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    PROLOGUE

    

	The Shadow

	I fucking hate this.

	I dread these days. Every August, the city loses its mind. Boston History Camp is back, and the streets are crawling with people in crinolines, top hats, and those ridiculous costumes straight out of the 1800s. Like some warped kind of therapy—slipping into another time, another identity, as if the past can save them.

	Idiots.

	And I can’t escape it. I live right in the middle of this damn circus.

	Even the house blends into it—this flood of the past swallowing the city for days. It always does. My home is a time capsule; its walls soaked in memory.

	My hell and my paradise at the same time.

	There’s no shutting it out. The feelings rise anyway—and none of them are good. Memories. Frustration. That constant pressure tightening around my chest. The forced parades. The laughter. Restless glances. It all drags everything back up—everything I’ve spent years trying to bury.

	I just want to disappear. Get out of here.

	
But every velvet coat, every self-satisfied attitude pushes me closer to the edge. Once again, I’m forced to face myself.

	It never ends.

	Never.

	I move faster, avoiding eye contact, shutting everything out. Five more minutes, and I’ll see Walnut Street. And I’m home.

	“Come on,” a voice laughs. Loud. Familiar. A voice I never thought I’d hear again. “We need to hurry.”

	“Abigail, we’ll make it.”

	My heart slams against my ribs. My hands start shaking as I turn sharply toward the sound, disbelief crashing into me.

	My eyes scan the crowd—fast, searching. Hunting.

	There.

	My heart stutters. No. That’s impossible. It has to be a hallucination.

	I narrow my eyes, then slowly open them again. She’s still there. Laughing. Happy.

	“Matthew, get a grip,” I mutter under my breath. “It’s not her. She’s not here.”

	I close my eyes again.

	And this time—she’s gone.

	Fuck.

	I’ve finally lost my mind.





    
    
    Chapter 1

    

	The Echo

	August

	My boots hit the cold, worn stone steps of Harvard Yard as the morning mist settles over the old buildings like pale layers of fog—faithful guardians whispering stories of the intellectuals who left their mark here long before me.

	Soft laughter and hushed whispers drift through the air. Freshmen. Nervous. Excited.

	Shit.

	That’s when it hits me. I’m a Harvard student.

	How the hell did I end up here? Again.

	Last time, I tried. I really did. But physics and computer science at MIT? It never felt right. Not in the way that mattered.

	Last time, I burned out. Completely.

	All those times I swore I’d never come back. That I had enough with my jobs. That life worked just fine without stepping back into academia—without having to sit through spoiled students and their shallow discussions, unable to tell the difference between deconstructing a text and simply reciting it.

	But Edward. Professor Clark.

	He pushed. Hard.

	Not because of his usual: Abigail, your mind is brilliant. Those words feel distant now. Like they belong to someone else.

	Not me.

	I call it fucked up.

	Okay. I know I’m underselling myself.

	There are people out there who would do anything for what I have. A lot of them.

	I let out a quiet laugh.

	Alright... maybe not die.

	But solve advanced equations like they’re second nature. Understand the physics behind the mysteries of the universe.

	That’s what they envy.

	But it never feels like winning. Just... noise. Restlessness that won’t shut up.

	And it’s not quantum physics or differential equations keeping me up at night.

	It’s the stories.

	Voices from the past. Hidden patterns buried in old texts, waiting for someone to find them.

	History. Literature.

	It stopped being a passion a long time ago. It’s oxygen now. The only thing that slows my brain down, enough to breathe.

	My mind? It’s fucked in that melancholic way where a grey autumn day feels like a party—just without the music.

	There’s always something dark in me. A restlessness burning under my skin, my thoughts spiraling, boiling, never stopping while I try to figure out why.

	So yeah... If people only see my abilities, I get why they miss all the other shit living inside my head.

	I exhale slowly and stop as my gaze lifts.

	Massachusetts Hall.

	My breath catches.

	The building towers over me, every brick humming with three centuries of stories. And I don’t just see walls—I see everything they’ve witnessed. Everything they’re still holding onto.

	The good. The bad.

	“Magic,” I murmur without thinking.

	My heart is pounding, because I’m going to live there—in the oldest building on campus, on the fourth floor. Fourteen freshmen get that chance, and I’m one of them.

	It’s not just rooms. It’s living history, walls that whisper quiet stories, and my love for it all feels like it’s about to burst straight out of my chest.

	“Having second thoughts?”

	The voice cuts through everything. Deep. Warm. Followed by a laugh—easy and genuine, the kind that makes people smile whether they want to or not.

	“All the time.”

	A smile slips out before I can stop it. Too big. Too honest.

	My eyes lock with his.

	Green. Not just green—something deeper. Something that pulls and steadies me at the same time.

	My chest loosens. Just a little. A rare kind of quiet in the chaos.

	I set the heavy box down and reach out my hand. “Abigail.”

	His hand closes around mine. Firm. Controlled. Still light. “Carl. Are you living up there?” He nods toward Massachusetts Hall.

	A second passes. Maybe two.

	And suddenly I can’t move.

	Like the touch sparks something buried deep inside me. Something familiar. Something I should remember...

	But don’t.

	He tilts his head slightly, waiting.

	I shake it off. Let go.

	“Yeah.” I sound almost too excited, but fuck it—I’m lucky. Why hide it?

	“Same.” He grins. “Who’d you have to know to get a room?”

	I blink at him. Straight to the point.

	Edward might’ve helped—but I’d like to think I earned it too. Even if money and last names tend to matter more here.

	“Myself.” I lift my chin slightly. Like it’s the absolute truth.

	He laughs—loud, unfiltered—startling a couple of birds from a nearby bush. “Good answer.”

	“What about you?”

	“Hawthorne.”

	Of course.

	“Money and name.” I shake my head.

	He just looks at me, a smug smile tugging at his lips. “I’m not just that.”

	I cross my arms. “Save it,” I snap. “I’m not interested in the rich-guy-who-expects-sex-in-return bullshit. Been there.”

	My body shudders with disgust. There was a time when sex came before everything—common sense included.

	I smirk to myself. That part still does. The sex part.

	He steps closer. Too close.

	Straight into my space, his breath warm against my skin.

	“Relax,” he murmurs. “You’re not my type.”

	“That’s what they all say,” I shoot back.

	He leans in just slightly, voice low—

	“I prefer dick. Clear enough?”

	My jaw drops. Like, actually drops.

	...What?

	Seriously?

	A crooked, amused laugh breaks free from him as he steps back again, leaving me completely thrown off balance.

	I just stand there, frozen, completely unable to respond. That never happens.

	I just got played in my own game. And somehow... there’s something unsettling about how easily he does it. He’s refreshing. Dangerously so.

	I can’t help it—a short, surprised laugh slips out of me.

	“Carl... you’re approved.”

	He raises a brow, a quiet chuckle slipping out. “Thanks... I think.”

	“You’re welcome.”

	“Hey, not so fast.”

	He leans slightly to the side, letting his gaze drift up and down my body, with a teasing smile on his lips. “Last name first. I hate people who think money or a name buys them the world.”

	“Idiot.” I smack his shoulder hard enough to make him wince.

	“Abigail Idiot...” He tries to keep a straight face, but fails, laughter breaking through. “Doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue.”

	“Abigail Campbell.” I sigh, rolling my eyes. “Happy?”

	“Yeah.” His smile spreads. “Figures it’s not your name that got you up there.” He nods toward the building.

	“What the fuck?” The words burst out of me.

