hit up all the beach clubs. Like I said, just hanging out having a good time.”


    I leaned forward and stared Stan down despite the cap he had yet to remove or adjust. My fingers stretched across the table’s surface, each digit pointing toward Stan. “And by having a good time, I presume you mean in the form of female companionship,” I drawled.


    This comment annoyed Stan enough to get him to lift his head and give me a peek beneath the bill of his cap. Grayish-blue eyes pierced me from the ghost of a face, way too pale even for a vampire, especially one living in the Caribbean. He should have tried a spray-on tan at the very least. Albino vamp’s eyes were narrowed, lips pulled back in a silent snarl.


    Cassie smacked my shoulder. “Fane, don’t be obtuse. Of course, he was after female companionship. It’s what every guy’s after around here, unless they came with a fiancée or spouse and even then . . .” Cassie shrugged and took a languid sip of her diet soda.


    “And why are you here?” Stan demanded, steely eyes locked on mine.


    “To help you apparently,” I said with a dismissive eye roll. “Maybe ol’ Ronny met up with a special lady friend who talked him into an underwater adventure.”


    Stan’s scowl made my chest shake with suppressed laughter.


    “Ronald would never go scuba diving,” Stan ground out between his teeth.


    Cassie glared at me. “I think we can rule out scuba diving.”


    Shrugging, I said, “That’s not what I read in the Bermuda Sun.”


    “The officials must have covered it up. Probably thought it would be bad for tourism.” Cassie huffed. She turned to Stan and softened her voice. “Were you able to track down anyone who’d seen him that night?”


    Stan nodded. “Tucker at the Blue Fin saw him chatting up a couple females, but he didn’t leave with them.”


    “How does Tucker know?” Cassie pressed.


    Stan frowned. “He didn’t see Ronald leave, but he remembers he wasn’t around for long. The females he’d been talking to stuck around until closing, though.”


    “Ouch, rejection burns,” I said, grasping my heart. “Maybe Ronny tossed himself into the sea after being rebuffed.”


    This comment earned me glares from both Stan and Cassie. Speaking of being burned—


    “Ronald wouldn’t go near the water,” Stan said, voice rising. He was too worked up to notice several patrons stare over at his sudden outburst. “He hated the water!”


    “Well, then, a Caribbean getaway makes perfect sense,” I returned, my brows jumping with amusement.


     


    The sun descended into the ocean as we made the journey back to St. Maarten. It might have been romantic if Cassie hadn’t expressed her irritation at me for baiting Stan the shmuck for the umpteenth time.


    If I had to hear “he’s one of us” one more time, I might just be tempted to throw myself overboard and backstroke the remainder of the way to the island.


    In the end, we made it back to the harbor dry and as clueless as when we’d left as to what had really happened to Ronald or the other two vampires who’d recently expired. But at least Cassie’s shoulders relaxed, dropping with the setting sun. We reached St. Maarten in the afterglow between sunset and nightfall. In that moment, a sense of serenity washed over us.


    “Stan was a bit of a sap,” Cassie acknowledged, eyeing the dock as Michael maneuvered us in.


    “But I’m sure Ronald was a real prince,” I said.


    She snorted, turned her head, and gave me an eye roll. “Well, anyway, we got the best information we could given Stan wasn’t with his friend that night. Nothing more we can do tonight besides enjoy Bastian’s bash.”


    “And I do enjoy hanging out having a good time,” I said with a wink.


    As Cassie laughed, all last traces of irritation left her body. “I hear that’s code for partaking in female companionship,” she teased.


    “Are you offering?” I asked in a husky voice, my gaze dropping to her lips.


    Cassie placed a hand on her hip. “You’ll forget all about me once you see the smorgasbord assembled tonight. A’s. B’s. O’s. Come hungry,” she added before jumping over the side of the boat onto the dock below.


    I threw a thick rope down to her. Cassie caught it easily and set to work winding it around the dock’s boat cleat. As I watched her bent over, looking as cute and sexy as ever, it occurred to me she would be the one to forget me that night, not the other way around.


    A heaviness filled me, like an anchor dragging me down. This felt like New Zealand all over again. We’d flirted and laughed, playing off one another blow by blow. The perfect pair. But Cassie couldn’t see it back then, and the present wasn’t improving my odds.


    I suppressed a sigh but couldn’t prevent a bitter smile from cracking over my lips. Luckily, Cassie still had her head bent and missed my look of disappointment.

  


  
    



    FOUR
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    Never one to be spontaneous, Joss opted to stay in for the evening and read. A part of me wanted to skip the party, too. I’d never been the stay-at-home sort, but it was somewhat tempting to fly solo for a night. Not that I’d likely remain solo long. I loved meeting people, and I was good at it—meaning I didn’t need to rely on Cassie to introduce me around. But she was the reason I’d come to the islands and it seemed stupid not to spend time together, especially time that involved amusement opposed to amateur detective work.


