
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_0737011-4f00a0d9-10a2-4071-accb-9bb1ae61ba7c_fvtsxu_html_2846ca36.jpg]

National Lighthouse Day Box Set

By Holly Day, K.L. Noone, and Amy Spector

 


Published by JMS Books LLC

Visit jms-books.com for more
information.

 


Copyright 2025 Holly Day, K.L. Noone, and Amy
Spector

ISBN 9798896021117

* * * *

Cover Design: Written Ink
Designs | written-ink.com

Image(s) used under a Standard Royalty-Free
License.

All rights reserved.

 


WARNING: This book is not transferable. It is
for your own personal use. If it is sold, shared, or given away, it
is an infringement of the copyright of this work and violators will
be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law.

No portion of this book may be transmitted or
reproduced in any form, or by any means, without permission in
writing from the publisher, with the exception of brief excerpts
used for the purposes of review.

This book is for ADULT AUDIENCES ONLY. It may
contain sexually explicit scenes and graphic language which might
be considered offensive by some readers. Please store your files
where they cannot be accessed by minors.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters,
places, and incidents are solely the product of the author’s
imagination and/or are used fictitiously, though reference may be
made to actual historical events or existing locations. Any
resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely
coincidental.

Published in the United States of
America.

* * * *

National Lighthouse Day Box Set

By Holly Day, K.L. Noone, and Amy Spector

Surging Reef by Holly Day


Chapter 1

Ashby Kalen clawed at the stone slabs as
agony tore through him. The silver had long since burned the flesh
around his ankle, leaving the bone exposed.

He couldn’t remove the cuff or break the
chain. Which left breaking the bone, and he wasn’t ready yet.
Didn’t know if he’d ever be.

His fingertips were bloody, and his healing
slow. The sound of the ocean lapping at the stony shore of the
island lulled him into a pain-hazed trance.

He hadn’t been conscious when he’d been
brought here, but he did not doubt where he was.

Surging Reef.

No one came here simply to visit. No one
walked out of here. At least not until they were led out to be
euthanized.

Did he deserve to die? Maybe.

Did he deserve to be tortured with silver
chains and left to starve? He didn’t think so.

Queen Anne wasn’t what he’d call merciful.

 Had he snacked
on her favorite pet? Yes, he had. Or he’d tried to. The moment his
fangs had pierced the skin, it had been over.

He’d been starving, and the tart little
trollop had played him. Was he too full of himself and too stupid
to realize it at the time? Sadly, yes. Thinking wasn’t his forte,
not when he was hungry. Had he used his brain instead of his
dick—or stomach—he was sure he’d have realized how incredulous it
was to think Naveen wanted him.

He’d spent weeks in isolation, swearing left
and right and up and down he had nothing to do with the group of
assassins who’d found the tunnel into Anne’s house.

She lived in the most amazing six-bedroom
stone house that had happened to be owned by a rum runner during
the Prohibition era. The entrance of the tunnel had long since been
blocked, but he might have let it slip it was there. He might also
have let it slip when Queen Anne would be elsewhere occupied.

Could she prove it? Nope.

Did she suspect him? Hell yeah.

Would she look bad if she killed him without
proof? She would, but as stated before, she wasn’t known for being
merciful. The only reason she’d spared him was because she couldn’t
afford conflict within the ranks.

He wasn’t loved by all, not by a long shot,
but he had enough friends for there to be suspicion and outrage if
she had him killed without evidence.

But he’d presented her with a solution.
Sometimes it sucked being an idiot.

Hervey Jehan, the king of the Woodland
Kingdom, tried to take over the Waterside. Since Anne wasn’t
Ashby’s favorite, he hadn’t reported there being Woodland spies in
the territory. He had bought them a beer and…eh…It had been a
glorious night with plenty of liquor and a few pretty humans to
snack on.

In retrospect, maybe he should’ve been more
careful. Though he wasn’t here because of the spies, and while the
failed assassination hadn’t helped his cause, it wasn’t the reason
either.

No, it was Naveen, the fucking little
strumpet.