	“Sorry,” he says quickly, both hands raised in surrender, laughter still lingering in his voice. “Couldn’t help it, okay?”

	I press my lips together. “Hawthorne.” My mouth twists before I can stop it. I try to hide it as I struggle to lift the box again. “As in Ashford & Hawthorne Capital Group?”

	His smile doesn’t fade. But his eyes shift—just for a second. “One and only.”

	I exhale quietly. “I’m going to regret this,” I mutter as we head toward the entrance.

	“Aren’t you a little old to be starting here?” he says with a grin—but it still annoys me.

	“Didn’t know there was an age limit on learning,” I reply dryly.

	“You know what I mean.”

	I shake my head. God, he reminds me way too much of myself.

	If we end up hanging out, we’ll drive each other insane. No question.

	“Twenty-five.” I glance up at him, watching for his reaction. “I just needed to work instead.”

	“So... older,” he says, sounding far too pleased—then quickly adds when he sees my look, “Not like that. Was it about money?”

	“I don’t need anything.” My voice turns cold.

	It’s true. Just not the whole truth. He doesn’t get more. Not about the inheritance from Mom and Dad. Not about Grandma.

	I’d trade every cent to have them back.

	Being completely alone—no family—tears something open inside you. And without friends... the loneliness gets heavier.

	I don’t know what the hell is wrong with me. Maybe I’m bad at keeping people. Or maybe I’m just... hard to stay with.

	He stays close beside me now, suddenly more serious. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

	Something tight pulls in my chest. He reads me too easily. Annoyingly easily.

	“You didn’t,” I lie, flashing him a quick smile. “My mind was just somewhere else.”

	I drop the box in front of the door with a dull thud and fumble with my keys until I find the right one.

	“That happen a lot?” he asks quietly.

	“Way too often.”

	He gives me a look—one that lingers. Heavy. Like he knows something about darkness. About carrying more than you should.

	I unlock the door and wedge my foot in it while trying to lift the box again.

	“Let me,” he says, reaching out.

	“No thanks.” I struggle to lift it, even as my hands start to shake. Stubbornness has always been my strength—right now, it’s just ridiculous.

	He raises a brow, amusement pulling at the corner of his mouth. He doesn’t say anything, but I can see exactly how entertained he is.

	I can’t help smiling back. What the hell is he doing to me?

	“I’m twenty-three,” he says with a crooked grin, holding the door open for me. “And believe it or not—I’ve actually worked. As a waiter.” He shrugs lightly. “Apparently not impressive enough for my family. So... here I am.”

	That catches me off guard. Too much to fit the Hawthorne image.

	“You sure you’re a Hawthorne?” I tease as we walk toward the elevator.

	“Yep. Pretty sure.” He smiles back.

	“That all you brought?” I nod toward the ridiculously small duffel bag he’s carrying along with his backpack.

	He tries—really tries—to hold back his laugh. It slips out anyway, barely contained. Enough to make me want to hit him again. Only the burning weight in my arms stops me. My shoulders feel like they’re on fire.

	“No. My uncle arranged for everything to be delivered and carried up.”

	I shoot him a disapproving look. “Of course. Spoiled.”

	That does it—he bursts out laughing. “Not my choice. My uncle isn’t exactly someone you argue with. Trust me.”

	“Wow. He sounds delightful. Totally not what I expected from a Hawthorne.” My voice drips with sarcasm.

	He just shakes his head, laughing, and changes the subject. “What room did you get?”

	“403. You?”

	“408. They split by gender.” He lets out a boyish chuckle, like he just heard a dirty joke.

	“As if that stops anyone from hooking up wherever they want,” I say, laughing.

	He grins. “Speaking from experience.”

	“I love sex. So yeah.” I shrug, meeting his gaze directly.

	“It’s official.” His grin shifts—warmer now, lighter.

	“What is?” I frown slightly, nodding toward the elevator button.

	He presses it, his gaze flicking from me to the box I wouldn’t let him carry.

	Ding.

	The doors slide open instantly, and I hurry inside.

	“That we’re friends now.” He steps in after me, like he’s just declared something official. Something unchangeable.

	I laugh—really laugh.

	It feels strange. Light. Like breathing properly for the first time in forever.

	“What are you studying?”

	“Physics,” he says, pressing the button. The elevator jerks into motion.

	I stare at him. That can’t be coincidence.

	The universe has a twisted sense of humor.

	“Cool.” I bite back a smile.

	He nods, clearly proud. “You?”

	“History and literature.”

	“Both?”

	“Yeah.” The smile won’t leave.

	He shakes his head as we step out on the fourth floor. “How are you even going to manage that?”

	Inside, there’s only excitement. No doubt.

	I’ve already devoured most of the material. The lectures, the discussions—that’s what I’m here for. But especially the guest lectures. Writers. Historians.

	And the thesis. My own work. My obsession.

	“It’s fine,” I say, letting my gaze drift down the hallway.

	“It’s fine,” he repeats slowly, like he’s trying to grasp what I just said. “How is that even possible?”

	I let out a short laugh. “You need approval for it, if that’s what you meant.”

	He still looks unconvinced—but there’s something else there now. Interest. Maybe even fascination.

	“You’re insane.”

	“True.” I stop in front of my door, a small spark of pride flickering inside me. “This is it.”

	He inhales, rolling his shoulders like he’s trying to hide his grin. “Well, I guess I’ll go find the guys’ end of the hall. Far away from the girls.”

	My smile lingers, even when I try to bite it back.

	Just before he disappears around the corner, he turns. “See you later?” There’s something almost hopeful in his voice.

	I nod. “We could meet at Harvard Yard—for the welcome speech?”

	His smile widens instantly. He pulls his phone out. “What’s your number?”

	
  [image: scene break]


	My gaze drifts across the lawn, alive with the restless energy of eager freshmen.

	Jesus, I feel old.

	They look like kids. My chest tightens slightly—I doubt any of them can contribute anything meaningful to discussions about the material.

	“Abigail.”

	Carl’s voice cuts through my thoughts, blurred by the hum of excited, nervous chatter floating through the charged air beneath the colorful flags.

	I spot him instantly in the crowd—hard not to. He towers over most people. At least six-two, maybe a little less, but still tall enough that my five-four feels pathetic next to him.

	My smile is already there before I reach him.

	It feels unreal. That someone I barely know can create that strange warmth in my chest—like I already belong somehow.

	And weirdly... I feel relieved. Maybe I won’t have to survive Harvard alone.

	He reaches me and lifts me into a hug, my feet leaving the ground. Instinctively, I stiffen—physical affection has always felt... off to me.

	But something about him—steady, grounded—pulls the tension out of me.

	Maybe it’s the darkness. Maybe we recognize it in each other.

	Two kindred spirits, recognizing each other’s wounds and hidden demons.

	“Settled in?” he asks, smiling as he sets me down.

	“Almost.” I pull a face. “Didn’t exactly have anyone to carry stuff for me.”

	“I offered,” he mutters.

	“And start a war with your uncle on day one? What if you broke a nail?”

	His face twists into the most offended expression I’ve ever seen. I burst out laughing.

	“You’re really going to make fun of my name forever, huh?”

	“Yep.” I try to stay serious. Barely lasts a second.

	He sighs—dramatic, obviously. “Fine,” he says, way too calm. “Every time you make fun of my name...”

	“Yeah?” I raise a brow, taking a sip of water to hide my grin.

	“... you owe me sex.”

	I choke on the water. “Excuse me—what?!” I cough, while he just stands there—way too confident.

	“Rules are rules.” He smiles like he just solved something fundamental about the universe.