    So, I took a catnap, showered, and spiffed up in a plain black tee and long khaki cargo shorts that were snug but not constricting.


    It was full-on dark when I returned to the docks. Cassie texted me walking directions to Bastian’s boat, The Sea Serpent, but I only had to use my eyes and ears to find the floating party.


    Reggae music drifted over the water and along the dock from a luxury yacht anchored at the far end. Cassie hadn’t exaggerated the size. The boat had two upper decks with wraparound balconies and a helicopter parked on the roof. Now that was what I called the cherry on top. My feet stopped momentarily and my head craned up in appreciation. I’d flown small planes before, but never a helicopter. I’d have to add that to my “to do” list.


    Overhead lights lit up every level of the boat. It was welcoming against the vast darkness across the ocean. As I neared, the sound of conversation mingled with the music.


    Partygoers dressed in strapless dresses and polos leaned against railings holding bottled beer and cocktails. The party was already in full swing as I walked up to the boat fashionably late.


    I stepped from the dock onto the lower deck. Two sets of well-lit stairs led up to the main level.


    Fragments of light flashed from a mammoth-sized flat screen playing a basketball game without the sound. The music was at just the right volume that got under my skin in a good way that coursed through my body while still allowing me to make out what people in my immediate vicinity were saying.


    No one intercepted me as I weaved my way through the crowd and surveyed the ice chest. I helped myself to a beer, not caring what I selected so long as it was cold. The brand was unfamiliar to me. I studied it beneath the bright lights. The label said 10 SAINTS with a halo above the “0.” Hand crafted beer aged in rum casks. Fitting. It was nice to see something more exotic than Budweiser or Coors.


    Snatching one of the brass bottle openers beside the ice chest, I popped the lid and took a swig.


    “Any good?” a guy in a cream tank top asked with a friendly smile. He held a dark beer in his left hand with a red-and-black label.


    “Not bad,” I said.


    We moved aside to make room for a small group of girls in bikini tops flocking to the ice chest. Sidestepping the giggling girls, we claimed a small opening between the drink station and crowd gathered in front of the flat-screen TV. My new friend sounded American and looked too tan to be a vampire. Either he was a bodybuilder or kept in incredibly great shape on his own. He had that all-American boy-next-door charm about him. No doubt the female vamps would want to eat him up—Cassie included. Or perhaps I’d steal Mr. All-American away from them first.


    I could practically feel the gleam in my eyes at the thought of competing for the same juicy morsel.


    All’s fair in blood and war.


    Mr. All-American cocked his head to the side. “Someone told me there’s a dozen different types of Caribbean beer at this party. I’ve made a plan to try them all before the night’s out.”


    “Ambitious,” I said, leaning closer and eyeing his neck. Before he had a chance to notice my focus had turned to one particularly bulging vein, my gaze dropped to the bottle of beer he held by the neck.


    Stallion the label read above the graphic of a red horse head.


    “Stallion,” I repeated with a satisfied nod. “My, my.” My eyebrows gave a jump, happy to see I hadn’t scared the stud off . . . yet. “How does it taste?”


    “Chocolatey,” All-American said with a lopsided grin. “Yours?”


    “Rummy,” I answered.


    He lifted his head when he laughed, giving me an unobstructed view of all the lovely veins running along his muscular neck.


    With my next smile, I made a point of showing off my sharpened back molars. “My name is Francesco, but call me Fane. And you are—?”


    All-American did a double take. “Fane?” he repeated.


    I nodded, smiling my Cheshire grin.


    His eyes darted from side to side, then he stepped closer and lowered his voice. “Are you . . . you know?”


    I set my beer down without looking. I didn’t even know where it ended up, but suddenly my hands were free and I was moving closer to Mr. All-American.


    How long had it been since I drank straight from the vein? Months. Not since that holiday party in the Bronx. Way too long.


    My friendly companion watched me with a mixture of unease and excitement. He stared at my mouth, perhaps imagining my lips affixed to his neck sucking his blood. I wondered if it, too, would taste chocolatey.


    “Am I what?” I asked huskily.


    He stared at me for a long time, a flush traveling from his neck to his face the longer it took him to say the word.


    “Not human,” he finally managed, unable to ask flat out.


    “You mean vampire?” I supplied, giving the poor guy a break. “Yes,” I said. “I am one of the undead.”


    All-American glanced from me to his beer then back to me. “Cool. Really. Don’t worry. I’m not going to freak out on you. My friend explained things to me before we arrived. You’re the first vampire I’ve met so . . . cool.”


