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PROLOGUE
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The ledger was bound in leather so black it seemed to drink the candlelight rather than reflect it, and its pages, when they turned, made no sound at all — as though the paper itself had learned long ago that silence was safer than words.

Andrei Lavrov would remember the ledger before he remembered the man who carried it. That was how it always was with important things: the object first, the horror second, the meaning last of all, arriving years too late to do any good.

It was the winter of 1699, and Novgorod lay under a shroud of snow so deep that the church bells sounded muffled, as if the whole city had been wrapped in wool and set aside to be forgotten. Andrei was twenty-seven years old, a physician's apprentice with ink-stained fingers and a cough he could not shake, and he had just watched his third patient of the week die of a fever no one could name.

He did not pray that night. He had stopped praying two winters ago, when his mother's lungs had filled with water she never touched, and no god he petitioned had seen fit to intervene. Instead, he sat in the small room above the apothecary's shop where he lodged, and he wrote, furiously, desperately, in a notebook he kept hidden beneath the floorboards, page after page of theories about blood and breath and the slow poison of years that everyone called aging and no one dared call an enemy.

Death is not sacred, he wrote. Death is merely unsolved.

He did not hear the door open. He would swear to that, later, across centuries — that the door had not creaked, that no draft had touched the candle flame, that there had been no footsteps on the stair. And yet when he looked up, a man was sitting across from him at the small wooden table, as though he had always been sitting there, as though Andrei's entire life had simply rearranged itself to accommodate his presence.

The stranger was neither young nor old. That was the first thing Andrei noticed, and the thing he would spend the rest of his existence trying to properly describe. His face held no lines of age and yet no softness of youth; it was a face assembled rather than lived-in, features arranged with the careful precision of a portrait rather than the careless asymmetry of a real man. He wore a coat that was not quite the fashion of Novgorod, not quite the fashion of Moscow, not quite the fashion of anywhere Andrei could name — as if he had dressed himself from a wardrobe that spanned every century at once and simply chosen, for tonight, to look reasonably contemporary.

On the table between them lay the black ledger.

"You have been writing about death," the stranger said. His voice was pleasant, almost warm, the voice of a man discussing the weather or the price of bread. "I find that interesting. Most young men your age write about love."

Andrei's hand moved instinctively to close his notebook, though some deeper instinct told him it was already too late for secrecy — that this visitor, whoever he was, had already read every word, perhaps before Andrei had written it. "Who let you in?"

"No one needed to let me in. I am not in the habit of waiting for doors." The stranger folded his hands atop the ledger, and Andrei noticed, would always remember noticing, that his fingers were unnaturally still, the fingers of a man who had never once fidgeted in his existence. "My name is not important tonight. Call me Kairos, if you require something to call me. It is not my true name, but it will serve."

"Kairos." Andrei tested the word. Some fevered memory of his tutor's lessons in Greek stirred at the back of his mind — not chronos, the marching of ordinary time, but kairos, the decisive moment, the crack in the wall of the world through which fate slipped its hand. "The opportune moment."

"You are better educated than most men who receive this visit," Kairos said, and something that might have been approval flickered across his assembled face. "That will serve you. Or it will damn you. I confess I have never been entirely certain which."

Andrei should have been afraid. For years afterward he would turn the question over and never reach the bottom of it: why some traitorous part of him had leaned forward instead of back, why what stirred in him was something dangerously close to hope. Perhaps it was the fever burning low in his own blood. Perhaps it was the exhaustion of a week among the dying, three beds emptied and three sheets drawn up over three faces while he stood by with a physician's useless tools. Or perhaps it was only the plain, unbearable loneliness of a young man who had buried everyone he loved and had nothing left to lose by listening to a madman in the middle of the night.

"You have a proposal," Andrei said. It was not a question.

"I have an observation, first." Kairos tilted his head, and for a moment the candlelight caught his eyes at an angle that made them look, briefly, like something other than human eyes — like two doors standing very slightly ajar onto a darkness that had no bottom. "You believe death is a problem to be solved. A disease, like any other. You believe that if men were only clever enough, patient enough, humble enough to keep trying, they could defeat it as surely as they will one day defeat the plague."

"I believe it is not sacred," Andrei said. "I believe it is not deserved by everyone who suffers it. My mother did not deserve to drown in her own body while I held her hand and could do nothing but watch."

"No," Kairos agreed, and something in his voice made the single syllable land like a stone dropped into still water. "She did not. Very few people deserve the deaths they receive. That is, in fact, rather the point."

He opened the ledger.

Andrei would spend the rest of his existence — a thousand years and ten more, nearly three hundred and seventy thousand nights, give or take the accounting of leap years and calendars that would themselves be rewritten by empires yet unborn — trying to recall the precise moment the pages fell open, whether Kairos had touched them at all, or whether the book had simply chosen, of its own accord, to reveal itself. The pages were covered in handwriting: dozens of hands, dozens of languages, dozens of centuries layered atop one another like sediment, and at the bottom of the open page, a blank space waited, patient as a grave.

"I am going to offer you something, Andrei Lavrov," Kairos said. "I offer it perhaps once in a generation, to those who hate death cleanly enough, and love life honestly enough, to be worth the offering. I do not offer it to the greedy. I do not offer it to the cruel. I offer it to men like you, who believe, foolishly, beautifully, that if only they had enough time, they could learn to make death unnecessary."

"What is the offer?"

"A thousand years." Kairos said it the way another man might say good evening — a pleasantry, a small and ordinary thing, though it detonated somewhere behind Andrei's ribs like a cannon shot. "One thousand years of life, Andrei Lavrov. Not the wasted, withering life of ordinary men, but life entire — your body will not age past this night. No sickness will claim you. No accident will end you before your appointed hour. You will watch nations rise from mud and fall back into it. You will watch every question you have ever asked about the nature of blood and breath and time answered, and you will live to ask the next question, and the next, until you have outlived the very language you are speaking to me in now."

The candle guttered. Somewhere below, in the apothecary's shop, a shutter banged once against the wind and went still.

"And the price?" Andrei asked, because he was, above all things, a rational man, and rational men did not believe in gifts without cost. "Every bargain has a price. What is yours?"

