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True love can last an eternity . . . but immortality comes at a price.

Praise for ALMA KATSU and THE TAKER
Chosen as one of Booklist’s Top Ten Debut Novels (2011)

“A wicked, sensuous, shattering love story. . . . As irresistible as the hauntingly beautiful, pleasure-seeking immortals who scorch its pages.”
—KRESLEY COLE, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Lothaire

“Readers won’t be able to tear their eyes away from Katsu’s mesmerizing tale.”
—BOOKLIST (starred review)

“Seductive, daring, soaring, and gut-wrenching.”
—JAMIE FORD, New York Times bestselling author of Hotel on the Corner of Bitter and Sweet

“Spellbinding. . . . A rare and addictive treat.”
—DANIELLE TRU SSONI, New York Times bestselling author of Angelology

“A sweeping story that transcends time.”
—M. J. ROSE, internationally bestselling author of The Hypnotist

“Marvelous. . . . A thinking person’s guilty pleasure. . . . The Taker will keep you turning pages all night.”
—SCOTT WESTERFELD, New York Times bestselling author of Leviathan

“Addictive. . . . Astonishing. . . . Brutal, wrenching, and ultimately moving.”
—MEG WAITE CLAYTON, bestselling author of The Wednesday Sisters

“A frighteningly compelling story about those most human monsters—desire and obsession. It will curl your hair and keep you up late at night.”
—KEITH DONOHUE, author of The Stolen Child
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“You’ll always be dear to me, Beast. I’m truly your friend. But I don’t think I shall ever be able to marry you.”

“You’re my only joy,” said Beast. “I’d die without you. Promise, at least, that you’ll never leave.”

—Beauty and the Beast, Madame Leprince de Beaumont
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LONDON


We were nearly at the Victoria and Albert Museum when we saw the crowds spilling out of the entrance and across Cromwell Street, forcing our taxi to stop in the middle of the road. The driver turned to shrug at me and Luke as though to say we could go no farther as hundreds of people streamed toward the arched entry in a blur of color and movement like a school of fish. All there to see my exhibit.

I stepped from the cab, unable to wait a second more, and my eye was drawn immediately to the tall banner hanging overhead. Lost Treasures of the Nineteenth Century, it read, the dark print striking against the shimmering orange background. Beneath the words was an image of a lady’s fan, extended to show the white satin stretched over whalebone ribs, its leash made of silk cord with a tassel curved upward like a tiger’s tail. More treasured than the painted lilies and golden roses on the front of the fan were these words scrawled by hand on its lining:

Man’s love is of man’s life a thing apart, ’tis woman’s whole existence.

—Byron

The museum had singled out this rather small and intimate object as the crown jewel of the collection and featured it on the banner and in advertisements, bypassing works by master craftsmen and artists, and rare ethnic antiques from the Silk Road. I could well imagine the excitement of the museum worker who found the words and signature of George Gordon Noel, Lord Byron on the back of this obscure little fan.

The fan was precious to me, and I’d never meant to part with it. But when we were packing up boxes to send anonymously to the V&A (shipped through my lawyer to make them untraceable back to me), I’d set it aside to return to its place on the mantel, and Luke boxed it up, thinking it a straggler from the dusty stacks of hoarded mementos to be cleared out. I wanted to get it back, but it was too late: we couldn’t think of a way to ask the museum to return it without opening the door to questions.

That fan was one of the few gifts that Jonathan, my love of a lifetime, had ever given to me. After fleeing Boston, we wound up in Pisa. It was so hot that summer that Jonathan, tired of hearing me complain about the heat in our airless room at the inn, bought me the fan to cool myself. It was very fancy, meant for formal occasions, and not really suitable for my humble circumstances. But he had no idea about ladies’ fashions and no experience courting, as he’d always been the one who was pursued, and so I treasured his gift all the more for being proof that he really did love me, for he had tried to please me.

As for the inscription on the back, Byron had written these words as secret solace to me, for the many times I had to hide behind my fan and say nothing as Italian ladies threw themselves at Jonathan right before my eyes. But that was in 1822, a long time ago. He was gone now and had been for three months.

I was still looking up at the banner when Luke finished paying and stepped from the cab. “Ready to go, Lanny?” he asked, sliding a hand confidently to the small of my back to steer me through the crowd. His eyes were glazed with excitement. “It’s an amazing turnout. Who would’ve thought so many people would be interested in the stuff from your living room?” he joked, for he knew full well what marvels I’d kept to myself for so long.

We maneuvered our way through the crowd toward the first gallery, the hall reverberating with the buzz of many conversations. I wasn’t entirely surprised that the exhibit, nicknamed “the mystery exhibit” by the press, was popular; there had been excitement in the city since the anonymous gift was announced in the papers. The Victoria and Albert wasn’t the only museum to receive mysterious donations—museums in France, Italy, Russia, Turkey, Egypt, Morocco, and China also received shipments of mystery treasure—but the British institution had received the most, over three hundred pieces in all. The story, splashed on news programs around the world, had generated so much curiosity that the directors at the V&A decided to quickly assemble a small show to meet public demand.

Never before on public display, read the banner to our left as the queue shuffled forward. That was true: these items had spent the past century stockpiled in storage, having come into my possession as gifts or tributes or stolen outright in the case of pieces that were particularly tempting, the ones I hadn’t been able to resist.

The entire divestment had come about due to Luke, really, because through him I saw my house with new eyes and realized that it had become a graveyard of keepsakes from my former lives, rooms filled to bursting with things that I’d been unable to let go. I’d accumulated and held on to these things with an irrational passion, but told myself that’s what collectors did. I see now that I lied to myself to avoid the truth, which was that I collected madly to make up for the one thing I wanted and couldn’t have: Jonathan.

We turned the corner into the exhibition hall, and the very first item on display, set on its own in a box on a pedestal, was the fan. It seemed to glow in the intense spotlight shining down on it, luminous as a ghost. People crowded around the pedestal, gently buffeting me as I stared at the once familiar object.

“Did Lord Byron really write that?” Luke asked me, forgetting for a moment that the people surrounding us did not know my secret.

I lifted my eyebrows. “Apparently. At least, that’s what the description here says.”

We were trapped in the crush of people shuffling through the gallery, forcing me to share a long, silent moment with each piece. It almost seemed as though the objects were reproaching me for upending our private life and casting them out into the world. I even felt guilt at the sight of some pieces, the most intimate ones, for having let them go like this. Mostly what I felt was panic, however, at seeing my life—a life spent entirely in secrecy—put on public display. Nothing good can come of this betrayal, the pieces seemed to warn me.

