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Night wrapped the island in a cloak of velvet darkness. The day’s humidity still hung in the air, holding the heat close. Sid could feel moisture beading on his unnaturally cool skin. Even he wasn’t immune from the moist sea air. He’d grown used to the hot tropical nights. What he couldn’t abide was the day’s searing sun.

His feet made indentations in the sand as he strode along the beach. Music from the beach bar where he worked echoed out across the water. Patrons’ voices mixed with the throbbing bass line, nearly drowning out the ever-present rush of the waves.

The bar sat alone on the beach between two large resorts. The resort properties blazed with radiance. Even the soaring palm trees sparkled with fairy lights. He shook his head at the waste of power. In the tropics, everything was scarce: power, water, and blood.

Despite the light pollution from the resorts, the small bar lay in a pool of darkness, illuminated only by a few faded patio lanterns. The rattan bar stools had seen better days. Most of the clientele were locals. But drawn by the strong drinks and the island charm, enough tourists strayed from the resorts to make things interesting.

Sid was looking forward to that kind of night. He enjoyed the company of people from all over the world. He liked talking to people with different experiences and different perspectives. It made his otherwise quiet life bearable. And occasionally a drunken tourist provided sustenance for his darker natures.

Sid reached the shadowed stretch between the resorts and strode confidently along the damp sand. He knew the way by heart, even in the inky blackness. The music grew louder as he approached and louder still as someone turned up the volume.

And then he heard a sound so out of place he faltered in his step. A scream so quickly silenced, he nearly missed it.

With his sensitive eyesight, he scanned the area. At first, he saw only darkness. Overhead, the ghosts of palm trees rustled in the wind. The sound blended with the music and the ocean, making it hard to tell from which direction it had come. But he was certain he’d heard a woman’s scream.

He peered into the darkness. Off among the shrubbery, he heard a scuffle and then a dull thud against the sand. He raced toward the sound.

A woman huddled on the ground. A man stood over her, the barrel of a gun pointed at her head. Her soft pleading was lost in the clash of the palm fronds overhead. His keen eyesight picked out the shadow of a bruise blooming across her cheek. The smell of her blood lay heavy in the air.

Sid charged forward, baring his teeth. The man with the gun glanced up far too late to avoid the shape racing toward him out of the darkness. They collided, the force of Sid’s body knocking the stranger to the ground. Before the man could recover from the impact, Sid seized the gun and pointed at his head.

“Go,” he snarled.

To his surprise the man stared down the barrel of the gun. “Not until she gives me what she’s carrying.”

“I told you, I don’t have anything.” Her voice shook, but Sid could hear the sincerity in her tone.

He cocked the trigger. Then he loosened the last bonds of his humanity and showed the man his true nature. He rarely showed this side of himself to anyone. Not many stayed for a second look once they’d glimpsed it. He watched the man’s expression change from one of defiance to one of terror before he bolted into the trees and disappeared.

Sid turned back to the woman on the ground. Too late, he realized he’d forgotten to school his features. He watched helplessly as consciousness faded from her eyes.

Now what? He hadn’t had a chance to ask her where she was staying. Or if there was anyone who could help care for her injuries. He was already late for work. Jolo wouldn’t be pleased to find out he was pulling a double shift.

Sid considered his situation. He was far enough away from the bar that they wouldn’t have seen him in the darkness. It wasn’t too late to call and give his regrets or claim he was sick.

The gun was still in his hand. Sid had to get rid of it. He couldn’t risk drawing the sort of questions an illegal weapon might raise. Hastily, he dug a hole with his heel and tossed the gun inside. He covered it with dirt and then added a few twigs and leaves for camouflage.

The woman lay in a heap at his feet. Sid couldn’t leave her there injured and alone. But he didn’t want the kind of attention taking her to the clinic would attract.

He did the only decent thing he could think of. He took her home.
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Sid was right. Jolo was furious to have to pick up his shift. And it wasn’t like he could return the favor and come in early. The merciless sun dictated his movements. For the warm nights, it was almost a trade-off. Almost.

But now he had a house guest. One he didn’t want, but one he felt compelled to help.