Kairos smiled, and it was the only moment in the entire encounter that struck Andrei as something less than perfectly composed — a flicker of what might have been pity, or might have been anticipation, or might have simply been the shape his face made when it remembered, faintly, what it was like to be young and certain of triumph.

"Ten times in the course of your thousand years," he said, "you will owe me a payment — roughly one to each century. Not gold. Not land. Not the small currencies men usually imagine when they think of infernal bargains — I have no use for your coin, your soul, your immortal essence, whatever you imagine that to mean. My price is simpler, and very much crueler, and I suspect you will not believe how cruel until you have paid it at least once."

He tapped one still finger against the blank space at the bottom of the page.

"Each time the ledger comes due, you will give me the person you love most — whoever has entered your life since the last reckoning and become dearest to your heart. Not chosen by you. Not surrendered by your hand. Simply — taken. Quietly. As though it were the most natural thing in the world, because by the time it happens, it always will seem natural. An illness. An accident. A war. The ordinary tragedies that claim ordinary lives, except that in your case, they will not be ordinary at all. They will be payment."

Andrei sat very still. Outside, the wind had picked up, and he could hear it moving through the frozen streets of Novgorod like something searching for a way in.

"You are asking me to choose between the woman I might love and the plague that killed my mother," he said slowly. "You are asking me to weigh a thousand years of knowledge, of power to end suffering for thousands, perhaps millions of people who are not yet born — against ten people I have not yet met, who do not yet exist to me, who are, at this moment, nothing more than a sum in your ledger."

"I am not asking you to choose anything tonight," Kairos said gently — and it was the gentleness, more than anything else, that Andrei would later recognize as the cruelest part of the entire encounter, the softness of a man delivering a death sentence with impeccable manners. "I am only laying the terms before you, as I am obligated to do. You may refuse. Most do, once they understand the cost. You may close this book, and I will leave, and you will live the ordinary sixty or seventy years allotted to ordinary men, and you will die of the same fever that has been circling this city all winter, quite possibly within the decade. That is one path."

"And the other?"

"The other path is this room, this candle, this ledger, and your name written at the bottom of this page in your own hand and your own blood — after which you will not age another day for the next one thousand years, and you will pay for that gift ten times over, each time with the dearest thing the intervening years have given you."

Andrei looked down at the blank space on the page. Later he would tell himself — for decades, for centuries, in the small dark hours when sleep would not come however long he had practiced doing without it — that he had understood, even then, what he was agreeing to. That he had not been naive. That fever and grief had not clouded his judgment so thoroughly that he failed to see the trap closing around him.

He would never quite believe his own reassurances.

"If I refuse tonight," Andrei said, "will you return?"

"No." Kairos closed the ledger halfway, as if to demonstrate how easily the offer could vanish. "This is not a bargain I extend twice. You are permitted precisely one answer, and you are permitted to give it only once, and if that answer is no, then you will live and die as every mortal before you has lived and died, and I will find some other young man, in some other winter, gazing into some other candle flame, and ask him instead."

Outside, a dog began to howl, and somewhere beneath the sound, so faint Andrei was never certain he had truly heard it at all, church bells began to toll for the third patient he had lost that week — a girl of nineteen, dead of the same nameless fever, whose mother had wept in the street outside the apothecary's shop until her voice had cracked into silence.

Andrei Lavrov picked up the pen.

He did not think of the people he did not yet love. That was the failure of imagination that would haunt him longest — not that he had chosen power over love, but that in the moment of choosing, love had not seemed real to him at all. It had seemed like an abstraction, a future so distant and so hypothetical that weighing it against the concrete, immediate, unbearable reality of death felt like weighing a rumor against a stone.

He thought of his mother, drowning in her own lungs.

He thought of the girl of nineteen, and the two before her, and all the deaths yet to come that winter, and all the winters after this one, marching forward in an endless gray column toward every grave in every century, each one just as unnecessary, just as unsolved, just as wrong as the ones he had already witnessed.

He thought: I will save them. All of them. Whatever it costs.

He did not yet understand that this was the thought Kairos had been waiting to hear.

The pen found the blank space at the bottom of the page. Somewhere in the process of signing — he would never afterward be entirely certain whether the ink had truly been ink, or whether some other substance closer to red than black had found its way onto the paper — the candle guttered out entirely, and for one heartbeat the room was in total darkness, and Andrei Lavrov felt something vast and patient and impossibly old settle its attention upon him, the way a mountain might notice, for the first time in ten thousand years, a single snowflake landing on its summit.

When the candle relit itself — for it did relight itself, though no hand touched it — Kairos was gone. The ledger was gone. The chair across the table sat empty, as though no one had ever occupied it at all.

Andrei sat alone in the small room above the apothecary's shop, his hand aching faintly where the pen had pressed too hard against the page, and outside the window, the snow had stopped falling, and the church bells had gone silent, and somewhere in the vast unmapped centuries ahead of him, a great ledger was already recording the first name that would, in a hundred years, belong to him and then no longer belong to him at all.

He did not yet know her name.

He would learn it in thirty-two years, in a lecture hall in Leipzig — though he would not begin counting the days until much, much later, when counting was all that remained to him of the people he had lost.

For now, he only knew that he was no longer tired, that the ache in his chest that had lived there since his mother's death had not vanished but had, for the first time in two years, gone quiet — and that when he looked down at his ink-stained hands in the newly steady candlelight, they did not look, to him, like the hands of a man who had just sold anything at all.

They looked, he would write in his hidden notebook the following morning, like the hands of a man who had been given the tools to build something that would outlast every grave he had ever stood beside.

He was wrong about almost everything that night. But he was not wrong that he had been given tools. He simply did not yet understand what the tools would cost him to use, or how many times he would have to use them, or how very long one thousand years could feel when every one of its long seams was stitched shut with someone's name.
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CHAPTER ONE: THE ARITHMETIC OF FORGETTING
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By the year 1799, Andrei Lavrov had learned the first and most important lesson of his new existence: that a man who cannot die is not, by that fact alone, protected from anything that actually matters.

