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Chapter One
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ARABELLA WOKE TO DARKNESS.

Not the ordinary soft and harmless kind that came with sleep  but a deep, velvet black that seemed alive around her. It pressed against her skin, filled her mouth, and waited in her lungs like something patient and cold.

For one suspended moment, she did not know where she was.

Then memory struck – pain, fear, faces leering over her while multiple vampires are taking turns groping her, beating her, and raping her all while they were being directed and cheered on by Olive. She recalled the painful bites while they drained her of  blood. Then, the savage, impossible finality of it.

Arabella’s eyes flew open.

She was lying in a bed with sheets beneath her that were silky and cool. The mattress was firm but comfortable and the room around her was lit only by the pale wash of moonlight slipping through the curtains. Everything looked sharpened and edged in impossible detail. The silver lamp on the dresser gleamed as if it had been polished just moments ago. The curtain fabric seemed woven thread by thread. She could hear the faint hiss of traffic far away and the murmur of voices in the street. And beneath all of it, she heard a heartbeat.

Arabella’s entire body went rigid.

She turned her head too fast and felt the motion with unnatural precision. It was as though her neck was no longer governed by ordinary human limits. 

Fearing that taking her back to their home was a mistake, Ethan had rented a suite in one of Las Vegas’ many casino hotels and glamoured a few of the staff to get him into the room with her battered body unnoticed. He sat in a chair near the bed with his elbows resting on his knees. His posture was composed but his face was drawn with both concern and exhaustion. He looked up at once when he sensed her movement.

“You’re awake,” he said with undisguised joy.

His voice did something strange to her. It was the same voice that she knew and yet not the same. It came to her with an intimacy that made her skin tighten. She could hear his breath between the words, the faint rasp in his throat, and the slow beat of his pulse beneath the surface of his skin.

Her gaze locked on his neck.

The thought that followed was not a thought at all. It was an urge that was raw and instinctive. It was so sudden and violent that she recoiled from herself.

Ethan stood at once.

“Don’t move too quickly,” he calmly but firmly said.

Arabella stared at him. Her throat burned and her stomach cramped with a hunger that was so sharp it felt like a blade was lodged behind her ribs. She tried to swallow and found that the motion only made it worse.

“What happened?” she whispered.

He held her gaze. “You were changed.”

The words were simple but the meaning was not.

Arabella’s hand flew to her chest, then to her throat, and then to the hollow at her wrist as if she might find evidence there that this was a nightmare that she could wake from. Her skin was cold. No, not cold - cool. She was alive in a way that was not warm-blooded and definitely not human. Her fingers trembled against herself. She felt stronger and lighter and wrong all at once.

“I died,” she said, and the fact of it came out flat, stunned.

He closed his eyes and nodded as he said, “Yes.”

She stared at him wile searching his face for denial or for some sign that he was about to say that she had been mistaken, that this was some elaborate joke. But Ethan only carefully watched her with a grave expression.

Arabella pressed a hand to her mouth. Her breath did not change. There was no rising and falling panic in her chest. No need for air in the way that she had always known it.

Her eyes burned.

“I remember,” she said, and her voice cracked. “I remember what they did to me.”

Ethan’s jaw tightened. He came a step closer and then stopped  as though he was measuring the distance between concern and caution. “I know.”

“They tortured me,” she whispered. The words were absurdly inadequate and far too small to hold what had been done to her.

“I know and I am sorry,” he said, softer this time.

Arabella’s vision blurred. For a brief, sickening moment she was back there again; pinned beneath terror while hearing the sadistic laughter that she would never forget. She jerked upright too fast and the world sharpened into a violent clarity that made her gasp.

Not from pain but from the force of her own senses.

She could smell Ethan now. Not just the cedar and clean soap and faint trace of smoke on his clothes, but the copper beat of his blood and the warm scent beneath the surface. She could smell the hotel room itself with the faint starch of fresh linens, the dust in the air vent, and the residue of expensive cologne from the lobby below. She could hear a woman laughing on the floor beneath them. She could hear the ice machine down the hall. She could hear her own pulse...

No.

There was no pulse. Not like it should be.

The realization slammed into her with such force that she made a small strangled sound.

Ethan’s expression instantly changed, “Arabella.”

