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Prologue
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“I don’t see any tables,” Carolyn said, glancing over the busy open-air restaurant.


“We can sit at the bar,” her friend, Bethany, said with a shrug. When Carolyn frowned, she rolled her eyes, and caught her arm to drag her toward the bar, adding, “We’ll move to a table as soon as one opens up. Besides, we’re only going to be here until Genie arrives and our table is ready next door anyway.”


“Right,” Carolyn breathed and slid onto the stool Bethany directed her to. She then glanced over her shoulder self- consciously, her gaze skittering over the young, laughing crowd surrounding them. Despite the setting sun, it was still hot and most of the patrons were dressed casually in shorts and summer dresses. This was the more casual restaurant at the resort, with bare wooden tables crowded onto the railed deck, and Caribbean music barely covering the sound of talk and laughter. In comparison, the indoor restaurant next door, where she, Bethany, and Genie were to eat was a four-star affair with proper tables, table cloths, silverware, candlelight, and four-star prices. They’d dressed accordingly, which left Carolyn feeling a little like they stuck out like sore thumbs amongst this more relaxed crowd.


That wasn’t the only thing making her uncomfortable, however. It was the clientele here, as well. Most of the people seemed to be half their age, though there were some older people. But no matter their age, they all seemed to be paired off. She and Bethany were the only single females, or single anything as far as she could tell. Everyone else was part of a couple.


Probably on their honeymoons, Carolyn thought unhappily as she noted all the intimate smiles and gentle kisses being exchanged around them. The sight made her sigh and turn her eyes forward to stare at the bottles of liquor lining the back of the bar as she wondered if this hadn’t been a huge mistake.


“What can I get for you two pretty ladies tonight?”


Carolyn blinked as her view was suddenly blocked by a smiling bartender. The man wore a white shirt and dark slacks. His eyes were dancing and his teeth looked incredibly white against his dark skin as he beamed happily at them. Everyone here seemed to be happy and beaming, she noted.


Must be something in the water, Carolyn thought and forced a smile. “A glass of white wine, please.”


“The same for me,” Bethany announced. “And two shots of tequila as well.”


“Tequila?” Carolyn asked as the bartender moved away.


“Yes, tequila. And we are downing them the minute they arrive and then ordering more,” Bethany said firmly.


Carolyn hesitated. She wasn’t really interested in tequila shots, but simply asked, “Are you sure your stomach can handle it?”


Bethany had been complaining about her stomach since they’d eaten their dinner on the plane here. Carolyn had taken the rubber chicken, but Bethany had opted for the salmon and had been swearing ever since that it had been bad.


“I’m hoping the tequila kills whatever nasty little parasites the salmon had growing in it,” Bethany said. “Failing that it will make me puke it back up and get it out of my system. Either way, I’ll recover quicker than without it.”


Carolyn gave a disbelieving laugh. “Yeah, well, I don’t think I—”


“Good, you shouldn’t be thinking,” Bethany interrupted firmly. “I brought you here so you wouldn’t think, remember? And to make you relax and enjoy yourself for the first time in God knows how long. And you are going to relax, Carolyn Connor, if I have to personally pour every last drop of alcohol there is in St. Lucia down your throat.”


“I am relaxed,” she protested at once.


Bethany snorted. “Sweetie, you’re as wound up as a clock and have been for years. And, as your friend, I am going to see you unwind if it kills us both.”


Carolyn stared at her blankly, and then felt the tension in her shoulders ease. A small, real smile claiming her lips she said, “What would I do without you?”


“Lock yourself in your house, leave it only to go to work, and die lonely, old, and bitter,” Bethany said promptly.


Carolyn laughed, but it was a hollow sound, because the sad fact was that Bethany was probably right. If it weren’t for Bethany she’d be locked down already, either in her house or at her office, her head buried in business as she struggled to forget the last ten years and pretend she wasn’t heartbroken and, yes, bitter.


“So . . .” Bethany arched an eyebrow. “Let Aunt Beth nurse you back to health and happiness. I promise you are going to have a very good time on this trip. You will laugh and have fun and even get laid. It will be the time of your life.”


“Right,” Carolyn said dryly, some of her tension returning. The last thing she wanted at this point was to get involved with another man. Been there, done that, got the divorce lawyer to prove it, she thought grimly, and then glanced to the bartender as he returned with two wineglasses and two shot glasses, both with golden liquid in them.


“Thank you,” Bethany said cheerfully, pushing one of the shot glasses toward Carolyn and then lifting the other as she turned on her bar stool to face her. “So . . .” She paused and waited pointedly.


Carolyn picked up her shot glass with resignation.


“To a good time in St. Lucia,” Bethany said firmly and tossed back her shot.


Carolyn raised the small glass to her own lips and took a sip, grimacing as the liquid burned its way across her tongue.


Bethany set her glass down with a gasp, glanced to Carolyn and frowned when she saw her still full shot glass. “Down it,” she said firmly. “Dr. Beth’s orders.”


“But—”


“Down it,” Bethany repeated pushing the glass to her lips.


Carolyn did as ordered, gasping and coughing as the liquid burned down her throat and slammed into her stomach.


“That a girl,” Bethany said with approval. Slapping her back with one hand, she took the empty glass from her with the other and set it in front of the bartender, saying, “Two more.”


“Beth,” Carolyn got out, her voice raspy, “I haven’t drunk in ages. I—”


“You haven’t done a lot of things in ages,” Beth interrupted as the bartender refilled their shot glasses. “And you’re going to do them all here. So don’t even try to fight it. Trust me, I know what’s best for you.”


Carolyn shook her head, but accepted the shot when the bartender pushed it toward her.


Beth clinked her glass and said, “To freedom.”


Carolyn downed the shot without prompting this time and waited for the coughing fit to follow, but suspected her throat was still numb from the first shot. This one went down more smoothly, and she only had to clear her throat a little afterward. She set the glass down and pointed out, “I’m not free yet.”