Anne had kept him locked up in her horror
basement—with the cool rum-running tunnel—for a couple of weeks,
and he’d been starving.

He should’ve known better, of course. Naveen
had been there, prowling in front of the cage as soon as Anne was
out of the house.

He should’ve known he wasn’t there because of
Ashby’s charms. He’d never understood what Naveen did with Anne. It
was obvious he wasn’t into women, but Anne loved him, and he
guessed some men liked being treated like precious pets.

Who was he to judge?

In his hunger delirium, he’d been sure Naveen
had been stalking around because he wanted Ashby. He was a fine
specimen when not starving and chained up in a lighthouse, more
than one person had told him so. Why wouldn’t Naveen want him? He
sure as hell wasn’t getting dick from Anne, and Ashby could give it
to him. A bite for a decent shag was a fair deal. A deal he’d made
several times in the past with people much less appealing than
Naveen. A vampire had to do what a vampire had to do, and being
hungry sucked.

He was a little unsure of how everything had
happened. Naveen had been there making suggestions, talking dirty,
and showing off his harlot qualities in all the best ways. He’d
moaned and stroked his throat, pushed himself against the bars of
the cage.

Right as Ashby’s fangs had sunk through the
skin, Anne and a group of guards had appeared in the basement.

And now he was here. At Surging Reef. Inside
the abandoned lighthouse.

He’d never forget the smile Naveen had given
Anne when the guards had dragged him away.

A setup.

He sighed and allowed a new wave of pain to
wash over him. He was so fucking stupid.

Maybe he deserved to die here.

* * * *

The breaths rasped in Kazimir Wrenley’s chest
as he ran as fast as he could without hurting Pharos, his dog of
two weeks. Well, the dog wasn’t two weeks old. The vet estimated
him to be three, three and a half years, but Kazimir had only had
him for two weeks.

That night he’d snuck in to see Wolf Point
Beacon, a lighthouse built in 1852. They didn’t have tours like
many other lighthouses did, but he’d gone there to see it and had
noticed a padlock on the door.

If they didn’t want people to enter, they
should’ve locked it up properly. He was only having a look. It
wasn’t in use, and he would never touch anything he shouldn’t.

He’d gone at night. It took away some of the
magic to have to poke around by the light of his phone’s flashlight
instead of taking in its full glory in daylight, but he couldn’t
afford to get caught, and people noticed things when they were
awake.

Still, the oak floorboards had taken his
breath away, and it was clear someone had lived there. There was a
room he assumed had been a kitchen, and there had been a small
pantry with a few shelves still intact. Amazing. When he’d looked
his fill, he’d left the lighthouse in the same condition he’d found
it—apart from the bolt cutter he’d taken to the padlock.

When he’d left Wolf Point Beacon, he hadn’t
been running. He’d walked in the calm of the night until he’d heard
a low whine.

There, on the side of the road, he’d found
Pharos. The poor little thing was unable to stand, his right back
leg at an odd angle, and his fur matted with mud and dirt and
blood.

Kazimir had taken him to the vet, learned he
was an unchipped border terrier, who’d spent some time on the
streets. He’d most likely been hit by a car and was now the proud
wearer of a pink cast. The problem was he wasn’t allowed to run on
the cast, and Kazimir needed to run. Luckily, Pharos accepted being
carried.

Since Wolf Point Beacon had been a success,
he’d grown bold and gone to Hamwick Point. It’s the only Heidenstam
lighthouse he wouldn’t have to travel for days to see, and it was
on his list.

The list contained over 2,500 lighthouses,
and he’d visited two hundred fifty-three of them. He had some way
to go, but he didn’t mind.

One day, he’d own a lighthouse. He’d seen a
documentary a few years ago about a group of men who bought old
lighthouses and renovated them. He’d do that, but only with one. He
didn’t dream about buying, fixing up, and then selling. No. He
wanted a lighthouse. A pretty lighthouse where he would live, where
the salty winds would caress the walls, where icy water would
splash in the winter while he was warm and cozy inside and could
look out over the roaring sea.