She looked at him as if seeing him for the first time. Not with her eyes but with something deeper and more curious. He was impossibly vivid. Every line of his face was etched in a new, predatory light. He was beautiful in a way that was almost painful and alive in a way that she wanted to possess.

The overwhelming and humiliating hunger surged again. Arabella clamped her teeth together so hard that her jaw ached.

Ethan saw the fight in her expression and moved at once to the nightstand. She watched him reach for a crystal tumbler that was filled with dark liquid. He returned and held it out, not close enough to force it but only as an offering.

“Drink,” he said.

She stared at the glass. “What is it?”

“It will help,” he insisted.

The scent reached her before he even finished speaking. Rich. Warm. Human. Her mouth flooded with need so abrupt that it felt like drowning. She snatched the glass with hands that were too steady for the turmoil in her body and nearly threw herself backward in the bed as the smell hit her harder.

Ethan remained still.

“Slowly,” he said.

Arabella wanted to ask what it was, who it came from, and whether she should be horrified by it, but the first swallow entirely erased the question. It was thick and warm and metallic and it flooded her senses with enough relief to be almost orgasmic. The hunger did not vanish, but it eased from a knife thrust to a deep, throbbing ache.

She drank too fast anyway. By the time she forced herself to stop, the tumbler was nearly empty.

Arabella lowered it with shaking fingers and stared at Ethan.

“What am I?” she asked.

His answer came after a brief pause. “A vampire.”

The word did not feel theatrical or romantic or like any of the stories that she had once half-laughed at in books and films. It felt brutally precise. Final. Cold.

“No,” she said, but it lacked conviction.

“I am afraid so,” he replied.

Her heart should have been racing. She should have been dizzy with horror. Instead she felt strangely still. It was as if some part of her had already accepted the impossible and was simply waiting for the rest of her mind to catch up.

Arabella looked down at her hands. Her nails were a little longer and stronger than she remembered. Her skin was pale enough to seem luminous in the dark. She lifted a hand to her face and touched her cheekbone, her lips, and her own unfamiliar fangs that faintly pressed against the inside of her mouth when she did.

She flinched.

“I’m going to hurt someone,” she said.

Ethan’s expression did not change, but his voice softened. “Not if I can help it.”

That was supposed to comfort her. It should have. And perhaps, beneath the terror and hunger and grief, it did a little. Ethan was there. Ethan had been there. He was still there, steady and watchful, as if he had decided that her survival mattered more than his own exhaustion.

Arabella’s eyes filled again. Anger came with tears that were hot and sudden.

“How did this happen?” she asked.

“I was giving you a bit of my venom like I’d done in the past whenever we made love. You expressed that you enjoyed the sensation and it was done as a precaution once I knew that Olive found us,” he admitted  “I know that I should have asked you first, but you were so happy with our life that I didn’t want to ruin things by telling you that we’d been discovered. I especially didn’t want to take the chance of Olive getting her hands on you and doing just what she did without the chance of you surviving it as a vampire.”

Rather than be upset, she said, “That was a pretty heavy burden for you be bear alone.”

“I was hoping that we’d be able to escape that bitch,” he lamented.

“Where am I and how long have we been here?” she asked.

“We’re in a casino hotel suite in the heart of the city. I brought you here days ago. I cleaned you up and have waited for you to reemerge a vampire,” he explained. “You took longer than normal or than I expected. I was beginning to worry that I had not given you enough venom.”

“You should not have had to do this,” she said.

He held her gaze. “I wanted to.  I had to. I couldn’t bear the thought of losing you, my love.”

That answer made something in her chest hurt worse than the death itself.

For a moment neither of them spoke. Outside, a siren wailed and faded into the distance. Neon light shifted against the curtain. Somewhere below, a cab honked. Life continued in the city with insulting ordinary ease.

Arabella looked at Ethan again. “How long have I been dead?”

“Less than a week,” he replied.

“That long?” she gasped.

“It was longer than normal,” he admitted. “I’m wondering if it was a result of the death ruse we played months back. It might have done something to you. But now you’re awake and you’ve had your first taste of blood and tolerated it nicely. All will be well.”

Her heart swelled as she said, “You stayed here, watching and waiting?”