The woman was sleeping peacefully now, her blonde hair strewn across his pillow and her sea-green eyes closed. She’d stirred on the trip back to his place, but he’d used his powers of persuasion to lull her back to sleep. He had no idea how he’d explain things to her. The last thing he needed was to be seen carrying a screaming woman up the hill to his house. Especially when he’d called in sick to work.

He was going to have to explain it all to her when she awoke. He had no idea what he’d say. Maybe a good night’s sleep would dull the terror of what happened to her. Perhaps she wouldn’t remember what she’d seen. He could call her a cab, and they could part ways.

Problem was, he’d gone to work looking for sustenance. Sure, he needed the job to pay his bills. But he’d been hoping the night would produce a lonely drunk tourist in need of a little diversion. That he could provide, while they provided him with the vital sustenance his body craved. He’d come home with no food, no money, and no way out.

Sighing, Sid turned into his pristine kitchen. The sparkling appliances had come with the place. They stayed that way because he never used them. He stocked his cupboards with a few decoy cans in case of visitors. He kept a couple of bottles of red wine on a rack in the corner. The fridge held only a container of coconut water.

Sid heard once that coconut water had been used as an emergency replacement for blood plasma. He shuddered as he imagined the results. He took off the lid and sniffed the contents. It smelled drinkable. He tipped back the container and downed the contents.

Blood, it was not. It didn’t even come close. It would take the edge off his hunger long enough for his body to realize it had been tricked. Then the hunger would return with a vengeance. He had to get rid of the woman before that happened. Before she became his involuntary next meal.
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Ria awoke into soft darkness. The first sound to breach her slumber was the gentle rush of the ocean. She stretched against the comfortable mattress and opened her eyes. Distant lights from the beach far below filtered into the dark room. For a moment, she thought she was in an upscale hotel room. Then the night’s events came rushing back. 

She scrambled into a crouch in the center of the bed, throwing the blankets to the floor.

“It’s all right,” said a calm voice beside her. “You’re safe.”

The deep voice held a note of compulsion. She felt her body relaxing despite her fear.

Then her better sense kicked in, and she scrambled to her feet, tripping over the blankets she’d thrown off. He put out an arm to stop her fall but otherwise didn’t restrain her. He dropped his hand and took a step back.

The sudden movement made her sway on her feet, but she didn’t want him any closer. Her jaw ached and she could taste stale blood on her lips.

“Where am I?”

“My home.” While she tried to digest that information, he continued. “You were injured. Unresponsive. I had no way of knowing where you were staying. I chased off your attacker and took you to my home to keep you safe.”

“Who are you?”

He stepped into light from the window. “My name is Obsidian. Sid for short.”

This guy certainly doesn’t look like a Sid, she couldn’t help thinking. His commanding blue eyes glittered in the dim light. He wore his black hair so long it brushed his shoulders. But it suited him somehow. With those startling eyes, his strong jaw and dark hair, he had a face it was hard to look away from. She imagined she was merely one of a long line of women who woke up in his bed. Most of them under better circumstances than her.

He was waiting patiently for her to give him her name, she realized. She placed her hand on her chest. “Ria.” It wasn’t the name on her passport. It couldn’t be traced back to the person who’d landed on the island only a couple of days ago. 

She shook her head to clear it and concentrate. Even the tiny movement hurt.

“Sit down,” he said gently. “You took a blow to the head last night.”

He guided her back to the bed and then stepped carefully away. “Who was that man?” he asked softly. “Why was he trying to hurt you?”

Memories came crashing back in a tidal wave. She remembered running toward the beach, thinking that would be the best escape route and realizing that it was a mistake too late. Away from the sparse streetlights and the bright lights of the resorts, the water was unbearably dark. The wet sand gave way beneath her feet, making it difficult to run. She pushed the memory aside and wrapped her arms around herself for comfort. 

“I have no idea who he was.”

“You were mugged?”

She shook her head. “He was waiting for me when I left my hotel. He knew who I was. I was supposed to meet m-my friend. But he was waiting for me instead.”

She glanced up at the handsome stranger in whose bedroom she suddenly found herself. He could be one of them. But he didn’t seem like it. For one thing, he wasn’t threatening her. He was careful not to get too close, not to touch her. It could all be an act. She didn’t think it was, but how could she know for certain?