	I stare at him, still coughing. “You—you said you were into guys!”

	He shrugs casually. “I did, yeah.”

	“And now... you lied?”

	“Maybe.”

	That smile. Slow. Almost indulgent. He’s enjoying this—my confusion, my attempt to figure him out.

	I narrow my eyes. He’s full of shit. “Either way—mini Hawthorne stays away from me.”

	“And you’re sure about that, Miss Campbell?” He puts extra emphasis on my last name, like a jab—because it doesn’t carry the same old-money weight as his.

	My gaze locks with his. Then it hits me—how satisfied that smile is.

	Damn it. I walked straight into that.

	And then he laughs.

	I lift my hand, ready to smack the smugness off his face—but he steps back. Too fast.

	Straight into a group of students.

	Their startled yelps mix with Carl’s “fuck.” I bite my lip, trying to hold it together.

	One guy stumbles but gets caught by the others. Carl?

	He goes straight down.

	I bite down harder on my lip, but it’s useless—he looks too fucking ridiculous.

	Laughter bursts out of me, tears spilling down my cheeks as I hurriedly apologize on his behalf to the shocked students.

	Around us, people have stopped to watch—some already laughing.

	“Sorry about that,” Carl says, getting back up. “You guys okay?”

	“Yeah,” the girl says with a smile, already practically undressing Carl with her eyes. “You freshmen?”

	“Yep,” he answers, pride clear in his voice.

	I just nod, still catching my breath.

	“Same... I’m Caroline.” She gestures to the others. “Jeremiah. Max.”

	Carl gasps dramatically and gestures toward me. “Carl. And this—this is Abigail.”

	He says my name like I’m someone important.

	Great. Perfect.

	Carl is apparently my social lifeline now. If it were up to me, I would’ve disappeared the second introductions started.

	My eyes drift to Max.

	Assessing.

	He’s not the kind of guy you notice on the street. Completely average face. Average hair.

	But the body helps. Enough that, for a second, I wonder if he’d be good for something casual. Temporary. No strings.

	Unless he’s into guys too. Like Carl. Then the universe is seriously fucking with me.

	Not that it matters.

	Emotionally, I’m numb anyway. Twenty-five and never been in love. How fucked up is that?

	Relationships? Tried once. Total disaster.

	Hard pass.

	He called me cold. Said I didn’t understand real feelings.

	He wasn’t wrong. Emotions feel like a foreign language. Everyone else speaks it fluently—I’m stuck with a half-missing dictionary.

	I tried to learn. Say the right things. Smile when he smiled. But it felt fake. Like I was performing love instead of feeling it.

	My words? Always wrong. Too honest. Too precise. Like I was dissecting him instead of loving him.

	Love. Yeah, right.

	When he finally accepted it was over, all I felt was relief.

	That’s when I realized it. I don’t work like other people. I see things. I just don’t feel them the same way.

	Maybe I never will.

	“Ahem.”

	The speakers crackle, pulling me back. The university president is about to start the welcome speech. I rise onto my toes, trying to see.

	“You disappeared again.” Carl’s warm laugh brushes against my ear.

	“What?” I glance back over my shoulder at him.

	“In your head.” His tone is calm, like it’s completely normal—me disappearing into my own mind. “Look thirty-five degrees to the left.”

	I pause, studying him as he keeps his gaze forward—then I turn.

	And there he is.

	Black robe.

	“Thanks.” My smile grows. “Knew you’d be useful for something, now that sex is off the table.”

	“Wow... thanks?” he laughs.

	“You sure you’re only into guys?” I pout slightly.

	Carl blinks, surprised—then a crooked smile spreads.

	“If anyone could convert me, it’d be you.”

	I lift my chin. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

	“It was.” His eyes soften.

	We move together through campus tours—libraries stacked like mountains of forbidden knowledge; meetings with overly intense advisors preaching academic integrity like it’s a religion; lectures where professors’ voices roll like thunder over rows of eager minds.

	Caroline, Jeremiah, and Max talk over each other like they’ve had a whole childhood to practice. Memories bounce back and forth—summers in Cape Cod, teenage years in the streets of Boston, where they apparently caused more trouble than they did homework. They laugh, interrupt, correct each other.

	“It’s insane we all ended up here.” Max gestures around campus. “Harvard. We actually did it.”

	Normally, I’d retreat into myself. But instead, I find myself listening. To their voices. The small details in their stories. The way they say each other’s names—like they drive each other insane, but wouldn’t trade it for anything.

	Somewhere between the inside jokes and half-finished stories, it slowly hits me—this feels good.

	Warmth spreads in my chest. Quiet. Unexpected. What is this? I can’t place it yet.

	I look toward Carl. He’s half a step away, running a hand through his wavy hair. Then he turns to me and gives me a soft wink.

	And I know. It’s him. He’s the reason I feel like this at all.

	I’m really glad I met him today. The thought hits so honestly it almost stings.

	For the first time, it feels good not to walk alone through Harvard Yard. Not just be an echo between bricks and old trees.

	To be part of something. To belong.

	Finally.



    
    
    Chapter 2

    

	The Echo

	September 

	I stop short.

	“Wow.” The word slips out, barely a sound.

	I go still, staring—almost in a trance. I still can’t take it in.

	“Do you have any idea how many times I’ve stood in front of this house? Imagining what it looks like inside. Whether someone’s torn out the original craftsmanship... erased its history.”

	I don’t say the rest out loud.

	That strange pull beneath the fascination. Not just curiosity—something darker. Deeper.

	Like the house has been calling to me. Whispering through the cracks. Urging me to listen.

	I never understood why. Maybe today I will.

	Carl pulls me in, his warmth settling against my back as his arms wrap around me.

	“That’s exactly why I brought you here. It’s going to be like Christmas morning for you.”

	My smile grows wider. There’s definitely something good waiting.

	“Why are you living in a dorm when you could live here?” I ask, half turning toward him.

	He smiles—a strange mix of sadness and teasing. “You’ll find out.”

	I raise a brow. “Seriously? That’s your answer?”

	He laughs, and I shove him hard enough that he nearly trips off the curb.

	“Careful!” I snap, but he just straightens, still laughing, giving me an exaggerated bow.

	Before the laughter even fades, he pulls me with him, like he can’t wait any longer either.

	“Ready?” He looks back over his shoulder as we climb the ten steps leading up to what feels like a gift.

	The moment we step inside, it hits me—my mind is flooded from all sides. It feels like stepping straight into a time capsule.

	There are newer pieces here and there, carefully blended between the originals, but the house sets the tone: the panels, the doors, the heavy frames, even the ceiling moldings. Everything breathes history.

	I turn slowly, almost dizzy, trying to take it all in at once, like my eyes can store it before anything disappears. Words start spilling out—fast, excited, like I’m narrating something sacred.

	“Do you have any idea how much calculation went into these panels?” I run my hand along the wood, like I can almost feel the numbers carved into the grain. “It’s pure math in wood. Everything calculated without calculators, without computers—just mental math and craftsmanship. It’s kind of insane.”

	Carl just shakes his head, laughing. I can tell he’s not catching half of it, but I don’t care. The fascination is already buzzing under my skin.

	“Look at the stairs.” I step up one level and turn toward him. “The angle, the curves—it’s advanced geometry and physics, built from nothing but wood, pencil marks, and a brain that could calculate everything. It’s completely different from today.”

	“Who are you?” he laughs softly, his gaze lingering on me just a second too long.

	I shrug, sending him a crooked smile. “I just... get carried away.”

	“No kidding.”