He had spent the century proving it to himself methodically, the way he proved everything: through observation, repetition, and the merciless arithmetic of a mind that refused to accept an unexamined premise. He had watched his own reflection for the telltale creases that marked other men's descent into age, and found none. He had cut himself, deliberately, more than once in the early years, testing the boundaries of the bargain with the same clinical detachment he had once brought to dissecting the bodies of paupers donated to the medical college in exchange for burial costs. The wounds closed. Not instantly — he was not, he came to understand, invulnerable, only unaging and unbreakable in the manner the contract specified — but faster than any wound should, and always without scar. In a rented room in Prague, in 1741, he had held a candle flame under his palm for a count of twenty and watched the blister rise and flatten and vanish while he drank his tea, and had understood that this, too, was a kind of loneliness.

He had also learned, with far more reluctance, that a man determined to avoid love could not simply decide the matter and be done with it. Love did not knock and wait to be admitted. It came in sideways, disguised as gratitude or curiosity or the plain animal comfort of another warm body near a fire on a cold night, and by the time a man as intelligent as Andrei Lavrov noticed what was happening, it had already happened.

He fought it anyway. That was the shape of his first century: a long, quiet war against his own heart, fought with the same discipline he brought to his medical studies, and lost, in the end, to a woman named Ilse Brandt.

* * *
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He met her in Leipzig, in the autumn of 1731, some thirty-two years into the bargain, in a lecture hall where he had enrolled, under the name Andreas Lorenz, one of the first of what would become dozens of names worn and discarded like coats, to study the new anatomical theories circulating through the German universities. He was, by then, extremely careful. He moved cities every fifteen or twenty years, before his unchanging face drew the kind of attention that ended, in that era, with accusations of witchcraft or worse. He kept his lodgings modest and his friendships shallow, calibrated to the depth a normal man's friendships might reach and then, deliberately, no further. He sat at the back of the hall, near the stove, with his collar up against the draft and his pen unmoving, and watched, with the polite detachment of a man long out of practice at being surprised, a young woman in the third row interrupt the professor.

The professor, a heavy, handsome man named Gessner who lectured on the heart as though he had personally commissioned it, had just declared that the pulse was the soul's own drumbeat, when a voice from the third row said, quite clearly, "Then why does it stop while the soul is still in the room, Herr Professor? I sat beside my grandmother for an hour after her pulse was gone, and her cheek stayed warm the whole time."

The hall went quiet in the particular way of rooms waiting to see who will be punished. Gessner called her a printer's daughter, as though naming her trade settled the matter. She replied that she had set the type for his own lectures last spring and found two errors in them, and would be glad to point them out after class, since she supposed he would want them corrected before the second printing.

Andrei laughed. It escaped him once, aloud, at the back by the stove — a sound so unfamiliar that the student beside him turned to stare. He had not laughed in company since Prague. When he looked up again the young woman had twisted around in her seat and was regarding him with the open, assessing, entirely unembarrassed look of someone who wished to learn who else in the room found her funny. He should have looked away. He held her eyes a moment too long, and she nodded, once, as though a point had been conceded.

He knew better. He had come to understand, in the years since signing, that the ledger's patience was worse than any deadline it might have set: no payment would come due until the ledger chose to call it, and so he had simply watched and waited and counted, the way a condemned man counts the paving stones between his cell and a gallows he cannot yet see.

There had been Katarzyna first, long before. He had met her nine years, four months, and eleven days after signing the ledger — a count he would make only much later, when counting was all he had left of the people he had lost. She was the innkeeper's daughter at a house in Novgorod where he took rooms while rebuilding his interrupted studies under a borrowed name: a plain, clever, laughing girl who taught him a card game called maryasz and who, without either of them noticing the transition, became the only person in the city who could make him forget, for an hour at a time, the bargain sitting in his chest like a swallowed stone. She died of an ordinary fever eleven years later, in a winter no crueler than any other — eighty years before the first century closed, and so, he told himself, no part of the ledger's doing at all. It was a small, bitter mercy that he would learn to distrust: the world could take someone from him as arbitrarily as Kairos ever would, with no bargain required to explain it.

He had wept for a week. He had then made a vow, standing over her grave in the churchyard where half of Novgorod already lay buried, that he would never again permit himself to love anything he could lose.

Ilse Brandt broke that vow within four months of his arriving in Leipzig.

She was not beautiful in any conventional sense. Her nose was too sharp, her chin too stubborn, her hands permanently stained with the ink of the pamphlets she printed in secret defiance of the university's rigid orthodoxies about what women were and were not permitted to think aloud. But she argued with him. That was the thing that undid him, in the end, more thoroughly than beauty ever could have: she argued with him about anatomy, about the nature of the soul, about whether a physician's duty was to prolong life or to ease its ending, and she did not back down when he marshaled his considerable intellect against her, and she was, more often than he wanted to admit, entirely correct. She carried a pocket of dried pears in her apron and ate them while she debated, and when she won a point she handed him one, without looking up, as a general hands a captured sword back to a courteous enemy.

"You speak of death as though it were an enemy soldier," she told him one evening, in the small printing room above her father's shop, ink-black fingers gesturing at a pamphlet she had just finished setting. "As though it marches against us from outside the walls, and if only we built our fortifications high enough, we might keep it out entirely. But I think you are wrong, Andreas. I think death is inside every wall we build. It is not the enemy at the gate. It is the mortar holding the stones together."

"That is a lovely sentiment," Andrei said, "and it will not save a single child from the smallpox."

"No," she agreed, unoffended. "But it might save you from spending your whole life at war with something you cannot defeat, and missing, in the meantime, every good thing that happens to be standing directly in front of you."

He should have left Leipzig that winter. He had, in fact, already begun making the arrangements: a position secured in Vienna, lodgings paid a season in advance, the careful bureaucratic camouflage of a man about to vanish and reappear elsewhere under a slightly different name. He did not leave. He told himself it was because Ilse's printing work had produced a truly valuable set of anatomical illustrations that he required for his research, and this was not, strictly speaking, a lie, only an insufficient one. His trunk stood packed by the door for five weeks, and Ilse, finding it there one evening while bringing proofs, looked at it, and at him, and quietly set her basket on top of it and went to put the kettle on, as though it had always been a table.