    “Your first,” I repeated with delight.


    I should have been looking for Cassie, but this unexpected diversion was too delicious to walk away from. I wondered if the boat had designated areas for blood sucking. On first glance, I hadn’t seen anyone sucking out in the open. Most of the swankier parties kept it behind closed doors.


    I flashed All-American another smile. “Why don’t I grab us a couple more beers and we give ourselves a self-guided boat tour?”


    His shoulders relaxed as he grinned back. “I wouldn’t mind looking around. Oh, and I’m Todd,” he said, sticking out his free hand.


    I grasped it at once then let go, delighted to have met such an agreeable young man so quickly.


    “I know you’ve already tried the Stallion,” I said, moving toward the ice chest, “but let’s find a couple brands you haven’t yet tasted.”


    The beer reminder put Todd further at ease. He joined me at the ice chest, but before I could make a selection there came a scream from inside the cabin followed by a man in a striped polo thrashing about, running into furniture and people. Eyes bugging out from beneath a wide forehead, the man threw himself onto the deck as though in pursuit of oxygen. He fell to the floor beside us, thrashing and flopping around like a fish thrown aboard. From this close, I could see blood on his teeth.


    There were screams around us as people jumped back. In the confined space they had nowhere to go, and others rushed forward to see what was happening, packing in the deck and all those around them like sardines.


    Pinkish foam frothed at the corner of the man’s lips.


    “Hun—” he gasped. “Hun . . . Hun!” He tried one final time before giving into the convulsions that wracked his body from head to toe.


    “Is he having an epileptic fit?” a female voice asked urgently.


    “Can’t be. He’s undead,” a male voice answered.


    “What’s he trying to say?”


    “I don’t know. Should we put something in his mouth so he doesn’t bite off his tongue?”


    While everyone else speculated and stared at the thrashing figure on the floor, I lifted my head and scanned the crowd. That’s when I spotted her, the blonde beauty in the short white strapless dress. She cupped her neck with one hand and grasped a long silver sequined clutch in the other. Her hair flowed in smooth, subtle waves despite the humidity. She looked a bit like Taylor Swift glammed up and ready for the Grammys.


    With an air of urgency, she squeezed her way along the edge of the crowd, shoving her way through when people didn’t budge quick enough.


    It occurred to me then what the writhing vampire had been trying to say.


    Hunter.


    Could it possibly be? Could Glam Girl really be responsible for putting down three vamps twice her weight? And was life really so serendipitous to place her right here in St. Maarten, on The Sea Serpent, directly in our laps? Had she poisoned her victims? Was it happening right now?


    There wasn’t time to stand around pondering. The blonde was getting away.


    Thoughts now homed in on the fleeing hunter, I shoved my way through the crowd to the stairs. The blonde had already made it down and stepped barefoot onto the dock. So intent was she on getting away from the boat that she didn’t notice me following after her.


    Once her feet hit the wood planks, she lowered the slender hand that had been holding her neck and swung it at her side as she strode toward the glittering lights of town.


    I had to jog to keep pace.


    Soon, the music and din of the party faded, replaced by the soft lap of waves against the approaching shoreline licking the shallows beneath our feet. This far from the commotion, being stealthy proved challenging. No one milled around the docks. We were alone now. Even if she noticed me, there was no reason for her to suspect I was tailing her. I could simply have been leaving the party, heading back to my lodgings.


    Where would she go? To her own hotel? What then? Did I report her? Gather a group of local vamps to confront her?


    I’d never encountered a vampire hunter in all my long life. Their existence had always been more of a myth—a rarity on par with vampires themselves. More than anything, curiosity propelled me forward.


    The dock slanted ahead to the final climb up to the harbor’s pedestrian area. There were no boats anchored this close to shore and only dull intermittent lighting from lamps overhead. The dark waters seemed to still at the edges of the dock doing nothing to help cover my footsteps.


    The blonde only had a few more feet until she began the climb up to shore, but before her foot ever hit the ramp, she whipped around, cool blue eyes piercing mine as her shoulders drew up. She pulled a small dagger from her clutch and gripped the handle tight.


    “That’s close enough,” she warned.


    My heart slammed against my rib cage as I came to an abrupt halt. I’d only feared death twice in my life. The first as a human in Venice when my fingers turned black. The second time had been in a hot-air balloon over Egypt. After a leaky fuel line set fire to the basket, I’d watched the pilot jump out and had quickly done the same. The 30-meter drop had done a number on my poor bones and internal organs, but that was when I’d discovered how quickly a vampire could heal. The pilot hadn’t been as lucky, nor the other passengers who’d been swept up in a gust of flaming wind before the balloon exploded.