First was the urn that used to hold umbrellas in the entry hall of my Paris house, which my friend Savva had won from a pair of British explorers in a card game and turned out to be an Egyptian funerary urn they’d stolen from an archaeological site. Next was an Empire chair that occupied a spot on the third-floor landing: it had come from a little apartment in Helsinki where, for a brief time, I had been kept by a British officer as his mistress. As I gazed on each piece I recalled its provenance, and I should’ve been content with memories of my rich life, but I was not. I could not stop thinking about Jonathan. It was as though he were here beside me and not insensate and cold, buried in an unmarked grave in a faraway cemetery.

Jonathan had been absent from my life before, but this time was different, and I felt it to the marrow. Before, I had known he was out in the world somewhere, alive but happier without me, his choice for whatever hurtful reasons he felt were justified. Now his absence was permanent. I’d loved Jonathan my entire life, all 220-odd years of it. And I was just coming to terms with the immutable fact that I would never see him again.

When Jonathan returned to me, briefly, at the end, I saw that he had changed in ways I’d never have guessed. He’d stopped being the self-absorbed adolescent I had known and had gone to work in aid camps, tending to the sick and displaced, whereas I, if I were to be honest, hadn’t changed much at all. There was a part of me that believed I deserved my incurable immortal condition, a punishment meted out to me by an unspeakably cruel man. Adair had seen the bad in me, too, and known that I deserved punishment. I could only hope that I had been redeemed when I gave Jonathan oblivion, as he wished. I suspected, however, that whatever had attracted Adair had not been completely exorcised and was still inside me. I needed no more evidence than the fact that at the hospital I’d preyed on Luke, a man who’d been recently devastated by loss, to help me escape.

And, of course, there was the pain of being the one who took Jonathan’s life, even if he had asked for it. That pain, I knew, would never go away. I shook my head to drive out the thought; today was about saying good-bye to the past and embracing the present.

“Are you okay?” Luke asked suddenly, snapping me out of my thoughts.

“I am. It’s just . . .”

“Overwhelming. I understand.” He touched my cheek; perhaps I looked flushed. “Maybe it wasn’t a good idea to come. . . . Do you want to leave?”

“No, not yet.” I squeezed his hand. He squeezed back.

We continued to inch along, and while Luke focused on the exhibit, I studied his features in profile. He was oblivious to my eyes on him, fixated instead on the pieces in the display cases. Luke didn’t think of himself as good-looking, particularly in comparison to the perfect physical specimen that was Jonathan, whom Luke had seen for himself in the morgue. I tried to make him understand that he had his own kind of appeal.

We made a handsome couple, Luke and I, if lopsided in age. In public, he was likely taken for the father figure while I was cast as the infatuated girl. No one who saw us would suspect it was the other way around—that I was his senior by an impossibly wide margin. The truth was I was comfortable with a man at this stage of his life. So what if gray hairs had begun to mingle with the sandy-brown ones: young men were tiresome. I didn’t want to endure the fits of impatience, jealousy, rage. I’d borne witness to a young man’s maturation enough times to know that they’d resist any guidance from the women in their lives. No, I preferred Luke’s steadiness, his good judgment.

Not only that, but I owed him. By helping me to escape, he had spared me the difficulty of standing trial for murder. A lesser man would’ve blinked when confronted with the impossible, would’ve pretended not to see the proof I’d given him that I could not die, would’ve handed me over to the sheriff and not thought twice. But Luke smuggled me out of Maine and across the border into Canada and wound up leaving his life behind and coming all the way to Paris, and now London, with me. How could I not love him, given everything he’d done for me?

It wasn’t just the courage he’d shown that day that drew me to him. I needed Luke. He was my solace and support; he kept me from turning completely inward, crushed by the weight of what I had done. For the first time in a long while, I was with someone who took care of me, who cherished and protected me. It was incredibly appealing to be the object of his affection, to be foremost in his thoughts, and to be so desired that he couldn’t keep his hands off me. His strong touch made me feel safe, and there was something about his manner—perhaps it was his physician’s confidence—that made me feel capable of getting on with my life. Without him, I might have solidified into a pillar of grief.

Luke nudged me to point out a brick-red and gold silk carpet in the Hereke style, as supple as a handkerchief, acquired during a trip through Constantinople. I had been told it was a magical flying carpet (a time-honored Turkish sales pitch), although it never flew: its beauty was its own reward. “Wait—was I supposed to ship that to Turkey?” he whispered in my ear.

“No, it was meant to come here,” I reassured him. In truth, it didn’t matter which museum it ended up in. All that mattered was that the past was swept away and I was ready to move forward with my life.

Just then I noticed Luke’s gaze fall on two little girls in line, staring at the tiny hands held in larger ones, their glowing faces tilted up at their father. Luke’s expression grew wistful. He missed his daughters as surely as I missed Jonathan. His ex-wife, Tricia, had been unnerved to learn that her former husband had not only helped me escape but was living with me; she suspected that he’d lost not only his sense of judgment but quite possibly his mind. I hated that I was the reason he couldn’t see his daughters. It was only after he’d exchanged a series of emails with Tricia that he was permitted to speak to them on the phone.

“Here,” I said, positioning Luke so that he stood in front of one of the signs. I took his picture with my cell phone. “You can send it to the girls.”

He squinted, not unkindly. “Is that a good idea? Tricia’s still angry that I took off without a word. She says the sheriff in St. Andrew keeps calling to ask if she’s heard from me. It might just piss her off to see a picture of me on vacation while she’s dealing with my mess.”

“Maybe. But at least the girls will know that no matter what you do or where you go, you’re thinking of them—that you’re always thinking of them.”

Luke nodded and squeezed my arm as we continued to pick our way through the exhibit. Eventually, the crush of the crowd became too much for me. I tugged Luke’s sleeve and said, “I have to get out of here,” and without questioning he took my hand and we slipped out of the gallery.

Time to let go of the past.

We went up to the third floor and entered the long, darkened hall that held paintings of the nineteenth century, British and American, where the atmosphere was hushed, as if time held its breath. The rest of the museum was emptier than usual because of the opening of the special exhibit, and our footsteps cut through the silence and echoed through the hall like spirits rapping on the walls.

This hall, its walls crowded with oil paintings, had always beckoned to me, and I’d visited it on every trip to London without fail. I’d always loved the luminous Rossettis and Millaises, the rich paintings made even more beautiful by their melancholy. From the walls, the Burne-Joneses looked down on us, the Blakes, the Reynoldses. Lily-white women with long curled hair, faces heavy with maudlin expressions of love, clutching a bouquet of weeping roses, incongruously dressed as though in a classical Greek play. I think it was the models’ air of sobriety that appealed to me: the sense that they knew love was fleeting and, at best, imperfect, but even so, its pursuit was no less worthy. They were doomed to try, and try again. Maybe I was drawn to this gallery because this was where I belonged, in a glass display case, kept with other things that were out of place in time. I would be a curiosity, like a mechanical fortune-teller or extinct bird, the oddities Victorians were so mad about, only I’d be a living artifact people could talk to and question.

