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  FOR MY READERS:




  

    THANK YOU FOR SHARING EVER AND DAMEN’S JOURNEY WITH ME—MY GRATITUDE FOR YOUR ENTHUSIASM, GENEROSITY, KINDNESS, AND SUPPORT KNOWS NO BOUNDS! YOU ARE AMAZING, AND

    AWESOME, AND I COULDN'T HAVE DONE IT WITHOUT YOU!


  




  





  KNOW, THEREFORE, THAT FROM THE GREATER SILENCE I SHALL RETURN . . . FORGET NOT THAT I SHALL COME BACK TO YOU . . . A LITTLE WHILE, A MOMENT OF REST UPON

  THE WIND, AND ANOTHER WOMAN SHALL BEAR ME.




  

    KAHLIL GIBRAN


  




  





  ONE




  “Ever—wait!”




  Damen reaches toward me, grasping my shoulder, hoping to slow me, to bring me back to him, but I keep moving forward, can’t afford the delay. Not when we’re so close, almost

  there.




  The worry streaming off him like rain from a windshield, not dimming in the least when he picks up the pace, matches my stride, and laces his fingers with mine.




  “We should head back. This can’t be the place. Nothing about it looks remotely the same.” His gaze travels the distance from the disturbing landscape to my face.




  “You’re right. Nothing about it is remotely the same.” I hover at the perimeter, my breath coming too quick, my heart beginning to race. Taking a moment to survey my

  surroundings before I hazard a step forward again. One small stride followed by another, until my feet sink so deep into the mud-laden earth, the tops of them vanish completely. “I knew

  it,” I whisper, the words barely audible, though I don’t need to speak for Damen to hear me, it’s just as easy to communicate telepathically. “It’s exactly like the

  dream. It’s . . .”




  He looks at me. Waiting.




  “Well, it’s just as I expected.” I glance to the side, my blue eyes meeting his dark ones, holding the look, wanting him to see what I see. “All of this, everything you

  see here, it’s like . . . it’s like it’s all changed because of me.”




  He kneels beside me, fingers splayed on my back, running his palm in slow circles up and down the path of my spine. Wanting to soothe, to refute everything I just said, but choosing to swallow

  the words instead. No matter what he says—no matter how good and solid an argument he may wage—he knows better. Knows all too well that I will not be swayed.




  I heard the old woman. He heard her too. Saw the way her finger pointed, the way her eyes stared accusingly—listened to the haunting tune of her creepy song with its cryptic lyrics and

  lingering melody.




  The warning intended solely for me.




  And now this.




  I sigh as I gaze upon it—Haven’s grave—so to speak. The spot where just a few weeks before I dug deep into the earth to bury her belongings—all that was left of

  her—the clothes she wore when I sent her soul into the Shadowland. A spot I held sacred, hallowed—now transmuted, transformed. The once rich earth turned to a wet, soggy mush with no

  sign of the flowers I’d manifested, no life of any kind. The air no longer shimmering, no longer glistening, virtually indistinguishable from the dark part of Summerland I’d stumbled

  upon earlier. So bleak, so foreboding in both its feel and appearance, Damen and I are the only creatures willing to venture anywhere near it.




  The birds keeping to the perimeter—the carpet of nearby grass shrinking back on itself—providing all the evidence I need to know it’s changed because of me.




  Like fertilizer sprinkled onto a small patch of weeds—each immortal soul I’ve sent to the Shadowland has tainted and infected the Summerland. Creating its opposite, its

  shadow-self—an unwelcome yin to Summerland’s yang. A place so dark, so dreary, and so contrary magick and manifesting cannot exist.




  “I don’t like this.” Damen’s voice is edgy as his eyes dart, eager to leave.




  And while I don’t like it either, while I’m just as ready to turn around and never look back, it’s not quite as simple as that.




  It’s only been a few days since my last visit, and despite knowing that I did what I had to, that I was left with no choice but to kill Haven, my former best friend, I can’t seem to

  keep myself from returning, from asking forgiveness—forgiveness for my actions as well as hers. And that short amount of time is all it took to go from light to dark—to grow murky,

  muddy, and barren—which means it’s up to me to do something to stop it from spreading even further.




  From getting any worse.




  “What exactly did you see in the dream?” Damen’s voice softens as his eyes pore over me.




  I take a deep breath and sink my heels deeper, the pockets of my old worn jeans dipping into the mud, but not really caring. I can manifest a clean, new pair just as soon as we’re out of

  here. My clothes are the least of my concerns in the face of all this.