“Semantics.” Bethany gestured for the bartender to pour them both another. “The worst is over. Now it’s just a matter of waiting for the courts to do their thing.”


“Yeah,” Carolyn murmured as another shot appeared before her.


Raising her glass, Bethany said, “Here’s hoping they’re quicker about it than they have been with everything else.”


Carolyn drank, but as she set the empty glass back, she said, “I don’t really care. I’m in no rush.”


Bethany scowled as she gestured to the bartender again. “I swear, every time you say that it sends a shudder down my back. It makes me think you don’t want the divorce at all. That you’re still hung up on him and want to get back together.”


“No,” Carolyn assured her solemnly. “That isn’t the case at all. But I’m also not eager to rush into a new relationship. In fact, I’ve decided marriage just isn’t for me. So what do I care if it takes a while to resolve the old one?”


“Right.” She smiled. “It doesn’t matter. You got everything you wanted.”


Carolyn snorted. “What I wanted was a happy marriage. Failing that, I wanted a fair divorce settlement.”


“Then that’s our next toast,” Bethany said cheerfully. “To the incredible Larry Templeton, lawyer extraordinaire who is going to get you everything you deserve and more.”


Carolyn raised her shot glass, but found it hard to smile. Bethany was trying to cheer her up and ensure she enjoyed this vacation, but she simply wasn’t in the mood. Carolyn was heartsore, bruised, disillusioned, and, frankly, depressed. And she suspected being at this resort in the Caribbean wasn’t going to help. It was obviously a popular place for honeymooners. Everyone was smiling and happy and full of love and hope. It was a depressing counterpoint to her own state, mid-divorce and traveling with a friend. At forty- two she was also old. Or at least she felt old. Christ, she’d never felt so old in her life, Carolyn acknowledged unhappily; old, jaundiced, beaten down. How had she gotten this way?


“Oh.”


Carolyn pushed her less than pleasant thoughts away and lowered her shot glass to glance at Bethany. Her eyebrows pulled together when she saw the uncertain look on her face and the way she was suddenly clutching her stomach.


“Are you all right?” she asked, leaning toward her with concern.


“I don’t think the tequila killed the bugs like I was hoping,” Beth muttered.


Carolyn bit her lip. “Do you want to go back to our villa? We can give dinner a miss tonight and just—”


“No, no, Genie is supposed to meet us here,” Bethany interrupted, and then her gaze slid past Carolyn and she brightened. “Oh look, a table has opened up. Why don’t you take our drinks over while I go vomit.”


Carolyn glanced instinctively over her shoulder to see a couple leaving a table on the lower deck overlooking the beach. She then glanced sharply back as Bethany’s last word sank in, but Beth was off her stool and already weaving through the crowd toward the washrooms between the open-air bar/restaurant and the fancier dining establishment beside it.


“I’ll bring your drinks,” the bartender announced, scooping up the two full wineglasses and her shot. When he started around the bar, she stood, thinking she’d claim the table, but if Beth took more than a couple moments, she’d check on her.


Carolyn started to walk, but bit her lip when the room shifted a bit around her. It seemed the tequila was hitting her already. Great, she thought, following carefully as the bartender led the way through the crowd.


When he paused suddenly, she glanced around his shoulder to see that a couple had approached the table from the opposite direction.


“It’s okay,” Carolyn said to the bartender at once. “We can wait at the bar.”


“No, no, no,” he said beaming from her to the couple. “The table sits four. You can share and make friends.”


“Oh, no, that’s okay,” Carolyn said, cringing at the very idea as her gaze slid over the young couple. They looked to be about twenty-five or so. The man was dark-haired and dark-eyed with the swarthy good looks of an Italian. He was also smiling faintly, one possessive arm around the woman; a curvaceous, auburn-haired beauty who was peering at Carolyn with a discomfiting interest. Definitely honeymooners, she thought unhappily.


“Don’t be silly.” The woman suddenly beamed. “We’d be happy to share. We’re only waiting for our table to open up in the restaurant next door.”


“So are this pretty lady and her friend,” the bartender announced happily, setting the glasses down and moving to pull out a chair for Carolyn even as the other man pulled out one for his wife.


Carolyn gave in and said, “Thank you,” as she slid into the chair.


After asking the couple what they’d like, the bartender slipped away to get their order.


“Well, this is lovely,” the woman said with a pleased little sigh and then held out her hand. “I’m Marguerite Argeneau.”


“Argeneau-Notte,” the man corrected gently, pronouncing it Ar-zsa- no-No-tay, and the woman blinked, then laughed with embarrassment.


“Marguerite Argeneau-Notte,” she admitted wryly, and explained, “It’s new. I’m not used to it yet.”


Carolyn managed a smile and accepted the offered hand as the woman continued, “And this is my wonderful husband, Julius Notte.”


“Carolyn Connor.” She held on to her smile as the man now took her hand in a firm, warm grip, then sat back and cleared her throat. “Honeymooners?”


“Yes,” Marguerite chuckled. “But we’ve been married for weeks. I should be adjusting to the name change by now.”


“You’ve been here for weeks?” Carolyn asked with interest.


“Oh, no. We only arrived a couple days ago,” Marguerite said. “We had some family matters to tend to back in Canada before we started our honeymoon.”


“Oh.” Carolyn blinked. “You’re Canadian?”


“I am.” Marguerite smiled. “You?”


“Yes, Toronto.” Carolyn lifted her wineglass to her lips, but paused and set it back down thinking perhaps it would be better to switch to water or Diet Coke. She really wasn’t much of a drinker and didn’t want to end up in the bathroom stall next to Bethany. That thought made her glance in the direction her friend had disappeared to as she wondered if she should go check on her now.


“What a small world. I’m from Toronto too,” Marguerite said happily, reclaiming her attention.


“Are you?” Carolyn asked turning back.


Marguerite nodded, and then smiled at her husband and leaned into the arm he’d placed along the back of her chair, adding, “But Julius is from Italy, so we are going to split our time between Canada and Italy for now despite the fact that his business and family are in Italy.”