	I tilt my head slightly, testing him.

	“Have you read The Industrial Revolution Through the Lens of Physics and Mathematics: A Historical Analysis of Technological Development and Scientific Innovation?”

	He looks at me, brows lifting, like he can’t quite place how I even know it. “Yeah. Why?”

	A small laugh slips out. “Do you think it connects theory and practice well?”

	He goes quiet for a moment, his eyes drifting—thinking.

	“It ties the principles together,” he says slowly, “but it completely ignores how long it took to understand thermodynamics. Decades of trial and error, thousands of failed attempts before anything worked. The early workers didn’t understand the physics behind it at all.”

	“Fair enough,” I grin. “I’ll keep that in mind for the next article.”

	He freezes.

	“That article was written by Gail Camber.”

	“Exactly.”

	“Gail Camber...” His voice drops, almost reverent.

	I shake my head. “Wow. I really did overestimate you. Yeah—it’s me. You should’ve figured it was a pseudonym.”

	He blinks, thrown off balance. “That’s bullshit. Who the hell are you?”

	“Your friend,” I say lightly, like it’s nothing. “Who just happens to know a little physics and math.”

	“A little?” His voice lifts. “You’re a fucking genius.”

	I raise a brow. “That’s a bit much.”

	“Jesus...”

	It hits me then—how strange it is that he’s still here. We’ve known each other a month. Normally, people are gone long before this point. But not him.

	And I can feel it—he’s starting to matter more than he should.

	I give him a softer smile, one that confuses him immediately. His expression almost asks what are you doing?

	Before he can say anything, I slip past him into the living room and continue into the kitchen. The space has been opened up—walls removed—but with respect for what was there before. I almost like the Hawthorne family for that alone. Even his uncle.

	“Can I go upstairs?”

	“Of course—but stay out of my uncle’s room. End of the first floor, left side past the bathroom. You can check the guest room.”

	“I’ll try to control myself.” I grin, sending him a look that clearly says no promises.

	“Abby.” His tone sharpens. “Don’t go in there.”

	Yeah. Definitely tyrant-uncle energy.

	“Okay, I promise. What about the other floors?”

	“Second floor—office, two bedrooms, one’s mine, bathroom. Third floor’s the same... we just don’t use it anymore.”

	I nod. “Got it.”

	I practically run up the stairs, taking them two at a time before quickly giving up—my legs are too short.

	Up here, the wood paneling continues along the walls. I peek into the bathroom. It’s been carefully modernized, but the clawfoot tub is still there, along with the brass fixtures and beautiful porcelain sinks. Elegant. Timeless.

	The guest room is small but cozy. For a second, I consider checking the forbidden room, but dismiss the thought with a quiet snort. Wouldn’t even surprise me if there were hidden cameras everywhere.

	Yeah. Creepy uncle watching people pee. Hard pass.

	The second floor mirrors the first. The more rooms I move through, the stronger the feeling becomes—like the house is hiding something, like I already know where to look.

	When I step into the office, I know. Something’s behind the paneling. Maybe it’s just a thought I planted myself—something from a book or a dream—but the air in here feels different. Familiar in a way I can’t quite explain.

	There really is something about this house. That strange pull. It can’t be a coincidence.

	My fingers tap lightly against the wood near the window. Hollow.

	A smile spreads before I can stop it. I glance over my shoulder, listening.

	Silence.

	I crouch and press my hands carefully against the panel. A soft click—and it opens.

	“Knew it,” I whisper.

	Books. Papers. A photo frame.

	Then the front door slams.

	I shut it immediately and slip out before anyone can notice, moving quickly down the hall and into what has to be Carl’s room.

	I drop onto his bed, breathing in deeply as the mattress sinks around me. The house is everything I imagined—but it’s not just that. There’s something else. A strange calm settles over me just from being here.

	Why the hell doesn’t he live here?

	I sit up, curiosity already pulling at me again, letting my gaze drift around the room. It looks like any other college guy’s room—except it doesn’t. No half-naked women on the walls. No worn posters hanging crooked. No trace of chaos.

	Just order.

	Everything placed with precise intention—almost obsessively so. He’s so much like me. Not just the control, but the survival behind it. Everything where it belongs. Nothing unnecessary. Nothing that disturbs the eye—or the mind.

	I move to the closet and open it slowly. Same muted colors as mine. Nothing loud. Nothing demanding attention.

	We’re so similar.

	And yet neither of us has opened that door fully—not through words. It’s like we both know the past isn’t something we want to define ourselves by. That part of us stays buried... until it doesn’t.

	I grab one of his hoodies and pull it over my head. It swallows me completely, and I love it.

	Curling up on his bed, I let my mind process everything.

	I hear footsteps in the hallway.

	The door opens. Carl stands in the doorway with an almost resigned smile before crossing the room toward me.

	“You’ve claimed my room... and my clothes, I see.”

	I laugh softly, reaching for him—but he only brushes my fingertips.

	“I’ll be right back. My uncle wants to talk to me, okay?”

	“Okay.”

	He’s gone again, but not for long. A few seconds later, I hear him speaking in low tones with someone else. I’m on my feet instantly.

	I have to see this uncle.

	In my head, I’ve already painted the picture—grumpy, old, impossible. The horns might be a stretch, but the rest? I’m sure of it.

	I move quietly toward the stairs. They’re standing halfway down—Carl blocking most of the view. I can barely make out the outline behind him.

	I clear my throat deliberately. A small reminder that I’m here too.

	Carl turns, still smiling. And then I see him. The uncle.

	My jaw nearly hits the floor.

	Not even close to what I expected. No horns. Just blue eyes, a sharp jaw, and a presence that feels like electricity under my skin—even without him really looking at me.

	“Carl, I’m heading out. Call me.”

	His voice is low. Controlled. It lands harder than it should.

	He turns away without acknowledging me.

	What the hell? Who just ignores people like that? Arrogant asshole.

	And of course—he’s ridiculously attractive.

	“Uncle, aren’t you going to say hello?”

	“No time.”

	“Matthew!”

	No response. Just footsteps. The door slams.

	I narrow my eyes. “Guess he’s the reason you don’t live here. Real charm, that one.”

	Carl looks away, guilt flickering across his face. “As always—you’re right.”

	I let out a heavy sigh because it hurts to see how disappointed he is.

	“Hey.” I grab his hand, pulling him back toward the room. “That doesn’t make me happy, you know.”

	“Sorry.”

	I stop, turning to him. “You don’t apologize for him. Ever. I couldn’t care less about him.”

	His shoulders relax slightly.

	I drag him back into the room and fall onto the bed. He drops down beside me, the mattress dipping under his weight. His fingers lace with mine instantly.

	“But...” I smirk, lifting our hands between us. “You could’ve warned me. He’s ridiculously hot.”

	Carl turns his head sharply, glaring.

	“That’s my uncle.”

	I shrug. “Yeah, but I expected an old guy with bushy eyebrows and a pipe. He can’t be more than early thirties, right?”

	“Thirty-five.”

	“Late surprise, then. Unless your parents had you really young.”

	“There’s a fifteen-year gap between my mom and him.”

	“That makes sense.”

	I smile, softer now.

	“Where are your parents?”

	“New York.”

	“Work?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Do you miss them?”

	His gaze darkens. “Of course.”

	I squeeze his hand. “You’re lucky, Carl. That you have them.”

	Pain flashes in his eyes before he hides it. “What about yours?”

	My heart tightens, but I look at him, trying to hide the lump in my throat. “Carl, did I say something wrong about your parents?”

