
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Cabree has had it. Living her life behind her computer is no longer for her. With a determination to see the world, she takes a cruise and lays in the sun. She never expected to find a vampire in the sun-kissed islands.
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Cabree has been writing code for Z-Tech and then Z-Corp since they were up and running. It’s her programming that makes the weapons, vehicles, and medical marvels work. She runs the security algorithms and has come to a conclusion. After participating in a glorious wedding, she looked around and didn’t see anyone who saw her. She wanted to be seen, and she wanted to be warm. Cruise, it would be.

Cabree spends a few days in the sun before getting an invitation to a casino. It was the standard sort of thing offered to high rollers. They weren’t wrong. She was transported to the island casino and introduced to the shady Lord Denog, who owns the place, and his little lap minions. After grabbing her escort and sitting on his lap, his lordship dismisses his ornaments, so she’s obligated to dismiss hers. After that, they get serious, and she mentions that she’s looking for a patron to take her final test for the BDC with, and she has his full attention.

Pria was on the cheap version of the cruise when she gets a call from Zera, and she takes the assignment to go in and act as a thug and rescue the escort in distress. From there, things get complicated.

The characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.
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Cabree sat and stirred her coffee at Klauz’s with Zera across from her. “I don’t think there’s a good way to say this.”

Zera sighed. “Just say it. How much of a raise do you want?”

“What? No. I want to resign.”

Zera sat up, and her hazel eyes were wide with shock. “What?”

“I want to resign, but I wanted you to flip out away from work. Besides, we got started over coffee, and I thought we should finish that way.”

Cabree watched her friend genteelly panicking. “I will still consult, but I can’t go in day after day anymore.”

“If you want to work from home, that is absolutely fine.”

Cabree chuckled. “We can go that way until you find a replacement for me. I am sure there are other security programmers.”

Zera sat, stunned.

Cabree sipped her coffee. “I came here in person because Z-Tech and Z-Corp have meant a lot to me. I just don’t fit in anymore.”

“What about your registry with the BDC?”

“What about it?”

“You are bound by contract.”

“Only if I ever had my orientation date. That never happened.”

Zera blinked. “What?”

“Nope. Never happened. It was supposed to be with Tycho, considering my activation, but I overheard him telling Arcady and Kritz that he was afraid I would give him high cholesterol, so I cancelled it, and it never happened.”

“I can’t believe he would say that.” Zera was stunned.

“They didn’t know I was in the lab and listening. He was going on my blank silhouette, and we didn’t settle on my actual figure, so it was me in my warming gear. I just realized that the guys would badmouth you behind your back, and it killed my enthusiasm for this project entirely.”

“I can fix it.”

“What?”

“We can get you that starter date. Torun likes you. He would be a good start for you.”

“That’s like strapping a rocket to training wheels.”

Zera was scrambling. “We can find you another drinker. I promise.”

“No. I am going to take a cruise with my sister and her bridal party. This season has infected her with the urge to do a really big wedding, and thanks to my time working for you, I can help her do it while simply staying warm in the sun.”

Zera sighed. “Take a vacation. Relax. I need to fix this.”

“Well, the capitol is cracking down on activations, and they are tightening their registries. I can’t live in Aksalla. I have tried to get a work visa twice. This meeting was all I could manage.”

“I am getting the urge to put my fist through a wall.”

“Save it. According to the capitol, I can’t work for a foreign organization—which Z-Corp is—and I can’t just be a circulatory active. I can’t even be a power booster because no one wants it.” She set her coffee down. “So, I am going to take my income and go looking for a home where I can relax and just work.”

Zera frowned. “But you will still work from home until I can find a suitable replacement.”

“Home. The ship. Wherever. I need to find a place to settle, but it is difficult to find one where I can match the culture and feel at ease. It is no longer in the capitol.”

“When does the ship leave?”

“A few days. My sister and her bridesmaids are insane with delight. We all have our travel documents, and they are ready to have fun. I am just ready to start over.”

It sounded desperate, but Zera said, “What about your cat?”

“She passed at the beginning of last year. The last of my ties is gone.”

“What about your family?”

“My sister is getting married to a nice, normal human, and their freak sister is footing the bill. I doubt I will see them once the wedding is over.” She looked at Zera. “I just want to be warm, by any means. The weather here is too cold, and at home, it is even worse.”

“I really can’t say anything to change your mind?”

“Sure. Find me a blood-drinking active in a warm climate who will let me work from home, and I will stay on your payroll.”

Zera’s head lifted. “Really?”

“Really.”

“Give me your ship’s itinerary, and I will see what I can do.”

Cabree shrugged. “Sure. But I am filing this date as the one-year mark. From now, you have one year to replace me before I just go.”

Cabree put on her sweatshirt and mittens and nodded, heading out of the restaurant to snorts of laughter. She was so cold. She was going to have to treat herself to a bloodletting in the biolab before she headed home. That would warm her up.

* * * *
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Zera stalked into the lab where Tycho was chatting with Kritz and Arcady. She growled at him. “Out of the building until further notice, Tycho.”

“What?”