“You’d miss your family if we stayed only in Italy, cara. I want you happy.”


Carolyn managed another smile as Julius bent his head to press a gentle kiss to Marguerite’s lips, but just barely. Their love and happiness was actually painful for her to witness. Turning her head away, she glanced again in the direction Bethany had taken, thinking she should definitely check on her. And where was Genie? Their reservation was for seven thirty and it was nearly that time now.


“Are you on vacation?”


Carolyn glanced back, relieved to see that Marguerite had straightened, putting some distance between herself and her husband.


“I—yes.” She raised her glass to her mouth to hide her expression as a grimace claimed her lips. A moment of silence passed as she sipped her wine, but it was just a sip. The tequila appeared to be ruffling its way through her brain as it was, leaving her confused and depressed. Alcohol was not a cure for depression, Carolyn thought, and promised herself she wouldn’t let Beth urge any more on her.


She set down her glass and glanced up to find Marguerite eyeing her solemnly, her expression concentrated. It felt like the younger woman was looking right through her and seeing the failed wasteland of her life.


“Perhaps I should check on Beth.” Carolyn pushed back her chair and stood, but paused as Genie suddenly appeared and caught her up in a hug.


“Oh, my God, I’m so sorry. I meant to be here half an hour ago, but just as I was leaving the office I got a call that the band I hired for the next week had to cancel. They were supposed to start tomorrow night, but there’s been a death in the drummer’s family.” She released Carolyn and turned to drop into the empty chair beside hers. “I’ve been making frantic calls ever since, trying to replace them, and then saw the time and thought I’d better get down here and explain.”


Carolyn sank back into her chair as Genie grabbed Bethany’s glass of wine and took a deep swallow. Carolyn glanced to their table companions. “This is Genie Walker, a friend of ours from university, and the reason we decided to vacation here. Genie, this is Marguerite and Julius Notte.”


“Hello, I hope you’re having a nice stay,” Genie said, her professional face sliding back into place as she set down Bethany’s glass.


“Yes, lovely,” Marguerite assured her. “You work here, then?”


“She’s the entertainment coordinator for the resort,” Carolyn said.


“Soon to be ex-entertainment coordinator if I don’t find a replacement band that can be out here by tomorrow night,” Genie moaned and stood up. “I’m sorry, Caro, I have to go. I ran into Beth on the way here. She was headed back to the villa. She says she’s fine, but wants to lie down. I promised I’d keep you company for dinner, and I will, but I really need to find a replacement band first. I’ll come back and join you the minute I find one. But it might be a while. I—”


“That’s okay.” Carolyn stood up as well. “I’ll just go back to the villa and order room service. We can have dinner tomorrow night instead.”


“Sit,” Marguerite ordered.


Carolyn stiffened at the sharp order, but found herself immediately sinking back into her seat though she didn’t recall deciding to. Genie, too, sat down again, she noted with confusion and felt concern begin to stir within her, but as soon as it began to rise, it immediately receded, leaving her calm and relaxed.


“You will both be joining us for dinner,” Marguerite announced with a smile. “I have just the band for you.”


At least, that’s what Carolyn thought she’d meant, though band had sounded like man. But then the tequila was really kicking in now so she’d probably misheard.


“Carolyn?” Julius asked and Carolyn glanced to him, but he was looking at Marguerite.


Nodding, the woman beamed at him. “Christian must come.”


Julius’s eyebrows rose and he turned to peer at Carolyn with new interest, and then pulled a cell phone from his pocket and began to punch in numbers.




One
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“So . . . what do you think your mother’s up to?”


Christian Notte tore his attention from the cliffs sloping down to the sea and glanced over his shoulder to his cousin. Despite the question, Zanipolo was peering out the window of the resort van, his eyes glued to a scenery none of them normally saw . . . at least not in daylight.


He eyed the man briefly, noting that he’d slid sunglasses on and let his black hair out of its usual ponytail so that it partially curtained his face, offering more protection from the sun glaring through the windows. His gaze then slid to the other passengers in the van. Giacinta shared the seat with Zanipolo, sitting directly behind Christian. Her eyes were positively eating up the passing scenery through the huge sunglasses she’d donned, her long blond hair offering her some protection as well.


Behind them sat Santo. The drummer had been the first to get in and had immediately laid claim to the back bench seat, sprawling out and rubbing his ringed fingers wearily over his shaved head as the others had settled in. He was getting sun from all three sides, and with no hair to protect his head from it, but then that was probably why he’d claimed the backseat, Christian thought grimly. Santo would always take the worst, most uncomfortable position, and leave the better spots for the others. It was his way . . . and never failed to annoy Christian.


“Well?” Raffaele asked, drawing Christian’s gaze to the man who sat on the first bench seat, beside him. The last member of the band, Raffaele was dark-haired like the other two men, or like both of the other two men would be if Santo didn’t shave his head, but his hair was cut short. He also had the Notte black eyes with flecks of silver that all of them had.


“Don’t ask me,” he said, settling back in his seat and returning his gaze to the passing seascape. “She said the scheduled band had to cancel and we would be perfect to replace them.”


“Uh-huh,” Zanipolo said with a laugh. “Because every couple wants their son and niece and nephews hanging around on their honeymoon.”


“It’s possible,” Raffaele said thoughtfully. “Marguerite hasn’t let Christian far from her side since finding him and Julius again.”


Before Christian could comment, Giacinta said, “She’s found him a life mate.”


The words were spoken with a certainty that brooked no argument and Christian had to resist the urge to glance back and ask if she really thought so. He’d suspected it himself when he’d gotten off the phone with his parents. His father had been the one who had called. Julius Notte had simply said, “Your mother wants you here. Gather the band together and fly to St. Lucia at once.”