I was squinting at a painting through the dimness—this hall was always so dark—when I felt a hum in the back of my head. At first, I thought it was only a headache from the excitement of the day, or from the claustrophobia of being swallowed up by a crowd (which I avoided whenever possible), or the dissonance of seeing my things in a strange setting . . . except that I never got headaches, just as I couldn’t catch a cold or suffer a broken bone. The hum rattled, weak but not unfamiliar, at the base of the skull where it joined with the spinal column, and sent shivers chattering down my back like an old engine with a forgotten purpose being started up after a long time dormant. The hum was more than a sound: it seemed to convey emotion, the way a whiff of scent can carry memory. The hum was all these things. Once I was aware of it, it was all I could think about.

It was only then I understood that it was a signal, like the electric current that switches on a machine. I had been contacted, and a dread I’d carried for two centuries bloomed inside me, firing through every cell of my body. I could try to run from the past, but it seemed the past was not done with me yet.

I turned to Luke and reached for him; fear broke my vision into a pixelated landscape. My blood felt as though it had seized up in my veins.

“Lanny, what is it?” Luke asked, his voice filled with concern.

I clutched his lapel desperately. “It’s Adair. He’s free.”



TWO
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BOSTON


First came the noise outside his stone cell, louder than anything Adair had heard in a very long time. Then, as the noise grew closer, the shaking began, the ground reverberating underfoot as though someone were beating the skin of the earth with a big stick.

In his time, Adair had experienced avalanches and monstrous storms, lightning strikes that had shaken the ground, too, though not as steadily as this. He’d heard of volcanoes spewing hellfire and burning up villages as flammable as tinder, and earthquakes tearing the ground apart, forming great chasms and sucking houses into its maw. Maybe this was an earthquake he was experiencing now, he thought, a force of nature finally come to free him.

In this narrow niche in the wall in which he’d been sealed—his cell, as he’d come to think of it—Adair placed his hands on the thick stone walls that had not yielded in . . . how many years? He’d lost track, having no way to measure a day in constant darkness. He even tried to command fate to tear down the damnable wall to no avail. But now, to his great surprise, fate, after being deaf to him for so long, obeyed and the hated stone wall fell away . . . only to reveal a second wall on the other side. Before Adair could bemoan his cursed luck, there was a horrendous tearing sound above, metal grinding on stone and timbers splitting as the ceiling started to crash down on top of him and the wall fell down around him: stone, lumber, brick, concrete—all.

When Adair regained consciousness, he found himself buried in a mound of rubble, grainy clumps of plaster strung together by tufts of horsehair, splintered lath, brick shattered into nuggets. The sunlight stabbed his eyes so painfully that he shut them again quickly to block out the sudden brightness. Once his eyes had adjusted to the light, he looked up through the tangle of what had been the exterior wall of the house and saw the sky, a vast welcome expanse of blue. The air on his face was like a fresh, cool kiss.

His senses were flooded at once after centuries of deprivation. He could smell plaster dust in his nostrils, taste sweet air on his tongue. Most glorious of all was the light. He’d been isolated in the dark, unable to move or feel anything except the ground under his feet and the bricks in front of his face. . . . It took only the slightest recollection and it was on him again, the smothering darkness and vast loneliness, threatening to overwhelm him. It was only with great effort that he managed to push it away. He was free now and would rejoin the living. He would be around people. He looked forward to conversation, to the sound of another person’s voice in his ear, to jokes and whispered confidences, the humorous and the dour, all of it. He would feel the skin of another person again, sweet and smooth to the touch, damp from excitement or fear. He was free to pursue all the pleasures and peculiarities of the human experience he’d missed for an irretrievable length of time.

And the first thing he wanted to do—had to do—was get his hands on the woman who had taken this all away from him. Lanore.

Fury came over him swiftly and absolutely, decades of frustration finding release at last. He wanted to shout her name, to rattle the heavens with a demand for justice. Bring the treacherous witch to me, he thought, so that she might suffer the special punishment reserved for traitors. He wanted to wrap his hands around her throat—now—and throttle the life out of her. But this was impossible: he could sense that she was not nearby.

Still, the day would come and he would make her pay for her betrayal. He’d given her freedom above any of his other subjects because of his feelings for her, and she’d taken advantage of his generosity. And, more damning still, she’d betrayed him in favor of Jonathan, a man too self-absorbed to return her love. Adair had loved her, truly, but apparently his love had not been enough for her. For such a grave error in judgment, death did not seem an unreasonable punishment, and surely she had anticipated as much when she made her decision. But he wouldn’t end her life immediately. Though the satisfaction he’d derive would be immense, it would be far too brief. He’d get greater satisfaction from extending her punishment, making her every day hellish and giving her plenty of time to regret her foolish decision.

As much as Adair wanted to rise up out of the rubble and leave his prison behind, the weight on top of him was too great. He had to wait to be dug out. He lay pinned by debris and listened to shouting voices and loud clinking in the distance, like a great many cannons being pulled into position. Perhaps there was a war on, and Boston was under attack.

Eventually, a lone man began picking through the rubble. He was dressed strangely, his head covered by an unusual helmet, plain as a mixing bowl, not like an infantryman’s helmet at all. It seemed a wretched eternity before the man was close enough for Adair to call to him in a low tone so as not to draw anyone else in. The man followed Adair’s voice until he found him amid the wreckage, and started pulling the rocks away quickly, shouting as he worked. “Holy cow! There’s somebody in here! Hang tight, fella, I’m almost there. I’ll have you out in a minute.” He was close, mere inches away, and was reaching for a small device hanging from his belt when Adair squeezed one arm free and grabbed the man by the collar. Holding on to him, Adair pulled himself out of the rubble.

“Jesus Christ, son, how did you survive having a house fall on you? It must weigh a ton.” The helmeted man stopped speaking as he looked Adair over. It had to be due to the strangeness of his dress, Adair figured as he took in his rescuer’s attire. The man’s mouth hung open and his eyes widened behind dusty safety goggles while Adair brushed powder from his sleeves and his waistcoat and out of his long hair.

“What year is it?” Adair asked, his voice raspy.

“What do you mean, ‘What year is it’? You musta gotten hit on the head pretty hard if you don’t know what year it is.” The construction worker reached for the handset hanging from his belt. “Look, you just sit tight, I gotta phone this in. . . . How did you get in here, anyway? We closed this site down a week ago. What are you, one of them actors they hire for the tour groups? Good thing you didn’t lead one of your Freedom Trail tour groups here. . . .” He gestured to Adair’s blousy shirt and shook his head.