    I didn’t feel the same forsaken sense of horror I had the two times before, though my adrenaline spiked in anticipation.


    When the blonde took in my visage, she did something odd. She smiled, not with malicious intent but as though we were old acquaintances.


    “Francesco Donado,” she said warmly, sounding not altogether surprised. If anything, her tone held a note of intrigue. Her accent sounded American.


    In all my long life, I swear nothing had ever taken me aback more than the familiarity with which she spoke my name. I hid my surprise as only an Italian vampire can, with a lazy Cheshire grin. “I see my reputation precedes me.”


    “It does, indeed.” She smiled briefly then looked over my shoulder and took a step backward. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.”


    “Am I on some kind of hit list?” I asked, curiosity overcoming my earlier fear.


    She hesitated for a moment before answering, “No.”


    “But you know who I am.” I doubted very much she’d give me her name, at least not her real one. Stuffing my thumbs in my pockets, I kept my distance while allowing my gaze to roam over her, resting on a messy wound at her neck where blood streaked and pooled along her collarbone.


    She smiled again. “I am not supposed to talk to you.”


    “I’m no snitch,” I said. Even if I knew who to snitch her out to.


    “I have to go.” She turned again.


    I lifted my arms. “Wait. What did you do to the vamp on the boat?”


    “He’ll survive . . . for now,” she said, frowning.


    I leaned in, afraid a step toward her would hasten her departure. “You injected him with something, I presume.”


    “Trade secret.” She lowered her chin with a seductive slant.


    “And the vamp on Anguilla Island, Ronald,” I pressed, “that was you, too?”


    The assassin’s lips drew back. It was as though an invisible line had been drawn between us, one we peered across leery once more. All traces of playfulness drifted from her face.


    “Ronald.” She spat out the name as though it were Satan’s own. “He killed several girls in Miami Beach before running off to the Caribbean. Luckily, I caught up to him,” she said with a fierce grin. “Justice was served.”


    “So that’s your MO? Eye for an eye?” Seemed like a good thing to know. Killing turned my stomach. If murder was what brought about a visit from the vampire huntress, then I had nothing to fear.


    “Not always,” she said with a nonchalance that put me back on edge, which is exactly where I should have remained all along.


    What was I thinking flirting with a vampire hunter? A bloody vampire hunter! She knew my name—knew me by sight. Did they have flash cards or something? A database? How many of them were there? Who was their leader? They sounded way too organized not to have a leader. The phony newspaper story was a red flag if I ever saw one. How high did this thing go?


    “Word of advice,” the assassin said, piercing my eyes with her own, “go back to New York.”


    I folded my arms over my chest. “Is that a threat?”


    “More of a friendly heads up. Too many vamps have seen me. My replacements will arrive soon. Some of them aren’t as selective as I, and I’d hate for you to get caught up in the crossfires.”


    “You would?” I challenged.


    She nodded. A smile spread over her lips. I didn’t know why, but it made me grin back.


    “You should leave the Caribbean . . . Fane.” Her smile brightened when she used my moniker, as though she’d said a naughty word and delighted in doing so.


    Something stirred inside me as she spoke my name. Something akin to disappointment filled my soul as I watched her hasten up the ramp like a midnight Cinderella fleeing from her dark prince.


    She’d warned me.


    I had no interest in getting mixed up with vampire hunters. I owed it to Joss to keep him safe.


    But first I had to warn Cassie.
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    Back on the boat, the vampire’s twitching had subsided. He now sat on a bench and rocked slightly, hunched over, eyes out of focus. As I stared at him, I wondered what kind of body count he’d amassed. My upper lip curled involuntarily as I looked at him and envisioned stony-eyed bodies in his wake.


    “Okay, party’s over, everyone,” said a toned man in skimpy white shorts as he waved his long muscular arms toward the stairs. His body had an unnatural tanned shine to it. He narrowed his eyes at me as I walked up the stairs, brushing against people walking down.


    When I reached the deck he stepped in front of me, a wall of bronzed muscles directly in my path. I lifted my eyebrows in challenge.


    “Party’s over,” he said to me.


    “Too bad. I haven’t finished my beer,” I returned.


    Before he could respond, Cassie appeared by his side and squeezed his hulk-like arm. “This is Fane. He can stay.”


    “You’re Fane?” the guy asked, face relaxing. “Why didn’t you say so?” He stepped aside. As soon as I passed him, he resumed herding people off The Sea Serpent.


    Cassie led me away from the stairs.


    “Is that Bastian?” I asked, jutting my chin in the ripped man’s direction.


    “Yeah. Did you just arrive?” Cassie asked as she craned her head all around, not really paying attention. “There’s been another vamp attack right here on Bastian’s boat.” She grabbed my arm and pulled me toward the bench where the vampire still sat rocking back and forth.


