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Chapter One





An unseasonable humidity had seeped into the sterile chill of HemaLife, making the linoleum floors feel slick and the recycled air heavy in the lungs. It was a tangible thing, this weight in the atmosphere, a physical manifestation of the pressure that had been building for weeks between Caleb and Ben. The quiet hum of the refrigerators and the rhythmic beep of the centrifuges, once a comforting nocturnal soundtrack, now seemed to count down to a detonation Caleb felt coiled in his own silent chest.




He moved through the lab with his usual ghost-like efficiency, his hands steady as he catalogued the evening’s donations. Each bag of blood was a small, contained storm of life, a universe of scent and pulse that he had trained himself to ignore. But tonight, the training was failing. Every label he affixed, every tube he slotted into a rack, was done with a heightened awareness of the other man in the room.




Ben wasn’t working on his research. He was pretending to. He sat at his usual corner desk, a microscope switched on but its eyepieces ignored, a stack of journals unopened beside him. Instead, he was watching Caleb. There was no subtlety left, no pretense of a casual glance. His focus was a physical weight on Caleb’s shoulders, a heat that prickled the back of his neck. The cheerful, brilliant hematologist had been eroded away over the past few weeks, worn down by Caleb’s deflections and the undeniable pull between them. What was left was someone raw, frayed, and visibly desperate.




Caleb could feel the questions simmering behind Ben’s gaze, the same questions he’d been asking with increasing boldness during their shared midnight ‘lunches’. Questions about Caleb’s past, his lack of any life outside the clinic walls, his strange aversion to daylight. Questions that were getting dangerously close to the truth he’d guarded for nearly a century.

He finished his initial tasks and retreated to the records station, the furthest point from Ben’s desk. He feigned an intense focus on the digital logs, his fingers hovering over the keyboard. He needed to create distance, to reinforce the walls of his self-imposed prison. But the silence stretched, thick and suffocating, broken only by the lab’s machinery.




“Caleb.”




Ben’s voice cut through the quiet, stripped of its usual warmth. It was flat, tired.




Caleb didn’t turn around. “Ben.” He kept his tone even, professional. A sterile response for a sterile environment.




“I’m looking at the data from batch 7B-4,” Ben said, his chair scraping against the floor as he pushed back. “The platelet viability is… unusual.”




Caleb’s fingers tightened on the edge of the desk. It was a fabrication, and they both knew it. Ben’s research was his passion, but he was using it now as a tool, a scalpel to dissect the mystery of Caleb. “Unusual how?” he asked, his voice a low murmur.




“The degradation curve is almost flat. It’s exactly the kind of preservation I’ve been trying to achieve for years.” The sound of Ben’s footsteps was slow, deliberate, each one a hammer blow against the quiet. “You handled that batch, didn’t you?”




“We all handle the batches, Ben.”




“No.” Ben’s voice was closer now, directly behind him. Caleb could feel the warmth radiating from his body, a stark contrast to the permanent chill that had settled deep in his own bones. “This one has your signature all over it. The meticulous separation, the perfect seal. It’s like you didn’t just handle it. It’s like you… persuaded it.”




Caleb finally turned, his back pressing against the cool metal of the filing cabinet. Ben stood only a few feet away, his lab coat unbuttoned, his expression a mixture of scientific fascination and profound, personal frustration. His eyes, usually so bright with intellectual curiosity, were dark with something else entirely.




“It’s just careful work,” Caleb said, his own voice unnervingly steady. Inside, his control was a taut wire humming with tension. He could smell the faint, clean scent of Ben’s laundry detergent, the ghost of the coffee he’d had hours ago, the warm, living scent of his skin. It was an intoxicating, agonizing cocktail.




“Is it?” Ben took another step, closing the distance between them. He gestured vaguely back toward his desk. “I ran a spectral analysis on a sample. Just out of curiosity. There’s an enzymatic marker I’ve never seen before. Something that seems to… arrest decay. On a cellular level.”




Caleb’s stillness became absolute. This was new territory. Ben’s brilliance, once a source of quiet fascination, had become a spotlight swinging dangerously close.




“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Caleb lied. The words tasted like ash.