He didn’t know shit about renovating things,
but he put away every penny he could because one day—one day—he’d own a lighthouse. Not a Heidenstam
lighthouse. The one he’d visited today was cool. An iron tower
resting on steel pipes with a spiral stair in the middle,
fifty-nine feet tall, and finished in 1863. Impressive, but he
didn’t want to live in one like that.

He would if it were the only kind he could
get his hands on, but he’d always pictured himself in a masonry
lighthouse, or maybe a screw-pile.

A shout sounded behind him. He cursed and
upped his speed. He’d only wanted to see if he could climb the
steel construction. The door into the staircase had been locked
properly, not with a padlock, so he couldn’t get in. Or maybe he
could’ve. He had his break-and-enter backpack with him, and in it
he had a lock pick, but he wasn’t super quick at picking locks, and
it was the middle of the day. It would look suspicious if someone
caught him fiddling with the lock.

Instead, he’d dropped the backpack on the
ground, told Pharos to guard it, and climbed the crisscross bars.
He believed he could’ve climbed to where the solid wall took over,
but someone had spotted him.

It wasn’t in use, so there shouldn’t have
been a lighthouse keeper, but a man had come out of the small house
situated nearby.

Kazimir had jumped down, grabbed the backpack
and Pharos, who was waiting for him at the bottom, and ran. He
hadn’t believed the idiot would chase him.

“Almost there.” He hugged Pharos a little
tighter as he aimed for the cattle grid. His car was on the
opposite side of the field, and luckily, the cows were hanging out
at the other end of the pasture.

He didn’t have a clue how Pharos reacted
around cows, and he didn’t want to find out. Especially not since
they needed to get out of here, and he wasn’t allowed to run on his
cast.

Kazimir sped up as the car came into view.
They crossed another cattle grid, and he put Pharos down to unlock
the car.

“In you go, bud.” He opened the passenger
door and huffed as he lifted Pharos and put him on the seat. He’d
strap him in later. He ran around the car and threw himself inside.
He fumbled with the key for a bit, but got the car started and
drove off.

He looked in the rearview mirror. The man had
stopped by the first cattle grid. Kazimir didn’t think he’d be able
to see his license plate from there.

“We did it!” He held up his palm to Pharos
for a high five and got a yip in return. They’d have to practice
more. He could do a high five if Kazimir held a treat in his other
hand.

He drove for a minute or two before he
stopped and put the seatbelt harness on Pharos. Then he blew out a
breath and got them rolling again. “Time for some ice cream, don’t
you think?”

Pharos only panted, tongue lolling, which
Kazimir took as a yes.

* * * *


Chapter 2

Ashby jerked awake. How he’d managed to fall
asleep, he didn’t know. He smacked his lips, his tongue as dry as a
desert. Fuck, he was thirsty. And hungry.

For a few seconds, he did nothing but lie in
the same position as when he’d come to. Moving would only hurt
more.

A seagull screeched outside. Did it mean it
was daytime? It didn’t matter. No one would come unless Anne
herself wanted to visit him.

If she did, he assumed it would be the last
thing happening to him.

Another cry from a gull, confirming his
suspicion that it was daytime.

Would she leave him here to starve to
death?

Nah, she’d want his head on a pike. It was
tradition, after all. In the Dark Ages, criminals had been rowed
out to the tiny island where they’d been beheaded, and their heads
placed on pikes staked to the ground, so people on the mainland
beach could look out and see them against the backdrop.

Cinematic.

Anne did the same thing these days, though
she didn’t leave the heads up for long since some poor sucker might
walk along the beach and see it. It would be hard to explain to the
authorities. What if they found a head with weirdly sharp
teeth?

It was how rumors of cults were created.

Ashby listened to the waves. Calm weather.
Did it mean she’d come? She most likely wouldn’t step into a
rowboat if there was a storm.

Steeling himself, he flopped over onto his
back. A snarl bounced off the stone walls. Part of him wished this
could be over, another part didn’t want to give her the
satisfaction of killing him. She-devil.

His head swam as he looked down his body. He
didn’t continue the inspection down to the cuff around his ankle.
No need to look at it.

If she left him for another day or two, he’d
be no more. His body was eating itself. The skeletal look didn’t
suit him.