“Your horrible sense of humour has cost me a good friend and an excellent security programmer. I want to beat the hell out of you, but I am going to settle for kicking you out of all Z-Corp-related facilities until I calm down.”

Tycho frowned. “I don’t understand. Who did I offend?”

“My friend Cabree. She signed up for BDC a few years ago, before we moved to Aksalla. She’s a circulatory active. Her blood builds up and cools her. She wears a ton of sweaters and sweatshirts just so her hands don’t freeze. You were supposed to be her first trial date. Her blood is gold, enhancing, and so very sweet. She was working on the security systems here and heard you talking about the date to Kritz and Arcady, laughing and saying that her blood would give you high cholesterol.”

She went to a terminal and brought up an image of Cabree after donating blood compared to her normal cold self.

Tycho looked at the difference and blinked. “Oooh, shit.”

“She needs regular blood draws to keep herself warm. She wanted the BDC to provide them, but because you were not interested in that date and we were moving, she got lost in the shuffle. She’s never had a date, never became an escort, and as such, no patron can insist she remain accessible. I am losing the best security programmer and functional programmer in the world. And it’s all because you called her fat.”

Tycho blinked. “I didn’t know. I only got the silhouette.”

There was a harsh beep from Zera’s com. The words Command Override appeared. Cabree’s voice was the liquid honey that it always was, but there was steel as she said, “Zera, don’t you fucking dare blame him. This was a cluster fuck all the way down, and he has his quad, and they are a match. Arcady likes biters, so he gets what he needs, and she gets what she needs. I actually need someone who wants to use me as food, as much as that hurts to say. That isn’t him. He was just where I would have started. That didn’t happen, so I changed my focus again and again. It shouldn’t be this hard, Zera. I just want to be warm and write code. That’s all. Time to seek my fortune elsewhere.” Cabree was quiet. “Tycho, Zera recants her edicts banishing you from her properties. As a shareholder, I get a vote, and I vote that your attentions were not worth the punishment.”

Zera watched Tycho reel from the insult. “Right. She’s spoken and given me my com control back.”

Tycho blinked. “Did she say that on purpose?”

Zera held up a finger and left the room. She went to the nearby research lab and grabbed a vial. She carried it back to Tycho and wiggled it in the air. “This is her blood.”

Kritz stared. “It’s gold.”

“Tycho, hold out your hand.”

The guard extended his hand out. Zera placed a single drop on his palm and corked the tube again. “Give it a lick.”

Tycho shrugged, swiped his tongue across it, and when it hit his mouth, his eyes widened and then closed, and he groaned as he shuddered in place.

Kritz asked Zera, “Did he just?”

She snorted. “Yes. Cabree’s body contains infinite pleasure, but she has to spill it on the ground to keep herself warm.”

Arcady blinked. “Are you saying her blood is a liquid orgasm?”

“Yes. And she has to discard it to keep herself alive. She can get hypothermia in her own skin.”

Tycho murmured, “I had no idea.”

“No one does, but she’s quitting the BDC because she really needs a drinker to keep herself at a normal temperature.”

“So, she needed me, and I mocked her.”

“Yes.”

“Can I have another drop?”

“Never. Well, not unless she finds a partner, and the partner is willing to share.”

Zera’s com lit up with Not. Fucking. Likely.

“Come on, Cabree. It could happen.”

Hah!

* * * *
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Seven days after resigning, Cabree was spending every moment lying in the sun and paying for her sister’s expenditures.

When the sun went down, she went into her room and did troubleshooting and coding for new projects until she went to sleep. It was her first vacation in eight years.

Starting with Z-Tech as a young graduate, she had been flattered that Zera had considered her code for some of the more public-facing projects. She had been given shares in the companies, and nothing had been more motivating.

Millions of credits made their home in her accounts, so spending five hundred thousand on her family just this once before she found a new spot on the globe to nest was nothing.

She had portable skills, and the fewer folk who had to see her bloodletting to stay alive, the better.

She heard a chime and got up, dressing for her dinner for one, and she slipped on her heels. The fact that she was an active was glaringly obvious at night. She glowed gently. That meant she got to eat on her own.

She put her computer in a lockbox and left the room to go to the dining room.

She walked down the hall, her heels tried to click, but the carpets were too thick as she used the gait that they had taught her in escort basic training. She had taken the classes, memorized the scenarios, and could get herself off in under a minute or slowly over thirty minutes. She would have been a good escort, but she had never gotten started.

She walked up to the podium and smiled. “Cabree for one?” She had no idea why it always ended up being a question, but it did.

“Of course, Madam. Please come this way.” The woman smiled and led her way into the very elegant corner that Cabree preferred. She read the menu, and when her server came over, she smiled and made her selections. The glass of cider was what she preferred instead of wine, but she felt a gaze on her as she gently rotated the stem between her fingers.

She casually looked around and found a few couples looking her way. She sat in shadows, and her glow was unmistakable.

The server came back and settled her napkin across her thighs. “Have a good day, Madam?”

“Yes. It was lovely. I just lay in the sun all day.”

“You didn’t go to the shore?”

“No, I am here for the sun.”

