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      Naturally the sun stone would be hidden in one of the sunniest places on the planet. I’d taken a riskier gamble than I’d taken in centuries and an unfamiliar thread of fear tingled at the edges of my mind. But I could feel the stone pulling at me. I’d never been close enough to feel it before.

      I listened the air conditioning blowing so hard that it squawked every two and half minutes. And yes, I counted. Waiting. Every squawk brought me closer to sundown.

      Outside, music played and people laughed and talked. If I wanted I could have listened in, but human commentary bored me after so many centuries. Everyone thought things changed, but my experience was they didn’t, not so much. The language used to express the happenings might be different, the acceptable opinions might vary, but ultimately there were patterns to humanity that seemed to repeat over and over again.

      I’d been living in the Northwest in Canada, but their southern neighbor was destabilizing and I had no desire to have to worry about fighting during the day while I rested. I didn’t get to be nearly a thousand years old by being reckless. I mean, I’d been a bit of a reckless thing as a living human but becoming undead had changed that. The next death would be permanent and I was Catholic enough to believe in souls and eternal damnation—as if my inability to actually die wasn’t damnation enough.

      I brought my own room-darkening draperies to cover the windows. It’s not as if I flew in the passenger section of a plane. I was freight, inside a sun-tight box filled with everything I’d need once I arrived on Aruba.

      The hotel was so ordinary that if I didn’t know where I was, I could have imagined myself anywhere. Even home. Not that I stayed in hotels at home.

      Except that here the sun stone called me. It sang to my blood. It promised a sort of happiness I’d given up centuries ago. It promised an ordinary, if extended life. I’d still worry about the problems of staying off the grid, out of sight in a world where everything was connected. So far, I’d succeeded. It’d been easier two centuries ago.

      Pretend to farm on the outskirts of a town. Come in during the night to socialize. Feed on people passing through. When others got suspicious or when they aged and I didn’t, move on to another town a few day’s ride away. Now, though, everything was only a day or two away. Even this damned island nation.

      The music got louder. Voices talked louder. Listening closer, I could hear the sound of the surf against the shore. If I found the sun stone, maybe tomorrow I could enjoy the white sand beaches I’d heard so much about. Or not. My creamy gray-white skin probably didn’t look terribly normal in bright light, though with makeup and overhead lights, I could pass for human, at least a little.

      Still, I wouldn’t have to worry about the fiery burn eating away at my body inch by slow inch as it tugged at the essence that kept me going long after the life I had been given had been sucked away. At least that was the rumor.

      Vampires had been hunting the sun stone for centuries. Claude had told me the rumor when I was barely a century old. Then, even the thinnest touch of sunlight against my fingers set off the aching need for the soul of a human to feed my own emptiness. And then a long rest to digest the human.

      I’d started my quest then, the same way every other vampire did upon learning of it. A few vampires came to blows, destroying each other over potential clues, hopes, and dreams. None that I knew had found it. I stayed quiet, keeping to myself, taking note of the clues that went nowhere, making my own guesses. Acting carefully. After all, if I lived, I had all the time in the world.

      As I aged, things became easier. Now, on a darkly cloudy day, in a hat and glasses, I could go out and not feel the burn on my skin immediately. Nor did I constantly feel the need to go on a rampage through the city to gorge myself on human souls. I fed about once a month, finding souls that were already weary of the day to day fight. I’d slip into the assisted living facility and offer mercy to those suffering.

      Now and then I’d visit a prison taking one whose thoughts showed that not only were they guilty, but that they held no remorse for their actions.

      Naturally, I never offered the lifeline of un-death to any of them. The elderly were ready. I could see it in their minds, the goal to be out of pain, to transition to whatever was next, a doorway so bright that I couldn’t fathom what it might feel like to walk through. Nearing it, as I took a soul from it, sometimes I felt the burn in my tissues, threatening to eat away whatever shreds of a soul I might cling to.

      The change from day to evening and sunset brought me back to the hotel. There was an ease in my cells and a sudden shot of energy requiring I move. A need older and more primal than anything I’d felt as a human coursed through my body, telling me to hunt.

      Tonight, I wouldn’t hunt for prey. I would hunt for the sun stone. After hundreds of years, my quest was almost done, or so I hoped. But I’d never felt it before, felt the song in my blood as if we were soul mates and perhaps we were, vampire and stone. It was close. I would find it here. I knew. That, or I would die trying which was not something I was willing to contemplate.