“Don’t you?” Ben’s gaze was intense, searching. “You offer these incredible insights into cell viability, things that should have taken me a decade to figure out, and you say them like you’re commenting on the weather. You handle blood with a reverence I’ve never seen, yet you can’t stand the sight of it if a bag is accidentally ruptured. You exist only at night, within these walls. You never eat, you never drink, you never accept a simple invitation for coffee.”




He took the final step, and now they were impossibly close. Ben’s chest was almost touching his. Caleb had to tilt his head back slightly to meet his gaze. The air was thick with their shared breath, with all the words they hadn’t said for months.




“I’m a private person, Ben,” Caleb whispered, the sound swallowed by the lack of space between them.




“No,” Ben countered, his voice equally quiet but raw with emotion. “You’re a secret. A beautiful, impossible secret, and I think it’s killing you to keep it.” He raised a hand, his fingers hesitating for a fraction of a second before they gently, tentatively, touched Caleb’s cheek.




The contact was an explosion of sensation. Ben’s warmth was a furnace against Caleb’s preternaturally cool skin. For Ben, touching Caleb was like laying his palm against marble, yet he could feel a faint, almost imperceptible tremor beneath the surface. It was the first time he had ever initiated such a deliberate, personal touch, and the reaction it caused in both of them was instantaneous and profound.




Caleb’s eyes fluttered shut. His control, so meticulously maintained, fractured. The clean, human scent of Ben’s neck, the almost-silent sound of his pulse quickening in the vein just beneath his skin—it was overwhelming. He didn’t pull away. He couldn’t. After months of starvation, this simple, gentle touch was a feast.




Ben’s thumb stroked his cheekbone, a slow, mesmerizing motion. “Who are you, Caleb?” he breathed, his own voice unsteady. His gaze dropped to Caleb’s mouth, a silent, desperate question. “What are you?”




Caleb’s own rules, the sunset clause that had governed his solitary existence, were dissolving in the heat of Ben’s touch. He could feel the low, steady flame of their attraction, so carefully banked for months, roaring into an inferno. The hunger was there, a dark, coiling thing in his gut, but it was intertwined with a different kind of hunger—a desperate, aching need for this connection, for this man.




He leaned into the touch, a barely perceptible movement, but Ben felt it. A soft, involuntary sound escaped Ben’s lips, a sigh of relief and escalating desire. He had crossed a boundary, and Caleb hadn’t bolted. He had leaned in.




The moment was a shared, secret fantasy made real, and it hung between them, fragile and dangerous. The unresolved sexual tension was no longer a hum; it was a deafening roar in the sudden, profound silence of the lab.




Ben’s other hand came up to cup the other side of Caleb’s face, holding him, studying him with an expression of agonized tenderness. “I look at you,” Ben whispered, his voice thick with a confession he seemed unable to hold back any longer, “and I feel like I’m seeing a different color. A whole new part of the spectrum I never knew existed. And I can’t… I can’t go back to not seeing it.”




The words were a balm and a terror. They were everything Caleb had ever wanted to hear from another living soul, and they were the very thing that could destroy them both. He knew he should push Ben away, reinforce the walls, retreat into the safety of his solitude. But his body, starved for contact for decades, betrayed him. His own hands, of their own volition, lifted and settled on Ben’s waist, not to push, but to hold. To anchor himself to the solid, living warmth of this man.




Ben’s breath hitched. He felt the impossible coolness of Caleb’s palms through the thin fabric of his lab coat, a chill that seemed to seep right into his skin, yet it did nothing to cool the heat pooling in his own gut. He was mesmerized by the intense focus in Caleb’s dark eyes, which now held not just guarded fascination, but a raw, mirrored wanting.




“Tell me I’m imagining it, Caleb,” Ben pleaded, his voice cracking, his gaze fixed on Caleb’s lips. His thumbs traced the sharp line of Caleb’s jaw, a feather-light touch that sent shivers through both of them. “Tell me you don’t feel this.” He leaned in, closing the last fraction of an inch between them until his lips were almost touching Caleb’s, the scent of him overwhelming, his intent an undeniable challenge. The near-kiss was broken not by Caleb's rejection, but by the first rays of dawn hitting the window, causing Caleb to physically recoil in pain, a visceral, agonizing manifestation of the chasm between their worlds.
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