Adair’s hands found the man’s throat and snapped his neck before he could finish his sentence. He felt a twinge of remorse for killing his rescuer, but circumstances called for it. He took the man’s pants and shirt, since fashion obviously had changed since his imprisonment, and left his own tattered clothes behind. Then, lacing up the too-large boots he’d taken from the laborer, Adair ran from the half-destroyed house, completely overwhelmed by the change to his surroundings. First, there were the giant metal machines ringed around the mansion, tearing it apart like vultures with huge iron beaks. Then there were fast-moving carriages of some kind charging down the street, independent of any horses or oxen. The streets and sidewalks were hard and seamless underfoot. No mud, no cobblestones. And there was so much noise: horns honking, people shouting unintelligibly, and music, though not one musician was visible. To him, the jangle of the streets seemed to be pure bedlam. Adair fought his mounting panic and eventually came upon an empty building, where he found the quietest corner and sat on the floor, his back to the wall and his eyes closed.

He had to settle his mind before it was calm enough to latch onto the keening rising inside his brain, the signal that connected him to his creations. Early in his imprisonment, Adair had realized that the psychic bond he had with his minions was severed; he couldn’t penetrate the thick walls of his cell to reach them. After that, he’d tried hard not to focus on the signal and made himself numb to it—it was either that or go crazy with frustration—but it came back to him now like a taste for sweets.

Adair squeezed his brain, working it like a fist in the hope of making it spark to life again. He sat for about an hour, struggling to grasp the signal. At first, the threads of his connection to his subjects were no more than an erratic niggling in the back of his mind that disintegrated like cobwebs at the touch. Eventually, the feeling became firm like a string, firm enough to follow, and he took its firmness to mean one of his people was close. Adair followed the string on foot, and miles later he knocked on the door of a house.

It was Jude who opened the door, the man who had masqueraded as a preacher in the Puritan settlements of the Northeast, espousing a lifestyle that both shocked and titillated the villagers. Now it was his turn to be shocked. His first reaction to Adair’s return was not one of pleasure, Adair noticed, though Jude rearranged his expression to something more appropriate quickly. He stood aside as Adair stormed across the threshold. “Good God! It is you! I felt your presence this morning for the first time in . . . in millennia, it seems . . . but I didn’t expect the honor of having you turn up on my doorstep.”

That was understandable; his sudden arrival was bound to cause disruption. But, too, Adair knew insincerity when he heard it. Jude watched him intently and with slightly hostile curiosity, as though he was unwelcome. Of all the men and women Adair had bound to him over time, Jude was not one of his favorites. He wouldn’t have picked Jude to be the one to help him now, but he had no control over the matter. Jude had always been an unrepentant schemer and untrustworthy. He still possessed a maniacal set to his eyes and a half-mad grin, and seemed every bit the calculating, self-absorbed man who’d attracted Adair’s attention many lifetimes ago in Amsterdam.

Jude stood an arm’s length away as Adair craned his neck to get a good look at the entry to Jude’s home. Flawlessly smooth white walls swept up two stories, and suspended overhead was a strange sculpture that looked like a giant artichoke, with opaque white glass panels for its leaves. The floor was made of wide planks stained black. The overall effect was of power and austerity, with none of the gilt, the scrollwork, the opulence, of the age that he knew.

“Please, make yourself comfortable. Come upstairs. I’ll draw you a bath and get you a change of clothes.” Jude stretched his arms wide. “My home is your home.”

Fighting back his uncertainties, Adair said nothing as he climbed the stairs. An hour later, after a sublime washing-up, and now dressed in Jude’s ridiculous clothes, Adair rejoined his host in a large parlor at the front of the house.

Jude smiled solicitously at him. “I always wondered what happened to you. We all did. You just dropped off the radar—poof.” Jude made a gesture at the side of his head like the empty popping of a balloon.

“So you’ve seen some of the others?” Adair asked.

Jude shrugged noncommittally, but he recognized his mistake right away. He’d as good as admitted that he and the others had discussed Adair when he wasn’t present, and discussing was a step away from conspiring, which was forbidden.

“You and the others talked about my disappearance, and yet you didn’t look for me?” Adair snarled.

“Of course we tried, but there were no leads to follow. I couldn’t feel your presence—none of us could. We didn’t know where to start looking,” Jude explained. “I went to the last address I had for you, the mansion on the other side of the Commons, but it was empty. It had been ransacked. Everyone had gone, except for that little sackcloth-and-ashes man—”

“Alejandro?” That was an apt description, Adair thought; Alejandro carried the guilt of his misdeeds with him like a defrocked priest, even if he was a Jew.

“Yes, the Spaniard. He said you had left for Philadelphia with your latest companions, that woman from the forest and her good-looking friend. Alejandro thought you had tired of him and Tilde and the Italian, and deserted them without a penny.”

Adair squared his shoulders. “That man and woman were the ones who imprisoned me. Jonathan . . . and Lanore.” Adair watched Jude twitch as a recollection from long ago flitted through his head. “You remember her, don’t you? She insinuated herself into my graces, then tricked me. A most treacherous wench. And when I catch up to her, she’ll truly see what it means to suffer. . . .” He let his threat hang in the air. He’d thought of revenge on and off over the decades, feeding his anger with short bursts of bitter memories the way one strokes an old scar to revisit the pain of its creation. But eventually his desire for revenge became so overwhelming that he had to put it out of his mind. Frustration nearly drove him insane, and teetering on the edge of that abyss was so frightening that he’d had to back away.

He’d hurled his considerable anger at the wall, over and over, and it had stood, leading him to believe that there might have been something supernatural about Lanore that enabled her to stop him. She had to be a witch; otherwise, how to explain his imprisonment? The wall had been nothing but a few layers of rock and brick. Over time, he’d almost convinced himself that Lanore must’ve put a spell on it to be able to keep him trapped inside.

Adair thought back to the moment he regained consciousness and discovered that Lanore and that peacock Jonathan had walled him up. He remembered straining against the rope binding his hands, pulling his arms in opposite directions for what seemed like weeks until the rope stretched enough to slip off. Undoing the gag was easy then. He screamed and yelled and battered the wall with all his might, but no one heard him. No one came for him. No one knew he was there, or else, no one cared to search for him.

Inside his tomb, he’d listened to the world go on around him. Families moved in and out of the house. He heard sounds of construction, foundations of the house shaking. These times, he tried to will the wall to be taken down or the floor overhead to be torn up. But it never happened—until now.

“What year is it?” Adair asked.