      I wore a pale blue sun dress that floated around my emaciated figure. I’d had breasts and hips when I’d been alive but they’d shrunk to nothing through the decades and then centuries. Now I was thin even for this century which seemed abnormally afraid of any fat upon a body, as if that made a person even tastier to creatures like me.

      A soul was a soul, though those who were particularly good were ones to be savored. I often wondered if after I devoured such a soul if I completely destroyed it or if it somehow lived on in a transformed state despite my feeding. Such questions were beyond me.

      The music in the lobby was so loud it hurt my over-sensitive ears. Only in this era had machines been able to make music loud enough to be painful. I walked quickly for a human— destructively slowly for me—across the lobby, heels clicking quietly against the wood flooring. The bar that sat off to one side held far too many people and while I smelled the alcohol in the blood of most of them, many felt far too sober. It would only take one to notice that the woman crossing the room became a shadow and was gone.

      Chances were, humans wouldn’t notice, but I never took chances. The dice could go your way a million times over the centuries but it would only take one bad roll to destroy me. I didn’t gamble. I plotted and planned.

      The windy night air was uncomfortably thick and close, like walking through a swamp. The warmth surrounded me, though it wasn’t quite as oven-like as it might feel under the sun. I absorbed the heat which reached niches in my body that hadn’t felt such warmth since before the English king had lost the war against recalcitrant colonies in the Americas.

      Tomorrow, if I were lucky, I would walk in the sun.

      I let the draw of the stone lead me along smooth sidewalks taking me deeper into the city. I passed the docks where a cruise ship the size of the entire Spanish armada sat, lights blasting through the night. I’d considered cruising here. An inside cabin where the lights would never reach, slipping out and hiding around the interior decks so the cabin stewards could clean. But such places were too unpredictable. Risk. Again.

      Despite my grayish-pale skin, my brown hair and eyes were unremarkable. I might be noticed by the type of person who liked the waif-like look but beyond that I was as ordinary as the hotel room from which I had emerged. No one noticed as I walked, slightly too fast to be comfortable for most people, but slow enough that I could be a woman on a mission, perhaps meeting a friend for a drink.

      Bright music came from a dozen different brightly painted open doors, the aromas of cooking meats and vegetables flowing out, lingering up on the air, drawing humans in. If I were to settle down, I often considered creating a restaurant and bar. A place to draw humans to me where I, too, could feed. But in this day and age, an astute law officer might link the deaths to someone who had eaten there at some point, no matter my patience. No matter my caution.

      Thriving on predictability in my life meant that I tended towards predictability. It was something I had to avoid.

      In a more residential area, I reached a house of the typical stucco, pale blue paint beginning to peel. Long strips came off on the one side where outside stairs led down to a basement.

      The door below practically glowed with enticement. I imagined the souls of the dead flowing towards such a light. Mentally shuddering at the thought—my body did not engage in such superfluous movements any longer—I lingered nearby, to see what the place was.

      The land there wasn’t hilly, exactly, but it undulated gently, falling away just enough that the lower level could be a basement apartment. I sensed humans above but no one was in the basement.

      While the scents of food had clogged my nose for blocks and the music from buildings had tried to trick my body into dancing down the streets, here it was quieter, the scents fainter. I still smelled fish and the unusual spices but they didn’t seep into my pores the way they had in other parts of the island. Here, the doors of homes were closed so families could eat in private.

      The home I stood in front of smelled of beer upstairs. The downstairs was strangely empty of any aroma but that of damp and decay.

      I flowed down the stairs almost without conscious thought. The stone was down there. The decay was old. Older than most of the buildings on the island, at least those that I had encountered. It wasn’t as if this was a newly settled place, though there were new buildings that had sprung up in the last couple of decades to service the increasingly mobile population of humanity.

      Here, even the door that I stared at had begun to decay, time nibbling away at the wood, damp setting into the wounds like an infection. The air pressed tightly around me, almost as if there was a force field that both drew and repelled me.

      I placed a hand upon the scratched silvery knob. It looked worn, the minute scratches more wear than damage. The metal was warm beneath my hand, a living breathing thing.

      It opened with the lightest of touches and the door drifted inward. The complete darkness inside was a vampire’s dream. The heels of my shoes tapped ever so quietly against a cement floor echoing through the chamber.
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