Christian had just stiffened up over the autocratic order when Marguerite took the phone and began to babble excitedly about the resort’s scheduled band canceling, and the resort needing a replacement band, and she was so proud of him she’d played the video she had of them on her iPhone for the entertainment coordinator, and the woman had thought they were brilliant too. Everyone would love them she’d assured him. Besides, she was missing her handsome son, and . . .


Well, really, by the time she’d finished gushing in his ear, Christian had found it hard to refuse his mother.


Mother. He smiled at the word. Christian had lived more than five hundred years without one, dreaming of having both a mother and a father like his cousins had, imagining what she would be like. What his life would be like. And now he was finding out. It was even better than he’d imagined.


Marguerite Argeneau-Notte was the most nonjudgmental, loving woman he’d ever met. She showered those she cared for with a love and warmth that slid around them like a soft, warm blanket, a cushion from the rest of the world.


“Well?” Raffaele said, nudging him when Christian remained silent.


“Well what?” he asked, pulling himself from his thoughts.


“Do you think she’s found you a life mate?”


“I don’t know,” he said and pondered the possibility. Since his parents had found each other again, Christian had spent a good deal of his time in Canada, getting to know his mother and other siblings. Each of those siblings was newly mated. While he’d enjoyed getting to know them, he’d also found it almost painful to be around such happiness and joy while he was still single. The thought of joining their ranks was . . . well— He shook his head. A life mate. He had been alone so long now it was hard even to grasp the idea of having a mate of his own.


“It’s a life mate,” Giacinta announced firmly. “There is no doubt.”


This time Christian did glance back and ask, “Why are you so sure?”


“Because that is the only reason in the world that your father would allow her to send for you on their honeymoon,” she said with a shrug.


“Yeah,” Zanipolo agreed. “She’s right . . . you lucky bastard.”


“Don’t get his hopes up,” Santo growled from the back. “What if you’re wrong, Gia?”


“Well, I guess we’ll find out soon enough. We’re here,” Raffaele announced, drawing their attention to their surroundings as the van slowed at a large sign with the resort name and logo on it. They turned down a curving lane and Christian glanced around. There wasn’t much to see at first and then the way ahead opened up and he noted the buildings and villas climbing the mountainside on their left. On the right it was flat and littered with what appeared to be stores and shops. A large main building lay ahead, and there was a walkway between it and the shops on the right. Through the opening they could glimpse beach and blue sea and then they were turning into a circle in front of the main building and coming to a halt.


Christian followed Raffaele out of the van when the driver opened the door. He tried to tip the man, but the driver grinned and waved his money away, assuring him it was all taken care of as he moved over to speak to someone in a white shirt and dark pants with a clipboard and a name tag.


“Where’s our luggage?” Giacinta peered up the road the way they’d come.


“I’m sure it’s coming,” Christian said mildly, but couldn’t resist looking for the second van himself. It didn’t hold just their luggage, but the coolers of blood they would need while here.


“Oh yes, it is coming.” Their driver was suddenly beside them again, and began to usher them toward another van, explaining, “I cannot drive you to your villa, but they will take you.”


Christian glanced toward the new van with the resort logo on it, and supposed outside vehicles weren’t allowed on the private roads.


“They will bring your luggage when it arrives,” the man added as he urged them into the new van. “Have a nice stay.”


Before anyone could respond, he’d closed the door and stood smiling and waving as the van moved slowly away from the entry.


“You are the new band.”


Christian tore his gaze from their old driver to turn forward and peer at their new one, noting the white shirt and dark pants. “Yes.”


“I’m Adam. Genie will be relieved that you are here,” the man said, flashing a wide smile at them in the rear-view mirror.


“Genie’s the entertainment coordinator?” Christian asked, recalling his mother mentioning the name.


“Yes. You must be famous to be in the estate villas. Usually bands stay in lower rooms or find their own accommodations, but you are in one of the big villas.”


“One of the big villas?” Christian asked with a frown.


“Oh, yes. They are beautiful with their own pool and chef. Yours has four bedrooms.”


“All right! Our own pool,” Zanipolo said. “Midnight dips after the gig. Awesome.”


The others smiled, but Christian scowled, knowing his father had arranged it. Not that he wasn’t glad to be in a villa rather than one of the “lower rooms,” but he’d rather have arranged it himself and wasn’t pleased with his father paying his way. The man tended to forget he was grown up and his own man now.


Well, he’d just have to pay him back for it, he decided as the van crawled along the curving, narrow private road that wound its way up the side of the mountain. The lower roads held long two-story buildings with balconies running their lengths. He supposed those were the single suites or lower rooms. At the end of the first road, they turned in a small turnaround and headed back, taking the upper road to another turnaround allowing them to head up yet another road where another set of long buildings stood. Two more turnarounds brought them to a road where villas were set out side by side and clinging to the mountain like ivy. After two more turnarounds they were cruising past more villas.


There wasn’t enough room for two vehicles on the narrow lanes and Christian was just wondering what happened if a vehicle was coming down when another was going up when a vehicle appeared on the road before them. Their driver slowed, but the other driver spotted him and immediately stopped and backed up, pulling tight to the side of the road at the turnaround. He waited there until they had pulled into the turnaround and then scooted past and down the lane, waving cheerfully as he went.


“Man, I see why they don’t let just anyone drive their vehicles up here,” Zanipolo muttered as the two vans passed within a whisper of each other.


Christian grunted, but didn’t comment and they were silent as they went through two more turnarounds, all of them peering curiously at the tropical vegetation on either side. Green plants and flowering bushes spilled out between buildings and along the road. It was quite lush and beautiful and they soaked it in, knowing it would be the only time they’d see it in sunlight. None of them would waste the blood necessary to come out during the day to see it again. Instead, they would have to make do with enjoying their surroundings at night. They wouldn’t be seeing it now but it had been a scramble to get everyone together, pack, and get here. Arriving in daylight had been unavoidable.


“Here you are.”