“You’re not going to believe it.” Jude grinned insanely, like a Cheshire cat. “It’s 2010, my man. Everything has changed. Everything. The world is an entirely different place now; it’s going to blow your mind.” The Cheshire cat’s grin slipped into something more serious. “And you need me to show you what’s up, because—believe me—you’re not going to know how to do anything. Finances? No one carries money anymore. We use these.” Jude fished in his pocket and pulled out a small rectangle of an unidentifiable hard substance, shiny and colorful. “Credit cards. A portable, personal system of letters of credit. Allows you to buy things anywhere in the world, immediately, no sending letters through banks and lawyers.” He handed it to Adair, who examined it closely. It felt strange to the touch, and insubstantial.

“And you can go anywhere in the world in a matter of hours. You fly there in an airplane as big as a trading ship.”

“How can anything as big as a two-masted sailing ship fly?” Adair scoffed, sure that Jude was making fun of him, and the crazy Dutchman had to know that was dangerous entertainment, to be sure.

“With big enough wings, anything can fly. But that’s not the most astounding thing.” Jude jumped up and walked over to an object on his table that Adair had mistaken for a pane of glass propped against an unusual easel. “Everything that was done before with paper and sent by courier or pigeon is now sent through the air, almost instantly, as if by magic. It’s called a computer.” He gestured grandly at the rather plain sheet of black glass framed with dull silver metal. Adair looked at it skeptically.

“Magic? So everything nowadays is done with magic?” Adair asked. Had magic become commonplace?

“No, no—it seems like magic because it’s so easy. But it’s all grounded in the physical world, I assure you. Sent around on waves of energy, directed by code.” Jude waved his hands over the computer like a magician, as though he would conjure a dove out of thin air.

Adair was unimpressed. “It sounds very much like alchemy: using knowledge to control the forces contained within common elements.” From what Jude had said, it seemed the same as knowing the right spells, the right way to reduce a thing to its most elemental state, how much energy to channel. It was the same magic, packaged differently for men who would not accept the existence of things that could not be quantified and captured in algorithms. But what was an algorithm but a recipe, a formula dictating the way to combine certain elements to get a particular outcome? Science was often indistinguishable from magic to the simpleminded. Did it matter what you called it? In the end, in its most basic state, it all came down to energy.

Jude shook his head, dismissing Adair’s comparison of computers to alchemy with a brush of a hand. “Don’t try to fit the new world into your old way of thinking. It won’t work. You’ll be better off if you just accept the new for what it is and say good-bye to the past.”

“Then use your magic to bring Lanore to me,” Adair demanded. “Now.”

Jude settled back in his chair, casting a conciliatory look at Adair. “We will, we’ll get to her. But . . . there are more pressing things that need to be settled first.”

“Nothing is more important than finding her.”

“In good time. Look, I don’t want to rush you into dealing with this, but it must’ve crossed your mind. . . . Have you given much thought to your holdings? Everything you had at the time you . . . you were . . .”

“Imprisoned?” Adair finished the sentence for him. He was growing increasingly impatient with Jude, irritated by his hesitancy to take orders and by his smugness.

“Yes . . . we can look into the, uh, specifics once you’ve had time to recuperate, but I have to think that you lost everything.” After the rush of words came out, Jude paused, blinking.

Everything lost . . . Adair recalled that he’d had quite a lot to his name: the old, large estate in Romania and another in the Black Forest. A house in London. Fortunes held in accounts in venerable old banks across Europe. He’d buried chests with treasure and left vital instruments with a trusted individual, one of his creations, for safekeeping. In all likelihood, those chests had been long discovered, and who knew what had happened to the trusted friend? Could it be true that his fortune was gone—that he was penniless and homeless?

“I’m sure, after all this time, the properties and bank accounts were forfeited,” Jude explained as gently as he could. “Write down the locations, as best you can remember, and we’ll investigate, but brace yourself for the inevitability that . . .”

That it would be gone, of course. Anger flooded through Adair again: that treacherous woman had stolen everything from him. . . . Of course, the others, realizing he was gone, might’ve been emboldened to try to find his fortune and claim it for their own as well. That might be why Jude thought it would be a waste of time to search for Adair’s assets; perhaps he’d already tried to locate them and failed. Jude, as wily and greedy as a half-starved fox . . .

And then it occurred to him that the contents of the house had been lost, too, and among the contents were his books of recipes and spells. Panic stabbed his gut and heart, tightened his throat. Land and money he could lose and recover, in time, but if he lost the source of his power—the two books of spells—then he was helpless.

As he grasped the truth of his situation, Adair felt as though he were being pulled down to the ocean floor by an anchor tied to his waist. The collection of knowledge he’d amassed from the best practitioners of the dark arts, painstakingly gathered over lifetimes, lost . . . to say nothing of the blood he’d spilled to acquire such knowledge and power, all for naught. He had once been the most powerful man on earth, with abilities comparable to those of a god; and now—unless he could recall those spells from memory—he had to begin his quest all over again.

Then another thought occurred to him, one that made him sick to his stomach. Perhaps Lanny had figured out the books’ value and kept them for herself. Perhaps that was how she was able to cast a spell on the wretched wall that had held him. If so, she might be a formidable opponent. He must not underestimate her.

“This is much worse than I thought,” Adair said at last, struggling not to rail against this latest development, to howl at the cruelty of fate, to smash everything in his reach out of sheer black frustration and helplessness.

Jude put a hand on Adair’s shoulder, the first sympathetic touch Adair had felt in a great long time. “I’m afraid so.”

Adair let despair pass through him like a savage but swift illness; better to husband that rage, remember the galling impotence he felt, and save his anger for the day when he was face-to-face with Lanore again. This rage would fuel him on the difficult road that lay ahead—more difficult than he’d imagined, if what Jude said was accurate.

Jude patted Adair’s shoulder again, more stiffly this time, and Adair couldn’t tell if his awkwardness was due to nerves or insincerity. “Two hundred years alone . . . My God, it must have been hell. What was it like?”

To be shut up in a space no larger than a child’s closet? How do you think it was? Adair wanted to shout at him, remembering the horror of being buried alive. Nothing he’d experienced had prepared him for that ordeal. After a long stretch of deprivation, the world he knew had faded away, the world of sun and plants and rich brown earth replaced by an endless black horizon. Sometimes in the blackness he knew where he was: trapped in a dank space deep in the ground, with only spiders for company. Other times, however, he felt transported to another place, a complete and utter void where he sometimes heard snatches of conversations in voices he recognized but could not place. And in those moments he was seized with indescribable feelings that he knew he’d felt before. It was far more frightening for him than he had thought possible, a man born with ice in his veins, though he’d sooner be tortured by a league of inquisitors than admit it. Especially to Jude. Adair looked away and said nothing as he moved to sit on the couch, letting his silence speak volumes.