Maybe she’d bring a snack to prolong his
suffering.

He groaned. It would be her style. Bring a
human for him to drink from, then watch him deteriorate again. He
could see her do it over and over, for the fun of it. Watch him
turn into a skeleton, then bounce back when he got some blood, then
starve him again. A lovely routine.

Maybe it was better to die.

* * * *

Kazimir stuffed his mouth full of spaghetti
with marinara sauce as he studied the map on his phone. He sipped
on a glass of red wine only to put it away and zoom in on the
screen.

“Up for a night’s adventure, Pharos?”

Pharos raised his head from where he’d rested
it on his plush, round dog bed. The scent of newness still clung to
it.

“Drink more wine or drive?” Kazimir tilted
his head to the side, which made Pharos tilt his head to the side
too, a lot more alert now.

Kazimir glanced at the wine glass. He’d only
had a sip, so he could place it on the counter and drink it when
they came home again. He’d been in the mood for wine, but Surging
Reef was, according to Google, an hour and thirteen minutes away,
and he’d never been there.

He ate some more spaghetti and clicked the
link. Surging Reef was a tiny, tiny island and there had been an
octagonal wooden lighthouse built in 1696, but it had succumbed to
the weather, and now there was a masonry lighthouse on the northern
tip of the island where the octagon used to stand.

“Says here, Surging Reef is the smallest
island with a building on. Isn’t that cool?” He looked up at
Pharos. “Do you know how to row?”

How would they get hold of a rowing boat?
There had to be some nearby he could borrow. It wouldn’t take many
minutes to row to the island.

“It’s hundred and sixty-seven feet tall and
was built in 1847. When the tide rolls in, the island is mostly
underwater and only the lighthouse sticks up above the surface.” He
took another bite of food. “How the fuck do we know when there will
be tide?”

He put the fork down. “We should go. It says
here they used to kill felons on this island in the 13th century.
They left them on the island with two loaves of bread and waited
for the sea to swallow them. Dramatic.”

He looked at Pharos again. “Do you think
we’ll find bones if we manage to get there during the ebb? Nah,
they’ve been washed away, right?” And they’d built the lighthouse
after, so if there had been any human remains, they’d most likely
cleaned them up.

Shoveling more food into his mouth, he chewed
faster, excitement grabbing hold of him.

“Let’s do it, Pharos. We’ll go, borrow a
boat, and check the lighthouse out. We’ll be back here before
anyone notices we’re gone.” He snorted. No one ever noticed when he
was gone. Or maybe Alan fucking Anderson, his overbearing neighbor,
would, but he’d only be glad Kazimir was gone. They’d notice at
work too…after a while. One of the pros of being a medical coder
working from home was that he didn’t have to be in an office. As
long as the job was done, no one cared where he was. Which meant if
they were interviewed by the cops because he’d gone missing, they
wouldn’t have a clue what had happened to him.

It didn’t matter. He was part of a duo now.
He had Pharos. Some idiot hitting him with their car was the best
thing that could’ve happened to Kazimir. Maybe not the hitting him
with their car part, but finding Pharos was the best thing in a
long, long time.

He finished the food on his plate, went to
change into ninja clothes, i.e. a pair of snug but non-restricting
black cargo pants and a long-sleeved, slim-fit black cotton
T-shirt. It was what everyone wore on a mission. He glanced at
Pharos, who’d limped after him into the bedroom. “The pink clashes
with my outfit, bro.”

It wasn’t Pharos’ fault. Kazimir had begged
the vet’s assistant for the pink cast.

“Let’s go!”

* * * *

Ashby was shaking. He’d never been this
starved, so he didn’t know if it was a natural response. Did you
shake when you were starving?

He didn’t have the energy to change position,
but his bones were hurting as they pressed against the stone floor.
His skin was the only thing between the sharp edges and the
unforgiving surface.

Would she come tonight? She had to. He wasn’t
sure he’d last much longer.

He would.

Vampires were hard to kill. Turning them into
breathing skeletons wasn’t enough to end their misery. Sadly.

How had he ended up here?