Christian glanced toward the two-story white villa the man was stopping the van in front of. The moment he’d followed Raffaele out of the vehicle, Christian walked along the road until he was past the villa and could peer beyond it and down the mountain. It was beautiful, the green mountainside dotted with white buildings with salmon-colored roofs, running all the way down to the sea. The sun sparkled off the blue Caribbean as if it was full of diamonds. Christian simply stood there soaking it in.


“Man, daywalkers have the best of both worlds,” Giacinta said with a sigh, drawing his attention to the fact that she had followed and stood at his side.


“But only for a short time,” Santo pointed out, rubbing his bare scalp with a pained expression.


“We should go in,” Christian said reluctantly.


They all turned as one, then paused as the van went zipping past, the driver smiling and waving.


“Where’s he going?” Zanipolo asked with alarm. “What about keys? He didn’t give us keys.”


Before anyone could comment a second van rolled past and slid to a halt in front of the villa. The door immediately opened, and a smiling woman in a royal blue skirt suit leaped out.


“Christian Notte?” she asked, eyeing them questioningly.


Christian moved forward, aware that the others were following.


“I am Bellina,” she announced, beaming as she took his hand in a firm shake. “I will be your social coordinator during your stay. Here, let me show you your villa.”


Turning away she led them down the walk to the front door, unlocked it, and quickly led them inside.


Christian followed and felt a tension he hadn’t realized had been there slipping from his shoulders as they stepped into a cool, shady entry. The mortal woman Bellina was chattering away as she led them through the building, taking them through a large open living room, a big beautiful kitchen/dining room with a waiting fruit tray and bottle of wine, and then on to show them the terrace and pool. But he wasn’t paying much attention. Christian was following silently, his tension returning as his gaze slid over the white walls, the generous windows, and the multitudinous skylights. His mind was screaming that this definitely wasn’t a place made for immortals.


It wasn’t until they reached the upper floor and the bedrooms that he began to relax again.


“Mr. Notte said you find it difficult to sleep after ending a set and wanted to be sure we had blackout curtains while you slept, and we do,” Bellina said chirpily, crossing the darkened master bedroom to reach the drapes. “We left them closed so you could see how well they work, but once you wake up—” She yanked the curtains open and turned to beam at them.


Christian instinctively flinched, one hand rising to protect his face as he turned his head away from the bright sunlight that immediately poured in. He nearly laughed when he saw that his cousins were all reacting in much the same way. You’d think it actually burned them or something from the way they were responding, he thought with wry amusement. Shaking his head at their instinctual reaction, he lowered his hand and forced himself to turn back. Spotting the startled expression on Bellina’s face, he smiled and strode forward.


“Sorry, it’s been a long day for us what with the scramble to arrange everything and then the flight here,” he said, excusing their behavior as he took her arm to urge her from the room.


“Oh, yes, of course. You must be exhausted,” she said, smiling sympathetically.


“Yes. And we have to play tonight so a nap would probably be in order.”


“Of course. We do not want you falling asleep onstage.”


“No,” he agreed wryly as they started downstairs to the main floor again.


She nodded. “There is still much to explain about your personal chef and so on, but I can do that later. Perhaps if you call me when you wake up, I could come back,” she suggested.


“Thank you,” Christian said. They were halfway down the stairs when he noted two men waiting patiently next to their neatly stacked luggage in the entry.


“If you tell them where to put the luggage, they will distribute it for you,” Bellina said.


“That isn’t necessary,” he assured her as they stepped off the stairs. “We’ll get our own luggage.”


“Very well.” She gestured to the men, who immediately opened the door and filed out. “Call the main building when you wish to come down and a van will be sent for you. And call me if you have any questions at all. There is much to do while you are here, and you’ll only be playing three hours a night so will have time to enjoy the activities.”


“Yes, thank you,” Christian said, ushering her out the door, but she stopped on the front step and turned back.


“I almost forgot your keys,” she said with a laugh, pulling five envelopes from her pocket and holding them out.


Christian accepted the envelopes, nodded, smiled one last time and then closed the door with relief as she hurried away toward the waiting van.


“Blood,” Santo grunted.


Christian turned from the door to see that the others had followed and were now pulling the coolers away from the luggage.


“We should stack it in the fridge now,” Christian said. “It’s hot enough here the blood will go bad in no time if we leave it out too long.”


The coolers were immediately carried to the kitchen, and all but one emptied. They left several bags in the last one and took it with them as they headed back to the master bedroom.


At the front of the group, Giacinta rushed to close the curtains Bellina had opened. Santo carried the cooler to the dresser and set it down. As he opened it, Christian glanced around the room, his gaze sliding over the tasteful furniture, and pausing on the king-sized bed as he took note of the flowers and robes arranged on the comforter. The robes had been tied at the waists and spread out to look something like snow angels, while flowers and leaves had been arranged to spell welcome on the comforter.


“Fancy,” Raffaele commented, appearing at his side to hand him a bag of blood.


“Hmm.” Christian popped the bag to his already descending fangs, only to frown as a ringing sounded from his pocket.


“Phone,” Raffaele pointed out with amusement. He’d just been about to pop his own bag to his teeth, but arched an eyebrow and asked, “Want me to answer it?”


Christian pulled the phone from his pocket, read the caller ID, and shook his head. He then hit the button and raised it to his ear, grunting a version of hello.


“Christian Notte, are you talking with your mouth full?” Marguerite’s voice admonished gently.


Christian found his lips curving in a smile around the bag in his mouth as he mumbled yes around the obstruction, the word coming out “es.”


“Oh, I’m sorry to interrupt your feeding, then, dear. I just wanted to be sure you and your cousins got in. Is everything all right there?”


Christian said “es” again and then tore the bag away with relief when he realized it was empty. “It’s beautiful. A bit sunny though, don’t you think?”


“Well, this is the Caribbean, darling,” she pointed out with a laugh. “It’s all right though. The curtains do a good job of keeping the sun out while you’re sleeping and it’s lovely at night.”