“Your ordeal is over now, and somehow you survived,” Jude said, bringing the matter to a close. “I don’t know how in hell you did it, but you did, and that’s saying a lot. A lesser man would’ve lost his mind.”

Madness had been closer than Adair wanted to admit. There had been tricks he’d used to keep occupied: mentally, he traveled through his castle in Romania, pacing off the rooms, recalling his favorite appointments—the Flemish tapestry in the front hall, the heavy Bavarian chest used to hold the silver plate—and the views from certain windows. When he tired of that, he tried to recall the names and particulars of all his sexual conquests—the ones whose names he’d known—and then, exhausting that list, the names of all his horses. He picked through the rows of minerals and metals, the botanicals and organic matters stored in jars and bottles on the shelves of his laboratory, naming each in turn, forward and backward, the use and application of each. But eventually he ran out of diversions; he could think of only so many memory games, and not enough to last two hundred years.

And when his mind was unoccupied—when the wellspring of his fury subsided and he gave in to exhaustion—he shivered to recall what came after that: the terrible visions that came out of the darkness to plague him, nightmares that needled him like aggrieved spirits . . .

Meanwhile, Jude was patting his shoulder, as he might do to cheer an old man. “I know it might seem impossible right now, but you’ll get back on top. It’ll just take time.”

Is that what he had come to, Adair wondered, a man pitied by Jude? He rose from the chair, feeling strength rise in him at the same time. “Yes, I will gain back what I’ve lost, and it will happen more swiftly than you can imagine. In this, I have no doubt. And then we’ll turn our attention to Lanore, and find her, and visit upon her the punishment she deserves.”



THREE
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LONDON


Adair freed. The day had come, as I’d always feared. I’d often thought about what I would do the day Adair escaped from the prison in which I’d entrapped him. Now that day was here, and I still didn’t know what to do. Because nothing could be done: there was no way to stop the unstoppable.

I didn’t realize I’d bolted from the museum until Luke caught up to me halfway down the block. I must have sprinted down the stairs, through the Chinese hall, and shoved my way through the crowds at the entrance on Cromwell. He took hold of my shoulders and spun me around to face him.

“What are you doing? You can’t just go running off helter-skelter. What is it? Is he close by?” Luke’s emergency-room training kicked in automatically. He looked into my pupils as he might those of a deranged person, searching for signs of trauma—not unlike the night we met, when I’d been brought in by the police.

“No, not real close. But I haven’t felt him since . . . for so long. It scared me.” I pressed a hand to my sternum in an effort to tamp down my wildly beating heart. “I’ll be okay. Sorry for running out like that.”

Luke held me tight, my face tucked against his chest, and I felt his heart pounding from having run after me. I hoped he remembered the stories I’d told him, the atrocities Adair was capable of; if so, Luke would be as frightened as I was. The very devil had broken out of hell, a devil who could be neither appeased nor thwarted and would soon be on our trail. A thought flicked through my mind: had I put Luke in grave danger? Without a doubt, Adair would stop at nothing to get revenge.

Luke ran his hand over my hair, a favorite gesture of his, as he tried to calm us both. “If you’re sure that’s what’s going on, what do you suggest we do?”

I didn’t know, but he was looking to me for an answer. “We have to run, Luke,” was the best I could tell him. “We have to go somewhere he won’t think to look for me.”

[image: images]

We decided to check out of the fancy hotel near the museum. Having his presence in my head once again, I couldn’t help but feel he was nearby, and this made me nervous about staying put. Once we were at the hotel, however, Luke dogged my heels, trying to change my mind as I flung clothing into suitcases we’d unpacked only a few hours earlier. “Lanny, be logical,” he implored. “We don’t know that there’s any reason to panic. Please, be reasonable.” Logical, reasonable, no reason to panic—now that the initial fright had worn off, I could see that Luke was reverting to his usual way of dealing with things. He was much more comfortable assessing everything methodically and dispassionately—choosing a beer at a pub could take half an hour—and became immediately suspicious whenever I became emotional. It had become a growing cause for friction between us.

Luke tried to pry a tank top from my hand as I stood over a suitcase. “I can understand why you’re frightened. You feel his presence again,” he continued. “But it just started again, right? Wouldn’t that suggest that he has just escaped? If that’s the case, he’s on the other side of an ocean. And we don’t know that he knows anything about you or how to find you. Maybe nothing’s changed. You mustn’t panic.”

Except that everything had changed. And panic—justified panic—was exactly what I was feeling. Luke had never felt the air crackle with the electricity of Adair’s presence. He’d never felt the chill from one of Adair’s looks of displeasure, never had his marrow freeze in the bone in anticipation of one of Adair’s soul-crushing punishments. Adair could swallow you up, pull you to him like a toy on a string, and once you were in his grasp, it was nearly impossible to escape. The force of his will was beyond charismatic: it was otherworldly. In two hundred years I’d met princes and generals, rebel leaders and movie stars, but Adair was the only man I’d ever met with a presence this fearsome.

Frustrated that I wasn’t agreeing with him, Luke gripped my shoulders as he looked me in the eye. “He can’t possibly know where you are if he doesn’t know who you are. Think about it: even if he’s been free for days, it would take him a long time to track you down. You have a new name, a new identity. It’s a big world, and he hasn’t lived in it for a couple hundred years. He has more than a little catching up to do, wouldn’t you say?” There was an edge of irritation in his voice. “And logically”—there was that word again—“the thing you’re feeling could be anything, right? I mean, it’s been two hundred years; what are the odds that it’s Adair? You could . . . have a migraine.”

I pulled free and gave him a sharp look. “This isn’t a headache. I know. Maybe I can’t tell where he is, how far away or close, but I know what this feeling means. It’s him.” I might’ve been with Adair only a few years, but I’d felt this singular, intrusive presence the entire time, right until the day Jonathan and I walled him up. It was an electric current that cut through my mind like a wire, with no way to switch it off. There was no sensation like it.

“Can he use it to find you?”

“I don’t know,” I said quietly. The notion was terrifying—that this crackling in my head might allow him to follow it like a trail of bread crumbs—but I didn’t think it was possible. After all, I’d felt Jonathan’s presence the entire time we’d been apart but hadn’t been able to tell whether he was in the next room or halfway around the world. Of course, Adair was much more powerful and undoubtedly knew how to read the nuances of the connection, knew what it meant when it warbled or stuttered, or when it was strong enough to block out any other thoughts. I had meant to ask Adair about it as I’d meant to ask him about many things, but was afraid of the answers and foolishly hoped that if I ignored my condition, it might go away. Once Adair was behind the wall, I waited to see if his spell would lose its potency and if my mortality would be returned to me, but I knew in my heart that was wishful thinking.

