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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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Every love story asks the same question, dressed up in different clothes: how much of yourself are you willing to give away to be truly seen?

The Eternal Rose is my answer to that question — or at least, my attempt at one. It began as three separate obsessions of mine that refused to stay in their own lanes: the slow, deliberate intimacy of restoration work, where patience becomes its own kind of devotion; the particular vertigo of surrender, consensual and chosen, between people who trust each other enough to go all the way there; and the old, familiar dread of a story that watches you back. Somewhere in the layering of those three things, Denny, Ara, and Serenity found me, and I hope by the end of this book, they've found you too.

This is a dark romance, and it earns that description honestly. It contains explicit sexual content, including power exchange dynamics within the BDSM lifestyle, consensual non-consent play, and themes of dominance and submission that some readers may find intense. It also contains horror elements — psychological dread, body horror, and depictions of a predatory supernatural entity — alongside references to psychological manipulation and the blurring of consent under supernatural influence. If any of that isn't for you, I understand completely, and I hope you'll find your next favorite book elsewhere with no hard feelings. If it is for you, I think you're exactly who I wrote this for.

I want to be clear about one thing before you begin: everything consensual in these pages is consensual because the characters chose it, with open eyes, for each other — not because anyone needed permission to want what they wanted. The horror in this book is not the throuple at its center. The horror is what tries to take that choice away from them.

I owe a debt in these pages to the writers who taught me that beauty and dread can share a sentence without either one flinching — the gothic tradition that gave us portraits with secrets behind the paint, and the particular American strain of horror that finds its monsters in ordinary, sun-bleached places rather than distant castles. If you've read enough in this genre to recognize the bones I'm borrowing, I hope you'll forgive me for how openly I love them.

Riverside is a real place, rendered here with real affection, though everything that happens within these pages — every gallery, every archive, every crack in the world — is entirely invented. If you live here too, I hope you'll forgive the liberties I've taken with your city's shadows.

Thank you for picking this up. Whatever you're looking for in these pages — heat, dread, or the particular ache of watching three people choose each other completely — I hope you find it.

Turn the page. She's waiting.

— Sashara The Crimson Writer
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Dedicated with much love to my friends at the real Serenity Studios in Riverside, CA; without whom this story wouldn’t have been possible.
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“There is no exquisite beauty... without some strangeness in the proportion.” — Edgar Allan Poe, “Ligeia”

“Monsters are real, and ghosts are real too. They live inside us, and sometimes, they win.” — Stephen King

“Wherever there is exquisite damage dressed as devotion, you’ll find The Crimson Writer.” — The Crimson Writer
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CHAPTER ONE
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The trouble with restoring dead things was that people always expected them to come back exactly as they were.

Denny had given up trying to explain otherwise. Clients wanted their grandmother's portrait, their great-uncle's landscape, their inherited slice of somebody else's history, returned to a version of itself that had probably never existed in the first place — bright-eyed, unblemished, as if the intervening decades of smoke and neglect and bad varnish had been a rumor rather than a fact. What he actually did, every time, was something closer to negotiation. You didn't erase the damage. You made peace with it. You found out what the painting had survived, and then you decided, brush stroke by brush stroke, how much of that survival deserved to stay visible.

He'd been at the worktable since six that morning, and the light through the north windows had gone from gray to gold to the particular flat white of a Riverside afternoon in June, the kind of light that made everything look slightly overexposed, slightly too honest. His current project — a landscape, water-damaged, unremarkable except for the care its owner clearly wanted lavished on it — sat propped at eye level, half-cleaned, one corner still dark with a century of soot and neglect. His hands smelled like turpentine. They always did. He'd stopped noticing except in moments like this one, when he lifted a cotton swab to his face out of habit and caught the smell fresh, sharp, almost clean.

He liked the quiet of it. He always had. There was a version of himself, he knew, that other people would have called lonely — divorced two years now, evenings spent in this converted garage with nothing but pigment and patience for company, weekends that blurred into weekdays because the work didn't know the difference. Sarah had called it peaceful once, early on, back when peaceful had still sounded like a compliment instead of a diagnosis. You're the calmest person I've ever met, she'd said, and he remembered thinking, even then, that calm wasn't quite the word for what he was. Calm implied the absence of something. What he had felt more like the careful management of a surplus — too much feeling, rerouted so carefully into stillness that no one, including him, most days, could tell the difference anymore.