    “Is he okay?” I asked, making a half-assed attempt to mask my indifference regarding his well-being.


    The blonde huntress had told me that Ronald had murdered women. I was willing to bet this vamp and the others she’d killed had done something similarly heinous.


    Cassie looked at the vamp. Unlike me, she frowned with concern. “He’s still twitching, but he was convulsing earlier. It was terrible—thrashing all over the floor. He’s only just started to talk. He said a vampire hunter did this to him. Bastian told him to be quiet until he got everyone off the boat.” She glanced around. “You came at the right time. We’ll finally have our first description of the hunter.”


    A chill snaked down my spine despite the balmy night sky.


    I couldn’t speak so I nodded thoughtfully.


    Footsteps thumped above our heads as partygoers emerged from the upper deck and made their way down to our level to join the line flowing off the boat and onto the dock.


    Once Bastian’s guests had abandoned ship, he sat beside the trembling vamp in the polo and leaned forward. “Now talk.”


    The vamp swallowed and looked at the remaining faces standing around him: me, Cassie, and two other men in their late twenties, arms folded over chests that looked as toned beneath their T-shirts as the ship’s captain. The vamp’s gaze passed over them quickly, coming to a rest when he found me.


    He sat up a little and demanded, “Who’s he?”


    “Fane,” Bastian said with a lazy glance in my direction.


    The vamp didn’t take his eyes off me. They were still stretched in terror. “Is he a vampire?”


    “Of course he is,” Bastian snarled, gums showing as his upper lip curled. “I wouldn’t have allowed him to stay on my boat if he were human. Now tell us what happened.”


    Guess Bastian wasn’t too thrilled that a vampire hunter had found her way onto his yacht.


    “It was a blonde in a white dress,” the vamp said, words rushing from his mouth. “She started flirting with me and asked me to take her someplace private. I had no reason to suspect she was anything other than a human looking to get sucked off. So of course I took her into one of the empty rooms and bit her. But as soon as I swallowed her blood my body seized up and began to convulse. I’ve never felt anything like it. As soon as it started the bitch smiled.” The vamp’s fingers curled into fists as a sneer appeared over his face. “Then she pulled a dagger out of her purse. I could barely move, but I knew if I didn’t get out of there I was dead so I threw myself at the door and managed to stumble through the cabin to the deck before the convulsions overtook me completely.” The vamp looked around, wild-eyed. “Did anyone see her? The blonde in the white dress?”


    The group shared glances and shook their heads. Cassie’s head turned slowly toward me, a look of eager anticipation crossing over her face. “Fane? Did you see a woman matching that description on your way here?”


    I stared upward doing a convincing job of thinking, made all the more believable because it was exactly what I was doing. The glaring overhead lights stunned my eyes as my mind jerked from one thought to the next.


    I didn’t want to lie to Cassie. Nor did I wish to out the huntress who had not only let me off the hook, but gone so far as to warn me that more of her kind were coming. All this despite the fact that I was a vampire and she, a hunter. Even though I’d seen her face.


    “I wasn’t really paying attention to people on my way here,” I answered truthfully, lowering my gaze until it was level with Cassie’s.


    Her lips pressed together tight.


    Bastian’s eyes flicked up to me. “You sure you didn’t get a glimpse of her? There’s not a whole lotta people walking the docks this time of night.”


    With a sniff, I stuffed my hands in my pockets and shrugged. “Maybe she had snorkeling gear stashed on board.”


    “That’s right,” Cassie said, eyes alighting. “Ronald was found in the ocean dressed in dive equipment. She probably arranged the whole thing and had planned to do the same with Edward.”


    The vamp in the polo scowled. “She tried to stab me, not suffocate me.”


    “Well, she probably has to change things up to keep authorities guessing,” Cassie said, placing her hands on her hips. Abruptly, she moved to the boat’s railing and looked across the water as though expecting to catch sight of the huntress butterfly stroking her way back to shore.


    Bastian got to his feet and joined Cassie at the railing, shaking his head. “Four attacks in the last month. I don’t like this. It’s time to set sail.”


    Edward got to his feet sputtering, “Set sail? What about the bitch who tried to off me tonight? Are you going to leave her to prey on island vampires?”


    “I don’t know who she is, and it’s not my responsibility to police the islands,” Bastian said. “Tomorrow I head for the Bahamas. From there . . . that’s nobody’s business but mine. I’ll send you a postcard,” he said with a glint in his eyes. “Maybe.”


    I mirrored Bastian’s smirk. I was beginning to warm up to the guy. Maybe I’d run into him at some other time and destination in the future. The world could be a small place, especially among vampires.