  “It’s not a new dream.” I turn and meet his gaze, seeing the flash of surprise that crosses his face. “I’ve had it before. A long time ago. Just before you decided

  to leave me on my own, so I could decide between you and Jude.” He swallows hard, flinches ever so slightly at the unpleasant memory, which makes me feel bad, it wasn’t the point I was

  trying to make. “Back then, I was sure Riley had sent it. I mean, she appeared in it, and she seemed so vibrant and . . . alive.” I shake my head. “And, well, maybe it was

  her, maybe it was just wishful thinking, a result of my missing her. But, just after she’d gotten my attention, I realized it was you she wanted me to see. You were the point of the

  dream.”




  His eyes widen. “And . . .” he prompts, jaw tightening, poised for the worst.




  “And . . . it’s like you were trapped in this tall, glass, rectangular prison, and you were fighting like hell to escape. But no matter how hard you fought, you couldn’t

  break free. Even though I tried to help, tried to get your attention so we could work together, it’s like . . . like you couldn’t see me. I was right there on the other side, with only

  the glass between us, and yet, I may as well have been invisible to you—you had no sense of my presence. Couldn’t see what was right there in front of you . . .”




  He nods. Nods in a way that tells me his logical side, the side that likes tidy explanations and easy solutions, is raring to take over. “Classic dreamscape scenario,” he says, brow

  slanted with relief. “Seriously. Sounds to me like you think I’m not paying you enough attention—that I don’t really listen—or maybe even—”




  But before he can go any further, I cut it right there. “Trust me, it wasn’t the kind of dream that can be found in some Dream Interpretation One-oh-one book. In tonight’s

  dream, just like the dream I had before, when you realized you couldn’t fight it, when you realized you were trapped forever, well, you gave up. You just dropped your fists, closed your eyes,

  and slipped away. Slipped into the Shadowland.”




  He swallows hard, tries to take it in stride, but it’s no use. He’s clearly as shaken as I was when I dreamed it.




  “And then, just after that, everything disappeared. And by everything I mean you, the glass prison, the stage—all of it. The only thing left was this gloomy, damp patch

  of earth, a lot like the one we’re in now.” I rub my lips together, seeing the scene so clearly in my head it’s as though I’m immersed in it. “But that last part was

  new. I mean, it wasn’t in the original dream. Still, the second I woke I knew that not only were the two dreams connected, but that they were connected to this place as well. I

  knew I had to come here. Had to see for myself. See if I was right. I’m just sorry I dragged you along for the ride.”




  My eyes graze over him, taking in his bed-ruffled hair, the soft, wrinkled T-shirt, the worn-in jeans—clothes gathered in a hurry, in haste, just seconds before I manifested the golden

  veil of light that led us both here. Feeling his strong, capable arms sliding around me, the warmth of them reminding me of just a few hours earlier when we slid between the sheets, tucked our

  bodies tightly together, and settled in for the night.




  Back when our only immediate concern was that of Sabine and how she would handle the second week in a row that I’d failed to go home.




  How she’d handle the fact that I took her at her word when she warned me not to come back until I sought the kind of help she’s convinced that I need.




  And while I’ve no doubt I need help, especially in light of all that’s before me, unfortunately it’s not the kind of help Sabine meant. It’s not the kind of help that can

  be found in a prescription, a psychiatrist’s couch, or even the latest self-help book.




  It requires something much greater than that.




  We linger, the two of us gazing upon Haven’s grave. Damen’s thoughts carefully melding with mine, reminding me that no matter the consequences, no matter what lies ahead, he’s

  there for me. I had no choice but to do what I did.




  By killing Haven, I saved Miles. Saved myself. She couldn’t handle the power, pushed every last limit. My making her immortal brought out a whole new side of her—one that we

  didn’t expect.




  But that’s where Damen and I differ. I’m more inclined to believe what Miles said just shortly after I’d spared him from her. That there was nothing new or surprising about

  Haven’s dark side, it’d always been there, she exhibited signs all along. But, as her friends, we fought to ignore it—chose to look past it, to see only the light. And when I

  looked into her eyes that night, saw the way they gleamed with victory when she tossed Roman’s shirt—my last remaining hope of getting the antidote that will allow Damen and me to be

  together—into the flames, well, there was no doubt in my mind that her dark side had completely extinguished the better part of her.




  And as far as Drina’s death is concerned, well, it was either kill or be killed. It’s as simple as that. Roman’s the unfortunate one—but still an accident pure and

  simple. A misunderstanding of the most tragic kind, I’m sure of that now. I know in my heart that Jude’s disastrous interference was an act he committed solely in my best interest. His

  intentions were good.




  I saw it unfold in his head.