“I would never leave you,” he insisted.

The simplicity of it disarmed her. She looked away before her expression could betray how much that meant to her.

Ethan crossed the room and, with deliberate gentleness, set another glass of rich blood on the bedside table. “You need to try to stand.”

Arabella gave him an incredulous look. “You want me to get up right now?”

“I want to know how strong the transformation took hold before the hunger gets worse,” he offered.

That was a disturbingly sensible answer.

She planted her feet on the floor and immediately felt the strange, quiet power in her legs. When she rose, she did it too quickly and nearly stumbled. Ethan moved to help her but she caught the edge of the nightstand instead- gripping it hard enough that the wood creaked under her fingers.

Ethan froze.

Arabella looked down at a hairline crack that ran through the polished surface where her hand had closed. She jerked back with alarm flashing through her. “I didn’t mean to...”

“It’s all right,” Ethan said, although his gaze flicked to the damaged wood with obvious interest.  Although newly born vampires are stronger than the adults, she was displaying abnormal strength. Once again, the considered the fact that her body might have been altered as a result of the death ruse they had pulled. “Try again but go slower this time.”

She inhaled by habit before remembering that breathing was optional now. The air served mainly to blend with her vocal cords for sound. Still, the motion steadied her. She stood straighter while testing the balance of her body. It felt wrong in a hundred tiny ways and right in one terrible, exhilarating way.

Strong.

Too strong.

She lifted one hand and watched the light catch her nails. “I don’t feel like myself.”

Ethan’s voice dropped. “I assure you that you are still yourself.”

Arabella turned to him. “Am I?”

The question hung between them.

Then he said, “You will be more like yourself in time.”

Arabella swallowed against the ache in her throat before saying, “Tell me what happens now.”

Ethan’s expression shifted into something that looked almost like regret. “Now you learn.”

She stared at him.

He carefully continued as if choosing every word. “Your senses will sharpen. Your strength will increase. Your appetite will become... more complicated. The hunger for blood will come in waves. You may be drawn to blood before you understand it. You will need discipline.”

The word discipline made her flinch as she insisted, “I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

“I know,” he said. “I intend to teach you how to avoid doing just that.”

That steadiness in him steadied her in return, although she hated needing it. Arabella drew herself up while trying to meet the absurdity of her own existence with whatever dignity she had left. “Then teach me.”

A flicker of approval crossed his face. “All right.”

He began with the basics like the intense afternoon sun would burn her and mirrors were not always trustworthy, although they were not the total myth that people liked to imagine. It was more that the vampire might abhor the vision that looked back upon the first view due to the subtle changes that occurred.  Her hearing would sharpen even more with time and so would her speed. She would heal fast but not instantly. She would be stronger at night and weaker in the day, although never weak by human standards again. Certain instincts would surface when she was hungry and she would need to learn to separate instinct from action.

Arabella listened with fierce concentration.

The longer he spoke, the more she understood that the thing she feared most was not death. It was losing control. It was becoming a monster because everyone around her already expected one.

Ethan must have seen something of that in her face, because he said, “You are not the first vampire to struggle with this.”

“I don’t care about firsts,” she muttered. “I care about not becoming the kind of creature that did this to me.”

His gaze hardened. “I’m the one who gave you the venom to turn you.”

“But you didn’t kill me,” she spat. “That was done by the evilest of vampires and in the evilest of ways.”

“You will never become like them,” he insisted.

The certainty in his voice made her look at him again. There was something there beneath the calm like an edge that was tightly held in check. She knew Ethan well enough to know when he was deliberately not saying everything. It sparked her suspicion at once.

“What aren’t you telling me?” she demanded.

For the first time since she woke, he looked almost amused. “You’ve always had a talent for asking the right question at the wrong moment.”

“Ethan,” she warned.

He exhaled and rested one hand against the foot of the bed. “There are things we will deal with later. Right now I need to know that you can walk across the room without trying to bite me.”

Arabella narrowed her eyes. “That sounds like a challenge.”

“It is not meant to be,” he replied. “It happens to be a real dilemma.”

She bared her teeth at him before she could stop herself.