“Hmm.” Christian glanced around when Santo whistled. When his cousin immediately tossed him a second bag, Christian caught it, but merely held the bag as he spoke. “Did Father arrange for the villa?”


“Yes, dear. He felt that since you’re doing us a favor by coming here, you should all be comfortable. Besides, if he hadn’t, Gia would have been the only one with her own room and you boys would have had to share and that’s no good.”


“And why, pray tell, would that be no good?” Christian asked with interest.


“Oh, well, I remember how much you disliked it when we were in England and you and the boys were sharing there,” she said lightly.


“Uh-huh,” he said with disbelief.


“Anyway, I should let you go. You’re probably exhausted after your flight and would like to sleep, and we want you well rested and perky for tonight.”


“Why? What’s happening tonight?” he asked at once.


“Well, you’ll be performing, of course,” she said on a laugh. “Genie is so grateful you were willing to fill in for the band that canceled, she’s coming to the show tonight and offered to buy us all drinks during your break. So make sure you join us then.”


“Right,” Christian said. “Tell Father I’m paying for the villa.”


“Now, Christian—,” Marguerite began.


“I’m hanging up, Mom. Good sleep,” Christian interrupted and started to hang up, but paused when he heard his father say, “Marguerite? What’s wrong, cara?”


“He called me Mom,” Christian heard her say in a sniffly voice.


“Ah, bella,” Julius Notte crooned. There was a rustling and the line died.


Christian smiled faintly and pressed the button to end the call, then set his phone on the bedside table and glanced around.


“I’m guessing you’re taking this room?” Zanipolo asked, pulling a bag of blood from his fangs.


“You guessed right,” Christian said dryly.


The other man nodded and glanced around at the others. “That leaves three rooms and four of us.”


Gia chuckled at their expressions and headed for the door. “Well, there’s one other room with a double bed. The other two have twins, so I’ll take the double bed and leave the other two to you guys to fight over.”


“I’ll share with someone,” Santo offered.


Zanipolo grimaced. “No offense, cousin, but you snore like a foghorn. There’s no way I’m sharing with you.”


“I guess that means Zani and I are sharing and you get your own room, Santo,” Raffaele announced, heading out with Zanipolo on his heels.


Santo stared after them with surprise. “I don’t snore, do I?” He frowned. “Can immortals snore?”


“You don’t snore,” Christian assured him.


“Right.” Santo frowned. “So why—”


“You shout and thrash and scream,” he said quietly.


Santo stiffened, his expression freezing. Then he nodded, ran one hand across his bald head and left the room.


Christian watched Santo leave, then slapped the bag of blood to his teeth and pushed his door closed. He was exhausted and couldn’t even be bothered to go get his suitcase.


Moving to the bed, Christian quickly brushed aside the robe and flowers and lay down. He stared at the ceiling as he waited for the bag to empty, and pondered whether his life was about to change or not. He suspected Gia was right and Marguerite had found a possible life mate for him. He suspected it was the entertainment coordinator she kept mentioning.


“Genie,” he murmured, pulling the empty bag from his teeth, and then his eyes closed and he fell asleep.




Two


[image: image]


“Caro?”


“Here!” Carolyn set her brush down on the bathroom counter and walked to the door to her bedroom, pausing when she saw Bethany standing in the hall door in her pink silk robe, her dark hair up in a ponytail. “You aren’t ready.”


“No.” Bethany grimaced. “Would you mind if I didn’t go?”


Carolyn frowned and started across the bedroom. “I thought you were feeling better.”


“I was when I woke up from my nap this afternoon, but now not so much,” she said with a grimace. “I’m thinking it might be better to stay here and just rest tonight. Hopefully, if I do, I’ll be good for tomorrow so we can enjoy the rest of the trip . . . and since Genie will be there tonight to keep you company, I thought it would just be best to rest tonight.” She hesitated and then added, “Well, unless you mind. I mean I know I dragged you here, so if you want me to—”


“No, no,” Carolyn said quickly, though she really would rather Bethany came, but if she wasn’t feeling well . . . she managed a smile and shrugged. “Like you say, Genie will be there. Besides, I want you feeling better for the rest of the trip too.”


Bethany smiled. “I promise I’ll make it up to you. Tomorrow we’ll do something fun, maybe a tour or something, then come back here, party our faces off, pick up a couple of men and rock their world.”


“Considering that every single male here appears to be on his honeymoon, I don’t think that’s likely,” Carolyn said with amusement, moving to the closet to scoop up her shoes. Carrying them to the bed, she sat to put them on, thinking she was actually glad that this was the case. She sincerely doubted she could “rock” anyone’s world, and she also didn’t really want to “party” her “face off.” Last night had been more than enough partying for her.


Carolyn grimaced at the memory. Thanks to those tequila shots Bethany had talked her into, she’d spent the evening trying desperately not to slur her words, first in the lounge and then in the restaurant where Marguerite and Julius had insisted she and Genie join them. Truthfully, they seemed like a nice young couple, but just the fact that they were on their honeymoon had left Carolyn somewhat at a loss and avoiding personal questions. The last thing newlyweds needed to hear was about her divorce.


Mostly, Carolyn sat and listened as Genie and Marguerite chattered away about the band that was coming and various events on the island, while trying to ignore the strangely intense way Julius kept looking at her. There had been nothing sexual in the way the man had eyed her, more like he’d been sizing her up for something. It had been a bit weird and made her uncomfortable. Carolyn had been glad when the meal ended and she’d been able to use the excuse of checking on Bethany to escape.


Of course, after returning to the villa and finding the other woman sound asleep, Carolyn had crawled into her own bed and soon drifted off as well. It had been an early evening, but then she’d had a long day what with the flight and what not. Traveling always wiped Carolyn out.


“Perhaps the guests here are all on their honeymoons, but there are other resorts with restaurants and lounges, you know . . . not to mention some clubs in town as well. Besides, the people who work here aren’t all on honeymoons or even married. That driver who brought us to our villa was a cutie,” Bethany said with a grin as Carolyn finished with her shoes and stood up. “And I think he liked you. He kept calling you pretty lady.”