“I see. Well, you don’t look the worse for wear.”

“Thank you.”

She got the breadbasket and the little bars of butter and started her second meal of the day.

Cabree sat and ate calmly, enjoying the silence of being alone on a cruise ship with money. She let her mind go blank and just enjoyed the three courses and the enormous dessert.

Tomorrow was more time on the deck chair. More fruit juices ordered to her side and more heat. Fuck, she was happy about the warmth.

At the next port of call for the one-month cruise, she woke to a card under her door.

Dear Miss Cabree, You are cordially invited to the Gleaming Pearl Casino. A dinner reservation has been created in your name for seven in the evening, and a ticket for the show is being held for you at Guest Services. We look forward to seeing you.

She smiled and considered it. She checked her wardrobe and found a golden dress. The matching shoes and appropriate undergarments were selected, and she verified that they were spending two days on the island before she got her tiny purse out. The card went into it, and she headed off to breakfast.

Cabree loved being prepared.

She caught up on correspondence with Zera over breakfast and mentioned her plans for the evening.

“Be careful with casinos. You can lose a lot before you know it.”

“My spending account is fixed. All my other funds require a ton of hoops to get through for access. By the time I got in there, I would sober up.”

Zera laughed. “Good. Have fun.”

“I will. The sun here is wonderful.” Cabree smiled. “I needed this.”

“Well, your patches keep coming, and everything is fine, so enjoy yourself, and I won’t bother you.”

“You can bother me. I am feeling a lot less outrage. Must be a warm thing.”

Zera laughed again. “Have fun, Cabree.”

Cabree smiled and finished her coffee, juice, and another juice.

She walked up to the deck and was allowed into the private area. “Miss Cabree, good morning.”

“Good morning. Do you know how long it takes to get to the casino?”

“Fifteen minutes in one of the complimentary shuttles that are at the shore.”

“We are at full dock?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Thank you.”

“Do you want to leave for a certain time?”

“I need to shower and dress, so I need to leave my little oasis here around five?”

“We will wake you at five, Miss Cabree.”

She grinned and settled on one of the chairs that were in full sun all the time. One of the attendants came to her and offered to rub lotion into her skin.

She smiled. “You must be new. I don’t burn. I don’t even tan.”

“Oh, may I get you anything?”

“Pineapple juice?”

“I will be back in a moment.”

“Thank you.”

Cabree opened the wrap dress and set it to one side, settling back on the comfortable cushion and smiling as the sun caressed her skin. She groaned and heard a chuckle. She opened her eyes and took the pineapple juice. “Thank you. Sorry. I have been working for years without a break. This is my first vacation, and I just want to get warm.”

He smiled. “Enjoy it, miss.”

He left her, and she sipped at her juice until the glass was empty, and then she surrendered to the light and nodded off. She would turn over around noon, and that was her only plan for today.

She walked toward the vehicles, and instead of the sweaty men in bright shirts, a man in a dark grey shirt stepped toward her. “Madam Cabree?”

“Yes?”

“I have a private vehicle to take you to the casino.”

“Oh, is there a reason?”

“You do not look like the kind of woman who uses sweaty public transit.”

She grinned. “I do not. Your name?”

“Cavel.”

“Thank you, Cavel.”

He offered her his arm, and she took it. He jolted and inhaled sharply. “You are an active.”

“Oh, can you see me glowing? It isn’t normally visible until after sunset.”

“No, ma’am. I am an analyzer.”

“Oh, that must have been confusing for you.”

“It isn’t one I have met before. You are unique.”

“That’s a word for it. I am really enjoying the warmth of the islands and the cruise.”

He walked her to a silver classic car and opened the door for her. She slid in, and he got behind the wheel. “We will be at the private entrance in ten minutes.”

“Oh, good. I have never been in a casino before.”

“You don’t chase luck?”

“No. I work for it.”

He glanced at her and grinned. “Interesting idea.”

She shrugged. “It’s all I know.”

When they arrived, Cabree waited, and Cavel opened her door and offered her his arm. She slid her hand to the crook of his elbow, and they entered the heavily guarded private entrance, where soft classical music played, and the shadows looked soft and comfortable.

“The owner would like to meet you.”

“Of course he would.” She snorted and walked with him to an alcove where two women were visible, writhing against the central figure.

“Lord Denog, I have your guest, Madam Cabree.”

She snorted. “If he’s busy, I can come back if the boat is ever this way. I don’t think it will be, but you never know.”

The two women were dismissed with light kisses while Cabree waited. The ladies got up, shot her contemptuous looks, and sauntered to stand near the wall so they could watch.

Cabree smiled when the man leaned forward, his red eyes and fangs showing in the dim light. His golden skin and hair were incongruous with the vampire aspects.

He smiled slowly. “We have a tradition here. Give me some blood, and I will provide credit for what it is worth to me.”

“Sure. This ought to be fun. Where do you take it?”

“Your choice.”

“Forearm it is.” She let go of Cavel and glided toward him. She brought her arm up and across her body as she offered her forearm to him. “Whenever you are ready, Lord Denog.”
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