The sight of his gaze dropping, just for a second, to the small flash of her fangs startled her more than anything else. A hunger rose again that was immediate and intimate. Not just for blood but for him. For warmth. For the ease of familiar trust. For sex.

Angry with herself, she looked away.

“Sit,” Ethan said.

Arabella did - more because she wanted distance from the urge than because she had been commanded. He crossed to the adjoining room and returned with a rolling cart. On it were several small dishes that she would once have found appealing such as roasted vegetables, a slice of pizza, a scoop of ice cream in a tiny bowl, a portion of rare meat, and a cup of coffee that was gently steaming in the cool room.

Her stomach jerk rejection as she stared at the cart in dismay while blurting out, “You’re joking.”

“I am not,” he insisted.

She pointed to the pizza and hissed, “Absolutely not.”

“It seemed prudent to test it,” he offered.

“Prudent?” she repeated.

When he gave her a sheepish grin, she gave him a flat look as she grumbled, “You brought me leftovers to see what my corpse can digest?”

One corner of his mouth twitched. “Your corpse – as you call it - has some very particular dietary needs now.”

Arabella’s expression turned scandalized as he positioned the cart near her.

“Start with the coffee,” he said.

She suspiciously eyed him but the familiar aroma drifting from the cup was so immediately comforting that she reached for it before she could argue. The first sip was hot and bitter and blessedly normal. Or, almost normal. Her senses made it richer than ever before, but it was unmistakably coffee.

Relief flooded her and she looked up in surprise. “That’s... good.”

“I thought so,” he grinned. Then, with a slow shake of his head, he added, “When I think of how long I denied myself these pleasures while I wallowed in self pity...”

She stared at the cup as if it had become a miracle. “I can still have coffee.”

“And tea,” he reminded her.

Arabella’s shoulders loosened a fraction. Then she looked at the pizza and groaned. “This is cruel.”

“Try it,” he insisted.

“Pizza was always a great go to food and I know I will hate it now,” she complained.

“You may surprise yourself,” he urged.

She muttered something about him being unkind under her breath and took a bite.  Her face twisted as she swallowed with visible effort and set the slice down as if it had personally insulted her. “No.”

Ethan was entirely too composed as he repeated, “No?”

“No, no, no. Absolutely not. That was offensive,” she lamented.

“Offensive?” he questioned.

“It tasted like disappointment,” she replied.

This time he did smile. It was brief and real enough that it caught her off guard. Arabella hated how much she wanted to see it again.

The ice cream was worse. The meat was tolerable in the way that medicine was tolerable, although when she was told it had to be very rare, she made a face and declared the universe had no respect for her. The roasted vegetables were strange but acceptable, especially the darker ones like eggplant, peppers, and tomatoes. Ethan explained that nightshade vegetables tended to seemed to sit best in a vampire’s  body.

Arabella glared at the plate. “So I can’t have pizza. I can’t have ice cream. I have to eat vegetables that sound like poison and meat that is still practically speaking to me.”

“That is an accurate summary, yes,” he replied with a hint of amusement.

“But, you ate spaghetti and such with me,” she queried. “Is it different for you?”

He shook his head, “If you kept eating the pizza and ice cream, you’d acquire a taste for them. I wanted to live a normal life with you so I did just that.”

“This is barbaric,” she insisted. “I’ll have to suffer through the eating process or eat cows while they’re still mooing.”

“You’re not human anymore,” he reminded her. “If the food offends you that much, you can live without it like I did for two centuries.”

She opened her mouth to protest and then stopped because that was the hard truth, wasn’t it? Not just the dying. Not just the hunger. But the quiet little losses. The ordinary comforts that were gone forever such as warm bread, sweet cream, and pizza at midnight just because she wanted it and because the world had once been simple enough to allow it.

Arabella’s throat tightened.

Ethan noticed. He always noticed.

“You will adjust,” he assured her.

Her eyes flashed. “Will I?”

She looked down at the cup of coffee in her hands. It was still warm and still real. The bitterness was still there. At least not everything had been stripped from her.

She took another sip and let the taste anchor her.

“Who did this to me?” she asked at last. “I mean, I know who did it but I want their names.”

The room changed.

Not visibly, perhaps, but Ethan’s stillness deepened. The air seemed to thicken around him. When he answered, his voice was controlled.