“Who? Adam?” Carolyn asked, and couldn’t keep the shock out of her voice.


Bethany arched an eyebrow. “You have a problem because he’s not white?”


Carolyn snorted. “No, I have a problem because he’s a baby. Adam has to be at least twenty years younger than me,” she pointed out with a laugh.


Carolyn was sure Bethany was just teasing her, so was a bit shocked when Bethany arched an eyebrow and said, “So? Men do it all the time. Rich, successful men are always dumping their wives for sweet young things.” She shrugged. “You’re a rich divorcée. Why shouldn’t you have a boy toy?”


“Oh, I don’t know,” she said dryly. “Maybe because the entire time I was with him I’d be resisting the urge to change his diapers and burp him.”


Bethany laughed. “Honey, if Adam dropped his drawers in front of you I’m sure the last thing you’d be thinking about is diapers.”


“Beth, he called us both pretty ladies, and so did the bartender. I suspect the male workers here do it with everyone. It probably gets them bigger tips. And I hate to tell you this, but if your plans to cheer me up include my having a sordid little tryst with a cabana boy, you’re going to be terribly disappointed on this trip.”


“It doesn’t have to be one of the guys who works here, necessarily. What about those band guys who are coming tonight?” Beth asked, moving out of the way as Carolyn grabbed her purse and approached the door. “They’re Italian, right? Well, Italian men are supposed to be stallions.”


“And bands have pretty young groupies chasing them around,” Carolyn pointed out as she crossed the foyer. “They’d hardly be interested in an old broad like me.”


“All right, we’ll find you an adult playmate then.” Beth trailed her to the front door. “But I think you’re making a mistake. Younger men have a lot more stamina than men our age. They hit their sexual peak from eighteen to twenty-five or something like that, while women don’t become sex machines until their forties. In truth, it’s almost like mother nature wants us to play with the young ones.”


Carolyn just shook her head and opened the front door as she sang out, “Good night, Beth.”


“Have fun,” Bethany instructed as Carolyn pulled the door closed.


“Have fun,” Carolyn muttered, starting up the walk to the wending mountain road. “Yeah, right.”


Honestly, the longer she was here the more Carolyn regretted coming . . . and it had only been a little more than twenty-four hours. But so far she’d had an uncomfortable meal with Genie and strangers, gone to bed early, gotten up early, and sat on the beach alone with a book . . . mostly in the shade because everyone knew the sun wasn’t good for you. She hadn’t been reading the book, but had basically pretended to, keeping it propped on her chest while she watched the people around her under the cover of her sunglasses.


It had been a depressing exercise, Carolyn thought as she started along the dark lane. Watching all that billing and cooing around her as she sat alone without even Bethany for company. She’d found herself lying there wondering what was wrong with her. She was okay when it came to looks with a nice face, shoulder-length blond hair, and . . . well, all right, she could stand to lose a few pounds, but she was average. Why didn’t she have someone to love her too? Of course, then the heckler, the voice in her head that sounded like her ex-husband, had helpfully listed all her faults. It was a never-ending list and had taken up most of the day.


“Depressing,” Carolyn muttered, moving automatically to the edge of the road as she heard a vehicle approaching from behind. Unfortunately, she moved too far to the side, her heels promptly sank into the grassy verge and nearly sent her splat onto her face. Managing to stay upright by doing a little dance that took her right out of one shoe, Carolyn sighed and bent to pull it out of the dirt. She then cursed under her breath when her purse promptly slid off her shoulder and dropped to the ground.


“Pretty lady, what are you doing walking? You should have called down for a ride. Come, get in, we have room.”


Carolyn froze at that voice and didn’t need to look to see that a vanload of resort guests were getting a lovely view of her behind. It just had to be the case. It was her kind of luck. Sighing, she pulled her shoe free, grabbed up her purse, and slung it back over her shoulder as she straightened and turned to the van to find Adam beaming at her from the driver’s seat. That just figured. With Beth’s words ringing in her ear the last person she wanted to see was the first one she did.


“Don’t they ever let you go home, Adam?” Carolyn asked, managing a smile.


“Two drivers are sick. I am working overtime. Overtime pays well,” he said with a grin. “Come, get in. We will take you down. You can sit in the front with me.”


Carolyn hesitated, but then limped around the van to the passenger-side door with one shoe on and one off. She was running a little late and would get there faster with a ride. Mind you, it was going to be uncomfortable making small talk with Adam while Bethany’s words rang in her head. Good lord, he really didn’t look more than twenty-one or twenty-two.


Shaking that thought away, she opened the door and climbed in, smiling at Adam as she did.


“There, see? It’s all good,” Adam said cheerfully, sending the van moving forward again as soon as she’d settled in the seat and tugged the door closed.


“Yes, thank you.” Carolyn quickly undid her shoe, slipped it back on and did it up only to frown as her heel immediately slipped out again. She stared at it blankly, slow to realize that her foot hadn’t worked itself out of the shoe, but that the sandal strap had actually broken.


“Damn,” she muttered.


“This pretty lady is Caro,” Adam announced to the van at large, and then added, “Caro, this is the band, the NCs. It stands for the Notte cuginos. Notte is their last name and they say cugino means cousin. I am taking them down to the main building so they can perform.”


Carolyn briefly forgot about her shoe and glanced around with surprise, her eyes skating over the shadowed faces of the five other people behind her. It was hard to see much. The roads weren’t exactly well lit; all she could really make out was that she thought one of them might be a woman. Maybe two, she thought as she noted the long hair on the one in the seat directly behind hers. Although, if that was a woman, she was one hell of a big female.


A snicker came from the smaller one she’d thought was a female and Caro glanced to her curiously.


“Say hello,” Adam ordered cheerfully.