    Bastian turned to Cassie next and said, “You should come with me.”


    “To the Bahamas?” she asked uncertainly.


    He nodded. “You did an admirable job looking into the island attacks. There’s nothing more to be done here. It’s your choice, of course, but I believe it would be foolish to stay.”


    Tension eased itself from my shoulders. It was good to hear Bastian wasn’t all muscle mass and no brain cells. When Cassie looked at me I smiled.


    “What do you think, Fane?” she asked.


    “I think Bastian’s right. The Caribbean’s been compromised. It’s time to leave the islands.”


    Cassie’s forehead wrinkled. “Are you leaving?”


    “Tomorrow.”


    “But you just got here. It doesn’t seem fair.” Cassie chewed on her bottom lip.


    “I’ll catch up with you again later down the road. Maybe next time we’ll try Hawaii.”


    Cassie sniffed. “So long as it’s off limits to hunters.” She stepped away from the railing and made her way toward me, a smile lifting her cheeks. “I’ve always wanted to visit Hawaii. You remembered.”


    I grinned back. “The island girl from Canada. How could I ever forget?”


    “Why don’t you just join us to the Bahamas now?” Bastian asked.


    Cassie’s face lit up. “That’s an excellent idea. Come with us.”


    I looked at the pair of them, sexy and carefree, offering companionship and conversation. A new adventure awaited on the horizon. It was ever so tempting, but the idea of Alaska had formed and grown in my head like a snowball wheeling down a mountainside, getting bigger as it went.


    I pulled my hands out of my pockets. “I appreciate the offer, but I’m traveling with a companion. We have business to wrap up in New York before we move.”


    Cassie’s forehead wrinkled. “You’re moving?”


    “To Alaska,” I said, a grin widening over my face. Saying the words aloud made them feel real for the first time.


    The Last Frontier. My own adventure awaited, perhaps not on the horizon, but along the Arctic Circle.


    If I were really lucky I’d meet my soulmate there—the one I’d been searching for my entire life. I wasn’t going to find her if I confined myself to a boat. Cassie would never be my forever woman; she wasn’t even open to being my “little while” woman.


    “Alaska?” she asked now, shaking her head as though snow had gotten into her ears and she hadn’t heard right.


    With a grin and nod, I said, “They’ve got direct flights to Hawaii. That will be convenient when I come to see you . . . or you could pay me a visit for a change.”


    “In Alaska? I don’t think so,” Cassie said. “I grew up in Canada. I don’t ever want to see snow again so long as I live.”


    “So long as you live?” I challenged, raising a questioning brow.


    Cassie rolled her eyes. “Ask me in another hundred years.”


    “In another hundred years the ice caps will have melted.”


    Bastian snorted. “Good thing I have a boat.”


    “Such a pessimist,” Cassie said, glaring at me.


    I smiled wryly. “Quite the opposite. My awareness of the world is the reason I live each day to the fullest.”


    “Very well,” Cassie said, stepping over to kiss me on each cheek. As we hugged she sighed. “Don’t freeze your fangs off up north.”


    “Maybe I’ll find someone to keep me warm,” I said with a chuckle. An image of the blonde in the white dress drifted across my mind then vanished in an instant. I had a feeling I’d never see her again.


    It was probably for the best. How could a romance between a vampire and a hunter ever hope to survive?


    Then again, there was always a first time for everything.


     


    ###


     


    Thank you for journeying to the Caribbean with Fane Donado.


    Fane is preparing to embark on the adventure of a lifetime. He’s encountered his first vampire hunter, but it won’t be his last. Soon he finds himself tangled up in Alaska’s underworld, where no one is who they seem and a forbidden romance changes everything.


    Turn the page to continue Fane's story in Aurora Sky: Vampire Hunter chapter one.



  


  
    Aurora Sky: Vampire Hunter


    1 - Life Ends On A Curse


    


    I was outnumbered six to one… at least that’s how it felt.


    My supposed teammates stood by uselessly as the volleyball hurtled over the net and whopped me in the shoulder.


    The beautiful Brooke Harris high fived the boy beside her before switching corners. It didn’t matter if she served from the right or the left. The ball flew at me—again.


    I ground my teeth together and tried to pelt the ball back, but launched it into the net instead. God, I sucked at team sports.


    “Come on, Aurora!” Clayton Wilcox snapped beside me.


    I grimaced. A junior the size of Napoleon shouldn’t be speaking to a senior that way, but that was just my opinion.


    One of my teammates bent down for the ball and tossed it back to Brooke, who smiled as though auditioning for a teeth whitening ad. Brooke served again, and the volleyball sailed over the net once more—toward me, of course.