	He hesitates, his eyes turning glassy. “I guess I haven’t exactly been the son they hoped for.”

	“What?” Heat rises in me instantly. “Did they say that?”

	He shakes his head. “Never. But I know I’ve disappointed them—I haven’t exactly been easy.”

	I hold on to him, refusing to let him disappear into the sadness. “You’re their son. That should be enough.”

	He sighs, managing a small smile. “You didn’t answer.”

	“Answer what?”

	“About your parents.”
	
	My chest tightens. “They’re dead.” I keep it short. “Nothing to tell.”

	He turns fully toward me, close enough that I feel his breath. “I’m sorry. Was it long ago?”

	“I was—” The words break. I stop. “Carl... not now. Okay?”

	He nods immediately. “Yeah. Of course.”

	“Thanks.” I shift closer. “When are the others coming?”

	“Six.”

	I check my phone. An hour. Perfect.

	“So... drinks and music?”

	He doesn’t need to answer. I see it in his face—that mix of resignation and acceptance.

	“Okay.” He laughs as he gets to his feet, taking my hand and pulling me up with him. “But first—we need to set up the room downstairs for you.”

	I blink at him.

	“... Can’t I just sleep here? With you?”

	He bursts out laughing. Loud.

	“And risk you getting handsy when you’re drunk?”

	My hand flies up—but he’s already gone, darting out the door laughing.

	I run after him, laughter spilling out of me.

	Too fast. He’s already gone.
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	Of course Caroline, Jeremiah, and Max are late. They always are.

	So by the time they finally show up, I’m well past tipsy. Carl’s uncle has dangerously good taste in whiskey, and the bottle in the cabinet had been calling to me from the second I spotted it.

	“Abby, for fuck’s sake.” Carl’s voice lands somewhere between horrified and resigned as he stares at the glass in my hand. “Do you even realize how much you’ve had already?”

	I giggle, warmth spreading under my skin as I take another sip.

	“I’ll just buy a new one,” I say, flashing him a wide smile, but he only looks more disapproving.

	“Do you even know what that bottle costs?”

	“Yes.” I lift my brows, challenging him.

	“And you can afford that?”

	“Don’t talk money with me, Hawthorne.” I wave the glass like proof before taking another sip, letting the alcohol burn pleasantly on the way down.

	“Abby.” His voice drops now—quieter, almost a warning.

	I stick my tongue out at him, laughing, and take another sip just to annoy him. The look he gives me only makes the childish sense of victory bloom wider in my chest.

	“Relax, Carl. I told you I’ll replace it. I’ll even get something better than this.”

	He crosses his arms, leaning slightly forward. “And you know something about that too, I assume?”

	“Yep.” I spin on my heel, his hoodie shifting with me, the world suddenly lighter—easier. Better.

	“Of course,” he mutters, more to himself than to me.

	It’s spiraling. I can’t stop myself—and honestly, I don’t want to.

	The others are losing it, laughing so hard they’re crying, but I couldn’t care less. Let them laugh.

	I feel... incredible.

	“Careful you don’t fall!” Caroline shouts over the music, grabbing Carl and spinning him around, forcing him to dance like she still hasn’t processed that he’s into guys.

	“I’ve got it!” I shout back, laughing.

	The polished dining table in the living room has long since lost its purpose. Now it’s my stage. My world.

	The ceiling light above me sways like a spotlight, and I move with the music, the heat, the alcohol, the laughter. Everything spins—and I love it. It’s perfect.

	Until I see him. A glimpse—catching me mid-spin.

	Fuck.

	Carl’s still down there, laughing with Caroline. But behind him—there.

	His gaze. Fixed. Unmoving.

	Carl’s uncle.

	Fuck it.

	I’m not about to stop. He’s already shown me exactly what kind of arrogant asshole he is, so fine—two can play that game.

	I throw my head back, smiling wide, arms in the air as I keep dancing—laughing like I don’t care.

	The others laugh too.

	But it fades. One by one.

	Like the air is being pulled out of the room the second he steps inside.

	Slowly, I stop. My gaze drifts over them. No one looks at him. Everyone’s staring at the floor.

	Of course.

	That leaves me.

	My hair sticks to my skin, damp and messy, falling like a curtain in front of my face. From behind it, I look straight at him.

	He doesn’t move.

	His expression is empty—so empty it feels like staring into something bottomless. A chill runs through me, but I take a slow breath and force myself to hold his gaze. To find the courage.

	As if that’s hard after this much whiskey.

	“Good evening... to the man of the house.” My voice comes out slightly hoarse, but still controlled. Thank God. All that singing along has caught up with me.

	I dip into a small curtsy—perfect, straight out of a history book. “My apologies. I took the liberty of turning your table into my dance floor.”

	The others struggle to hold back their snickers. I keep my face composed, but laughter presses against my lips. Hallelujah for all those days on Beacon Hill, where I learned how to curtsy like a proper nineteenth-century lady.

	I stay in the bow, waiting for his reaction.

	“Carl.”

	His voice tears through the silence, the music still playing in the background, almost mocking the expression on his face. “What the hell is going on?”

	Carl opens his mouth—but I beat him to it.

	I straighten, flick my hair back, and send the words his way with a crooked smile. “Isn’t it obvious? We’re dancing.”

	He stills. Completely.

	He doesn’t blink. Doesn’t move. But something shifts in his expression—disbelief, maybe even shock, like he’s looking at something he doesn’t understand.

	What the hell is his problem?

	I refuse to let it get to me. I jump down from the table, landing silently, and in two steps I’m standing right in front of him.

	I hold out my hand, my smile impossible to read. “Abigail Campbell.”

	For a second, he looks like he’s seen a ghost. His jaw tightens.

	Then—without a word—he turns and storms out of the room.

	What an asshole.

	“Carl,” I snap, grabbing my glass. “Wow. Your uncle’s a real charmer.” I down the whiskey like water, feeling the heat burn its way down.

	My heart is still racing—not from the dancing, not from the alcohol, but from him.

	That look knocked the air out of me.

	Like he knew me. Or like I knew him.

	But I don’t.

	I search my mind, turning over every memory, every thought—nothing. Absolutely nothing.

	So why does it feel so... wrong. Familiar.

	Like a shadow I can’t quite see but somehow recognize anyway.



  
    
    Chapter 3

    

    The Shadow

	My body locks up. Shocked. My pulse pounds in my temples, anchoring me to the present—like it’s the only thing I have left.

	She’s there.

	No—fuck. She’s not. But she looks like her. At first, I thought I was hallucinating.

	Looks like her? Come on. She’s a copy. An echo.

	How the hell is that even possible? I don’t understand it. Then again—

	Her lips move, slow, almost unreal, and I try to listen, but the words don’t land. My focus drifts, tracking her instead as she jumps down from the table—light, effortless, like gravity doesn’t quite apply to her.

	And then she’s in front of me. Hand outstretched.

	Smiling.

	Fuck.

	That smile stirs something in me—something I thought was long dead. But then she says her name. Her name. It’s the same.

	I can’t take it anymore.

	Everything inside me feels like it’s about to break. I turn and storm for the kitchen.

	I brace myself against the counter, gripping the edge hard, trying to steady my breath. Still stuck in that moment. Still trying to make sense of what the hell I just saw.

	I straighten, sliding carefully back toward the doorway, just enough to see into the living room. I find her immediately. Her back to me.

	Then she turns.

	And looks straight at me. Searching. Judging.