He married her in 1734, under the name Andreas Lorenz, in a small civil ceremony that neither of their families entirely approved of — hers because he was a foreigner with no discernible fortune, his because there was no family left alive to approve or disapprove of anything at all. He was sixty-two years old by the calendar of his birth and looked, as he would look forever, no older than thirty.

They had sixty-five years together. He would count them, later, the way a miser counts coins, turning each one over in the dark to reassure himself it was still real: sixty-five autumns of watching her set type by candlelight, sixty-five winters of arguing philosophy until the fire burned down to embers, sixty-five springs of watching her stubborn chin set into an expression of pure defiance whenever some university official attempted to silence her pamphlets. She asked him only once why he did not age. He had prepared, over months, an elaborate lie involving a rare condition of the blood inherited from an obscure branch of his invented family — and she had listened to the entire fabricated explanation with an expression of polite, amused disbelief, and then said, simply, "Andreas, I have decided it does not matter. Whatever you are, I intend to grow old beside you regardless, and you will simply have to bury me and manage as best you can."

He had not told her how literally he intended to take that instruction. He had not told her about the ledger, or the stranger, or the century that was, even then, counting down toward its close with the patient indifference of a clock no one had asked to be wound.

Kairos returned in the winter of 1799 — sixty-eight years after Andrei had first seen Ilse in that Leipzig lecture hall, and one hundred years to the night since he had signed his name in the small room above the Novgorod apothecary's shop. Andrei, in his grief and denial, had lost count of the date, a failure of arithmetic he would never permit himself again.

Ilse had died the previous spring, of nothing more supernatural than a wasting illness common to women of her advanced age — she had lived, after all, to be honestly old, eighty-seven years of age, her sharp features softened by decades and her stubborn chin finally, at the very end, relaxing into something like peace. Andrei had told himself, in the weeks after her death, that this was proof the bargain had spared her — that because she died an ordinary death, of ordinary time, she had somehow escaped the ledger's notice.

He understood his error the moment Kairos appeared in the doorway of the rented rooms in Vienna where Andrei had retreated to grieve, exactly as unaged, exactly as assembled-rather-than-lived-in, as he had been a full century before.

"You look surprised to see me," Kairos observed, settling into the single available chair with the ease of a man who had never once needed permission to occupy space. "I confess I find that curious. Did you imagine the bargain had an escape clause? A woman who dies of age rather than accident, and the debt simply... forgives itself?"

"She was not the one," Andrei said. His voice came out steadier than he felt entitled to. "You said the debt was the person I loved most who entered my life during the century. Ilse and I were already — the arrangement between us predates —"

"The arrangement between you began in 1731," Kairos said, not unkindly, opening the black ledger on his knee. "Thirty-two years into your first century, Andreas Lorenz. I do not require you to have loved her for the entire hundred years for the debt to come due. I require only that she was dearest to you at the century's close. And she was. You know she was. You have known it since the moment I walked through your door, which is why you are currently attempting to construct an argument you do not, in your own heart, believe."

Andrei sat very still, the way he had learned, across sixty-five years of marriage and genuine partnership, to sit still when a truth he could not survive was approaching and there was nothing whatsoever to be done about its arrival.

"She is already dead," he said finally. "What is left for you to collect?"

Kairos's assembled face performed an expression Andrei would come to recognize, over the following nine centuries, as the closest thing to true sorrow the broker of the ledger was capable of producing — not sorrow for Ilse, precisely, or even sorrow for Andrei, but something colder and more structural, the sorrow of a machine forced to acknowledge the shape of the damage it had been built to cause.

"Nothing," Kairos said. "The debt is already paid, Andreas. It was paid the moment she drew her last breath in a bed you were not permitted to reach in time, though you nearly made it — did you notice that? How very nearly you made it back from Prague, and how the roads conspired against you with a specificity that a less rational man might have found suspicious?"

Andrei's hands, folded in his lap, curled slowly into fists.

"You did that."

"I did nothing," Kairos said, and there was, for the first time in Andrei's hearing, something almost like weariness in his pleasant, unhurried voice. "I never do anything, Andreas. That is the elegance of the arrangement, and I suspect also its cruelty, though I have had a very long time to consider the question and have not yet reached a settled opinion. I do not murder the people you love. I simply see to it that the world's ordinary catalog of tragedies — illness, accident, the thousand mundane doors through which death has always entered every human life — arranges itself, when your hour comes, around the person dearest to you. I did not send the storm that washed out the roads to Prague. It would have come regardless of your bargain. I only made certain, as the terms require, that when the hour came you were standing on the wrong side of it."

"That is a distinction without a difference."

"It is the only distinction that exists," Kairos said, and closed the ledger. "You signed for a thousand years of life, Andreas Lorenz, and I have given you precisely that — no sickness has touched you, no accident has claimed you, no year has added a single line to your face. You have not once questioned whether the terms of your half of the bargain were being honored. I would ask that you extend me the same courtesy regarding mine."

He rose. At the door, he paused, and turned back with something that might, in a less careful accounting, have been mistaken for genuine curiosity.

"Nine payments remain," he said. "And something over nine hundred years in which to make them. You have that long to decide whether the thousand you were promised were worth what they will cost you. Most men in your position stop loving anyone at all, by the fourth or fifth collection. It is, I am told, substantially less painful that way. I merely observe that you do not strike me as a man who is likely to take the sensible path."

He was gone before Andrei could answer, and the room felt as though no one had ever sat in the chair across from him. But this time, unlike the first, he was not alone in his grief. He had sixty-five years of memory for company, and he would spend the rest of the millennium guarding them, taking them out in the dark to check that they were still real, still his, still worth what they had cost.

He buried Ilse's printing press in the courtyard behind their last shared lodgings. It was an absurd, sentimental gesture, to bury an object when he had already buried the person and found it insufficient, and he left Vienna within the month under a new name, carrying a chest of her pamphlets and a private arithmetic that would govern the next nine centuries: nine hundred years remaining. Nine payments left to make. Do not, under any circumstances, forget to count.