    Clayton’s patience had apparently worn out. He stepped in and bumped into me, but managed to smack the ball back. Fine. Whatever. My teammates should get in the game.


    Behind Brooke and her team of Olympians the bleacher crowd slouched against the benches like sloths while the rest of us got wrist burns. I’d tried everything from flu symptoms to a twisted ankle to get out of participating, but Mr. Mooney saw me as an active member of the student body, unlike the loafers who regularly got out of gym.


    Fane Donado and Valerie Ward, the reigning king and queen of gym exemption, seemed to believe that making out substituted for physical ed.


    Valerie was gorgeous, in a classical sixteenth century courtesan sort of way. Curves graced her hips and hair, which fell in thick waves of strawberry-brown down her back.


    Fane had The Worst Hair: ink black and buzzed on the sides with a mass of blond on top. Combing it back was a big mistake. It drew further attention to his long forehead and wide set eyes. He had one of those disastrous looks that captured my attention—like Edward Scissorhands.


    Every day Fane dressed in head to toe black and a long leather jacket which he wore at all times, like a second skin. Maybe he was packing…or dealing. Neither would surprise me.


    I usually had a thing for tall, skinny guys, but I made exceptions, especially when the guy in question had trouble keeping his tongue inside his own mouth.


    I wanted my first kiss to be a pleasant experience, not pornographic.


    Mr. Mooney’s whistle announced the end of gym at the same time Brooke slammed the ball over. This one hit me in the chest.


    “Ow!”


    I know guys are sensitive between the legs, but a woman’s breasts aren’t exactly made out of sponge cake.


    My classmates pattered across the gym floor toward the locker rooms. The bleacher crowd rose slowly and stretched their arms.


    Yeah, try not to exert yourselves or anything.


    I leaned down for the volleyball and walked it over to the roll out cart. As I nestled the ball into place, three more toppled off and rolled in opposite directions.


    Groan. I spent enough time chasing balls around during gym, never mind running after them when I needed to change and book it to Algebra II.


    By the time I retrieved each ball and set them on the cart, everyone had cleared out of the locker room, leaving hairspray fumes in their wake. Gag. My hair tumbled down my back as I freed it from its ponytail.


    As I yanked the zipper up my jeans I heard a snicker and stopped. All was quiet and then I heard it again. Resisting the urge to call out a feeble “Hello?” I finished securing my pants then rounded a wall of lockers.


    Valerie straddled Fane on the locker room bench in her corset top and black lace-up boots. Her arms circled his neck.


    As she leaned back to look at me, Fane’s face emerged.


    I would not blush. Not in front of Fane Donado. Too late. My cheeks flamed rouge.


    From this close up I could see that among Fane’s aforementioned defects, his lips were mismatched; the top one smaller than the bottom.


    Those lips curled back as Fane took note of my presence. I swear I heard him make a sound of disgust from deep within his throat, like I’d crashed a private party or barged into their hotel suite.


    I stood staring like an idiot waiting to be dismissed.


    When our eyes met, Fane smiled. Not a friendly ‘hello’ smile or the cute ‘you caught me in the act’ kind. Eyes locked on mine, Fane ran the tip of his tongue along his upper lip.


    The lewd gesture made me feel somehow involved in their foreplay.


    My mouth went dry.


    Fane cocked a dark brow. “See something interesting?”


    I should have squared my shoulders and informed him, “No, not at all” or “Yeah, I find it interesting that there’s a boy in the girls’ locker room. So you had that sex operation, did you?”


    Instead, I turned and fled.


    I didn’t have time for comebacks.


    If I hurried maybe I could still catch my friend Denise at our hall lockers before she left for math.


    As I speed walked toward my locker, a football whooshed across the hall, barely missing my shoulder. Again? I glared at the boy who had chucked it to his friend. He laughed and said, “Whoops.”


    God, I couldn’t wait to graduate and get the hell out of Alaska and Denali High School.


    Sure enough, when I reached my locker, Denise had long since departed. I did a quick book and binder grab, then sprinted to math. The warning bell rang as I hurried in and took my seat beside my friend. She already had her book open and pencil in motion on notepaper.


    Denise used to laugh at my gym recaps. Now she didn’t even inquire after my lateness and here I was dying to tell her about the sex show in the locker room. Okay, not exactly a sex show, but practically!


    “Hey, Denise,” I said. “You’ll never believe what happened after gym.”


    Denise’s eyes narrowed as though I had interrupted her in the middle of a pop quiz.


    I hesitated for a second. Then the words tumbled out. “Remember that guy I told you about in gym…”


    Denise stopped me before I could go any further. “Can this wait until lunch?”


    Suddenly I felt stupid with my mouth hanging half open seeing as my closest friend pretty much told me to shut up.


