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BOOK ONE

Prologue
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THE RAIN CAME DOWN in silver threads and turned the road to black glass on the night that Ethan’s reality was changed forever.

He remembered that more clearly than he remembered his own face from that time. Faces changed in memory. They were smoothed by years and grief until they became something like paintings. But weather remained exact. The smell of wet earth. The sting of cold through wool. The way the world looked when it was nearly dark and every lamp in the distance seemed to float like a warning.

He had been running then from the thing that had already happened to him.

He had not yet learned that becoming a vampire did not feel like entering a new life. It felt like being torn from the old one with enough violence to leave a permanent shape in the soul. At first there had been only pain, then thirst, then a terrifying clarity that came with the hunger. He had not completely grasped what he was but that realization was soon to come.

And because he had understood that, he had run.

He stood now beneath the branches of the elm at the edge of the lane with the rain slipping through the leaves onto his face while he watched the light in his own house glow through the windows.

Home. The word struck him with unbearable force.

Inside, his wife and love of his life, Judith, would be setting down her sewing and folding the blanket over the arm of the chair. She would be waiting for him, although she might pretend not to be. She always pretended not to wait, as if waiting was too revealing a sort of love. But Ethan had always known. He had known by the way that she paused when she heard his footstep and by the way that she turned before he spoke while already smiling.

He’d spent three hours pacing the woods beyond the property line while fighting his own body as if it was a wild animal. His mouth still burned. His throat ached with a need so vast that it felt like a second heart beating where his was supposed to be. He had torn at his own cuff, bitten the inside of his mouth until it bled, and shoved his hands into the mud to keep from running back to the house.

The problem was that he could still smell her.

Judith’s blood was in the air without ever being spilled. Her pulse had become a scent to him after the transformation and was as impossible to ignore as fire in a closed room. Warm. Living. Human. His every instinct turned toward it with an ugly, pleading force that made him sick with fear.

He would not go to her like this. Not while the hunger ruled him and not while he was still learning where the edge was between desire and destruction.

A window opened upstairs and Ethan looked up.

Judith leaned out into the rain with her hair coming loose at the temple and her face pale in the weak light. “Ethan?”

The sound of his name almost broke him.

He stepped out from the trees before he could stop himself. She squinted into the dark while searching for him along the lane. Even from where he stood, he could see the concern consuming her features. She’d wrapped a shawl around her shoulders, but it had slipped as she leaned farther out. He had to clench his fists to keep from crossing the ground to her in a single impossible stride.

“You’ve been out too long,” she called. “You’re going to catch your death.”

A terrible, hysterical laugh rose in his throat. He did not know yet how to laugh as a monster. He only knew how to suffer like a man.

“I’m coming in,” he lied.

Her relief was visible even through the rain. “Hurry.”

Then she was gone from the window, and he was left with the sound of the storm and the beating need in his own body.

He made it to the door and stood there with his hand on the latch for so long that the wood grew slick beneath his fingers. He could hear her moving inside - a drawer closing, the soft clink of crockery, and the floorboard that always creaked near the hearth.

He put his forehead against the doorframe and closed his eyes.

If he went in, he might kill her. If he stayed out, he would lose her.

The choice was monstrous in either direction.

He opened the door.

Warmth wrapped around him at once while carrying the scent of beeswax, tea, and Judith’s lavender soap. The room seemed too small for the amount of love that he felt for it. A fire burned low in the grate and the table was still set for supper with two plates waiting side by side. Judith stood near the hearth with a candle in her hand. Her expression changed from concern to shock as she saw him.

“Good heavens,” she said while taking a step toward him. “What happened to you?”

He should have answered. He should have said anything. Instead he stared at her with the mute horror of a man seeing the sun through cracked glass for the first time after believing himself blind.

She looked too alive.

That was the thought that destroyed him.

Not beautiful – of course she was  beautiful.

Not beloved – there was no doubt that he loved her dearly.

It was that she was alive.

Her pulse moved visibly in her throat as she set the candle down. That small and innocent motion made his vision narrow. He heard it then - the rush of blood through her body. It was clear and irresistible beneath skin. His throat clenched and his fangs ached as they involuntarily dropped.

He recoiled so sharply that she stopped in her tracks. “Ethan?”

His voice sounded foreign to him as he forced himself to speak. “Stay back.”

Judith’s brow knit. “What is this?”

“Stay where you are,” he gruffly ordered.

Her mouth slightly parted with fear. “You’re frightening me.”

He could not bear that. Not from her.

The room wavered at the edge of his vision. Hunger rose up in him with a vicious, animal certainty. And for one impossible instant he saw her as prey - not Judith, not wife, not the woman who had braided ribbons into her hair and fallen asleep reading beside the fire, but a pulse of life that he could take with one movement.

He stumbled backward.

Judith’s expression changed to alarm as she exclaimed, “Ethan!”

“No!” he bellowed. The word came out raw.

The flame shivered as she set the candle down too quickly and took a step toward him. “Tell me what happened.”

He violently shook his head. The taste of his own blood filled his mouth again, although he knew there was no wound there now. “You must not come near me.”

The silence that followed was worse than shouting.

Judith looked at him with a hurt so immediate and human that it nearly undid what remained of his restraint. He flinched as she took another careful step forward and then froze.

Everything in her expression shifted then. It was not from fear alone, but from the fragile and incomplete comprehension that was  beginning. She had always been intelligent. She grasped ideas faster than he did and was more perceptive. Even now, with shock blanching her features, she was fitting the pieces together.

“You’re ill,” she slowly said.

“No,” he uttered as he took a few steps backward.

“You were gone for hours,” she insisted.

“You need to keep your distance,” he insisted.

She studied him carefully before saying, “You won’t look at me.”

He gave a quick, harsh laugh and covered his face with one hand because he could not bear the sight of her trying to reason him into sanity. “Judith...”

The way her name left his mouth seemed to change the air between them. He looked at her again and saw, to his horror, that her eyes had filled with tears that she was refusing to let fall.

“What are you trying to tell me?” she asked with her voice now  steadier than his.

He wanted to tell her the truth. He wanted it with a ferocity that hurt more than hunger. But the truth was a blade that could lead to bloodshed.

“I cannot trust myself with you,” he insisted.