An image of Naveen’s smug smile flashed in
his mind, and he snarled. He would kill the little tart. It would
be worth it. Anne would kill him for sure, but the fucking asshole
deserved to die.

Ashby groaned and imagined how the sound
traveled up the tower. He didn’t think it did. There were too many
rooms, too many nooks and crannies capable of capturing a sound,
but he imagined it reaching the lantern room. If sounds had a
color, it would shine out over the sea.

A sob caught in his throat.

If he ever got out of here, he’d leave
Waterside. He’d move somewhere far away from the sea. Somewhere
where people would hear him if he screamed.

Somewhere where he had a chance of being
rescued.

* * * *


Chapter 3

Kazimir walked along the rocky beach with
Pharos in his arms, terrified of falling since it would mean he’d
risk crushing him. Pharos couldn’t clamber over rocks with his leg
in a cast.

Maybe it had been stupid to bring him, but he
couldn’t go on an adventure without his best bud. What kind of
partner would it make him?

“Look.” He spoke low near Pharos’ ear as he
pointed at a sad-looking rowboat tied to a pole sticking out of the
water. Did it mean it was high water?

There was one large rock near the boat, but
no way to get there without either walking into the water or
jumping on stones a little too far apart for Kazimir’s liking.

“Damn.” He walked closer. “How do we do it?”
He met Pharos’ gaze and got a happy yip in reply.

“How deep do you think it is?” He couldn’t
get Pharos’ cast wet. The vet hadn’t said anything about it, but he
assumed he wasn’t allowed to since humans couldn’t shower with
their casts.

Could he place Pharos on a rock, jump into
the black water, and get the boat? A shiver shot through him. What
if there were crabs on the ocean floor? Or jellyfish. He hated the
feel of jellyfish. Slimy blobs with no sense of direction. They did
nothing to avoid a collision when you were out swimming, and since
it was August, lion’s mane jellyfish would have arrived.

He did not want to get stung.

He gazed into the dark water. He wouldn’t
have to walk more than a few steps or swim if it were deep. It
wouldn’t be deep, right? He squinted at the calm lapping against
the rocks. Nah, it couldn’t be deep. The pole the boat was fastened
to must be dug into the seabed.

He lowered Pharos to the rock. “Stay
here.”

He toed off his shoes and undid his cargo
pants, making sure his phone was in one of the pockets, and put
them in his break-and-enter backpack. He pulled out the bolt
cutter, not sure how the boat was attached to the pole, and left
the backpack next to Pharos. “Guard it with your life, buddy. My
phone is in there.” Then he slowly slid his feet into the water. He
shuddered. Not because it was cold, it wasn’t, but because he
didn’t have a clue what was hiding under the surface.

Bladderwrack seaweed was caressing his
calves, and he closed his lips around a sound. He slid deeper into
the water, the moon watching him as his underwear got soaked. Then
he touched sand.

Blowing out a breath, he looked at Pharos,
who was watching him with a tilted head. “Stay there, boy.” He
moved forward and bumped his foot on a stone. Fuck. He hissed as
his big toe voiced its displeasure, but moved forward. This was
ridiculous. He was one step away from land, and his heart was
beating a mile a minute.

Then he shrieked. There was no better word
for it, but something was scurrying over his foot. He kicked, then
before he was aware of what he was doing, he was swimming. No more
feet on the ground. Fucking crabs or rockpool shrimps or whatever.
Ugh.

Pharos yipped, and Kazimir forced himself to
calm down. It was the sea. He went to the beach a few times a week,
even to beaches without lighthouses nearby. The only difference was
that it was dark.

“I’m okay. Stay.”

He swam a few one-handed strokes since he was
clutching the bolt cutter in his right hand. His wet shirt was
clinging to his body. Stupid not to get all the way undressed.

When he reached the rowboat, he made a
triumphant sound. There was a chain hooked through a metal ring
attached to the pole, and on the chain was a padlock.

The dull plop as the padlock fell into the
ocean after he’d cut it shouldn’t be satisfying, but it was.

“We’re master thieves, Pharos.”