    All part of Denise’s new attitude “un-makeover” starting the day Notre Dame accepted me while her own first choice college, Carleton, had turned her down.


    She wasn’t the only student at Denali High with senioritis.


    Mom warned me this would happen. Friends began focusing on finishing senior year and imagining their lives in that great place beyond: College.


    Guilty as charged.


    If it were up to me, I wouldn’t be puzzling over an algebra graph, I’d already be enrolled at Notre Dame, set up in my dorm, attending class.


    That’s the thing about universities—they wanted you to finish high school first.


    After eighteen years in Anchorage I could hardly wait to trade in snow and cold for civilization.


    Until then, six more months before graduation.


    At the end of the hour, Denise said an abrupt, “See you at lunch.”


    Well, she could forget about juicy details ’cause I wasn’t dishing. Bitchy behavior deserved no rewards. Maybe Tracey Rowen in third period French would appreciate the story.


    At least I wasn’t running late for French because in about three seconds, Scott Stevens would pass me in the hall.


    Speaking of juicy delights.


    I swore he moved in slow motion when he rounded the corner.


    Scott had the thin, towering build going for him. He didn’t wear a letterman jacket, which he could have as captain of the basketball team, but Scott was the kind of guy who had his own killer style. Best of all, he looked me in the eyes and smiled whenever he saw me. And that is why I, Aurora Sky, for the first time in my life, had a major crush on a jock.


    Too bad he and Emily Horton were an item.


    “Hi, Aurora.”


    “Hey, Scott.”


    After he passed, I ducked into the girl’s bathroom at the end of the hall. A group of juniors huddled together and leaned into the mirror as they applied makeup. They’d all dyed their hair jet black with varying streaks of colors, as if to help tell each other apart. One had blond streaks, one red, and another blue.


    The girls moved several inches to give me room. When I looked in the mirror, I tried to recreate the same smile I’d flashed Scott. My lips curved over a set of straight teeth. I pulled my hair over my shoulders. That would have looked better, but I always pushed it out of the way.


    The group beside me finished their faces and lips. The girl with the blue streaks rubbed concealer with two fingers over a massive hickey on her neck.


    As I headed out, the warning bell rang.
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    At the end of the day, Denise started spinning the combo on her locker at the same time as me. I got distracted and had to start over.


    Once she had her coat on, Denise shut her locker with a thud.


    “See you later,” she said, hoisting her backpack over one shoulder


    So now she couldn’t wait to walk out to our cars together?


    Okay then.


    I zipped up my jacket a minute later and headed for the student parking lot alone. The moisture on my lashes froze as soon as I stepped outside. Exhaust from idling cars hovered in the stagnant air. Not only was this time of year cold and dark, it turned my stomach inside out.


    Once the car stuttered to life, I smacked my mittens together to keep from freezing solid and let the vents do their work unthawing the windshield. After the ice turned to droplets, I swiped the windshield with the wipers. They carved a porthole into the glass and grated against the coarse outer layers of ice.


    The roads hadn’t thawed, not even with the blast of exhaust pipes and friction of tires running across the polished ice all day. Tires spun in the parking lot. The truck in front of me gunned it and slid sideways onto the road.


    College couldn’t come soon enough.


    I turned the radio on and sung along softly to the lyrics as I passed mounds of snow that had melted during a warm spell the previous week. This week they’d refrozen into white misshapen humps over the landscape.


    My tires skidded at the first red stoplight. I slid forward four inches. Getting started again took a moment. Too much gas and my tires spun in place.


    Once I lived on campus at Notre Dame there would be no more playing slip and slide on the streets. I planned to walk everywhere on solid pavement.


    I passed the fast food chains lining the road just blocks from Denali High. On the long straight stretch home I drove on autopilot until business centers turned to neighborhoods. Small gaps of forest arched over the sides of the road. I was almost home when I took the sharpest curve on Jewel Lake Road.


    As I rounded the corner a SUV appeared in front of me, speeding around the bend. The car made a horrible skidding sound before sliding into my lane.


    Time inched forward.


    Tires screeched. I braked, but the car slid out from under me. Light glinted off the SUV’s front windshield, and for a moment, I saw the driver—a boy wearing a blue bandana around his forehead. Maybe I would have found him cute if he weren’t about to kill us both.


    In seconds, he would hit me. And I couldn’t do anything. I couldn’t brake. I couldn’t dodge him. This was it.


    I saw the boy’s face. I read his lips. “Oh, shit.”


    We said the words together.


    In the event of a catastrophe, one thing is sure. Your life ends on a curse.

  


  
    “Full of action from the very first page.” ★★★★★ - Examiner.com
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