The foolishness of what she’d done hit hard. Lured by the appeal of a free tropical vacation, she’d gone away with a man she’d only begun to date. A man she barely knew. A man who’d abandoned her to that thug for reasons she couldn’t yet fathom. She could have died last night. The knowledge made her tremble, and she wrapped her arms tighter around her body. She’d made a terrible mistake. She might pay for it with her life.

She was alone in an unfamiliar place with no help in sight. Her life might depend on a stranger she didn’t know if she could trust. Her mind pulled on the thread of a memory. The stranger rushed out of the darkness, his face contorted into rage as he chased off the man with the gun. It must have been a trick of her fear and the dim light. His was not the face of the monster she remembered.

Ria dropped her gaze from his face.

He sat on a chair near the bed. He was less imposing sitting down, she realized as he leaned slightly toward her. “The man who hit you was asking for something. Do you know what it was?”

She shook her head and reeled from the sudden dizziness. He held out his hand to steady her.

“It’s okay,” he said softly. “You don’t have to talk about it. In fact, it’s probably best if you don’t tell me. Just let me know if there’s someone I can call to help you.”

“There’s no one. I came with my friend. At least I thought he was my friend. My boyfriend.”

“I see.”

He didn’t see. There was no way he could understand the danger she was in, the ways in which a short vacation had gone so wrong. He might betray her as well, but now he was the only person on the island who could possibly help her. She couldn’t go to the authorities. Not with what she guessed she had become involved in.

She raised her chin and looked him in the eye.

“I think I’ve been set up.”
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Sid’s heart sank. He couldn’t ask her to leave now, not if she was in danger. He should have taken her to the medical center and risked all the questions that would have raised. Instead, he’d done what he thought was easier and gained himself a huge problem. Now he had a house guest he didn’t want. A house guest who couldn’t leave. And all the while the hunger was rising within him.

He stood and indicated the door to the bathroom. “The facilities are through there if you’d like to clean up.” His gaze darted involuntarily to the streak of blood still on her chin. He had to restrain himself from lurching forward to seize her. He clenched his jaw to stop his tongue from darting out to taste her. This wasn’t going to work for so many reasons. He needed to find a way to get her out of his home and into the hands of someone who could help her.

He motioned to the hallway that led to the rest of the house. “Come into the living room when you’re ready, and we’ll talk.”

Sid turned and vanished down the hallway to give her some privacy. He hadn’t thought about checking the bathroom. She’d find most of the usual things in there. Soap, shampoo, toothbrush. But no medication, no vitamins, no bandages. She probably wouldn’t notice. At least he hoped he wouldn’t. He’d have to think of buying some of those things the way he’d bought the canned food in the kitchen.

Sid heard the water running down the hall and opened the cupboard, wondering what he could offer her. He had soup. And wine.

He pulled a container of microwaveable soup off the shelf and stuck it in the microwave for the required time. The smell of it cooking turned his stomach. His body cried out for sustenance. It had tolerated the coconut water. But the soup was another matter. His body rejected even the scent of it.

Ria emerged a moment later, her face freshly scrubbed and her blonde hair hanging in a golden wave down her back. A locket on a thick chain lay between her collar bones. Sid tore his gaze away. The last thing he should be doing was looking at her neck. 

She was still wearing the sparkly tank top and white trousers she’d been wearing the night before. The top had a tear at the neck. Her white pants still had streaks of dirt and, his heart sank, another splash of blood. He looked away, turning his attention to the soup.

“I’m afraid I’m not much of a chef.” That was the understatement of the century. He took all his meals straight from the vein. “But I have some soup. And some red wine, if you feel up to it.”

She turned those green eyes on his and a smile lit up her face. It was a beautiful smile. He tried not to notice. Under any other circumstances, he would have been very interested in exploring all the things that could make her smile like that. Now he just needed to get rid of her. For both their sakes.

“Soup would be great,” she said. Obligingly, her stomach rumbled. “Thank you. A bit of red wine would help calm my nerves.”

The microwave beeped. He opened it and handed her the soup, realizing suddenly that cutlery was one of the things he’d never purchased. She took the soup and looked at him expectantly for a moment, then raised the container to her mouth and took a sip. He turned away and busied himself pouring the wine.

“Come on through.” He took the glasses and motioned for her to follow him. “The living room’s this way.”