And now, standing here with Luke in a stalemate, I wondered again if I’d made a mistake. It had been selfish of me to take up with him—reckless, even—but I had been in a terrible frame of mind. I had lost the man who had been with me, in one way or another, for my whole life, and Luke—logical, steady—seemed like the perfect replacement. Unlike Jonathan, unlike the type of man to whom I was usually drawn, I knew I could depend on Luke. Now, with my head clearer, it was hard to imagine our relationship would last for more than just those practical considerations.

And, too, I was confronted by the flip side of Luke’s virtues. Where I’d once seen him as steady and practical, he now seemed inflexible. By comparison, I was made to seem impetuous, to be the child to his parent. He didn’t mean to bully me, but I had started to resent his corrections and coercions more and more. This friction seemed to be another sign that we were not meant to be together.

Also, I knew in my heart that being with Luke—being with any mortal, for that matter—was doomed to end badly for me. Even though I had promised Luke I would remain with him until the end—part of the bargain we’d struck when he helped me escape—I’d never found it easy watching the people in my life die. And—another sign that I’d acted recklessly in taking up with Luke—I’d promised myself I’d never seduce someone with children, and here I’d done it, forcing Luke to choose between me and his daughters. Of course, Luke had had equal part in every decision we made along the way, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d preyed on him in a vulnerable moment. I’d been wrong to pull Luke into my life, and now I was being confronted by my mistake.

“You think I’m overreacting,” I said to him, throwing the last of my things into my suitcase. “But I assure you, I’m not.” I looked at him with grim seriousness.

Luke took a deep breath before speaking. “I think it’s important to remain calm until we know what we’re facing.”

“I won’t feel safe if I stay here. You can follow me or not, but I’m leaving,” I replied, and Luke gave in: he could tell I was not going to change my mind. Eventually, we found a cheap hotel on the rail line near Heathrow. For a bribe, the desk clerk kept our names and passport IDs off their books and we paid for a night’s lodging in cash so there’d be no credit card record. The room was cramped, filled with mismatched furniture, the mattress unevenly soft from overuse. I find few things as depressing as a run-down hotel, perhaps because I’d spent more than my share of time in them. But it was just for one night, and in the morning we’d catch a flight to . . . somewhere. I hadn’t made up my mind yet; I needed to find a place where I’d be safe from Adair. I only knew I’d feel better if we kept moving.

Luke and I made love quickly that night, in that tired old bed. I suspected he wanted us to have sex because he thought it might calm my nerves, but he was rather workmanlike about it and not reassuring at all. In any case, he fell asleep soon after we’d finished, but I was too edgy to do anything but try to ignore the painful keening in my head and all that it meant.

The longer I sat in the darkness watching Luke, the more I struggled with the urge to get out of bed and slip away. He’s going to leave you; it’s inevitable, the merciless voice in my head insisted. He doesn’t love you and he’ll wake up to that one day. He’ll want his old life back, the one he threw away to follow you. He’s got children, after all. There is no happily-ever-after for someone like you; you’re one of Adair’s monsters and he picked you for a reason. Luke wouldn’t love you if he really knew you—if he knew of all that you did to stave off loneliness and weaken the sting of Jonathan’s rejection. He’d leave you if he knew half of your adventures and romances, because he thinks of himself as a good person, and good people don’t take up with bad. Did you really think you deserved to be happy?

I hated that voice. I heard it all too often. And behind it lurked the fear that I felt with every man, the same needle-sharp pain I’d felt when Jonathan had left me. That pain had been so bad, I swore I’d never allow myself to be hurt like that again. I resolved that, in all my relationships, if someone was going to leave, it would be me.

The truth was, too, that only one of us was in danger. Luke was only in harm’s way because he was with me. If I left Luke, he would be safe. I was about to do something cruel and unforgivable, but I was doing it for his sake. I would break the promise I’d made to him when he helped me escape: that if he gave up everything to come with me, he’d never be alone again. He’d kept his end of the bargain, and now he would learn that he shouldn’t have trusted me.

Quietly, I searched the writing desk until I found a forgotten sheet of hotel stationery. Luke deserved a note from me, even if I couldn’t think coherently. I don’t know exactly what I wrote that night; I think I thanked him for helping me at my time of greatest need and hoped he would be able to forgive me someday. I left all the money I had on me and suggested that he go back to America and see his daughters. I hoped that he would not be broken by my desertion, as I had been when Jonathan left me. But it was the only way.

I put the note on my empty pillow. I have to go, I have to go, I have to go—the words clamored in my head like the ringing of a bell as I gazed at Luke sleeping peacefully. Adair was coming for me and our time together had run out. I had to take care of myself now and spare Luke and his family. I would be alone again, but in the end, we are all alone. How well I knew that lesson.

I hated to do it, but I slipped out of the room as quiet as a monk at midnight vespers and refused to look back as I closed the door behind me.



FOUR
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BOSTON


The next morning, Adair rose early after a restless night. The darkness of evening wasn’t nearly as complete as the darkness and quietude of his sealed tomb, and so he found it impossible not to waken at the minutest lightening of the sky or the slightest street noise. On the other hand, after just one night in a proper bed, he developed an appreciation for the ingenuity of modern mattresses and box springs. The bed in Jude’s guest room might not be as decadent as the bower of pillows and sables on which he’d slept in the old mansion, but it was preferable by far to the hard-packed floor that had been his bed for so long.

Dawn had barely broken and Adair found Jude already up to his elbows in work in the only room in which he seemed to spend any time, the one he called his office. Jude always had been industrious—indeed, he first came to Adair’s attention when he’d nearly brought down the Dutch gold merchants’ guild with an ambitious scheme to break their monopoly—but today Adair was put off by his single-minded devotion to business. After all, his master had returned after an absence of two centuries; Jude should be happy to push aside his ledgers and accounting to celebrate Adair’s return and wait on him as protocol decreed.

“Take me into this new world,” Adair said, standing in front of Jude’s desk, demanding his attention. “I want to see it for myself.”

The Dutchman lifted his head from his work with forced patience. “It’s a little early in the day to see much of anything. How about I set you up on the computer and let you—”

“No,” Adair interrupted. “No more of your precious gadget. I’m tired of it.” He suspected Jude was using it to keep Adair out of his hair. And besides, he didn’t like the feel of it, the way it made his fingertips hum and set his teeth on edge.

Jude leaned back in his chair. “All right. Where do you propose we start?”

“I need clothing. We’ll call on your tailor.”