He did not yet know that counting would be the easy part. Forgetting, in the way ordinary grief softened into something a person could carry, was a skill he would never quite master, however many centuries he was given to practice it.

He went south first, toward Italy, for no better reason than that Vienna had turned into a city of rooms he could not enter without seeing Ilse's hands in every shadow: her ink-stained fingers setting type on a windowsill that was, in truth, only a windowsill, her stubborn chin tilted in argument in the corner of a tavern where nobody had ever argued with him about anything. He knew, even as he fled, that geography is a poor cure for grief carried in the mind and not in any particular street, but movement at least gave the illusion of progress. He crossed the Alps in October on a mule hired from a farmer who talked without pause about the price of cheese, and for three days Andrei listened with a gratitude he could not have explained.

In Florence he took up medicine again, under the name Andrea Loreni, and found that the practice of healing other people's bodies was the closest thing he possessed to a philosophy of endurance. He could not save Ilse. He had not been able to save Katarzyna either, though he had taken her death at the time for nothing more than an ordinary tragedy of an ordinary century. But the woman with the crushed hand who came to his surgery in 1801, and the boy with the fever in 1803, and the old soldier with the infected wound in 1805 — these he could save, or at least attempt to save, and in the attempting he found something that was not happiness, precisely, but was at least a bearable imitation of purpose.

What he kept of Katarzyna was never the dying. It was a Tuesday evening in the inn's back room, sometime in the second winter after they met, when she had dealt him a losing hand of maryasz for the fourth time running and laughed so hard at his face that she had to put the cards down. He remembered the smell of tallow and wet wool, the draft that crept under the door and stirred the corner of the tablecloth, and the way she had pushed her hair back with the heel of her hand, leaving a smudge of flour on her temple that he had not mentioned. He had thought, with a clarity that still startled him a century on, I could be happy in this room. It was the first time he had thought it since the ledger, and he had been so frightened by the thought that he had lost the next hand on purpose, just to hear her laugh again.

He did not fall in love again for nineteen years. He called it discipline, the hard-won wisdom of a man who had learned his lesson twice and did not mean to learn it a third time. He called it that while sitting up late with dying patients whose families he grew, against every intention, fond of; while apprenticing bright young students whose faces he made a private, ruthless point of forgetting the day they graduated; and while writing, in the notebook he still kept, long careful meditations on the bargain he had made. They circled the same question: could a man live for a thousand years and love no one, and if he could, was it still a life? He asked it of a Viennese rain-barrel one night, aloud, in a courtyard in his shirtsleeves, and the barrel kept its own counsel.

There was a winter in Florence when he kept a ledger of a different sort. He wrote in it, every night, the names of the patients who had died under his hands that day, and beside each, in a second column, the one thing he had learned about them: a favorite song, a fear of horses, the way a widow had called her dead husband the old goat with a tenderness that cracked her voice. He told himself it was a clinical habit. The notebook's first volume had begun as the same, a physician's log of causes and outcomes. But one night in February he caught himself writing a column entry for a man he had treated for twenty minutes, whistled through his teeth when frightened, and understood that the exercise had stopped being about the patients. It was a way of being known by no one and remembering everyone, a sort of lonely loyalty to the dying. He stopped the next week. Not because it hurt, but because it had begun to feel, he thought, like a very elaborate way of not saying Ilse's name.

He did not resolve the question in Florence. He would not resolve it for the better part of nine centuries, and the answer he finally reached was one his youngest, most rational self would never have believed himself capable of accepting.

What he learned in Florence, instead, was the shape of his own flaw — the one Kairos had half-named in that Vienna doorway, in the weary, almost sympathetic tone of a man describing a disease he had watched claim a thousand patients before this one. Andrei Lavrov was not, whatever his arithmetic and discipline and nineteen years of solitude might suggest, a man capable of loving no one at all. He was, despite every rational argument he constructed against it, a man who needed — with the same involuntary necessity with which other men needed food or sleep or air — to be known by someone, to matter to someone, to leave some mark upon another human heart that was not merely the mark of a physician who had once, briefly, saved their life. He discovered it on a rainy night in a Florentine trattoria, when the owner's wife brought him a second bowl of soup he had not ordered, and he found himself unable to speak for the sheer, ridiculous force of being noticed.

By 1820, in a modest surgery on the outskirts of Florence, he had taken on an apprentice named Lucia Verrati, seventeen years old and possessed of the same stubborn, argumentative intelligence that had first undone him in Leipzig, though he would not permit himself to recognize the pattern for several more years. He told himself, with the dishonesty of a man protecting a wound he does not wish examined, that this was merely professional respect for a promising student, nothing that required the vigilance he had sworn to maintain against his own traitorous heart. She had a way of tying back her sleeves with a length of green ribbon before an operation, which she said was for luck and which he suspected was for him, and on the day she first set a bone alone she held up the splinted arm to the light and said, to nobody, there, in a tone of such private triumph that he had to leave the room.

He was wrong, of course. In matters of the heart he was always spectacularly and predictably wrong, and the second century of his life would show him, through Lucia and the children she gave him and a decade of quiet domestic happiness he had sworn never to want again, how little his discipline was worth against the plain fact of being alive among other living people.

He did not yet know her name would be the third entry in a private ledger of his own, a ledger he had begun keeping in the back pages of his notebook without ever quite admitting to himself what it was: a list of names, dates, and the small unbearable details of ordinary days he wanted to remember when he could no longer remember anything else. Katarzyna, first. Ilse, second — though he had listed her first, out of order, in the days after Vienna, because grief did not organize itself chronologically no matter how a rational man insisted that it should.

He would add a fourth name before the century was finished, and a fifth not long after. By the time he understood what he had truly signed himself into, not only nine more losses but nine more entire lives, nine small worlds of ordinary happiness he would build and furnish and love with his whole unaging heart, only to have each one collected on the ledger's own schedule by a broker who never raised his voice or his hand, the habit of the list had already become the only prayer he had left.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE ARCHITECTURE OF SILENCE
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Lucia Verrati died in the winter of 1830, in the same modest house on the outskirts of Florence where she had first apprenticed to a physician named Andrea Loreni ten years earlier, and where she had, in the intervening decade, become his wife, the mother of his children, and — though he would not permit himself the word until it was far too late to matter — the third true love of a life that was already, by any ordinary reckoning, exceptionally long.