Judith stared at him. Then, very softly, she said, “Ethan, what has happened?”

The shame in him answered before words could. He saw the moment she understood that this was not fever, not madness, and not some temporary failing of the body. Something had happened to him.

Something final.

She crossed the room before he could move to stop her and stopped only when she was close enough to touch him.

He caught her slender wrist as gently as he could manage. But the contact sent a violent shudder through him. Her skin was warm and her pulse beat beneath his thumb. His vision flashed white around the edges. A low sound tore from his throat before he could swallow it back.

Judith went pale.

His grip loosened at once as he said the truest thing that he had ever said in his life. “I’m so sorry.” 

She did not pull away. That was Judith. Even frightened, even hurt, she stayed long enough to understand. Her hand slowly lifted and then stopped just short of his face. It was as if she was asking permission without words.

He should have stepped back.

He did not.

Her fingers touched his cheek.

He had expected the touch to soothe him. Instead it nearly destroyed him. The tenderness of it was unbearable.

“How long?” she whispered.

He knew what she meant. “Since sunset.”

Her breath caught while she searched his face with desperate intensity. “What happened to you?”

He shut his eyes for one second and then opened them again to face the only person whose love had ever mattered enough to terrify him.

“Do you remember the man on the road that we passed while coming home from the church supper?” he asked. “The one who looked like he was traveling toward our home although we couldn’t imagine why?”

Her expression changed. “The one who looked sick with the fever but refused our help?”

Ethan slowly shook his head. “He was not ill.”

Judith’s hand fell away and Ethan saw the recognition gather in her face before she spoke. “No?”

The room seemed to contract around them. The fire snapped in the grate while outside the rain hammered the roof like fists.

Pain was apparent in her voice as Judith whispered, “You are not telling me...”

“I am,” he quickly interjected.

She shook her head in disbelief, but fear had already entered her eyes. Not at him, but for him. That, more than anything, was what made him want to fall to his knees.

There had been rumors about the existence of vampires over the years, but neither Judith or Ethan had paid them any mind. It wasn’t because they believed or didn’t believe so much as that they lived in a world that kept them fairly isolated and they’d never actually seen or heard of one being about.

“There are things now,” he said while fighting every word, “that I can smell. Hear. Need.”

Her face went still.

He hated that stillness and he hated himself for causing it.

“What sort of things?” she asked.

He did not answer at first. Then he said the one word that broke the last vestige of her composure. “Blood.”

Judith stepped back. It was only one step, but it was enough.

His entire body reacted at once with hunger surging hard and sudden at the loss of her nearness. He gripped the edge of the table to keep from moving after her. The wood groaned beneath his fingers.

Judith stared at his hand. Then at his face. Now she understood enough to be afraid.

He saw it happen... The moment that her courage met the reality of what stood before her.

“You said blood,” she whispered.

“Yes,” he replied with agonizing honesty.

“Ethan,” she groaned with despair.

He could not speak.

She looked at him with tears now gathering freely, although she still stood straight. “What are you?”

He had never lied to her in any way that mattered. Not once.

The answer, when it came, was bare and awful. “A monster.”

Her face crumpled. “No,” she said, but the word was no stronger than a child’s protest. “No, you are not.”

He almost believed her. That was the cruelest thing. Because the truth was that he did not yet know what he was. He only knew what he was capable of. And in that moment, with her pulse beating in his ears and the scent of her life making him tremble, he feared the worst thing a man could fear about himself - that love might not be enough to keep him human.

Judith set both hands over her mouth while breathing through them in quick, shocked bursts. Ethan could see the terror she was trying to hide and the edge of her grief beneath it.

“What happened to you?” she asked again, smaller this time. “How did it happen?”

He thought of the dark figure in the trees. The violence. The agony. The wrenching, impossible certainty of death followed by waking into thirst. He thought of fangs and ash and blood on his own hands. He thought of himself chasing a pulse through the night like a starving beast.

“That man was waiting in the trees. He attacked me,” he said. “He was not a man by the end.”

Judith’s eyes widened in dawning horror. “Oh God.”

“He made me what he was,” Ethan complained. “I believe he was a vampire.”

She stared, and the meaning slowly moved into her face while though her mind resisted it for as long as possible.

A beat passed.

Then another.

Then she asked the question that would haunt the rest of his existence. “Am I in danger?”

Ethan closed his eyes. When he opened them, he could not hide the truth. “Yes.”

The candle flame fluttered wildly in the draft from the window. Judith looked at him with such naked anguish that he thought his chest might split. “From you?”

He could not answer but the silence was answer enough.

Her lips parted and her hand moved with uncertainty toward him before falling away in confusion. “Ethan, no. No, you would never...”

He emitted a curt and bitter laugh, “Wouldn’t I?”

The question struck her harder than he’d intended. He saw in her face the first real understanding that love did not exempt a person from becoming terrible.

Ethan stepped back before the hunger could persuade him otherwise. “I should leave.”

Judith took a breath that was quick enough to suggest that she was trying not to panic. “Leave?”

“Yes,” he said.

“Into the rain?” she incredulously asked.

“Yes,” he replied with a tone that sounded as if his mind was far away.

“Ethan, stop speaking as if I am not here,” she snapped.

He gave a broken and helpless smile that did not feel like a smile at all. “I am trying not to think of you being here.”

That silenced her completely.

His throat tightened. “You must stay away from me,” he said, and it was the cruelest command he had ever given. “Tonight. Perhaps longer.”

She shook her head with sudden ferocity. “No.” She stepped toward him again with the tears on her face now in open contradiction to the defiance in her voice. “You do not get to return to me, say impossible things, and then tell me to leave you alone.”

The words should have been enough to make him laugh or weep. Instead they drove the last of his restraint to its knees. He wanted to pull her into his arms and bury his face in her hair while  pretending that the hunger could be kept outside if he only held her hard enough. The longing was so enormous that it felt like grief in advance.

“I may not survive being near you,” he said.

Judith stared at him through her tears. Then, after a terrible pause, she whispered, “What am I supposed to do?”

He had no answer for that.

Outside, thunder rolled over the fields. Inside, the fire cracked low and sent up a shower of sparks. Ethan looked at the woman he loved more than his own life and understood, with a horror that would define the next two centuries of his existence, that he was already losing her. Not to death but to mercy. And because he loved her, he would choose it.