Jude had the audacity to smirk. “We don’t have tailors make our clothes anymore. You can buy most things in stores. And you’re right: you need clothing. My things don’t really fit you, do they? Okay, once the stores open, we’ll go shopping. In the meantime, you should get a sense of how men dress these days.” He left the room to come back with bound stacks of glossy pages of images. “Magazines. Periodicals, like courants, but the modern equivalent,” Jude said, dropping the pile in Adair’s lap. “They’re mostly advertisements, but that will give you an idea of what to expect.” Thus directed, Adair took his time looking through the pictures, but they seemed like an endless repetition of insouciant and foppish young men, oversize illustrations of timepieces and variations of the mechanized carriages he’d seen on the street yesterday. He found the young men impossible to take seriously, and the other items held no appeal.

Shopping proved to be tedious and fascinating all at once. He’d secretly thought it would be his first pleasurable experience in the new world, since he had been fond of dressing up and, in his day, had indulged in the best cloth and finest tailors money could buy. Presently, however, the experience was much degraded.

First, Adair had to deal with the morbid sensation of making personal choices in front of strangers; he was used to dealing with tailors and clerks, but to make purchases under the curious eyes of other customers seemed too public. Then there were the clothes themselves, so thin and plain, devoid of lace and embroidery, piping, brass buttons, or frogs made of silk braid. Everything was dark and somber and devoid of self-expression, as though Quakers had taken over the clothing industry. And one wore so few layers that even fully dressed he felt scandalously loose and nearly naked. He felt especially unprotected at the throat, with no high collar and winding cravat, and Adair fingered silk neckties, but Jude assured him that he’d never need one. At the heart of his discontent, Adair recognized, was that he felt vulnerable in this clothing. One benefited from constriction in one’s garb: you were sure of the boundary between your body and the rest of the world. You were held in check.

After spending nearly half the day in stores, he’d amassed an entire wardrobe, down to socks (fine as little gloves on the feet, he marveled, magically gripping the calf with no need for garters) and shoes, and a near-weightless wrap of clingy fabric at the groin instead of a saggy linen to hold one’s testicles in place.

Next, Jude took Adair to a salon, which turned out to be a delightful experience. He sat in a chair while a fetching young woman ran her fingers through his curls, and a half dozen more hairdressers cooed as they passed by, commenting on his handsomeness, coming up with excuses to squeeze his biceps, telling him that he had sexy eyes. A young man trimmed Adair’s facial hair in a style Adair would never have imagined, outlandish to the point of pretension, but it seemed to please the women.

That evening, Jude called for two high-priced escorts to entertain them. Adair sat on the low sofa and watched the two women dance together, studied the brazenness of their clothing, their hair, the precise makeup applied to their faces. Their limbs were sculpted, their eyes bright, their lips sultry, as though every aspect of their appearance had been calculated to make them as desirable as possible. The women he remembered, whether peasants working in the fields or courtesans to a king, would seem overfed and underpainted by comparison. Adair wondered for the hundredth time about the world he was thrown into, the sheer chaos of it, and how nearly unrecognizable it was from the one he’d known.

He and Jude took turns with the women and they seemed to make a game over which could come up with the most imaginatively obscene thing to do to Adair. They made a fuss over the sizable girth of his manhood and vied to make it rise again and again. They stroked and petted him, rubbed their pretty faces against his chest and backside and groin, worked their lips and tongues over his nipples and belly button and stomach, treating every inch of his skin to pleasures he’d not had for two centuries. He came so many times he wouldn’t be surprised if he never climaxed again. One of the women slept in his bed that evening—Jude sent his away in a taxi—and Adair was surprised at how satisfying it was to have this stranger sleep beside him, like a kitten curled under his arm.

After she left in the morning, Adair wandered through the house until he found Jude again in the office. He leaned back in his desk chair upon seeing Adair. “Hope you enjoyed your treat last night.” Jude smiled broadly. “I told the girls you’d just got out of prison for embezzlement: that’s a high-class crime. They wanted to give you a warm welcome back to society.”

Adair ignored him; discussing their activities of the night before seemed juvenile and ungallant. “So, what do you do now, Jude? No longer pretending to be a clergyman?”

Jude gestured at his cluttered desk, the stacks of papers and pieces of electronic gadgetry. “I’m a businessman.”

“A businessman, huh? What line of business are you in, exactly?”

“The business of the day, my friend: making money. I have a partner in Hong Kong—we’ve never met face-to-face—and we speculate on the stock market. Essentially, we make money from nothing but intuition and timing. It’s all very complicated. I’ll explain it to you someday. Right now, though, I doubt it’s the most pressing thing on your mind.”

The condescension in Jude’s tone made Adair seethe. He wanted to take him to task right then and there, but he held his temper, because he knew he needed Jude to find Lanore. Nothing could jeopardize his chances of finding her. “All I need to know is that you’re very good at it and that it provides you with a considerable income, because I will be using your funds while I get back on my feet,” Adair responded.

Jude’s face fell in a way Adair found amusing. However, there was only one man to whom Jude owed everything and could deny nothing, and what would be the use of refusing? Adair would take what he wanted from him anyway. Jude sighed in resignation. “Of course. What’s mine is yours. It’s only money, right?”

“That has always been my belief. Money is only a means to what is truly important.”

Jude hesitated before continuing. “Look, you need to understand, though, that while I have money, most of it is tied up in business ventures. It’s not that I begrudge you any of it, but something tells me my little nest egg is not going to last the two of us very long. And as I explained already, you’ve been wiped out. I have an idea for a way to get you enough cash so that you’ll never have to worry about it again. There are people who would pay a lot to live forever . . . if you would be willing to put this service up for sale.”

Adair’s first reaction was to refuse; indeed, even as the suggestion spilled from Jude’s mouth, Adair felt uneasy. It would be an act of extreme desperation to sell such power. That was how he’d acquired the true elixir of life, the potion that granted immortality, in the first place: he’d found a penniless apprentice reduced to selling his master’s potions to keep from starving while he waited for his master’s return. Even then he’d resisted the temptation to use this power to get rich and sold only enough to meet his meager needs. And that transaction hadn’t ended well for the apprentice: it only takes one wolf to show up at your door.

Still . . . he was no apprentice and this was an extraordinary situation. Adair felt the reasonableness of Jude’s suggestion in his bones. So be it. “I might consider doing this once, and only once, Jude, so the recipient must be able to pay handsomely for the opportunity.”

“Of course. . . . I’ll find someone with the means to afford it.”

“You’re putting the cart before the horse. First, I need to find my books of spells.” Adair had no illusions as to the difficulty of this task, however. Books were fragile things, easily hidden, easily destroyed. If he couldn’t find the books, he’d need to go back to the old country and trace them back to their origins, as he had the first time. He looked down at Jude, who had no idea of the extent of the research it had taken to acquire all these powers in the first place, the years spent tracking down stories of Adepts, practitioners of alchemy who had developed spectacular powers, finding their adherents, convincing them to share the secrets. Convincing them by any means necessary . . .
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