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Chapter One
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THE ROOM SMELLED LIKE candle smoke, old stone, and the sharp metallic bite of fear.

Arabella stood in the center of Ethan’s bed chamber with her hands clenched so tightly at her sides that her knuckles ached. The curtains were drawn against the night, and the only light came from the fire in the grate and the thin, wavering flames of two black candles on the mantel. Their light moved across the walls like restless ghosts.

On the table beside her lay the small crystal vial.

It looked harmless enough but that didn’t take away the sensation of terribleness that took over every time she looked at it.

Ethan had told her what it was. He had carefully explained it with the patience that he reserved for moments when he sensed that the world might split in two if he made one wrong move. The vial contained venom. It was not the usual sort like that from a snake and not a crude poison that was meant to kill quickly and leave a body cooling on the floor. This was something stranger, rarer, and more deliberate. It was something that would carry her over the threshold if need be and wake her again changed. It was his vampire venom.

Unlike when he was violently turned into a vampire by the attacker biting him in the neck and depositing an abundance of his stinging venom into his system while robbing him of practically every drop of blood one rainy night, he chose a more humane method for Arabella. He’d deposited a small amount into her system with his bite, leaving the larger amount for her to ingest when she was ready to turn.

Her fingers twitched toward the vial and then pulled back.

Ethan watched her from the opposite side of the room. He had not come near her since setting the vial down. He’d kept his distance for the most part mainly because the pull of her blood was difficult to resist, especially when he touched her. But in this case, he was giving her space. Since he never truly explained why they had limited physical contact outside of sex and she longed for him to hold her but didn’t feel confident in asking, his distance only made the panic inside of her tighten more viciously. He was so calm that it frightened her. Or perhaps it only looked like calm and what she was really seeing was control. It was the kind that came from forcing terror into a neat line and holding it there by sheer will.

“You do not have to do this tonight,” he said at last.

Arabella’s laugh came out as a short and broken sound. “Tonight? Ethan, I sincerely question if I can do this at all.”

He did not flinch at this possible shift of their plans. He only slightly tipped his head as if he had expected exactly that answer and was waiting to hear the rest.

She stared at the vial and tried to imagine swallowing what was inside it. She tried to imagine the burning of the venom, the drowning of reality, and the losing of herself in some terrible blur between human and monster. She had spent weeks considering doing this. She’d circled it and braced herself against it. When he had refused to do it, she’d adamantly insisted. Yet, now that it was here and happening, all of her certainty had gone soft and useless like paper that was left too long in the rain.

Her throat ached and her vocal cords tightened as she whispered, “What if I wake up wrong?” 

Ethan’s expression changed then. Not by much. Just enough for her to see a bit of effort beneath the restraint. “You would still be you?”

“How do you know that?” she asked.

“I do not,” he honestly replied. “But I know that if you died a human death because you were afraid, it is just as irreversible as if you become a vampire. Even more so, since if you become a vampire and are truly, truly miserable, you can escape with death. Death is the only finality. You must decide.”

The words struck her harder than any accusation could have.

He came closer then. He was still not close enough to crowd her but enough that she could feel the energy of him in the air between them. He had not recently resupplied his body with blood. She could tell by the faint hollowness at the edges of his face and by the disciplined stillness in his body. 

Through conversations, Arabella had learned that vampires required the replenishing of healthy blood in their system since their body could not do it on its own like a human’s could.  Although blood from any creature would do, since vampires were once human, the best blood to use was that of a human.  They also had the advantage of not requiring food to survive as long as they kept a steady schedule of blood replenishment. This meant that Ethan was capable of eating most foods but he chose not to.  He confessed that it was because the food and drink were too much of a reminder of the life that had been robbed from him. 

He could only tolerate the ingestion of a certain amount of blood at a time and -since he expected to have to drain her of hers in order to help her turn - he had been conserving himself for this night, for her, and for the burden he meant to carry out on her behalf.

His gaze dropped to the vial and then back to her. “You are frightened.” He heaved a sympathetic sigh, “You are allowed to be frightened.”

“You make it sound so simple,” she fussed.

“It is simple,” he replied. “The world is not. That is the trouble.”

Arabella swallowed hard. Her eyes burned from the effort of not crying, although she refused to let the tears fall. Crying would make her feel weaker, and she could not afford that now. Not when everything she was clinging to seemed to be slipping through her fingers.

“I thought I was ready,” she moaned.