He reached for his coat with hands that no longer seemed to belong to him. Judith watched while trembling but silent as he moved toward the door.

At the threshold, he paused. He did not turn around. If he saw her face once more, he might go back to her and risk everything.

Instead he very quietly said, “If I come back to you, it must be because I am certain that I can keep you safe.”

The silence behind him was long enough to become an answer.

When Judith finally spoke, her voice was broken but steady. “Ethan.”

He closed his eyes. “Yes?”

Her voice trembled as she said, “Do not disappear from my life forever.”

That was the moment when he nearly broke. He put one hand on the doorframe to steady himself. When he spoke, his voice was almost gone. “I will try not to.”

Then he stepped out into the rain and left the house before the dawn could find him.

He never forgot the sound of the door closing behind him. He never forgot the way that Judith had stood in the light, frightened and loving and still reaching for him. And for the centuries that followed, through blood, hunger, survival, and loneliness so deep that it became a second skin, he carried one unbearable truth with him - the night he abandoned Judith, he had not yet understood that immortality was not the curse. 

The curse was living long enough to remember the exact shape of the love that you were forced to leave behind.
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Chapter One
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ETHAN HAD ATTENDED enough celebrations in his long life to distrust them all.

In the nineteenth century, parties had required candles, orchestras, and the careful choreography of class. In the twentieth, they had become louder and brasher things with cigarette smoke, jazz, gin, and then champagne and flash bulbs. In the twenty-first, they were often staged like performances with every guest dressed as someone else and every conversation angled toward being remembered.

Tonight’s event was no different.

The penthouse ballroom glittered above the city like a jewel box that was suspended in the sky. Gold light spilled over marble floors and mirrored walls. Strings of crystal beads hung from the ceiling in tasteful cascades, and a quartet in black tailcoats played a softened version of something old and romantic. Their notes dissolved into the hum of expensive laughter.

Ethan stood just inside the doorway with one hand tucked into the pocket of his tuxedo jacket while he let his gaze travel over the room with the weary detachment of a man who had been invited to too many things by people who mistook wealth for social etiquette and acceptability.

Masks were optional, but costumes were not.

The host had chosen an elegant theme of classic cinema. Men were dressed in white dinner jackets, velvet capes, and old Hollywood fedoras. Women wore silk gloves, satin gowns, sequins, rouge, and pearls. A woman near the champagne tower wore a silver gown and a cigarette holder with theatrical precision, although the cigarette at the end was clearly unlit. Two guests had come as characters from some black-and-white film that Ethan had never bothered to see.

He should have turned around at the elevator.  In fact, he almost did. It had only taken one glance at the invitation for him to know that he would be miserable. But one of his business partners - an inconveniently enthusiastic mortal with a talent for mistaking polite charm for friendship - had begged him to attend. Ethan had made an excuse about appearances, and appearances had won - as they often did.

He was tall enough to vanish in a crowd when he wanted and  dark-haired enough to be ignored when he did not speak.  He dressed well enough to pass for any man with money and no visible conscience. He had refined the art of looking human over two centuries. It had become a survival skill.

Tonight, however, it felt like a costume that was too thin to matter.

A server passed with a tray of champagne. Ethan shook his head without taking one. Alcohol did nothing for him except remind him how much he had once enjoyed being the sort of man who could drink without calculation.

A laugh drifted from the far side of the room, and something in the sound made him turn. 

He saw her only in fragments at first - a black dress that clung like a caress. She wore a strand of pearls at her slender throat and long silk gloves. Sleek dark hair was pinned into a style that was not quite modern and not quite old enough to be out of style. She stood beneath one of the chandeliers with her back half-turned to him while speaking to a pair of guests who seemed entirely unaware of her striking beauty.

Audrey Hepburn. Clearly, that’s what she was dressed to be like. Her outfit was not merely inspired by the actress, but  she looked unmistakably like Audry in Breakfast at Tiffany’s... Right down to the elegant severity of the black dress, the tiara-like sparkle of earrings, and the cool poise that made the whole room appear to orbit her without permission.

Ethan was not a sentimental man. Sentiment was something that he’d learned over the years could be dangerous. It softened attention, loosened discipline, and made the body forget what the mind had learned through pain. Yet the moment he saw her, a strange sensation consumed him.

It was not hunger.  It was something older than hunger.

Recognition?

It was absurd. Impossible. It was a feeling that he should have discarded as soon as it arose. But his attention stayed fixed on her as though the room had narrowed into a corridor and she was the only door at the end of it.

She shifted, and when he caught the line of her profile, he stopped breathing. Although he did not need to. Breathing was something that he’d learned to do in order to blend it. It was not something that was necessary for his survival. In in the way that it was for humans.  He needed only fill his lungs with air several times per hour to keep the oxygen level in his blood aright. Now, the blood in him quickened and his pulse raced, as some deep, dormant part of him went still with shock.

It was the shape of her mouth, the angle of her chin, and the careful, half-amused lift of her brows as she listened to someone speaking. He had seen those gestures in another life. In a house with green shutters and climbing roses. In a kitchen that was warmed by firelight. In bed in the early hours of dawn when a woman reached out in sleep and curled her fingers around his wrist as if even when dreaming she could not bear to let him drift too far away.

He had seen these things with Judith.

Judith. The name struck him with the force of a blow.

Ethan immediately looked away. It was as if his refusing to stare might undo the impossible impression that his mind had already made. He forced himself to examine the room with detached interest. He focused on the quartet, the mirrored columns, the scent of perfume, wax polish, and expensive flowers, and the soft clink of glass.

When he looked back, she was still there and still very real and  gently laughing at something that one of the guests had said.

And now, with the first shock easing into a harder, more dangerous awareness, he saw that she was not merely dressed in homage to the actress. There was a kind of precision to the look -  a care in the way the pearls were chosen, the gloves fitted, the simple and black shoes. This was not a playful nod to costume. This was a choice. A taste.  Again came the memory of Judith as it was something that his Judith could have easily pulled off had she been alive.

This woman was a woman who understood the weight of an image and used it deliberately.