  We rise to our feet, slowly, solemnly, all too aware that the answers we seek won’t be found here, that our best bet is to start at the Great Halls of Learning and see where that leads.

  And we’re just about to go there, when we hear it. The tune that causes us to freeze:




  

    From the mud it shall rise


    Lifting upward toward vast dreamy skies


    Just as you—you—you shall rise too . . .


  




  Damen grasps my hand tighter, pulls me closer, as we turn to face her together. Taking in the long wisps of hair that, having escaped the confines of the braid that trails down her back, float

  freely around her crumpled, ancient face, making for an eerie silvery halo effect, while her rheumy, cataract-clumped eyes settle on mine.




  

    From the deep and dark depths


    It struggles toward the light


    Desiring only one thing


    The truth!


    The truth of its being


    But will you let it?


    Will you let it rise and blossom and grow?


    Or will you damn it to the depths?


    Will you banish its worn and weary soul?


  




  She repeats the tune, emphasizing the end of each verse. Her voice rising as she sings,

  “Rise—skies—too—depths—light—thing—truth—being—it—grow—depths—soul—soul—soul—” repeating the

  last part again and again, her eyes moving over me, analyzing, observing, even though they appear to be sightless, as her gnarled, bumpy old hands lift before her—cupping, rising—her

  fingers slowly unfolding as a spray of ash spews forth from her palms.




  Damen’s grip tightens, flashing her a harsh meaningful glare as he warns, “Stay back.” Maneuvering in front of me, when he adds, “Stop right there. Don’t come any

  closer.” His voice level, sure, containing an underlying threat that’s impossible to miss.




  But if she heard, she pays him no notice. Her feet keep moving, shuffling forward, while her eyes keep staring and her lips continue to utter the tune. Stopping just shy of us, poised right at

  the very edge of the perimeter—the place where the grass ends and the mud begins—her voice suddenly changing, lowering, when she says, “We’ve been waiting for you.”

  She bows low before me, bending with a surprising amount of agility and grace for someone so aged, so . . . antiquated.




  “So you’ve said,” I reply, much to Damen’s dismay.




  Don’t engage her! he mentally warns. Just follow my lead. I’ll get us out of here.




  Words I’m sure she overheard when her gaze switches to him. The sun-bleached blue of her clumpy old irises practically rolling in their sockets when she says, “Damen.”




  The sound of it causing him to stiffen, as he mentally and physically prepares for just about anything—anything except what comes next.




  “Damen. Augustus. Notte. Esposito. You’re the reason.” Her wispy hair lifts and twirls in a manifested breeze that swirls all around. “And Adelina, the

  cure.” She presses her palms together as her gaze pleads with mine.




  I glance between them, unable to decide which is more disturbing: the fact that she knows his name—his full name, including one I’ve never heard before, along with one

  pronounced in a way I’ve never heard before, or the way Damen’s face blanched and his body stilled the moment she blamed him.




  Not to mention, who the heck is Adelina?




  But the replies that swirl through his mind die long before they can reach his lips, halted by the lilt of her voice, saying, “Eight. Eight. Thirteen. Oh. Eight. It’s the key. The

  key that you need.”




  I glance between the two of them, noting the way his eyes narrow, his jaw grinds, muttering a string of undecipherable words under his breath as he grips my hand tighter and attempts to heave us

  both out of the mud, away from her.




  But despite his warning me not to look back, I do anyway. Glancing over my shoulder and staring right into those rheumy old eyes, her skin so fragile, so translucent, it appears to be lit from

  within, her lips softly yielding as she sings, “Eight—eight—thirteen—oh—eight. That’s the beginning. The beginning of the end. Only you can unlock it.

  Only you—you—you—Adelina . . .”




  The words lingering, haunting, taunting—chasing us all the way out of Summerland.




  All the way back to the earth plane.




  





  TWO




  “We can’t just ignore it.” I turn, peering right at him, knowing I’m right just as sure as I know he won’t see it that way.




  “Sure we can. In fact, I already am.” His words coming much gruffer than he intended, prompting the apology that soon blooms in his hand—a single red tulip with a curving green

  stem.




  He offers it to me and I’m quick to receive it, bringing it to my nose, allowing its soft petals to brush against my lips as I inhale the barely perceptible scent he placed there for me.

  Watching as he paces the wide space between the bed and the window, his bare feet traversing the stone floors, to the plush rug, to the stone floors, and back. Aware of the conflict that plays in

  his head, knowing I need to make my case quickly before he has a chance to build one of his own.