Pharos whined and moved on the rock.

“Stay.” The last thing they needed was for
Pharos to fall into the water.

Kazimir swam toward Pharos, holding on to the
chain in one hand and the bolt cutter in the other. He was sure
Michael Phelps would’ve been impressed. Or not.

When his knee hit a rock, he reluctantly
stood. He waited a second to see if something would wriggle under
his feet, but nothing did.

“Right.” He pulled the boat closer and
stepped up on the stone where the bladderwrack was growing. His
knees were above the surface, and he curled his toes as best he
could on the slippery rock as he grabbed the gunwale and brought
the boat as close as possible.

First, he grabbed the break-and-enter
backpack and put it on the seat, then he eyed Pharos. He couldn’t
ask him to jump since he wasn’t allowed to jump, which meant he’d
have to let go of the boat for the time it took to lift him. He
carefully removed his hand, and when the boat didn’t move, he
snatched Pharos as fast as he could and placed him on the deck or
whatever you called the floor.

Now he had to get in himself. Damn.

He spun the boat, so the bow was aimed at
Surging Reef, then he placed one foot on the deck and pushed away
from the rock with the other. For a moment, he was sure they’d
capsize, but then he more or less fell over the seat, and it
stabilized.

“Fuck, Pharos. This is why we’re getting a
lighthouse and not a houseboat. Lighthouses are sturdy things.”

Pharos moved restlessly from one side of the
boat to the other, looking over the side and down at the water.

Kazimir grabbed the oars and got rowing. His
wet underwear and shirt dripped onto the seat but there was no use
in changing his outfit now. He’d most likely have to bathe again
when they went back. He did his best not to think about it.

* * * *

There was a strange sound. Ashby wasn’t sure
if it was real or in his head, but he strained to hear it. It
sounded like metal on metal, which didn’t make any sense.

Had the waves brought something that was
slamming against the rocks?

Was it Anne?

He stopped breathing. He didn’t want to die.
He might have told himself he did, since it would put him out of
his misery, but he didn’t want to die. He wasn’t ready.

Panic clawed at him. He was too weak to face
her. Too weak to keep up a front. He didn’t want to give her the
satisfaction of seeing him broken.

Should he try to move? No, better to play
dead.

She’d never believe he was dead. She, if
anyone, knew how hard vampires were to kill. Starvation didn’t do
it.

How long had he been here? He wanted to say
weeks, but if it had been weeks, he wouldn’t be this lucid.

Another metallic clank sounded, and he held
his breath. Vampires didn’t need to breathe. It was a reflex, and
not breathing meant not scenting anything, which could drive anyone
insane.

Hinges whined, and Ashby’s heart jumped to
his throat. Someone was here.

He should’ve moved into a relaxed-looking
pose, not sprawled face down on the stone slabs, but now there was
no time to move. He was too sluggish to make it quick, so better to
remain where he was. Maybe he could surprise whoever was gracing
him with a visit. Play dead, then attack when they were close
enough.

If it were Naveen, he’d kill him.

He waited.

And waited.

Why wasn’t anyone speaking? By now, Anne
would’ve been crooning at him. Belittling him. If she’d sent
someone to check on him, they’d be kicking at him.

Then there was a growl in the dark.

Ashby tensed. What the fuck growled like
that? It didn’t sound like a person.

“Easy, boy.”

Ashby stiffened only to force his body to
relax. He didn’t move, didn’t breathe.

“Wow, this is amazing. Want to go up, see if
we can reach the lantern room? I bet you can see to the end of the
world from there.”

Was he hallucinating? It was possible, but
would he make up a growling monster?

“Come on, bud.”

There was a rustle, but they, whoever was
here—real or not—never entered the room he was in. Something close
to panic overtook Ashby’s mind as they moved away.

Silence stretched, and he blew out a breath,
making sure he was still alive.

Had it all been in his head?

An eternity went by, then something banged
above him. He didn’t jump at the sound. It would take energy he
didn’t have, but someone was moving around in the lighthouse, and
he didn’t think it was Anne. The voice had been male. It didn’t
mean it wasn’t one of her guards, of course, but wouldn’t they have
checked on him instead of the lantern room, if it was what they
were doing?