Her eyes moved across the room and, for one suspended second, they met his. He knew, with the terrible certainty that had followed him through wars and centuries and all the quiet hours in between, that he had just been seen by someone who would matter.

Her gaze held his only a moment before she turned back to her companions, but it was enough.

In fact, it was more than enough.

The sensation that followed was almost physical. It was a pull -  a hook beneath his ribs. Ethan’s expression remained calm by habit, but his mind had gone recklessly alert.

No. This woman was not Judith reborn. It could not be what he had long ago stopped seeking.

He had buried that hope so deeply in himself that he had not even realized that it still existed.

Two hundred years ago, in a world of carriage lamps and ink-stained fingers and careful propriety, he had been a man in love with his wife. Judith had been warm where he was reserved, curious where he was cautious, fearless where he preferred restraint. She had teased him for his silences and laid her head against his shoulder when the world grew too large.

Then he had made the fatal mistake of traveling in the night and meeting up with a vampire. Needless to say, he was turned. He was not given a choice or even properly prepared for it. He was simply taken by violence and left to survive the consequences.

He had returned to her once after the first unbearable night and then stopped himself by forever leaving their home before he could cross into her life again. He had smelled the life in her pulse from outside. Had heard it, clear and sweet, through the boards of the walls where she slept. For what seemed like endless nights he had posted himself outside their house until dawn with his body shaking from the effort of holding vigil for her safety instead of partaking in the blood that called to him. He always fled before the sun rose high enough to show him the truth that he was now a vampire and if he went to her in hunger, he might kill her.

Even though it wasn’t of his doing or his intention, he had never forgiven himself for becoming a vampire and having to abandon his wife, his home, and his life.

He had watched her from a distance after that until he could stand no more. He watched her turn from what the world considered a lonely, gentle widow to a bitter, angry advocate for killing all monsters - vampires included. Centuries later, he still lamented the turn of events.

The woman at the party moved toward the bar and Ethan found himself following without making a decision to do so. The room opened and closed around him as he crossed it with conversations dissolving into background noise.

He stopped three feet away from her. Up close, the resemblance was worse... Or better. It depended entirely on whether one believed in miracles or punishments.

Her eyes were not Judith’s. Judith’s had been a clearer brown. They were warm and direct with a habit of narrowing when she was amused. This woman’s were darker, almost amber under the light with a surprising hint of blue along the edges, and were edged with a wary intelligence. But the shape of her face, the set of her shoulders, the faint tilt of her head when she considered him and -most importantly the energy that she emitted- those things had the power to undo him.

She glanced up as he approached and the corners of her mouth turned with polite curiosity.

“Are you here alone?” she asked.

Her voice was not identical. There was an altering in the pitch and cadence. But beneath the modern refinement, beneath the careful enunciation, he heard something that made his entire body go still.

He had heard that tone in a bedroom at dawn. In a library. In a garden when she’d been impatient with rain. He had no doubt that it was the same voice speaking through a different lifetime.

“Yes,” he said.

The word came out smoother than he felt.

“And are you enjoying yourself?” she asked.

For a fraction of a second, his own question seemed absurd. Here she was, bright and living and apparently very comfortable being approached by strangers at a masked gala, and he was considering whether he ought to flee or fall to his knees.

“I wasn’t,” he said, “That is about to change.”

The smile that touched her mouth was brief and genuine. “That sounds like an important distinction.”

He almost smiled back. Instead he said, “Arabella.”

She blinked. “How do you know my name?”

He had not realized that he had spoken it aloud. The name had come to him from the host’s greeting earlier, from one of the attendants near the entrance, and from memory. He had heard it in passing and then somehow stored it while waiting for the moment when he could say it.

He let the question hang for a beat too long before answering.

“I’m good with names.”

“That is either reassuring or alarming,” she offered.

“Possibly both,” he replied with a manner that was far more casual than he felt.

That earned him a fuller smile, and with it came the troubling sensation of being seen by someone who was not merely beautiful but observant. Arabella Calderon was the name that was listed on the invitation list that he’d insisted upon viewing before agreeing to attend. She was an antique dealer, a collector, and a donor to three museums and one historical society. He had skimmed her details along with those of other guests with mild interest before arriving, while never imagining he would spend the evening trying not to stare at her like a starved man.

She lifted her glass, although it appeared that she had not yet drunk from it. “And what do I call you?”

“Ethan,” he said.

Her eyes slightly changed with a narrowing of attention. It was the kind of change that suggested that something in the name had landed where it was not supposed to. Not recognition so much as  interest that was intensified by instinct.

“Just Ethan?” she asked.

For one impossible moment he thought of telling her his surname, and then thought of all the names that he had carried and lost, and decided that honesty could wait.

He smiled, “Ethan works for now.”

Arabella studied him over the rim of her glass. “You look as though you’re deciding whether to run away.”

“I’m deciding whether I should apologize in advance,” he replied.

“For what?” she asked.

“For staring,” he said.

Her expression did not shift into offense. If anything, it softened with amusement. “You have been staring?”

He nodded. “I have.”

“Well,” she said, with a composure that would have suited Judith as easily as this new woman, “at least you’re honest.”

He was not. Not really. Not where it mattered. Behind the polished social ease, his attention was locked on the minute details of her movement. Such as the way that she held her glass with the fingertips of one hand rather than gripping the stem, the half-step that she took when turning, as though even when standing still she preferred to keep some momentum in reserve. There was the slight lift of her left shoulder before she laughed. That was a habit of Judith’s and was so familiar that it sent a cold pulse through him.

“What are you thinking?” she asked.

The question startled him into looking directly at her.

That, too, was Judith. Judith had asked questions like that when she knew that he was withholding something. Not nosily. Not with accusation. Simply with the calm certainty that the silence between people who loved each other could be bridged if someone was brave enough to speak first.

Ethan had not spoken first in 300 years and he was not certain that he knew how.

“Something foolish,” he said.

Arabella tilted her head. “Try me.”

The room blurred at the edges and he became aware of music that was soft and distant. The scent of her perfume captured him. It was floral and clean with a warmer note beneath it. The invisible weight of centuries was stacking behind his ribs while he fought the impossible, reckless urge to reach for her hand and prove whether the pulse beneath her skin was real.

Instead he asked, “Do you always dress like this?”