“You were as ready as anyone could be,” he soothed. “But, clearly it was not ready enough. Do not be hard on yourself. This is a big decision that should not be made lightly.”

She turned away from him and paced toward the window but the curtains hid the glass from her. Outside, the city was a dim scatter of distant light. Somewhere beyond these walls, life continued with its ordinary blindness. Cars moved down broad roads. Music spilled from open doors. People laughed in bars, kissed in alleys, and worried about things that were small enough to be solved by morning.

She pressed a hand against her stomach.

“I cannot stop worrying about what comes after,” she admitted.

Ethan said nothing. Not only did he know better than to interrupt, but he felt her decision should be her own and not something that was influenced by him.

“What if I hate it?” she asked. “What if I wake up and everything is wrong and I cannot stand the sight of myself? What if I become something everyone fears? What if I become something you fear?”

At that, he moved. Not quickly. Ethan never did anything quickly when it mattered. He crossed the room to where she was standing with a measured grace and stopped beside her. When he spoke, his voice was low enough to feel private, even in the silence.

“I am afraid of many things,” he said. “But you are not one of them.”

Arabella let out a shaky breath. “I don’t know whether  or not that should comfort me.”

“It should,” he affirmed.

That almost made her smile but her mouth trembled instead. She looked at him then - really looked at him - and saw what he was offering her. There was no pressure and no disappointment. There was not the cold, easy expectation that she should endure and proceed with things because the plan had been made and there was no room for weakness. By not arguing against her backing out, he was offering her a way out.

That realization loosened something in her chest so suddenly that she nearly staggered.

Her breath came faster as she said, “You would let me back out?” 

“Of course,” he replied.

“Even now when it’s actually supposed to be happening?” she asked with surprise.

He nodded. “Yes.”

“We’d planned on me turning and being with you forever,” she reminded him. “If I stay human, that won’t happen. You would give that up?” 

He did not immediately answer and in the pause she saw the truth of him. She saw the part that wanted this, the part that had believed in it, and the part that had built an entire future around the choice that she was now refusing to make. He had prepared everything with great care and concern. She knew that. And still, after all of it, he was looking at her as though her fear mattered more than any promise.

Finally he said, “If you are too consumed with fear to follow through, then yes, I would give it up.”

Arabella stared at him before adding, “I means that we would have to run.”

He nodded. “I am aware.”

No one had ever spoken to her like that. No one had ever surrendered something so quickly, simply because her heart had not been able to follow where her mind had led. She felt foolish, grateful, and ashamed all at once.

“I am sorry,” she whispered.

His brows drew together. “For what?”

“For changing my mind,” she lamented.

He gave her a look of such quiet disbelief that it almost made her laugh again. This time with a little more life in it.

“You are not changing your mind,” he said. “You are coming to terms with the truth of how you really feel not matter the situation or the consequences.”

That undid her entirely.

Arabella turned her face away before the tears could fall. He must have seen the effort of it, because a moment later his hand came to rest at the small of her back. It felt comforting and steady through the thin fabric of her dress. It was not a demand. It was not even exactly comfort. It was simply there as an anchor that was offered without condition.

She breathed in and then out.

And then, with a horrible clarity, she knew what she wanted.

It was not immortality, not transformation, and not death either - not really.

She wanted time. More time. Enough time to stop being afraid of every choice that was laid before her. Enough time to understand the shape of what was happening to her. Enough time to remain herself before the world asked something final of her.

“I can’t do it,” she said, and heard the relief and sorrow braided together in her own voice. “Not tonight.”

Ethan nodded once, as if the decision had just clicked into its proper place. “Then we do not do it.”

She turned to him. “Just like that?”

“Just like that,” he assured her.

“What about the others?” she asked with angst.

“What about them?” he replied.

“What about Olive? What about Lucien? They want me dead. What about Jessup and all the rest of them who are waiting for me to become useful with Judith’s memories?” she continued.

A darkness came into Ethan’s eyes at the mention of those names, but his voice remained even. “They will have to forget about you.”

“And if they don’t and decide to act?” she asked.

“Then, they will discover that you are not where they expected,” he said with conviction.

Arabella almost asked how long that could possibly last. She almost asked whether disappearing was the same as surviving. She almost asked whether there was any such thing as safety left for either of them. But she already knew the answer.

Still, the choice he was offering her was real.

Run... Hide... Live.

It was not bravery. Nor was it a noble act. It was simply possible.