	If she wasn’t holding onto some kind of control, I’m pretty sure she’d flip me off right now. She’s already made up her mind about me—and fuck it, she’s not wrong. I haven’t exactly shown my best side.

	My pulse spikes. I step back quickly, pressing myself against the wall, breaking out of her line of sight.

	What the hell is wrong with me?

	I need a drink. Now.

	But it’s all in there. I could call Carl. Have him grab it for me. Coward.

	Fine. In and out. Quick.

	My steps hit the floor harder than they should—too loud—and every head turns toward me at once. Their eyes linger, tense, shifting, like I’ve already been judged. Like I’m some cold-blooded killer walking in to pick my next victim.

	That’s what I’ve been reduced to.

	Except her.

	She doesn’t look away. Not for a second. She follows me—every step, every movement—and those eyes feel like an X-ray. Like she’s seeing straight through everything I’ve built.

	And I hate it.

	The bottle. I grab it—lift it—

	Empty.

	Fucking empty.

	Something in me snaps, heat surging up fast, sharp, uncontrollable.

	She inhales slowly, then raises her glass toward me. That smile on her lips is crooked—almost devilish—as she drains it in one go.

	“Sorry,” she says, lifting the empty glass toward me. Her hand sways slightly—she’s way too drunk, but she hides it behind that effortless superiority in her voice. “Guess I just had the last of it.”

	“Uncle—” Carl cuts in quickly, already moving to her side. “I’m sorry, I—I’ll get you another one.”

	She turns on him instantly, her glare lethal. “What the hell are you apologizing for? Knock it off.” Then her eyes slide back to me, ice-cold. “I’ll buy a new one.”

	“That’s not exactly helping me right now, is it?” I say flatly, every word forced through clenched teeth as I look at them both.

	She leans in, her voice suddenly sweet—too sweet, thick with something fake. “I could make you a martini...”

	I narrow my eyes slightly. “And risk you poisoning me? I’ll pass.”

	She bursts out laughing, completely unfiltered, like I’m the funniest thing she’s seen all night. “Well, look at that—there’s actually some humor behind the macho, arrogant facade.”

	“Abby!” Carl’s fingers tighten around her arm, his gaze sharp, warning.

	She sighs dramatically, presses her lips together, then turns back to me—composed again. “Sorry. I crossed a line.”

	I see it immediately—she doesn’t mean a word of it. Not even close. It’s just for him.

	A low, half-choked huff slips out of me before I can stop it.

	Her gaze is still locked on mine—probing, assessing—and I have to look away. Toward the cabinet. Anywhere but her.

	Cognac. Fine. That’ll do.

	I just need something strong—something that shuts everything else out.

	I fill the glass and throw it back in one go. Heat slams into my stomach, but it’s exactly what I want. Another. I pour again, drain it. Just the burn. Just the heat. Not her.

	It only lasts a few seconds.

	Behind me, a hoarse, sickening sound cuts through the silence. “Urk... hrk...”

	The sound makes the hairs on the back of my neck rise.

	“Excuse me,” she mutters, and then the sound of fast, unsteady footsteps races up the stairs.

	Jesus. As if it wasn’t enough that she drank all my whiskey—now she’s about to throw it right back up. Just perfect.

	A deep sigh tears out of me, and I’m already moving across the room. Carl moves at the same time, heading after her.

	“I’ll handle it,” I snap, sharper than I meant to. I really don’t need more puke everywhere than necessary—and Carl? He’d be throwing up in seconds.

	He stops short, thrown. “But—”

	“Stop.” I hold his gaze, leaving no room for argument. “And Carl—clean this up. Then go to bed.”

	He deflates slightly, shoulders dropping, and just nods.

	I head for the stairs, steady, deliberate. The tension behind me hums in the air. Just as I reach the railing, I hear one of the guys whisper—

	“Fuck, he’s scary.”

	I smirk to myself. Good. Keeps them quiet and stops them from hanging around.

	I pause outside the bathroom, hand hovering near the door, taking a slow breath. My whole body feels off—restless, exposed.

	Fuck. I just saw her... or someone who looks exactly like her. And somehow, I’m already slipping back into that version of myself.

	Get a grip. She’s not her.

	I push the door open.

	There she is. Slumped over the toilet, her body slack, pathetic sounds coming out of her. Not completely gone, but close.

	And she didn’t make it in time. Her hair sticks to her face, and there’s vomit everywhere—a mess across her clothes, the floor.

	“Abigail.”

	The name slips out quieter than I expect as I reach out, brushing her hair away from her cheek. Just saying it does something—something I can’t explain.

	“Mm...” she groans—and throws up again.

	I gather her hair in my hands, holding it back, but some of it slips through anyway.

	“You done?”

	“Mm.” She spits, mumbling. Snot and saliva mix, dripping down.

	Charming. I can’t help it—a short laugh slips out.

	The hard, confident facade from earlier is gone. Now she just looks like a lost girl. Helpless.

	“Sit up.”

	Slowly, she lifts her head. Her eyes roll before finally focusing on me.

	“You?” she murmurs. “Why are you here?”

	I shrug lightly, letting out a low laugh. “Carl’s cleaning up. He can’t handle puke.”

	To my surprise, she lets out a soft, uneven giggle—nothing like the sharp, bitter girl from earlier. “Of course.”

	“Can you sit up on your own? I’ll grab something to clean you up.”

	Her expression shifts, a flicker of embarrassment. “Is it that bad?”

	“Oh, yeah.”

	She sighs. “Shit.”

	I shake my head with a quiet laugh, grab a cloth, and start wiping her face—gentle, methodical. She watches me with that same defiant look, like she wants to challenge me, but she lets me do it anyway. I rinse the cloth, gathering the last damp strands of her hair.

	“Got a hair tie?”

	She nods, pulling one off her wrist and tying her hair up herself—messy, uneven.

	“Do you need help with your clothes?”

	She lifts a brow, hazy but still teasing. “Wow, Mr. Hawthorne... straight to business.”

	I stare at her. Seriously? Now? She clearly has zero faith in me.

	“You’re covered in puke,” I say flatly.

	She pouts, annoyed, fumbling with her shirt. Her arms don’t cooperate, the fabric catching awkwardly. I help guide the last few inches over her head, even though it feels like crossing a line I shouldn’t.

	“Do you have a toothbrush?”

	“In my room... on the desk.” Her voice is thick with exhaustion.

	I’m back within seconds. When I return, she’s leaning against the sink, barely upright, one hand braced, the other struggling with her pants.

	“Need help?”

	“Thanks.” She smiles—unfocused, completely gone.

	Fuck.

	I swallow once, twice, then step in to help her. She leans into me, her weight heavy against my side, letting out a soft laugh every time her balance slips.

	I steady her, placing her hand firmly on the sink, keeping it there. Then I prep the toothbrush and hand it to her.

	“Thanks,” she murmurs, her eyelids drooping.

	“Abigail. Finish.” My tone is firm.

	Her eyes snap open. She nods, a faint giggle slipping out.

	It takes forever, but eventually she’s done.

	I hesitate for a second, just staring at her, before I lift her into my arms. She feels light—too light.

	Before we even reach the guest room, her head drops against my shoulder, her breath evening out as she falls asleep.

	I ease her down onto the bed. She shifts slightly, turning onto her side. One soft breath—and she’s gone. Completely.

	My hand trembles as I brush a strand of hair away from her face. Her skin looks pale, and when my fingers touch it, something tightens in my chest.

	And then it hits me.

	History Camp. That day.

	It had to be her. Or my head is completely fucking with me—making me want her to look like her. Making me see something that isn’t even there.