She glanced down at herself, then back up with a look of mock confusion. “Like Audrey Hepburn?”

“That was the intention, I assume,” he mused.

“This is a costume party, is it not?” she asked with a chuckle.

He nodded. “You chose someone of taste.”

Her laugh was low and genuine. “Flattery from a stranger. How portentous.”

“I should not be trusted,” he warned.

“Good,” she said. “Trust bores me.”

That was Judith again. Not the words, precisely, but the spirit. The fearless spark. The refusal to flatter or soften herself for the comfort of others.

Ethan felt something inside of him open with a storminess that he did not welcome. He could not keep this casual. He knew it now with terrible clarity. Whatever strange resemblance had drawn him in, whatever coincidence had brought him to her side, it would not remain safe if he stayed near her. His composure - such as it was-  would fail. He had spent centuries learning how to survive and contain the blood lust, grief, and longing in separate compartments. Arabella threatened all three at once.

She should have felt dangerous to him. Instead she felt like memory.

“You’re haven’t been enjoying the party,” she said.

He gave a small, almost reluctant nod. “Not especially.”

“Then why stay?” she asked.

‘Because you are here,’ he thought. ‘Because you remind me of a wound that I have spent centuries pretending is scar tissue. Because if I walk away, I may never know whether my mind has finally betrayed me.’

He said none of those things. Instead, he said, “I was invited.” 

“And if you leave now?” she asked.

“I won’t have the chance to talk more with you,” he replied.

Something in her expression shifted. It was a flicker of curiosity that was tempered by something warmer. “Then perhaps I should keep you here for a little longer.”

Ethan’s body reacted before his mind could. Not lust but a  deeper, more ancient ache. It was the kind of ache that a man might feel if he had been wandering lost and suddenly caught a glimpse of his own home.

He looked at her and she looked back in a way that was bold and unguarded.

The music changed. The guests around them laughed. Ice clicked in a glass somewhere behind her. No one noticed that the world had narrowed to this one exchanged gaze, this one impossible conversation between a man who had not loved again in two hundred years and a woman who smiled as though she had somehow known him all of her life.

Arabella spoke first. “Have we met before?”

The question landed with the force of a door opening in a house that Ethan had kept locked and dark.

He should have lied.

A normal man would have smiled and denied it. A sensible man would have made a joke and a dangerous man would have stepped closer.

Ethan did none of these. Instead he carefully looked at her with all the patience of a creature that had learned to survive on restraint, and said the one truthful thing he could manage. “I don’t know.”

And for the first time in two centuries, something he feared to name was beginning.
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Chapter Two
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ARABELLA HAD MET MEN who stared.

She had met men who stared because they wanted something, men who stared because they had already decided that she was theirs, and men who stared because they were bored and looking for entertainment in the shape of a woman. At parties, at galleries, at auctions, at dinner tables where silverware gleamed with the brilliance that only tender loving care can provide - she had learned to separate attention into its many species.

Ethan’s attention was not any of those.

It was too still, too controlled, and too dangerous, although she could not have said why.

After his strange answer, he had not hurried to fill the silence. He merely looked at her with the patience of a man who had long since learned the value of waiting. There was something old in his face, although he could not have been much older than she was in actual years - perhaps older, perhaps not. The black of his tuxedo sharpened the severe elegance of his frame and the lamplight softened nothing. If anything, it made him more defined. It was as though the room had been built to frame him and only him.

“I don’t know,” he had said.

It should have been an easy dismissal. Instead it lingered between them with an almost unsettling sincerity. Then someone called his name from across the room, and the spell - if that was what it had been - shivered apart.

Arabella watched him turn like a man who was used to being watched and who had trained himself never to show it when he noticed. One hand remained in his pocket with the other at his side, and for one very brief moment the profile that he offered the room looked carved rather than alive.

Then he was absorbed into the crowd.

She had expected that to be the end of it. Instead, twenty minutes later, she found herself standing near the champagne tower while pretending to admire the arrangement of white orchids as she openly wondered why the man with the mesmerizing eyes felt like something she had misplaced a long time ago.

“Already tired of the party?” a voice asked beside her.

Arabella turned wearing a smile that was ready and shallow and then stopped when she set her eyes on Ethan.

He had approached from seemingly nowhere. It was as if he had stepped out of the noise rather than through it. He no longer looked as though he was standing alone in the room. He looked as though he had been alone for a very long time and had simply decided to stand near other people for politeness.

“No,” she said. “Only the conversation.”

“The conversation?” he questioned.

She gave a slight shrug, “You know the kind. Everyone speaks and no one says anything.”

A faint hint of amusement touched his mouth. “Then perhaps we’re both guilty of it.”

She regarded him over the rim of her glass and gave a coy grin. “Are you following me?”

“I was under the impression we were having a conversation,” he replied with a glint in his eyes.

“That sounds suspiciously like a yes,” she said with a light-hearted tone.

He gave a curt nod. “It may be.”

She found his response oddly refreshing.

His eyes briefly moved to the pearls at her throat and then back to her face. The look was so quick that she might have imagined it. Yet her skin had pricked strangely under it. It was as if he had noticed not just her appearance but the care in which she had chosen each piece.

“Do you always speak like this?” she asked.

His perfectly shaped brows knit together as he said, “Like what?” 

“Like you’re trying very hard not to reveal anything at all,” she replied.

He did not immediately answer. When he did, his voice had dropped into something quieter and more private and she found herself leaning in before she could stop herself. “Only when it matters.”

Arabella’s pulse gave a small, foolish jump.

She told herself that it was annoyance, or perhaps curiosity. It could be from the residue of too much wine and not enough supper. Anything but the truth, which was that he made her feel unsteadily aware of her own body and of the way that his presence altered the space around her.

She set her glass down on a nearby tray. “Then tell me something that matters.”

The corner of his mouth shifted as though he almost smiled and decided against it. “You asked earlier whether we had met before.”

She briskly nodded. “I did.”

“And you believe now that we have?” he asked.

“No,” she said. Then, after a beat: “Not exactly.”

His gaze sharpened. “Why not exactly?”

“Because if we had met before, I think I would remember being offended by your walking away earlier,” she offered.