“That is something we will discuss and look into later,” he firmly said.

Arabella carefully set the cup down. “That means you know.”

“I know some but not enough,” he replied. “They threw a bag over my head almost immediately when they broke in and took us so I didn’t get a good look at them.”

“Ethan,” she impatiently said.

His gaze held hers as he firmly said, “Later.”

The word was gentle, but it had steel in it.

Arabella stared at him and then slowly leaned back against the pillows. She was not powerless now. Not anymore. The realization coiled inside of her with a dark, bright spark. Something had changed in her beyond fangs and hunger and impossible strength. The woman who had once shrunk from danger was still in there somewhere, but she was wrapped now in something harder, sharper, and less willing to be broken.

And beneath that, deeper than shock or grief, a new thought took root. Whoever had raped, tortured, and murdered her would not get to remain whole.

She did not say it aloud. Ethan would know too much if she did. Instead she folded her hands in her lap, looked at him with what she hoped was a calm expression, and said, “Then teach me how to survive.”

His eyes lingered on her for a moment. It was as if he sensed the steel beginning to rise beneath her skin.

At last he nodded.

“That,” he said, “is exactly what I plan to do.”

And in the dim city light, with the pulse of Las Vegas beating below them like a living thing, Arabella understood that her life had ended. But something else had begun.
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Chapter Two
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BY THE TIME THE SKY outside the curtains had deepened to true midnight, Arabella had learned three important things.

First, she could hear the ice machine on the floor below them with such precision that she could tell when it was running low.

Second, Ethan was far more patient than she had ever given him credit for.

Third, hunger for blood could become a living thing. It did not arrive like ordinary hunger. Not with a rumble in the stomach or a vague emptiness that could be ignored. It came in a wave that was sudden and intimate as if something inside her had awakened with a mouth of its own. It tightened her muscles and narrowed her thoughts. It made her aware of every pulse in the building and every living thing in the city on the opposite side of the hotel windows.

Arabella sat on the edge of the bed and said, “I hate this.” 

Ethan, who had been watching her from the chair in the corner of the room gave her a level look. “You’ve said that three times in the last hour.”

“I will say it again if necessary,” she grumbled.

He heaved a sigh, “That seems likely.”

She glared at him. He did not quite smile, but something in his face softened.

The hunger had come on her gradually after the successful cup of coffee and the disastrous attempt at pizza. It had begun as a distant pressure that was almost manageable. Now it was all that she could think about. Her mouth felt too dry. Her skin felt too tight. Every sound in the room made her flinch with predatory attention.

“You look too calm,” she accused.

“Experience helps,” he replied.

“You make that sound insulting,” she snipped. 

“I did not intend it to be,” he apologized.

Arabella  knew that she was being argumentative with the man who was doing his best to help her adjust to her new state of realism but she couldn’t stop herself. She huffed and looked toward the window where the city burned in strips of gold, red, and white. People moved below like bright little impulses of life. She should have felt fear. Instead she felt an unbearable pull and an urgent certainty that if she only went down there, she could make the ache stop.

A noticeable shiver ran through her.

Seeing this, Ethan stood, “Arabella.”

She clenched her fists. “Don’t say my name like that.”

“Like what?” he asked with genuine confusion.

“Like I’m about to do something stupid,” she practically spat.

When he was too surprised to come up with a response, she sprang to her feet and then nearly startled herself when she crossed the room in an instant. The motion was so quick that it made her dizzy and she had to catch the back of a chair to steady herself.

“See?” she snapped, as much to herself as to him. “That. That is exactly what I mean.”

“You moved before you thought,” he offered.

“I noticed,” she mumbled.

“Good,” he firmly said.

She turned on him sharply. “Good?”

“Yes. You noticed, which means you still have control,” he explained.

Arabella opened her mouth and then shut it again. The hunger had made her temper thin, but she could not argue with the logic. He was being infuriatingly reasonable.

He watched her for a moment and then asked, “How strong is it?”

She pressed a hand to her stomach and said, “It feels like I haven’t eaten in days.”

“You haven’t,” he agreed.

She shot him a look. “You know what I mean.”

“Yes, I know exactly what you mean,” he replied.