“Hello,” Carolyn murmured even as the riders in the back did as well. At least, most of them did, the one in the back who had moonlight glinting off his bald head remained silent and she eyed him curiously, wondering if he shaved his head as some sort of fashion statement, or was balding and trying to hide it by shaving his head. Really, that sort of thing fooled no one, she thought. Although he seemed to have a nicely shaped head, the sort that took well to the style.


“Caro is a friend of Genie’s,” Adam announced and then glanced to her and asked, “You are sitting with Genie tonight to watch them play?”


“Yes,” she said, smiling as she settled back in her seat. “Genie and a young couple on their honeymoon, Marguerite and Julius.”


Adam nodded, but the sudden tension in the back of the van was actually palpable, and Carolyn recalled that Marguerite and Julius had arranged for the band to come here. She bit her lip, wondering if she should say something to acknowledge that, but didn’t have a clue as to what she should say.


“We are all related to Marguerite and Julius.”


Carolyn turned in her seat again to see that the smaller female had sat forward . . . and she was definitely female. Not that Carolyn could see her any better, but the woman’s voice was a beautiful, husky singsong that could only be female.


“Really?” she asked with a smile. “How are you related?”


“Raffaele, Zanipolo, Santo, and I are all nieces and nephews,” she said, pointing to each dark figure in turn. She then gestured to the second figure with long hair, the possibly very large female, and added, “And Christian here is their so—”


“Their brother,” the one called Raffaele interrupted.


“Julius’s brother,” the woman agreed, and then jabbed Christian in the shoulder and taunted, “Put your hair back in its ponytail, cugino. Surely you realize you could be mistaken for a woman like that?”


“What?” the man asked, glancing over his shoulder with what appeared to be confusion, though it was hard to tell in this light.


The woman leaned to whisper something in his ear and then sat back with a laugh as Christian muttered under his breath. He turned to peer toward Carolyn then and she stared back curiously, wishing she could see his face. Like the girl, he had a nice voice, though his was definitely all male.


Growing uncomfortable under the man’s stare, she slid her gaze to the others, noting that every one of them appeared to be peering from him to her and back almost expectantly, their heads in silhouette as they turned forward then back, then forward again.


Finding it all a little too strange, Carolyn started to turn back in her seat again, but paused as the big man in the back rumbled, “Since she named everyone but herself, I’ll do it. The girl is Giacinta.”


“Giacinta,” Carolyn murmured the alien name with interest. She’d never heard it before.


“Everyone calls me Gia,” the woman said absently, her gaze on Christian, and then sounding somewhat awed, she said, “You can’t read her, can you?”


Carolyn was raising her eyebrows at the strange question when Santo growled, “Gia,” in warning.


“Here we are,” Adam announced cheerfully and Carolyn glanced around to see that they were approaching the front of the main building.


“Thank you, Adam,” she said as he brought the van to a halt.


“No problem,” Adam said as the band began to pile out. “You call for a ride next time. It’s a long way to walk and uneven. We are happy to collect you.”


“Thank you,” Carolyn repeated with a smile and opened her door. She turned on the seat to get out, only recalling that her shoe was broken when it slipped off her heel and to the side before she could plant it on the ground. Carolyn immediately grabbed for the door to keep from twisting her ankle or stumbling and then gasped in surprise as she was suddenly caught around the waist and lifted away from the van.


Clutching the arms holding her, she stared blankly down at the young man carrying her, noting the long, deep auburn hair; the chiseled features; and then the wide, deep black eyes with flecks of some lighter color in them. Eyes very like Julius Notte’s, she thought absently, though this man’s were larger, with an almond shape.


“Grab her shoe,” he growled, never taking his eyes from hers, and it was only when she heard his voice that she realized it was the one called Christian.


Flushing under his intense stare, Carolyn glanced over his shoulder in time to see a man with short, black hair bend to collect her shoe and follow them, and then Christian was setting her down.


He didn’t just set her down though, but eased her to the ground, holding her close as he did so that their bodies rubbed against each other in a long, slow, full-body caress that left her flushed and breathless and completely flum-moxed. Her feet finally landing on the cool tile gave her something of a jolt and had her tugging free and then dropping to sit with a little bump on the bench he’d set her in front of.


“Thank you,” Carolyn breathed, looking everywhere but at him. Her gaze slid over the other band members, noting their resemblance to each other and their differences. Zanipolo had long hair like Christian, but his was tied back in a ponytail; it was also black like Raffaele’s, whose hair was shorter. She suspected Santo’s hair would be black as well if he let it grow; at least his eyebrows were black, she noted, taking in the thick metal rings on each of his fingers as he ran one hand over his bald head. The rings looked more like some modern kind of brass knuckles in silver than actual jewelry. Her gaze slid to Giacinta then, a pretty, petite blonde and the only one of the group not wearing all black. Her outfit was a short red skirt and white tank with an open white blouse over it.


Spotting her shoe in Raffaele’s hand as he approached, Carolyn held out her hand, but Christian took it to examine.


“It’s broken,” he said with a frown.


“Yes.” Carolyn risked glancing his way, and felt another flush rise up through her. Biting her lip, she looked away and briefly considered taking the next shuttle back up to the villa for new shoes. But she was already late, and really, she was so flustered and embarrassed all she wanted at that moment was to get away from the man presently holding her sandal.


That left one option, Carolyn decided, and quickly removed the still good sandal. She then stood, snatched the broken sandal from Christian’s fingers, murmured, “Thank you,” and hurried away through the main building on bare feet, aware that every member of the band watched her go. She could feel their eyes burning into her back. They probably thought her a crazy lady for rushing off barefoot like that, but she didn’t care. She—


“Carolyn?”


Sliding to a halt, Carolyn glanced around to see Marguerite and Julius crossing the lobby toward her.


“I’m so glad you made it. I was starting to worry,” Marguerite said, giving her a hug in greeting. She then turned her toward the front of the building saying, “We were just going to check and see that Gia and the boys made it down all right.”


“They have. I rode down with them,” Carolyn said, resisting her pull.
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