For the first time he smiled fully. It changed him. Not enough to make him less severe, but enough to let something warmer through. His whole face softened by degrees, and Arabella felt the absurd sensation of having been admitted into a room that she had not known existed.

“That sounds unfair,” he said.

“Was I inaccurate?” she asked.

He gave a slight shake of his head. “I imagine not.”

She laughed despite herself. The sound seemed to affect him more than she’d expected. His expression stilled and his eyes held hers with a steadiness that had nothing casual in it. There was a pause that was too long to be comfortable and too brief to understand.

Then he said, “You’re an antique dealer.”

Arabella blinked. “You looked me up?”

“I had reason to be curious,” he said.

“Curious enough to research me?” she asked.

“It wasn’t much research,” he assured her. “I refused to attend unless I was briefed on who was attending. Your profession stuck out above the others as being noble and interesting.”

She lightly crossed her arms over her chest and cocked her head to the side while regarding him with renewed interest. “And what else did you find?”

“That you have an excellent reputation,” he offered.

“Only excellent?” she teased.

“Which suggests you dislike being praised,” he stated.

“I dislike being handled,” she replied.

“I see,” he mused.

‘No,’ she thought. ‘He did not. But he was getting close.’

There was something in the way that he spoke that reminded her not of any man she had known well, but of a particular kind of education. It seemed measured, old, and precise. He had the tone of someone who knew how words could wound and therefore used them sparingly.

“My shop deals mostly in eighteenth and nineteenth century pieces,” she said while changing the subject before she could decide why she wanted to keep him talking. “I have furniture, books, and smaller decorative items. I offer things that carry evidence of the hands that used them.”

“And which century draws you the most?” he asked.

His question was casual in form and oddly intimate in effect. She hesitated.

“The eighteenth,” she said. “In particular, the early part.”

Something passed over his face so quickly that she might have missed it if she had blinked.

“Interesting,” he mused.

“I have a special interest in the period, actually,” she offered.

“Do you study it in depth?” he questioned.

“I’ve never studied anything in my life that was worth my attention by doing casually,” she said.

He looked at her for a long moment. “That is an unexpectedly severe answer.”

She shrugged. “It’s the truth.”

Arabella had the sudden sensation that the room had changed temperature. He was still there and still composed, but his attention had altered. It had increased in a way that she could almost feel against her skin. Her own answer had landed somewhere in him that she could not see.

“You mentioned the period with no particular emphasis,” he said. “So I assume your interest is not merely academic.”

She knit her brows in thought. “My grandmother used to say that people are most honest in the things that they collect. I collect history.”

“That is not the same as antiques,” he informed her.

“No,” she said. “History is the reason. Antiques are the evidence.”

Ethan’s gaze moved slowly over her face again, and this time it was less like being observed than recognized. The oddest thought came to her then - that he was searching for something familiar.

The idea was ridiculous. She did not know him. She would have remembered him if she had. A man like Ethan did not disappear into memory. He stayed in the forefront.

“Do you always ask so many questions?” she asked.

“Only when I need answers,” he replied.

“To what?” she asked.

He did not answer.

At another time she might have let the silence pass. But there was something in his expression that made her restless. It was as though a hidden thread connected them and was pulling tight.

“You’re a hard man to read,” she complained.

“Is that a criticism?” he asked with raised brow.

“It depends,” she replied.

“On what?” he asked.

“On whether you prefer to be read,” she said.

His gaze did not move from hers. “I am not sure.”

The answer startled her, because it sounded true.

Before she could think of a reply, a man near the orchestra called Ethan’s name. Ethan looked over and then back to her, as if reluctant to give the room back its claim on him.

“I should leave you,” he said.

Arabella surprised herself by replying, “Should you?”

He paused. “Probably.”

“And will you?” she asked.

He slowly shook his head. “I think not.”

That should have been enough. It was, and yet it was not.

The party continued around them in gilded fragments with laughter, glasses touched together, and a woman in a white satin gown performing an exaggerated imitation of Marilyn Monroe for a table of delighted men. Someone near the balcony began talking too loudly about a yacht in Monaco. The city glimmered below them through the windows like a second, colder kind of stage.

Arabella found herself walking with Ethan toward the quieter edge of the ballroom. She did not recall agreeing to it, but she was with him all the same. It was as though her body had made the decision before her mind had a chance to object.

“It’s my understanding that you own your own business. Is that correct?” he asked.

“I do and it is,” she replied.

His mouth twitched. “And do you enjoy your work?”

“Very much,” she said with a genuine smile.

“Why antiques?” he asked.

She looked at him for a beat, then said, “Because things remember.”

Ethan stopped walking. 

When he turned slightly toward her, the lamplight caught the line of his cheek. “What did you say?”

Arabella frowned. “Things remember - furniture, books, jewelry. Not in a mystical sense but in the practical sense. They outlast the people who loved them. They carry marks, repairs, damage, and ownership. If you know how to look, they tell you who or what mattered.”

He was looking at her as if she had said something he had been waiting to hear.

The expression unnerved her.

“What?” she asked.

“Nothing,” he said.

“That was not a convincing nothing,” she informed him.

He slowly exhaled through his nose. “You have an unusual way of thinking.”

“So I’m told,” she said with satisfaction.

“And do you believe the people who tell you that?” he asked.

“It depends on whether they look frightened while saying it,” she said with an amused glint in her eye.

This time he did smile. “No one frightens me.”

The words were too smooth, too immediate, and too absolute.

Arabella almost laughed, but something in his tone prevented it. There had been no vanity in the statement and no boastfulness. It sounded like a fact that he had spent a long time learning how to live with.

“Not even me?” she lightly asked.

His eyes held hers as he said with a gentle smile, “Not even you.”

The answer should have comforted her. Instead it unsettled her more deeply than anything else he had said.

A waiter passed, and she took the interruption to look away. When she looked back, Ethan was watching her with that same unnerving concentration. It was as if the shape of her face might resolve some question that he had been asking himself for ages.

“You’re shaking,” he said.

Arabella glanced down at her own hand. He was right, She was shaking, although so slightly that she had not noticed. 

Not wanting to admit to it, she said, “I’m not.”

“You are,” he persisted.

She heaved a sigh, “I’m fine.”

His gaze moved to the back of her hand, then to her face again. “You’re cold.”