He wouldn’t call the feeling growing inside
hope, since he wasn’t sure if he was hallucinating or not, but he
strained to pick up on any and every sound.

He zoned out. Not intentionally, but when the
sounds came closer, he jerked as if he’d woken from a slumber.

They came closer and closer, and then there
was another growl.

* * * *


Chapter 4

Kazimir didn’t know what was up with Pharos.
He never growled. Not even when he’d been injured on the side of
the road and Kazimir had picked him up had he growled.

“What is it, boy?”

He’d let go of him when they’d reached the
bottom floor again, but he was huddling behind Kazimir, growling.
His teeth were visible in the dark. It made the hairs on the back
of his neck stand on end.

It was a lovely lighthouse, but there was
something off with its energy. He wouldn’t have wanted to live
here, and he could picture himself living in almost every
lighthouse he entered.

What if it was the ghosts of all those people
killed here during the Middle Ages who had come back to haunt
it?

“We’re okay, bud.” He spoke in a whisper as
he moved his phone around, aiming the flashlight in every possible
direction. He shivered. It could be because he was dripping wet and
not wearing anything but a wet T-shirt and trunks. He’d put on his
shoes before he’d climbed the metal ladder up to the dock area.
There was a metal platform, a little rusty from what he could see
in the light of his phone and the moon, but magical anyway.

The lantern room had been amazing. He
could’ve stood there and looked out over the sea for ages, but
Pharos had been restless.

Maybe he was afraid of the dark? Nah, they’d
been on nightly excursions before.

He moved through a doorway and took in what
looked like an old pantry. Everything inside was in good condition.
He’d been to see two hundred fifty-three lighthouses, two hundred
fifty-four with this, and apart from those open to tourists, they
normally weren’t this well-kept.

Backing out of the room, he turned to the
next doorway. Before he could enter, Pharos stepped in front of him
and growled, more viciously this time.

“What’s wrong?” His voice was a little
shakier than he wanted it to be. Crouching, he curled an arm around
Pharos and lifted him. His muscles were tense, and the growl
vibrated through him, making his tiny body tremble. He kept on
growling, but his focus wasn’t on Kazimir. It was on the dark
room.

Kazimir swallowed hard and swept the light
over the interior, only to shriek. On the floor was a skeleton.

He stood frozen, his grip on Pharos way too
hard, but he couldn’t make himself let up. Fuck no.

Fuck.

Fuck.

Fuck.

Why had he come here tonight? Would he be
suspected of murder now?

He couldn’t move. Couldn’t back away,
couldn’t move forward. His entire body was frozen. His breaths were
coming too fast.

Who did you call when you found a body?

Pharos pushed at him to be let down, and
Kazimir slowly lowered him to the floor. The strobe from the
flashlight was shaking but never left the skeleton.

It wasn’t a skeleton. It had skin. And modern
clothes. It wasn’t a ghost from the Middle Ages playing a prank on
him.

Fuck.

“Eh…hello?” No reply.

“Ghost of horrors past?” Not a sound.

Kazimir blew out a breath. “What the fuck do
we do, Pharos?”

Pharos kept on growling.

Hesitantly, Kazimir took a step closer.
Pharos mirrored his motion, but with his head held low and his lips
peeled back.

Kazimir took another step, then another.

He focused the light on the skeleton’s hand.
There was fresh blood on its fingertips. Or not fresh as in
bleeding, but it didn’t look to be hundreds of years old.

He leaned a little closer. Then he was
slammed to the floor, the skeleton moving over him, too strong to
be real. Kazimir screamed and dropped his phone, but the light slid
over the skeleton’s face.

Sharp teeth.

Pharos snarled and jumped on it. The skeleton
flung him away as if he were no more than an annoying fly.

“No! Don’t touch him.”

A hand grabbed Kazimir’s hair and pushed his
head back uncomfortably, baring his throat.

Then there was a slicing pain.

Kazimir’s breath froze in his lungs.

What the fuck was happening? The skeleton was
sucking on him. Cold seeped through him.