She did not die of the bargain. Andrei recognized this immediately, with a clarity that felt almost like insult, because her death was so mundane, so thoroughly explicable by ordinary medicine, that it offered him nothing to rage against. She had borne their third child, a daughter they named Beatrice, in a difficult labor six years earlier, and had never entirely recovered her strength; when the winter fever came through Florence that year — an ordinary fever, the kind that killed perhaps one household in twenty and spared the rest — her body simply could not fight it as it might once have done.

He sat beside her bed for six days. He was, by then, one of the finest physicians in the region, a reputation built carefully across a decade of honest skill and equally careful management of the fact that his own hands never trembled with age and his own back never bent with the accumulated weight of years. He used every remedy he knew, every technique his century of study had taught him, and he watched none of it make the slightest difference. He had already learned this lesson twice, and he had hoped, foolishly, that expertise might purchase him an exemption from learning it a third time.

"You are not to blame yourself," Lucia told him, on the fifth night, her voice thin but her eyes dark, quick, argumentative even now, and still entirely her own. "I have watched you blame yourself for ten years over things a man cannot control. The weather. The harvests. Old Signor Bellini's gout, which was entirely his own fault for refusing to give up wine. You have a talent for guilt, Andrea, that exceeds even your talent for medicine, and I would ask you, as my final professional opinion of your character, to reconsider the habit."

"I should have sent for the physician in Siena. The one who studied the new methods for—"

"You are the finest physician within three days' ride in any direction," she said, "and you know it, and false modesty suits you no better than guilt does." She reached for his hand, and even weakened her grip kept the stubborn strength he had first noticed in a seventeen-year-old arguing about the treatment of a compound fracture. "I am not dying because you failed me. I am dying because I am mortal, and mortal women sometimes die of fever after hard births, and none of your skill was ever going to change that. I need you to understand the difference, because I suspect," and here her voice caught on something that was not physical pain, "I suspect you are going to have to survive a great many more of these, and if you insist that each one is your failure, you will not survive them. You will be destroyed by them one at a time, for as long as you keep living."

He had never told her about the bargain. He had told her, as he had told Ilse, a version of the truth reshaped into something a rational nineteenth-century mind could accept without collapsing into superstition — a rare condition, inherited, that slowed the visible progress of age — though he had grown more careful over the decades about how precisely he phrased the lie, aware that a woman as clever as Lucia would notice the places where the story did not quite hold together. He had never told her the truth: that when the ledger next came due — in 1899, by his careful count — whoever was dearest to Andrei's heart would be taken from him regardless of what medicine, what love, what desperate bargaining he attempted in the meantime.

In the years since Vienna he had let himself hope that if he simply loved no one enough, if he spread his affection thinly across his children and his patients and his small circle of Florentine friends and never let any single person become catastrophically dear, he might dilute the debt into something survivable, a tax rather than a tragedy.

Lucia's death showed him the flaw in that reasoning. The bargain did not require him to love only one person. It required only that when the ledger's hour came someone be dearest, and grief was not a resource that could be rationed. He had loved Lucia entirely because loving her entirely had felt, at every stage, like the only honest way to love anyone. Her death, ordinary and unarranged, taught him that the bargain's cruelty was not only the payment. It was the impossibility of protecting anyone from ordinary death in the meantime, while knowing that someone else would sooner or later be taken on purpose.

He buried her in the small churchyard behind the house, beside the grave of their first child, a son who had lived only three days and whom they had never, in ten years of marriage, spoken of again after the burial: not from indifference, but from the kind of grief that has no words adequate to it and so simply goes silent. The ground was iron-hard that week, and the gravediggers worked with picks. He raised Beatrice, then six years old, and her older brother Matteo, then eight, largely alone, with the help of a housekeeper and, increasingly, with a careful emotional distance he told himself was the natural reserve of a grieving father. Only later would he recognize it, with considerable shame, as the deliberate architecture of a man already rehearsing the greater loss he knew was coming. In the evenings he sat on the edge of Beatrice's bed until she slept, and noticed that he always left the door open a hand's width, as though the house itself might need to listen.

In the second year after Matteo's birth Lucia had made him sit in the kitchen with a stopwatch, a ridiculous stopwatch borrowed from a clockmaker, and time how long the child could be quiet. It was her idea of an experiment. The answer, to her delight, was eleven seconds, and she wrote it on the wall with charcoal. Andrei, laughing, had not noticed until that moment that he had been holding the child with his left arm, the arm that did not shake, and that he had not been afraid for the length of the exercise. Years later, in another house, in another country, he would find the charcoal digit still on a wall he had never lived in, and would stand in front of it like a man in front of an altar, understanding that the people of the real world do not keep their memorials in churches. They keep them in kitchens. They keep them in the dull, daily marks a hand once made to prove a point.

He was not permitted to keep them, though not in the way he had feared. He had assumed the collection would look as it had with Ilse: an illness, an accident, some ordinary tragedy arranged with unnatural precision around the person dearest to his heart. For six years he watched Matteo and Beatrice with something close to paranoia, examining every childhood scrape and winter cough for the signs of a fate he could not prevent, and in doing so he failed to notice, until it was far too late to address, that the dearest person in his life was not either of his children at all.

It was Matteo's tutor, a quiet, scholarly woman named Constance Marchetti, hired three years after Lucia's death to instruct the children in Latin and mathematics, who had gradually, without either of them quite acknowledging it, become the person to whom Andrei told the small, unremarkable truths of his days. She was the person whose opinion he sought before any decision of consequence, and the person whose absence from a room he noticed before he noticed anything else about the room at all. He had not permitted himself to call it love. For three years he had told himself it was merely companionship, the natural closeness of two adults raising children under one roof, merely gratitude for her patience with Beatrice's mathematics and her genuine affection for Matteo's endless questions about the classical world. She left a pot of lemon balm tea outside his study door each night without comment, and he drank it, without comment, and never once asked her who had told her that he did not sleep.