“It’s a rooftop ballroom in November,” she reminded him.

“Still.” The word was quiet, and unexpectedly caring.

Before she could decide whether to be touched or annoyed by his concern, he moved.  It was not close enough to be improper, but it was close enough that she felt the shift in the air between them. He removed his jacket with a smooth, economical grace and held it out to her.

She stared at it. “Are you offering me your jacket?”

“Yes,” he said with a nod.

“You don’t even know me,” she said with surprise.

“I know you’re cold,” he firmly stated.

Arabella should have refused for the principle of the thing. Gestures of this nature from a man just met were no longer considered chivalrous in modern times. They leaned more towards a warning that the offeror might be a stalker or someone with an unappealing agenda. Even so, she accepted it. The fabric was a marvelous barrier from the frigid night air. When he slipped it around her shoulders, she was aware - with inconvenient precision- of the strength in his hands and the faint scent that clung to him. It was clean, dark, and something like cedar and cold air.

Her breath caught and he noticed.

Of course he noticed.

“Thank you,” she said.

He smiled. “You’re welcome.”

She wanted to ask why he looked at her as if he had been startled by the sight of her in his jacket. She wanted to ask why the gesture seemed to affect him more than it affected her. But before she could, a woman stepped between them and the crowd.

She was tall, dark-haired, and immaculate in a red dress that fit her as if it had been created by the fabric while it was draped over her body. Everything about her appeared deliberate- the red mouth, the gold bracelets, the near-smile that was not a smile at all. She looked at Ethan with the proprietary coolness of someone who had never once accepted being ignored.

“There you are,” she cooed.

Ethan’s posture changed. It was not by much but enough for Arabella to notice.

The woman’s gaze slid to her. “And who is this?”

Arabella felt suddenly and irrationally like an object that had been placed on a table for inspection.

“Arabella Calderon,” she announced before Ethan could respond.

The woman’s eyes sharpened and then slid back to Ethan with a slow, measuring look. “I had not realized you were keeping company.”

“I am not keeping anything,” Ethan snarled.

The woman softly laughed. “That is not what it looks like.”

Something in Ethan’s face went cold and Arabella felt the atmosphere turn, although she did not understand why. A brittle thread of tension had been drawn across the space between the three of them.

The woman offered her hand only half-heartedly to Arabella. “Olive Thommason.”

Arabella was impressed by how cool and firm Olive’s grip was when she took her hand. The coolness could be attributed to the night air, but the strength and aggressiveness of her grip was a different story.  She also noticed how perfectly manicured the woman’s nails were, which made her grateful that she was wearing gloves to hide her own neglected ones.

Olive held Arabella’s gaze just a little too long with an expression in her eyes that was not the friendliness. It seemed to Arabella to be more of an appraisal that was edged with contempt.

“Are you enjoying the party?” Olive asked with a sickly sweet attempt to sound cordial and even remotely interested in anything Arabella might say or feel.

“As much as anyone can,” Arabella warily replied.

“Mm. How fortunate,” the woman mused.

Ethan looked directly at Olive and snapped, “What do you want?”

Olive smiled at him with startling sweetness. “Only a word.”

His jaw tightened as he said with a tone that did nothing to hide his dislike for this woman, “Not now.”

She raised a brow, “It is rather urgent.”

Arabella looked from one to the other. She had the distinct sense that she had stepped into a conversation that had been going on long before she arrived and would continue long after she left.

Olive’s attention returned to her, and the woman’s smile became sharper. “You do have excellent taste in costumes, Arabella. Very classic.”

“Thank you,” Arabella carefully said.

Olive’s eyes flicked to Ethan’s jacket around her shoulders. “How generous of him to spare you from the chill of the night air.” Then, looking directly at Ethan she muttered, “Going inside would have been more effective.”

The words sounded innocent, but the space between them had changed again. Ethan stood very still, and Arabella, with a chill that had nothing to do with the night air, realized that whatever this was, it mattered.

“Excuse us,” Ethan said.

Olive did not move. “I’m afraid I can’t.”

The silence stretched.

Arabella watched Ethan’s face with new uncertainty. He was no longer merely reserved. He was controlled with such effort that the effort itself had become visible.  For the first time since meeting him, the thought entered her mind that was fully formed and unwelcomed - Whatever Ethan was hiding, it was not small.

Olive’s smile widened by a fraction. “We need to speak privately, Ethan.”

He looked at her with utter stillness as he firmly said, “Later.”

“There may not be a later,” she informed him.

Arabella’s pulse stumbled.

Ethan’s head turned slowly toward Olive, and his expression made the woman’s smile disappear as he commanded with a low and steady tone, “Leave.”

Olive held his gaze for a beat longer and then looked at Arabella as if memorizing her face for future use.

“Of course,” she said. “We can talk later. I’ll be in touch.”

And with that she was gliding into the crowd as though she had never been there at all.

Arabella turned back to Ethan.

He was watching Olive disappear with a tension that looked so severe that it frightened her.

“Who is she?” Arabella asked.

He did not answer at once. When he did, his voice was quieter than before. “A complication.”

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

Then he reached for his jacket where it lay over her shoulders and very gently adjusted it in an absent gesture that felt intimate in a way that she did not yet understand.

Arabella caught his wrist before she could think better of it and he  immediately went still. The skin beneath her fingers was cold enough to make her own hand hesitate. His gaze dropped to where she held him and then rose to meet her eyes. Something unspoken moved between them.

Arabella had the strange, dizzying sense that if she let go now, he would vanish into the night with all the rest of her unanswered questions.

So she did not.

“Ethan,” she softly said. “Who are you?”

His expression did not change. But something behind his eyes did. And for the second time that night, he looked at her as though she had come very close to naming the truth.
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Chapter Three
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ARABELLA HAD LEARNED that there were two kinds of silence in an antique shop. The first was ordinary quiet like the velvet hush of old wood, the softened footsteps of careful customers, and the mild crackle of a radiator in winter. The second was something else entirely. It was a silence with history in it. Rooms like this accumulated absences. They remembered the voices of the people who had once leaned over their counters, the hands that had lifted candlesticks, opened drawers, and decided which objects were worthy of being carried into a new century.