Her shoulders began to shake. Suddenly cold despite the fire, she folded her arms around herself. Ethan made no move to touch her again, but his nearness was enough. He stayed with her in the silence while she tried to settle the storm inside of her body.

At length she said, “I wish there was a way to make them think that I’m dead without my really dying.”

He thought for a moment. Then, his face lit up as he said, “We can make them believe it.”

Her pulse stumbled. “You mean to go through with the deception of telling them that I’m dead and hoping no one wants to view my body?”

“I mean to keep you alive.” He looked at the vial on the table as though it was already a piece of the past. “There are other ways to appear dead without truly dying.”

Arabella frowned despite herself. “That sounds like the sort of sentence that should not be spoken aloud.”

A faint smile touched his mouth. “Probably not.”

She almost smiled back. Instead she glanced toward the vial again. All at once the fear returned.  Although it had shifted now. It was no longer the fear of becoming a vampire. It was the fear of what might come her way if she remained a human in a world that had already sharpened its teeth against her.

“If I took the potion to make me seem dead, would it really work?” she asked.

Ethan’s expression grew thoughtful, and there was something grim in the set of his jaw. “I believe so.”

“You believe?” she repeated.

“I know a chemist,” he said. “He’s actually a medical man, though he would hate to be called one. He owes me a favor, and he enjoys impossible problems. More importantly, he knows how to make bodies lie.”

Arabella blinked as she mused, “Making bodies lie.”

“Yes,” he replied. “I will ask him to create something that will slow your vitals down so low that even a vampire will be hard pressed to detect a heartbeat and believe that you are dead.”

She let out a reluctant breath that might have been laughter if she had not been so exhausted. “And after that?”

“After that,” he said as he gently caressed her cheek with the tip of his index finger. “we find a place where no one will look for us.”

She considered his suggestion and asked, “Somewhere remote?”

He shook his head. “Somewhere crowded.”

That made her pause. “Crowded?”

“The best hiding place is not emptiness. It is noise,” he explained. “We will blend in with thousands of faces that mean nothing to one another. No one notices a single shadow moving among too many.”

Arabella thought of that and, despite herself, could see the logic in it. She had spent enough time around their world to understand that danger did not always come from being seen. Sometimes it came from being recognized.

Ethan stepped back and reached for the vial containing his venom. Arabella tensed, but he only lifted it to the firelight and looked at the liquid within.

“Las Vegas,” he said as he took the vial and put it in the drawer of a nearby side table.

She frowned. “That is your great idea?  Las Vegas?”

“It is a good one,” he insisted.

Already feeling encouraged, she gave a pouting tease, “You are impossible.” 

“So, I have been told,” he grinned.

She folded her arms more tightly, but the edge of panic had started to fall away. “Hiding amidst a city of gamblers, tourists, and bright lights. It feels absurd.”

“Which is why it will work,” he insisted.

Arabella stared at him for a long moment, and then, a laugh unexpectedly escaped her. And it was real enough to shock them both.

Ethan’s brows rose.

She put a hand over her mouth. “I am sorry.”

“Do not be.” His gaze softened in a way that made her heart swell. “I prefer you like this to weeping over a vial of venom.”

“Then you should stop keeping venom in pretty glass bottles,” she giggled.

He gave her a broad smile as he replied with, “I will make a note of that.”

The candlelight flickered between them, and some fragile part of the evening shifted. The terror was still there, coiled and waiting, but now it had company. It did not sit alone in the room like a verdict. There was movement, too. Purpose. A road, however dangerous, was leading her away from the edge of a decision that she had not been strong enough to follow through with.

Arabella lifted her chin. “All right.”

Ethan looked at her. “All right?”

“I pretend to die and then it’s sin city here we come,” she said.

For the first time that night, something like relief openly passed across his face. It was brief and nearly swallowed at once by caution, but it was there. Seeing it made her feel both lighter and less afraid.

“Then we will begin tonight,” he said.

Arabella watched him cross to the desk and pull open a drawer. Inside were papers, notes, a small black notebook, and an old telephone that had been disconnected months ago. He took out the notebook and flipped through it with the practiced efficiency of a man who had spent far too long preparing for situations that no sane person ever expected to face.

She followed him with her eyes. “Do you really know a chemist?”

With his eyes combing his address book, he said, “We have had business in the past.”

“Why do I feel like I should not ask why?”  she asked.

“Because sometimes ignorance is bliss, he replied.”

Arabella drew a breath to respond when the air seemed to catch halfway down.