Kairos appeared on a February evening in 1836 — sixty-three years before Andrei, who had been counting toward 1899 with obsessive precision, had thought to expect him. In the first stunned moment Andrei assumed that he had simply miscounted, as a grieving man might; he would go on assuming it for centuries. Kairos found him alone in his study, the children long since asleep, Constance having retired to her own small room in the eastern wing of the house an hour before.

"You have grown careful," Kairos observed, settling into the chair that had, across a century, become almost a familiar fixture of Andrei's worst nights. "I confess I did not expect it, given how thoroughly you failed to protect yourself the first time. You have distributed your heart across three people these six years instead of one — your children, and a woman you have not yet permitted yourself to call anything at all. I find the strategy admirable, even if I suspect it will not, in the end, save you from anything."

"Say what you have come to say."

"You already know what I have come to say." Kairos opened the ledger, and for the first time, something in his careful, assembled face looked, to Andrei's exhausted eyes, almost like authentic curiosity. "I confess I am uncertain myself, this century, which name belongs at the bottom of this page. You have been notably disciplined about not naming your own heart's preference, even to yourself. Shall I tell you what the ledger believes, or would you prefer to discover it as you have discovered every other loss — unprepared, and too late to do anything about it?"

Andrei's hands, folded on the desk before him, had gone entirely still.

"Not the children," he said. It was not quite a question and not quite a plea; it emerged from somewhere below rational thought entirely, the same place from which a drowning man's hands reach for anything solid.

"The children are not the dearest person in this house," Kairos said, and closed the ledger without showing him the page. "You have been careful, Andrei — this time almost impressively so — to love your children as a father loves his children, which is a particular and bounded kind of love, however fierce. It is not, I think you understand, the same species of love that determines this ledger's accounting. That distinction has always belonged to something more specific. More singular. The kind of love that does not divide itself, no matter how carefully a man tries to distribute his heart in advance."

He rose, and at the door, delivered the observation Andrei would carry with him, in some fashion, for the next eight centuries:

"You will find, I think, that Constance Marchetti did not die tonight of any illness or accident I arranged. She is, at this moment, entirely well, and will remain so for the rest of her natural life. I did not take her, Andrei, because you never permitted yourself to claim her. You loved her in the manner a man loves something he has decided, for reasons of his own cowardice, not to have — quietly, from a careful distance, without ever once speaking the truth of it aloud, either to her or to yourself. The ledger does not collect what was never truly claimed. I merely observe, before I go, that this may be the loneliest victory a man has ever won against me, and I am not certain congratulations are in order."

The chair stood empty again before Andrei had gathered breath enough to ask what, precisely, had been taken instead — a question that answered itself three days later, when Matteo, fourteen years old and never once seriously ill in his short life, developed a fever that no remedy Andrei possessed could touch, and died within the week, in his father's arms, in the same house where his mother had died six years before.

Kneeling in the churchyard beside three small graves where there should have been only one, Andrei knew that Kairos's careful, terrible honesty in the study three nights earlier had been its own species of cruelty. By refusing to name Constance as the debt, the broker had forced Andrei to discover, in the worst possible way, that the ledger's arithmetic did not simply measure the person he loved most. It measured, with a precision that felt almost like mockery, the truest and most undefended love in the house. Matteo, fourteen years old and unguarded, loved his father with the complete, uncomplicated devotion only children are capable of before the world teaches them caution, and he had been the most singular, unbounded love Andrei possessed, whether Andrei had been willing to admit it or not. The earth was still dark and loose over the newest grave. A wren landed on the small wooden marker, looked at him with one bright eye, and flew off.

He left Florence within the month. He took Beatrice with him, for he would not, could not, surrender her too, not after this, and he did not speak to Constance Marchetti again, not out of cruelty but out of a grief too enormous to carry into any further conversation. Somewhere on the road north toward the German states he began the private practice that would define the remainder of his existence for the next several centuries: the deliberate, disciplined refusal to ever again love anyone without first calculating, with the rigor he had once applied to anatomical study, how much the loving was likely to cost. Beatrice, aged twelve, sat opposite him in the hired coach with her feet not reaching the floor, and watched the hills of Tuscany go by with the unnerving stillness of a child who has understood that something is wrong and has decided not to ask.

It was, he would learn across the following eight hundred years, an entirely useless discipline. But he did not yet know that. In the winter of 1836, riding north with his surviving daughter asleep against his shoulder and two more names, Lucia's and now Matteo's, added to the private ledger he kept in the back pages of a notebook he had, by then, rewritten and recopied more times than he could easily count, he believed, with the same fierce and foolish conviction that had first led him to sign his name in a small room above a Novgorod apothecary's shop, that discipline was simply a problem he had not yet solved rigorously enough. He believed that if he only calculated carefully enough, guarded carefully enough, loved carefully enough, he might yet find the arithmetic that let him keep everyone he chose to keep.

He was wrong about this, as he had been wrong about nearly everything since the night he first picked up Kairos's pen. But he would need centuries more, and many more names in the ledger, before he was finally willing to admit it.

Beatrice grew up on the road, in a manner of speaking: not literally, for Andrei would not raise a child in genuine instability, but in the sense that no single city ever became, for either of them, a place they expected to remain. They settled for a time in Munich, where Andrei took up a modest teaching position under yet another name, taking care this time to present himself as much older than his unaging face suggested he could possibly be, wearing spectacles he did not need and cultivating a stiffness in his gait that he privately found almost comic, a performance of decline layered atop a body that would not, however he willed it, actually decline. Beatrice, at nine, caught him once at the glass, practicing the stoop, and asked in a perfectly serious voice whether it was for a play, and he said yes, and she nodded, and never mentioned it again.

He watched Beatrice with an intensity that he recognized, uncomfortably, as its own kind of danger. He had learned, in Florence, that unguarded love was the love the ledger collected most readily, and so he attempted, across her adolescence, a strategy of affectionate distance that he told himself was protective and that Beatrice, with the clarity children often possess about their parents' failures, correctly identified as something closer to fear.