	I straighten too fast, almost restless, and leave the room like I can outrun the thought.

	My office feels like the only place I can breathe—something solid, something controlled. But the sound of Carl moving around in his room stops me.

	I hesitate, then knock lightly.

	“Come in.”

	I crack the door open and lean in. “You okay?”

	He nods, but his eyes slide away.

	“Carl. Look at me.” My voice comes out softer than I expect. “Sorry I snapped at you earlier.”

	“It’s fine.” He shrugs like it doesn’t matter—but the second he says her name, something shifts. He lights up. “Abigail?”

	I draw in a sharp breath. “She’s asleep. Threw up all over herself. And the bathroom.”

	But he’s smiling. Really smiling. Wide.

	I can’t remember the last time I saw him like that. She means something to him—more than I expected. It almost hurts to realize just how much. Because it’s something the rest of us never managed. Not like this. Not enough to make him smile like that.

	“Do you know her from college?”

	He nods. “Yeah. We both live in Massachusetts Hall.”

	“And you’ve become good friends.”

	“Yeah,” he says, hesitant but honest. His gaze lingers on me, searching—like he’s suddenly suspicious of why I care.

	“She makes you happy. I can see that,” I add quickly.

	He blinks, caught off guard. “Uh... yeah, she does. She’s... kind of blunt.”

	A quiet laugh escapes me, low and rough, somewhere between warmth and irony. “Yeah. I can tell.”

	He laughs too, and something in the room shifts. Lightens. For the first time in a long while, it feels... easier.

	Maybe she’s exactly what he needs. Maybe she’s the one who can pull him toward something lighter—something that isn’t always so damn heavy.

	I hesitate. Wonder if it’s too soon to ask—but the question is already there, pushing forward. I clear my throat, forcing it out.

	“Who’s her family?”

	His expression changes instantly. His eyes widen, filling with something sharp—defensive, almost hostile. “You mean—is she good enough for me to hang out with?”

	That hits harder than it should. Is that how he sees me? Snobbish. Arrogant. It stings more than I want to admit.

	I pull myself together quickly, shaking my head, forcing a small smile. “Is that really what you think? That I care about family names?”

	His gaze doesn’t soften. “Then why ask?”

	I let out a slow breath. “Because she feels familiar. Like I’ve seen her before.”

	He studies me for a moment—uncertain, suspicious—before dropping the next blow.

	“She’s not one of the women you’ve slept with—if that’s what you’re thinking. She’s never met you before.”

	I go still. Completely.

	The words hit wrong—not just what he’s saying, but the way he says it. Cold. Direct. Like a clean strike to something I’d rather keep buried.

	Is my nephew seriously interrogating me about my sex life right now?

	“Carl!” My voice spikes, harsher than I meant. “Who I sleep with—and when—is none of your business. And if I were actually that far gone I couldn’t remember who the hell I’ve been with—do you really think I’d ask you?”

	His lips press together, but his eyes stay calm. Almost indifferent. “Like it’s some big secret.”

	I blink, thrown, adrenaline still pumping. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

	His gaze stays flat, as if the answer is so obvious that I’m the idiot for not getting it. “You can hear it all over the house. Every damn week.”

	My jaw tightens. The air leaves my lungs all at once. Everything in me just... stops.

	I know I fuck around a lot. I’ll own that. But that he—my own nephew—can hear it? Week after week, counting my sins through the walls...

	It turns my stomach.

	That’s not something I needed to hear. Not like this. Not from him.

	The reality is, sex has never been anything more than escape. The only way I’ve found to get out of my own head—to escape the thoughts, the self-loathing. For a moment, the desire drowns everything else out. I can breathe. Just for a second.

	But it never lasts.

	So it becomes routine. Like therapy. Just... more destructive.

	The words sit on my tongue, burning, but nothing comes out. I just turn and walk out, like I always do—retreating, avoiding, slipping away from anything that hits too close—straight into my office. I slam the door, press my back against it in the dark, breathing fast, shaking.

	But the thought sticks.

	If I had slept with her... there’s no way I would’ve forgotten. Not a chance. First there would’ve been that rush—that overwhelming release. And then... the aftermath.

	The self-loathing would’ve hit hard.

	Hard enough to break me.

	And the fact that my own nephew thinks every woman I don’t recognize must be someone I’ve slept with...

	That’s just fucking pathetic.

	And maybe not even wrong.

	I shake my head, forcing myself back under control, making my body move. I switch on the light, crouch in front of the panel, press lightly—but nothing happens. The mechanism sticks. It always has. If the panel’s shut too hard, the spring jams.

	And yeah. That’s exactly what’s happened.

	I work it loose, the opening giving way with resistance, and I let out a quiet breath when I see it—everything exactly where it should be. Untouched. Like time itself has been holding its breath.

	I take the photo, my stomach already tightening before I even look at it. Only when I sink down into the chair do I turn it, forcing myself to face her.

	There’s no doubt.

	She looks like her.

	So much it’s unsettling.

	God. The universe—or whatever the hell is pulling the strings—has to be messing with me. Punishing me. As if that’s even necessary. As if I don’t do that well enough on my own.

	It’s been years.

	And the guilt is still there. Like a shadow I can’t shake.

	My thumb drifts over the image, a quiet, apologetic touch, before I slide it back into the secret compartment and close it again.

	I leave the office with heavy steps, heading downstairs, finishing up in the bathroom before making my way toward my room.

	I stop short outside the guest room.

	Something in me refuses to move.

	My hands grip the doorframe, the conflict burning under my skin. I want to touch her. Feel her.

	And I already know I’ll hate myself for it.

	I yank my arms down and head straight for my room.

	Get your shit together.

	I strip off my clothes and fall back onto the bed, staring up into the dark. My thoughts creep in—her, the way she looked earlier, standing there in nothing but underwear. Even her body... almost the same. Just thinner. More fragile.

	Her temper? Fuck.

	A quiet laugh slips out. Couldn’t be more different. Sharp. Unpredictable. Almost dangerous.

	But if you earned her trust...

	She’d fight for you. No hesitation. No self-preservation. I’m sure of it.

	Heat builds in my body, low and insistent, and I’m hard before I can even think twice about it. I push my boxers down, grip tight—just need to get it out of my system.

	Instinct takes over. My hand moves, slow at first, then faster. My body takes control. I’m close—right there—

	She fills my head. Everything else disappears.

	I don’t hear the door open.

	Not until the mattress dips under her weight. Then I feel her. The scent of whiskey and perfume hits me at once.

	“Need a hand?”

	“Fuck—” I jerk back, startled, pulling away from her.

	“Shh,” she murmurs softly.

	My heart is racing, breath uneven. “Abigail—what are you doing?” I manage, barely above a whisper.

	I can just make out her face in the dark—and damn it, she’s smiling at me. Slow. Tempting.

	But it’s what she does next that stops me completely.

	She leans in and kisses me.

	I freeze; breath caught somewhere between stopping her and letting it happen. What the hell am I doing?

	She doesn’t stop. If anything, it only seems to push her further. She shifts closer, pressing into me, and then—her hand moves. Lower. Searching.

	Not for long.

	She finds exactly what she’s looking for—and doesn’t hesitate.

	A low sound escapes her, right against my mouth, like she’s the one feeling it, like she’s getting something out of this too. And right there—right there—I feel my willpower start to crack.

	Fuck, fuck, fuck.

	“Abigail, we can’t. You’re too drunk.”

	“Shh,” she breathes against my lips.

	And that’s it.

	That’s where I lose it.

	I kiss her back.