She exhaled. “It’s worse than that. It’s not just hunger. It’s...” She faltered while searching for language that would not sound deranged. “It’s like I can feel living things.”

Ethan nodded as he said, “Blood. Heat. Pulse. The living body becomes louder.”

Arabella dragged a hand through her hair and stopped midway when she realized that it felt thicker, smoother, and heavier than before. Everything about her body was still becoming familiar in increments and contradictions. “How do people live like this?”

“You learn to manage it,” he said.

“And if I can’t?” she asked.

“You will,” he insisted. “It just takes a little time to move past the blood lust. You’ll feel more yourself once that happens.”

The certainty in his voice irritated her almost as much as it comforted her.

She folded her arms. “You’re very sure of yourself.”

“I’m very sure of you,” he adamantly stated.

That arrested her for a moment. Not because it was flirtation, although there was something close to that in the way he said it. And not because she did not want to believe him. It was the simple, unbearable fact that he sounded as though he meant it. As though he had seen something in her that she had not yet learned to see in herself.

Arabella looked away as she quietly insisted, “I need to feed.” 

Ethan calmly responded with, “Yes.”

The silence that followed was different from the others. It was not heavy but deliberate.

She knew what they were both thinking.

She did not want to ask the question, but the hunger was making her bolder in ways that she had not yet decided she liked. “How?”

Ethan slowly rose as if not to startle her and moved to the bedside table. From the drawer beneath it he took out a folded cloth and a pair of black sunglasses. He set them aside and then looked at her with careful attention.

“We start with restraint,” he said. “Then we move to feeding. I have already arranged a donor.”

Her surprise was apparent as she repeated, “A donor?”

“A willing one,” he said with a nod.

Her eyes widened as she emphasized, “You saying that you  arranged a person.”

“Of course,” he replied.

“A living person,” she pressed.

“Indeed,” he said.

“You say that very calmly,” she said with mixed emotions.

“I knew it might be a difficult concept for you and I wanted the answer to sound more reassuring than alarming,” he confessed.

“It failed,” she lamented.

A muscle in his jaw moved, but he looked almost amused. “You are going to need to feed, Arabella. There are humans who are willing to donate their blood for a favor or a fee. It is better that was because it allows the feeding to be controlled, intentional, and safe.”

She crossed her arms tighter. “Safe for whom?”

“For both of you,” he offered. “I will oversee the process.”

The way he said it made her pause. Ethan continued while keeping his tone even. “You can feed from humans as their blood is best but you can also survive on animal blood if necessary. The first time, however, you should learn with someone who understands what you are and knows how to respond.”

Arabella’s stomach clenched with something close to dread. “You make it sound clinical.”

“It should be clinical,” he said. “Or, at the very least, up front and honest.”

She stared at him and then asked, “And you just happen to have a person ready?”

“I do,” he replied.

“You planned this,” she said through pursed lips.

“I knew it was an inevitability,” he explained.

The answer came so easily that she narrowed her eyes. “How long have you had this arranged?”

“Long enough,” he said.

That response was not remotely satisfying. She took one step toward him and then another. The hunger made every movement feel charged and almost dangerous. Ethan did not retreat. He only watched her with infuriating calm.

“Did you expect this before I woke up?” she asked.

His answer was careful. “I expected many things but since I knew that if you awoke you would be a vampire, yes.”

Arabella studied him. He was answering her questions but something told her that he was giving her too little. There was something in in the set of his shoulders that suggested that he was withholding something for reasons that were larger than simple secrecy.

That made her suspicious, and also strangely grateful.

“Fine,” she said. “Show me this donor.”

He led her to the small adjoining sitting area of the suite. The curtains were half drawn with the city beyond them bright and restless. A man sat on the sofa. His posture was polite and uneasy. He was middle-aged and neatly dressed with an expensive watch and the careful stillness of someone who was trying to appear calm.

Arabella stopped short.

The scent of him hit her like a physical force.

Blood. Warmth. Skin. Heartbeat.

Her vision tunneled for a second and she caught the edge of the doorway so hard her fingers bent into the wood.

Ethan was instantly at her side coaxing her with, “Breathe.”

“I don’t need to breathe,” she spat.

“Then pretend,” he flatly stated.
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