She trailed after him, still sipping from her soup. But when she got to the living room, she gasped. “Wow. That’s an amazing view.”

“Thank you.” His house sat perched on the cliffside, high above the ocean. It gave him an amazing vantage point, a bird’s eye view of everything going on down on the beach. The ocean stretched before them, illuminated only by the distant lights of the coastline. 

She took another sip of her soup, staring out into the darkness. “It must be even more stunning in the daylight.”

Truth was he’d never seen the spectacular view from his living room in the daytime. He imagined it would be even everything she said. For a moment, he wished fervently that he could enjoy it, before he quashed the old familiar pain.

That was another problem. How was he going to explain he was never up during the day? 

“I work nights,” he said simply.

“Am I keeping you from your work?”

He shook his head. “Tonight is my night off.” And he’d owed Jolo a night as well for working his shift. After he solved this unexpected problem, he wouldn’t have any nights off for a while. Which would make what he must do even more difficult.

Sid put the wine on the coffee table, and she followed him to the couch facing the window, never taking her eyes off the view.

Finally, she turned toward him and fixed him with a wide-eyed gaze. “Sorry, I got distracted.”

He smiled. “I do as well.” He’d spent many nights staring out at the dark ocean, unaware how much time was passing. Then again, time was generally something he could squander. Except tonight. He didn’t have time for idle conversation. If she’d come into the bar, it would have been another matter. He’d chat her up during his shift, top up her drinks, and see if she was available when he got off work. Tonight, he merely needed to find a way to get her out of his house. Whatever she was involved in couldn’t be good. He spent most of his life flying under the radar. The last thing he needed was a good deed putting him in the bull’s-eye.

“Have you thought of going to the police?” He couldn’t believe he was even suggesting it. If the medical center would have raised questions, the police would be even worse. Maybe there was a way to drop her off without being seen.

She choked on her soup. “No! No police.”

“But you were attacked.” He couldn’t believe he was arguing for this course of action, but he worried for her safety.

“Yes.” She put her soup down on the coffee table, picked up the wine and took a very long drink. “I think I may have inadvertently involved myself in something illegal. Problem is, I don’t even know what. I’m afraid if I go to the police, I’ll be blamed or at least charged with something.”

Sid sat back against the couch and picked up his own wine. The color was enticing, but the taste was not. “Do you want to give me the bullet points? I know I said not to tell me, but we need to find a way to get you some help.”

She nodded. “I’m sorry. You’ve been very kind to help me. And I don’t want to involve anyone else. I just don’t know how to extricate myself from this bizarre situation.”

Sid swirled the wine in his glass to avoid having to drink another sip. “Start at the beginning.”

“I met this guy in a bar.” Her gaze darted to his face, then she looked down at her lap.

“It happens.” He could hardly pass judgment. That’s where he met most of the women he spent his nights with.

“We went out on a few dates. He took me to nice places and treated me well. I had no inkling that anything was wrong.” She looked back up at him, her eyes heavy with tears. He didn’t have any tissue in the house. Sid desperately hoped she wouldn’t cry. “And I must admit, it was nice to have some attention lavished on me. It was exciting to go to expensive restaurants. He gave me flowers. He bought me little gifts.” 

She clutched the locket around her neck. For a moment, he thought she might rip it off, but then she reached up and undid the clasp and stuffed the golden bauble in her pocket. Taking a deep breath, she continued, “So when he suggested we go away on holiday, I was so happy. I thought it was the next step in our relationship. Not—”

Tears streamed down her cheeks. She swiped at them angrily with the back of her hand. “I’m so ashamed. I should have thought it through. I should have delayed the holiday. Maybe then, none of this would have happened.”

Sid reached forward and took her damp hand in his. He shouldn’t touch her. He should stay far away, but her story had a sad ring of familiarity to it. “You don’t need to be ashamed. A man should treat a woman well. You were deceived.”

“I was set up. I feel so stupid.”

“Don’t.” Her gaze darted back to his eyes. “That’s what he wants you to feel. If you feel foolish, you won’t defend yourself the way you should. If you feel stupid, you let him win. You need to keep your wits about you, and we need to figure this out.”

“Thank you,” she said softly.

He gave her a moment to collect herself before he asked. “How do you think you’ve been set up? What do you think that man thought you had?”

“That’s just it. I don’t know.”