Her shop, Calderon & Co. Antiquities, occupied a narrow storefront on a side street two blocks from the river. It was tucked between a tailor and a small café that never seemed to have an abundance of customers. The front windows were arranged with deliberate elegance. There was a Regency writing desk, a pair of porcelain vases, a silver candelabra, and a framed landscape that had gone softly brown with age. In the morning light, the glass made everything inside look like a memory that was preserved behind water.

Arabella liked it best before noon.

By afternoon, collectors arrived with money and questions. By evening, she was often alone with receipts, catalog cards, and the peculiar intimacy of objects that had survived everyone who had once loved them.

That morning, though, she was not alone.

Ethan stood near the counter with his hands behind his back while looking as though he belonged less to the shop than to the shadows moving through it. He had arrived fifteen minutes after she opened and was dressed in a dark coat that made him seem even taller than he had been at the party. He gave no explanation for his visit beyond a restrained, “May I come in?” which had sounded less like a question than a formality he expected her to grant.

Now he was here, and the entire shop seemed to know it.

“You really did look me up,” Arabella said while setting down the inventory sheet that she had been pretending to read.

He smiled. “I told you that I was curious.”

“Curiosity is starting to sound like a habit,” she mused.

He tipped his head as he said, “It has its uses.”

She leaned one elbow on the counter and studied him. “Do you always arrive at women’s businesses after meeting them at a party, or am I receiving special treatment?”

A faint shift appeared in his expression. He might almost have smiled. “I was invited.”

She scowled. “I don’t recall inviting you.”

“You said ‘come by if you’re ever serious about that question,’” he offered.

Arabella blinked and then remembered. The words had been tossed off during the previous night’s conversation and spoken half in jest and half because she had been interested enough to see whether he would follow through.

She found it intriguing that he had.

She folded her arms and grinned. “That was not meant to be literal.”

“So I’m discovering a little too late,” he sighed.

There was a pause. The bell over the door stirred once in a draft from the street, although no one entered. The scent in the shop was familiar and comforting to her with its polished wood, paper, dust, and lemon oil, but with Ethan present it seemed to change. It became cooler somehow. It was as if the store had taken a breath and was holding it.

“Are you by any chance here to buy anything?” she asked.

“Not today,” he replied.

“Then what are you here for?” she needlessly asked with a tone that was somewhere between rude and curious.

His gaze briefly moved over the shop while taking in the shelves of brass, the glass-front cabinets, the framed silhouettes, and the small writing table in the corner where Arabella usually kept her correspondence. His eyes rested for a beat too long on a lacquered music box that was displayed beneath glass near the rear wall.

“At the party,” he said, “you said things remember.” Arabella nodded and waited in silence. He looked back at her. “I wanted to see whether you meant it.”

The answer was so unexpected and so nakedly honest in its way that she forgot to be skeptical for a moment.

She glanced toward the music box without thinking and then back to him. “That depends on whether you’re asking about the objects or the people who own them.”

“Either,” he said.

Arabella considered him. “I think they both do but in different ways.”

“Please explain,” he continued.

She pushed off from the counter and walked around it while leading him toward the center of the shop where the morning light fell in a narrow gold column across the floorboards.

“Objects remember through damage,” she said while reaching for a small silver tray from one of the lower shelves and turning it in her hand. “A scratch, a repaired crack, the dullness where someone’s thumb has worn away the finish. The human touch leaves evidence even when the person is gone. That’s the part I like. It’s honest.”

Ethan followed her with his eyes. “And the people?”

“They remember through habit,” she thoughtfully replied.

His gaze slightly intensified. “Habit?”

“Yes,” she said. “Like the way someone stands when they’re waiting, the pause before they answer a question, and the hand they use to pour tea, or how they turn when they hear their name. Those things survive longer than facts sometimes.”

“So the objects don’t remember the people,” he mused.

“The people can sometimes remember the objects,” she offered. “People often enter my shop and feel a connection to something that is too old for them to have owned. I believe in past lives and attribute it to that. But if you don’t, then there’s the DNA theory.”

“The DNA theory?” he repeated.

She nodded as she explained, “It’s the belief that the memories of your ancestors are held within the cells of your body.”

He thoughtfully murmured, “I see.”

She looked up then and found that he was watching her with a stillness that felt mildly eerie. Suddenly self-conscious, she set the tray down and folded her hands behind her back. “What?” 

“Nothing,” he said.

“That is the second time you’ve used that word to mean the opposite,” she said with mild irritation.

He did not deny it. Instead he said, “You notice more than most people.”

“Because I’m in the business of noticing,” she replied.

His mouth twitched. “So I gathered.”

She waited, but he did not elaborate. He only stood there, composed and unreadable, while the antique shop around them seemed to deepen into silence.

It was absurd, really. They had met less than twenty-four hours ago, and yet their conversations already felt as though they were orbiting something that was old and buried between them. Arabella hated that she could feel it and could not name it.

Maybe that was why she said, “You keep looking at me like I’m supposed to answer a question that you haven’t asked yet.”

The words hung in the air.

He was silent long enough that she thought he might let them pass. Then he said, “I do have a question.”

Arabella crossed her arms. “Okay, ask.”

He looked toward the back of the shop instead of at her. “May I see the music box?”

She followed his gaze.

The box that sat in a glass case was beautifully made and in far better condition than something that old had any right to be with its inlaid mother-of-pearl along the edges and tiny brass feet that were shaped like leaves. It had come to her in a private estate sale in Sussex three years earlier. The seller had told her only that it had belonged to “a great woman with unusual taste.” Arabella had bought it on instinct the moment she saw it. Although she had never fully understood why it felt more important than the rest of the lot.  In fact, she attributed the reason that it was still in the shop and not sold was because she’d placed a ridiculously high price on it in an effort to justify having to give it up if that time ever came.

“Yes,” she slowly said. “Why?”

“I just want to look at it,” he said.

Arabella hesitated, then crossed to the case and unlocked it. She lifted the lid of the glass display. After carefully removed the music box, she placed it on the counter between them.

Up close, the object was more beautiful than it appeared from a distance. The lacquer had mellowed with age into a deep, dark sheen. The keyhole was tiny and with a hint of tarnish. There was a small rose motif carved into the top, and a line of delicate script etched so faintly into the underside that Arabella had never been able to
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