A memory rose without warning and it was not entirely one of her own. It came like the opening of a sealed door in a flooded room. It was sudden, cold, and impossible to stop. She saw in her mind’s eye a corridor lit by gaslight while smelling lavender and smoke. There was woman’s laughter that was warm and distant and the feeling of walking with a basket pressed against her hip with her skirts brushing a stone floor.

She instantly knew that she was seeing more of Judith’s memories.

Arabella’s fingers tightened around the blanket.

The memory did not stop there.

Another followed, and then another. With each one breaking through the surface of her thoughts with increasing clarity. She felt the weight of a key tucked into a pocket, the sting of winter against bare skin, a prayer whispered over bread dough, and the sensation of hiding a truth so carefully that even breathing felt risky.

Seeing her expression, Ethan’s head lifted and his brows drew together as he questioningly said, “Arabella?”

But she barely heard him. The memories were gathering too quickly now.  They were not appearing as fragments but as something more structured and urgent.

The room seemed to fade.

She saw a candlelit mirror and a girl staring back with frightened eyes.

No! It was an older woman.

No! It was both a girl and an older woman.

The faces were overlapping and shifting through one another with terrible speed. It was as though two lives were trying to occupy the same skin.

Arabella’s breath hitched as she gasped, “Ethan.”

He was at her side in an instant with one hand bracing the bed and the other hovering near her arm as though he did not yet know whether or not to touch her. “What is it?”

“It’s happening again.” Her voice sounded far away to her own ears. “The memories. They’re...”

She stopped because the memories were no longer only memories. Something else was moving with them. It was not images or fragments of the past. It was a presence.

There was a quiet, insistent pressure beneath the surface of her mind. It was as though someone was standing just behind her thoughts and waiting for the door to open wider.

Her skin prickled and her heartbeat began to race, but under it - under everything - there was a second sensation, It was a sense of familiarity that was not hers alone - a habit of posture, a way of holding grief, and a fear that was known so intimately that it might have been lived yesterday.

Judith!

Ethan straightened at once with all remaining softness falling away into alertness. His gaze focused on Arabella’s face and then, more carefully, on the change in her expression.

No, not just the expression. There was something deeper.

His voice turned low and urgent. “How many times has this happened before?”

“I don’t know,” she managed to choke out. But even as she spoke, another memory came crashing through with a pair of hands stained with flour and  a woman’s voice saying, ‘Not like that, child’, again and again until the motion was right. Were they her own hands? Were they Judith’s? The distinction blurred and then vanished.

Arabella pressed her fingertips to her temples. The room felt too bright, too distant, and yet too near.

Ethan gently caught her wrists and lowered her hands as he urged, “Look at me.”

For a moment she did and then another wave passed through her. It was stronger than the last. The face of a woman long dead rose so clearly in her mind that Arabella gasped.  Judith was not merely returning in memory. She was pressing through.

Ethan realized what was happening and went very still.

“I have seen this only once before,” he said with his tone changing in an instant from concern to grim recognition. “And it was enough.”

Arabella managed to blink at him through the disorienting flood. “What are you talking about?”

His next words did not come easily, and she could tell that he was weighing them with obvious reluctance even as he spoke. “There are some forms of witchcraft that is old and forbidden work. It can draw a past life closer to the surface of the mind of the present. Not simply in memory but in influence.” He continued with each word measured. “A previous life of a soul that has not been buried too deeply can be coaxed forward. Sometimes the person remains themselves and just experiences the memories of that soul. But sometimes...” He hesitated while looking at her with a severity that made her stomach do somersaults. “Sometimes that life that came before begins to dominate. The personality alters, speech changes, as do mannerisms, loyalties, and even fears. The past self can begin to take hold of the present self’s mind and body.”

Arabella felt the blood drain from her face. “That is impossible.”

“I wish it was,” he lamented.

The room had gone quiet again.

Arabella heard the rain. She heard the sizzling of the candle flames, and, with sick clarity, her own breathing and the faint sound of her pulse in her ears. Beneath all of it that second presence remained just out of sight - patient, and watchful.

Her stomach continued to churn as she asked, “Do you think someone is making this happen to me?” When Ethan did not immediately answer she sat back as if struck and whispered, “Someone like Jessup?”

His face hardened at once. “That would be my suspicion.”

The idea sent a colder fear through her than the anticipation of the transformation itself. Her conversations with Jessup had led her to believe that he was clever and cruel in ways that did
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