He'd felt different his whole life. Not in any way he could have explained to Sarah, or to anyone — not a superstition, not quite a belief, just a persistent, low hum of knowing things a half-second before he had any right to. The phone ringing right as he thought of the person who'd call. A room feeling wrong before anything in it had actually gone wrong. He'd spent thirty-some years writing it off as anxiety, or overactive pattern recognition, or the particular hyperawareness that came from growing up the son of a man who noticed everything about a piece of furniture except the people sitting on it. It was easier to call it nothing. Nothing didn't require an explanation.

The studio phone buzzed against the worktable, rattling a jar of brushes half an inch to the left. He set the swab down and answered without checking the screen, the way he always did when his hands were too stained to bother.

"Denny Restoration."

"Mr. Denny." A woman's voice, warm, deliberate, the kind of voice that had clearly introduced itself a thousand times and had long since perfected the art of sounding both welcoming and entirely in control. "My name is Serenity Lee. I own a gallery here in Riverside — Serenity Studios. I understand you're the person to call when something needs more than just cleaning."

"Depends on the something," he said, reaching for a rag, wiping his fingers out of reflex though it didn't do much good. "What have you got?"

"A painting. Old — older than the provenance we have for it, honestly, which is part of the problem. It's been in poor condition for years, sitting in storage, and my," a brief pause, the kind that suggested a sentence being carefully rerouted mid-thought, "my business partner and I have decided it's time it was properly restored. We were told you have a reputation for taking on pieces other restorers won't touch."

"Depends who's telling you that." He almost smiled. "What's it called?"

"The Eternal Rose."

Something in him — small, immediate, entirely unprovable — went quiet in a way it hadn't been quiet a second before. Not alarm. Nothing so clean as alarm. Just a kind of stillness settling low in his chest, the way a room goes still right before someone says something they've been building up to for a while.

He didn't mention it. There was nothing to mention. A title was a title.

"Bring it in," he said. "I'll take a look."



They came the following Thursday — both of them, which he hadn't expected, though in hindsight he wasn't sure why not. Serenity Lee turned out to be exactly as composed in person as she'd sounded on the phone: brown hair, brown eyes, a stillness to her that made the room around her seem to quiet down out of some unspoken courtesy. She moved like someone used to being watched and entirely unbothered by it.

The woman beside her did not have that same stillness. She had the opposite of it — a kind of contained motion, like something coiled and patient, waiting for a reason to become uncoiled. Red hair, styled in some deliberate, expensive-looking way that made it clear she'd decided exactly how she wanted to be looked at today. Green eyes that found his and did not look away first.

"Sashara Jones," she said, before Serenity could introduce her. Her voice had none of Serenity's careful warmth. It didn't need it. "Ara, if you'd like."

He was aware, distantly, of shaking her hand, of the deliberate strength in her grip, of the fact that he'd stopped breathing normally for roughly four full seconds and hadn't noticed until his lungs reminded him. He filed the reaction away the way he filed away most things that didn't have an immediate explanation. Attraction. Fine. That was a word for this. It didn't require anything further.

"The painting's in the van," Serenity said, already moving toward the door, already assuming he'd follow, which he did. "I have to warn you — it's in rough shape. Worse than the photos we sent."

It was. He knew that the moment they set it on his worktable and pulled the packing blanket away.

The canvas was large — larger than he'd estimated from the photographs — and the damage was extensive in a way that made his restorer's instincts sit up fully awake for the first time all week. Varnish gone dark and cracked across most of the surface, whole sections obscured entirely, the kind of damage that came from decades of poor storage rather than any single catastrophic event. What little he could make out beneath the grime suggested a formal composition, figures, rich color buried under all that neglect — but the specifics were lost to him, layered under enough old varnish that the painting kept its secrets simply by virtue of how badly it had been treated.

He leaned in closer than professional distance strictly required. Up close, the old varnish had a strange quality to it, almost oily under the studio lights, refracting in a way that didn't quite track with any resin he recognized.

"Well?" Ara asked. She'd come to stand beside him, close enough that he could smell something
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