The skeleton was eating him.

He shuddered but didn’t move otherwise.
Stunned. He should fight, but his limbs didn’t obey.

Pharos’ growls competed with his rasping
breaths. If he died here, who’d look after Pharos? He’d only found
his home a few weeks ago. It wasn’t fair.

He never should’ve come to Surging Reef. When
he’d read people died here, he should’ve taken it seriously, not as
some cool, long-ago story.

“Hey, stop.” He didn’t move, didn’t try to
push the skeleton away. If he did, he might tear his own throat out
because he was pretty sure there were teeth buried in him. Fuck,
would he turn into a monster now? What did ghouls look like? The
teeth, though. He’d only seen them for a moment, but…vampire?

They weren’t real.

Cold replaced his soul as life left him.

The skeleton didn’t stop, but maybe it slowed
its swallows. He wasn’t sure.

“If you kill me, you have to take care of
Pharos. He deserves better than to starve to death in a
lighthouse.” And Kazimir didn’t think there was any dog food here.
His hands shook as he placed them on the skeleton’s shoulders.

Only the shoulders didn’t feel skeletal
anymore.

The hold on his hair gentled, and Kazimir
could move his head a fraction to make it more comfortable.

The skeleton was solid against him, and
Kazimir wished he could look at it.

Pharos moved closer, and Kazimir moved one
hand from the skeleton’s shoulder to ward him off. “Stay.”

The skeleton stilled. Kazimir wouldn’t say he
tensed, but there was awareness in him.

Then he licked Kazimir’s throat, making him
shiver. So weird.

He did it again and again. When he was done,
he slid down a fraction and rested his forehead against Kazimir’s
sternum.

“Erm…” He slid his fingers over his throat.
Two bumps but nothing else—no blood, no scabs.

* * * *

Ashby breathed hard as life came back to him.
He could feel the blood rushing through his body, his heart beating
a little too fast.

Seconds went by, minutes, then the body
underneath him let out a shuddering breath.

Ashby raised his head and looked at him. Dark
hair, a nose with a little bump on the ridge and lips pressed into
a thin line. Attractive despite not being classically handsome.
Human.

Another growl filled the room. Ashby looked
over at the source and almost laughed. It was a small dog—not the
tiny being-carried-in-a-handbag kind, but small. It was limping as
it circled closer, and Ashby noted the pink cast on its back leg.
Fuck, he’d thrown it, hadn’t he?

He wasn’t a huge fan of dogs. He didn’t
dislike them, but he’d never wanted to take on the responsibility
of caring for another living being. It didn’t mean he wanted to
hurt it.

“Stay.”

Ashby almost jumped when the man underneath
him spoke. He hadn’t been about to move, but he didn’t mind
staying. It had been a long time since he’d held anyone close.

Then he realized he was talking to the
dog.

How much blood had he taken? Was the man too
weak to get up? He should speak. What did you say to someone you’d
attacked? Hi, my name is Ashby and I’m a
bloodoholic?

He didn’t normally attack people. Seduction
was a better and safer approach. The circumstances hadn’t allowed
it this time around.

He cleared his throat, and the man’s eyes
widened before focusing on him. He’d been focused on the dog until
now.

“I’m Ashby.” He didn’t think the man knew. It
would surprise him greatly if Anne had hired a human to come
here.

When the man didn’t respond, Ashby changed
position only to hiss. The chain was still attached to his leg, and
it was still made of silver.

Maybe he was strong enough to break it now
before his strength drained away again. He flew off the man and
grabbed it. The way his palms burned and blistered had him
snarling, but he tried to yank it. No success.

He yanked again, the metal sizzling, the
scent of charred flesh attacking his nostrils, and he gagged.

“What are you doing?”

“The chain. Silver.”

There was some rustling, then light was aimed
at him. The phone.

“Ugh. What the fuck is that?”

“Silver.” Ashby breathed hard, trying to make
his brain work, to come up with a way to get out of the chain.

“You’re allergic to silver?”

He flashed fangs at the man who scrambled
away. No! Fuck, now he was out of reach.
“Sorry.”
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