“Drugs, money, information?” Sid thought of all the commodities that flowed through the area. And all while tourists lounged on the beach. He’d been one of those oblivious tourists, he realized with a pang of his own shame. He thrust that thought away and dragged his thoughts back to the present.

“Not drugs. I only brought a carry-on with me.” She thought for a moment. “Unless he checked another bag under my name when I wasn’t paying any attention.”

“It’s possible. Anything else stick out in your mind?”

“Well, I did think it was kind of odd that he had an errand to run right after we arrived. But foolishly, I thought maybe it was a surprise for me.” She uttered a laugh that was half sob. “I guess in retrospect, it was.”

“So, you’ve just landed, and he suddenly has something he needs to do?”

“Yeah, I thought it might be dinner reservations somewhere fancy, something like that. I didn’t really think it through. He said he’d booked me a massage, and I should go do that and he’d meet me later.”

“That’s when you found someone else waiting for you.”

“I was waiting at the cab stand. This guy approaches me. He has my name and everything and he says he’s taking me to meet Rick—that’s his name. At least I think it is. Now, who knows? And stupidly, I went with him. I expected to find Rick waiting at a fancy restaurant with flowers.” She covered her face with her hand. “Please don’t say anything.”

“I won’t. It only seems natural from the way he was treating you that you might think that.”

“And of course, he wasn’t taking me to Rick. I doubt Rick is even still on the island. His errand was probably getting on another plane.”

“That cab driver drove you out to a dark secluded spot to relieve you of whatever Rick had given you.”

She quavered, “I don’t think I was supposed to make it back alive.”

Sid thought of the gun he’d buried and silently agreed with her.

“I’d probably be dead if it wasn’t for you.”

He was about to agree with her, when movement down on the winding road that led up the hill caught his attention. The telltale sweep of headlights against the darkness.

In one smooth movement, he moved to the light switch on the wall and plunged the house into darkness. In the sudden gloom, he heard her soft gasp.

“We have company,” he said. 
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Ria stared in horror at the sweep of headlights moving up the hill toward them. “How did they find me so fast?” She didn’t realize she’d spoken out loud until Sid answered.

“I really don’t know. That is worrisome.”

And then it occurred to her that perhaps he had notified them. It seemed a little too coincidental that he had appeared just in time to rescue her. She’d been unconscious for a long while. He could have called anyone.

“You didn’t!”

He stared back at her with those startling blue eyes. “Me? No!” He looked like he would say a great deal more. Instead, his eyes darted to the vehicle moving rapidly toward them. “But now they’ve come to my home.”

She looked from the lights in the darkness back to him. “I don’t know who to trust.”

“Truth be told, neither do I. I’ve trusted what you told me to be true. I’ve tried to help you. I’ve given you shelter. How do I know this isn’t some elaborate set up?”

“What possible reason could I have for that?” She didn’t like the edge her voice had taken as panic rose inside her. Whatever happened now, she had to stay calm.

Something in her tone must have gotten through to him, because he said, “We can discuss this all later. Right now, we need to leave.”

“How? They’re coming up the only road.”

“The hill has another side.”

He gripped her wrist, pulling her along with him. He paused by the door to gather up her sandals. Shaking his head at the insubstantial strappy shoes, he thrust them at her and crammed his feet into a pair of battered sneakers.

“Back door,” he said tersely, pulling her along.

He led her out into the darkness. The only light came from the other houses which dotted the hill. She was afraid of stumbling, but he guided her confidently as they skirted his small back yard. Between the houses complete darkness reigned.

Small rocks tumbled beneath her feet as they took a path between two houses. He grasped her elbow, holding her upright, rushing her along with him. 

Behind them they heard brakes squeal and doors slam. She shuddered to think what might happen to Sid’s beautiful house when the thugs didn’t find them there. Voices echoed through the trees.

Sid turned to look back at his house. Someone had turned on the lights inside. Dark shadows moved through his rooms. Even in the dim light, she could see the expression on his face was murderous. For an instant, he stood frozen. Then he shook himself and began hurrying her down the hill again.

“Where are we going?” She was almost afraid to ask.

“Away from here,” he replied tersely. “As soon as we get off his hill, we can discuss it. Until then be quiet. Who knows how many of them there are.”

She had
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