	Telling myself it stops there. Just that. Kissing. Maybe a little help—down there. But that’s it. Nothing more. Not sex.

	No matter what.



  
    
    Chapter 4

    

    The Echo

	It flickers behind my eyelids, and slowly, I wake.

	My head pounds, like someone’s driving nails straight into my skull. I press my hands to my temples as a pathetic groan slips out. “Not again, you idiot,” I mutter hoarsely to myself.

	It takes forever to get my eyes open, and when I finally manage, the world’s spinning just a little more than it should.

	For fuck’s sake. Way too much whiskey.

	Somehow, I manage to focus and look around the room. Jesus—it’s huge. Nothing like what Carl and I set up for me. Oh God, please tell me I hadn’t passed out in some stranger’s bed.

	My heart skips as I hesitantly lift the covers a little.

	I exhale in relief.

	Not naked. Thank God.

	At least I didn’t completely fuck up and throw myself into spontaneous sex. That’s something.

	My fingers slide over the fabric.

	Of course it’s silk. Obviously.

	That kind of luxury I could very easily get used to.

	Slowly, I sit up and let my legs hang over the edge of the bed. My stomach protests, my head spins threateningly, and I can feel the floor swaying beneath me, even though it’s perfectly still.

	For fuck’s sake, when am I going to learn?

	I pull the covers tighter around me and get to my feet. One step—and I almost go down. Barely catch myself.

	A small, pained laugh slips out. I shake my head. Even wrecked on whiskey, I still can’t help laughing at myself.

	My eyes drift slowly across the room. Over the small objects, the frames on the walls, the furniture that still carries clear traces of a time that should have disappeared long ago. I’m surprised by how much of the original interior has been preserved.

	Curiosity pulls me toward one of the large wardrobes. When I open it, I immediately press my lips together, irritated with myself.

	Men’s clothes.

	Only.

	My hands move on, landing on an antique vanity. The wood is dark and solid, carved elegantly into fine ornamentation. Early 1800s, maybe.

	But strangely, there’s nothing else in the room suggesting a woman lives here. No clutter. No traces. Just this one piece that almost feels misplaced.

	My fingertips glide along the framed edge of the mirror. There’s something about it that feels familiar.

	Too familiar.

	As if I’ve stood here before. Moved my fingers in exactly the same way—even though that should be impossible.

	I let my index finger trace down along the edge, toward where a secret compartment would usually be. Back then, it was common—small secret spaces to hide letters, valuables, or things that weren’t meant to be found.

	And there.

	Right beside the large drawer, tucked under the edge—

	I find it.

	A smile spreads across my face, and I’m a second away from pressing it when a deep throat clearing snaps me out of my thoughts.

	“Ahem.”

	I flinch.

	The covers slip to the floor, and only then does it hit me—I’m standing exposed in nothing but my bra and underwear.

	My head snaps toward the sound.

	Carl’s uncle stands in the doorway, leaning against the frame. Arms crossed, gaze dark and intense.

	His eyes move slowly over me, taking in every detail, and something softens in his expression.

	Not softer.

	But darker.

	Something that makes my breath catch in my throat. He likes what he sees.

	So do I.

	My gaze strips him bare, layer by layer. The body I can only piece together in fragments practically screams strength, and something in me already knows it’s a masterpiece—just like the face I can’t look away from.

	But it’s his eyes that hold me there.

	Ice blue. Intense. A sharp contrast to the dark hair.

	They don’t blink. They just stay on me. And the warmth in my chest grows—pounding, insistent.

	Fuck, he’s beautiful.

	I completely forget I’m standing there in almost nothing. My cheeks burn, my heart races, and my body reacts against my will. It unsettles me, how strong the effect he has on me.

	Especially when he’s really just an arrogant asshole.

	“Sorry,” I say quickly—too sweet, and I know it. But I do it anyway. “I didn’t mean to snoop.”

	He doesn’t answer. His gaze just keeps moving. From my body. To my face. Slowly. Methodically.

	Okay. If that’s how he wants to play, then we play.

	I lift my chin slightly, and my body follows instinctively. My hips sway softly, controlled, as I move toward him, every step a curve drawn deliberately in the air. The pace is slow, teasing, only heightened by the way his gaze stays locked on me. A crooked smile plays on my lips—a silent invitation, bold and unapologetic.

	And I hope it does exactly what I want. That it sparks something more than just his stare.

	Jackpot.

	It works. Exactly as planned.

	His arms loosen, dropping slowly to his sides, but his fists remain clenched. His control is practically loud in the way it’s starting to crack. His gaze is still locked on me, burning, his mouth slightly open, like he forgot how to breathe.

	I can’t help the soft smile that slips through. “Is this your room?”

	He swallows, jaw tight, and answers coolly, “Yeah.”

	“Then I guess you’re the one who took my clothes off?”

	His brows lift, surprised for a second, but the mask slips back into place just as quickly. “You threw up all over yourself, so... yeah.”

	Fantastic. Really. For fuck’s sake.

	I pull myself together, trying to sound neutral. “Thanks. I guess.”

	“You’re welcome.” His voice is softer now, and the glint in his eyes? Way too pleased.

	So I push him, just a little more. “And did you also have sex with me?”

	His mouth opens, but no words come out. His eyes widen just enough—and that’s it for me. I break into laughter, the sound filling the room.

	“I’m messing with you.”

	I turn and head straight for the closet. Pushing the door open, I yank a random shirt off its hanger. “Mind if I borrow a shirt?” I don’t wait for an answer. I just pull it on.

	“Actually, no.” There’s a hard edge to his tone, but I ignore it completely.

	The shirt feels incredible against my skin—softer, more expensive than I’d ever choose to pay for, even though I easily could. Grandma raised me on the idea that luxury is a waste.

	But wow... this feels good.

	I look back at him. “So where did you sleep?”

	He nods toward the bed.

	I swallow.

	No. Don’t tell me we actually—

	I close my eyes for a moment, and even though I try to suppress it, a slow, knowing smile curls at my lips. The thought alone creates images in my head—his body, mine, everything I’d want to do to him. My lower lip slips between my teeth, pure instinct.

	Fuck.

	Just the thought is enough to send heat rushing through me.

	I take a slow breath and open my eyes again, my whole body tense, like I’m already bracing for something I won’t be able to stop.

	And then I flinch.

	He’s right there. Close. So close that one small step and he could touch me.

	His eyes burn into mine, holding me in place like he can read every thought I’m trying to hide.

	And then the scent hits me.

	Soft. Warm. Sandalwood.

	It wraps around me like a secret—earthy, slightly sweet, calming and sensual at the same time.

	He makes it impossible for me to think clearly.

	“You never answered,” I say quietly. This time I sound weaker, and I hate that there’s even a hint of uncertainty in it. “Did we have sex?”

	He shrugs, like it means nothing. “And if we did? So what?”

	A wave of contradictions twists in my stomach, and I know I need to be careful now—because if I let go, he’ll take control completely. And I’m the one who decides. Not him.

	“Then I’d be annoyed I don’t remember it.” I laugh, light and warm, hoping my real disappointment doesn’t show in my eyes.

	His smile is anything but innocent—teasing, challenging. “Trust me, you’d remember.”

	I lift a brow. “And you’re sure about that?”

	“Want to test that theory?”

	Shit. He’s better at this than I expected. The words hang between us, tight with tension, and I feel the heat spark under my skin.

	So I step closer, close enough to feel the warmth of him against my skin like an invisible touch. The smile comes naturally now, almost impossible to hold back. “I
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