"You watch me the way a man watches a fire he is afraid will spread," she told him once, sixteen years old and already possessed of her mother's argumentative directness, "and I do not know whether to be flattered that you love me so much, or insulted that you seem to think loving me is a mistake."

He had no answer for her that did not require explaining the whole architecture of the bargain, and so he said nothing, and the silence between them became its own kind of scar tissue over the rest of her childhood. It was not estrangement. She stayed devoted to him in the uncomplicated way daughters often stay devoted to fathers who have raised them alone. But there was a carefulness on both sides, an unspoken agreement not to look too closely at a father who did not age and a household that moved every decade or so to a new city under a new name. At bedtime she asked him instead for stories about the places they had lived, and he told them, shaving a year here and there, and she corrected his dates with a patience that broke his heart.

She married a Bavarian merchant's son named Josef Hartmann, a kind and unremarkable man whose chief virtue, so far as Andrei could determine, was that he made Beatrice laugh in a manner Andrei himself had never quite managed to accomplish, weighted as their relationship was by everything Andrei could not say. Andrei gave her away at the wedding with a composure that cost him more than any patient he had ever treated, aware, with the horror of a man doing arithmetic he could not stop himself from doing, that the ledger's next collection was, by his reckoning, still the better part of a century distant, and that Beatrice, if time were kind, would live out an ordinary lifespan and be gone, one way or another, long before it came due — and that this, perversely, was the closest thing to safety he could offer anyone he loved: to love them for a span of years shorter than the bargain's hundred-year measure, so that their death, however painful, would at least be theirs alone, and not a debt collected on his behalf.

It was, he understood even as he formed the thought, a monstrous comfort to take from a daughter's mortality. He took it anyway, because the alternative, watching her grow old at his side for a full century only to lose her regardless, on the ledger's convenience, was a grief he did not believe he could survive twice more.

Beatrice died in 1871, of a winter fever in her forty-eighth year, surrounded by her own children and grandchildren, in a modest house in Munich that Andrei had purchased for her decades before under an assumed identity as a distant, wealthy relation. He was present at her deathbed, though by then he had long since stopped attending as her father in any way the surrounding family could recognize — he had become, over the decades, a family friend of indeterminate relation, a man who visited faithfully and never aged and whose presence everyone had simply learned not to question too closely, the way families learn not to question a great many things that would unravel too much if examined directly.

"You never told me what you were," she said to him, in her final hour, her voice thin with fever but her eyes still holding some faint echo of the sixteen-year-old girl who had accused him of watching her like a fire he feared would spread. "I used to think you were afraid of something. I understand now, I think, that you were afraid of losing me the way you must have already lost someone else. I forgive you for the silence, Papa. I only wish you had trusted me enough to let me carry some of it with you."

She died an hour later. He carried her last words longer than almost any other sentence anyone spoke to him in the eight centuries that followed, and not because she was wrong. She was entirely, devastatingly right, and in thirty-five years of careful distance he had found no way to prove otherwise before it was too late.

That night he added her name to the ledger in the back of his notebook: Lucia, Matteo, and now Beatrice, though the bargain had not taken her, only an ordinary winter, the common thief of every mortal life. He sat awake until dawn turning the pages backward through the names of a century and a half, and for the first time since Novgorod he began to ask in earnest whether all the distance he had built since Florence had protected anyone, or whether it had only ensured that everyone he loved died a little lonelier than they might have, and left his own losses exactly as they were.

No answer came that night, and none arrived for a long while, not until two more collections had come due and more names had joined the ledger, and he had been forced to admit that neither the reckless attachment of his first century nor the calculated distance of his second had made the bargain's cost one particle lighter. Grief, he was slowly learning, was immune to cleverness. It yielded only to time, and of that one resource he held more than any grieving man in the history of the species had been asked to bear.
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CHAPTER THREE: THE MEASURE OF A ROOM
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By the time the nineteenth century gave way to the twentieth, Andrei Lavrov had adopted seventeen names, buried three wives — one of them in all but the legal sense of the word — and developed what he privately termed, in the notebook that now filled its ninth volume, a taxonomy of grief: a clinical vocabulary for cataloging the varieties of loss he had endured, as though naming a wound precisely enough might reduce its power to reopen.

He called Katarzyna's death the first wound, unwitting — a loss he had not understood, at the time, to be connected to any bargain at all, only the ordinary cruelty of an ordinary century. He called Ilse's death the second wound, deceived — a loss he had believed, wrongly, might be exempted by the manner of her dying. Lucia's, which no bargain had arranged, he called the third wound, mundane; Matteo's, the death of a child taken in place of a woman Andrei had never permitted himself to claim, the fourth wound, misdirected. Beatrice, though her death had not been the ledger's collection at all, he called the fifth wound, ordinary — proof, if he had needed it, that mortality required no bargain whatsoever to visit devastation upon a man who loved anything at all.

He did not add a name to the ledger again for nearly twenty years.

This was not, he would later admit, entirely by design, though he told himself for decades that it was: that he had learned the lesson Kairos suggested in that Vienna doorway, that a man who stopped loving anyone might outlast a thousand years without further devastation. He drifted through the rest of the century across a Europe rearranging itself into shapes he barely recognized, with railways cutting through land that had been forest and farm for a thousand years and telegraph wires stitching cities together at a speed that made his own age feel, for the first time, truly ancient and not merely long. He practiced medicine in Prague, then Warsaw, then briefly London, always under a new name, always keeping up the fiction of a man aging normally with spectacles, a cultivated stoop, and a gray wig he despised and knew to be necessary theater. In a Warsaw boarding house he once overheard two students arguing about whether anyone could really remember a century, and had to go out into the corridor and stand against the wall.

He was, by any honest accounting, profoundly lonely. He simply refused for decades to call it a problem that wanted solving, and preferred to think of it as the price of the wisdom he had finally, belatedly acquired.

He met Dr. Helena Voss in Vienna in 1889, at a medical congress called to discuss the new bacteriology that was finally displacing the humoral medicine Andrei had once, in his first years of practice, taken for the limit of what could be known about the body. She was thirty-four, one of a handful of women who had fought their way into formal
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