  “You can’t just turn your back on something because it’s weird, or foreign, or, in this case, grossly unpleasant. Damen, seriously, trust me when I say

  that I’m just as creeped out by her as you are. And yet, I refuse to believe that her finding us over and over again is some meaningless, random event. There’s no such thing as

  coincidence and you know it. She’s been trying to tell me something for weeks. What with the song, and the pointing, and the . . .” My body twitches in an involuntary shudder I’d

  prefer he not see, prompting me to sink onto the bed and rub my hands over my arms, chasing the goose bumps away. “Anyway, it’s clear that she’s trying to tell us something, give

  us a clue of some kind. And, well, I think we should at least try to determine what that might be—don’t you?” I pause, giving him a chance to respond, but all I get is the

  stubborn slant of his shoulders, the firm tilt of his head, and a long, lingering silence as he stares out the window with his back turned to me. The sight of it practically begging me to add,

  “I mean, what could it hurt to try to figure it out? If she turns out to be as old and crazy and senile as you think, then, fine. Whatever. No harm done. It’s like, why bother worrying

  about a few days of wasted time when we’re staring down an eternity? Then again, if it turns out she’s not crazy, well—”




  Not getting a chance to finish before he turns, his face wearing an expression so dark and stormy I can’t help but flinch. “What could it hurt?” His mouth goes grim as

  his eyes fix on mine. “After all that we’ve been through—did you really mean to ask that?”




  I kick my toe against the rug, feeling far more serious than he realizes, far more serious than I’m prepared to let on. Instinctively knowing deep down inside that the scene we just

  witnessed bore way more meaning than he’d care to admit. The universe is not at all random. There’s a definite reason for everything. And I’ve no doubt in my heart, in my soul,

  that that seemingly crazy, blind old lady is offering a clue to something I really need to know.




  Though I have no idea how to convince Damen of that.




  “Is this really how you want to spend our winter break? Sleuthing after some demented old woman’s riddle? Trying to track down a deeper meaning that, in my humble opinion, does

  not exist?”




  Better than the alternative, I think, though I restrict the words to my head. Remembering Sabine’s face the night after I’d finally returned home in the wee hours of the

  morning—just after sending my former best friend to the Shadowland and the impromptu memorial that followed in Summerland. The way she looked at me, her robe cinched tightly around her, her

  lips colorless and grim. But her eyes were the worst—the normally bright blue irises eclipsed by the deep lavender circles that spread just beneath. Staring at me with a horrible combination

  of anger and fear, her voice harsh, the words measured, well rehearsed, when she gave me the choice between getting the help she’s convinced that I need or finding another place to live. Sure

  I was just being obstinate when I nodded, circled back, and made my way out the door.




  Made my way over to Damen’s, where I’ve been ever since.




  I clear the thought from my head, tucking it away to a place I’ll later revisit. Knowing that at some point I’ll have to deal with our issues head-on, but for now, this situation

  with the dark side of Summerland clearly takes precedence.




  I can’t allow for distractions, not when I still have one more good point to make. Something I know he’d hoped would go unmentioned the moment I notice the flash of trouble that

  crosses his face.




  “She knew your name,” I say, dismayed by the way he casually lifts his shoulders, tries to wave it away.




  “She hangs out in Summerland, a place where knowledge is plentiful. There for the taking.” He quirks a brow as his mouth tugs up at the side. “I’m sure it’s all

  there in the Great Halls of Learning for just about anyone to find.”




  “Not just anyone,” I state. “Only the worthy.” Having experienced its opposite firsthand, remembering the not-so-long-ago time when I was counted among the

  unworthy when the Great Halls of Learning barred me from entering until I pulled myself together, and got my good mojo—as Jude would say—back on track again. A terrible

  time I hope to never revisit.




  Damen looks at me, and while it’s clear he has no immediate plans to surrender, it’s also clear he’s all for finding a compromise. This sort of defensiveness and evasiveness is

  getting us nowhere. We need action. We need to form a plan.




  “She knew you were called Esposito.” I eyeball him carefully, wondering how he’ll try to squirm out of that. “Your orphan name,” I add, referring to

  the name that was imposed on him back when he was mortal, just after his parents were murdered and he, left alone with no one to care for him, became a ward of the church.




  And though he’s quick to reply, saying, “Again, more information that’s available to anyone who seeks it. Amounting to no more than an unhappy memory of a long-ago past I

  prefer not to dwell on.” He chases it with a sigh, a sure sign that the fight’s seeping out of him along with his breath.




  “She also called you by another name. Notte?” I look at him, my gaze making it clear that while he may prefer to brush it off and move on to other subjects, I’m not

  quite through with this one. I need answers. Real and solid answers. A shrug and quirked eyebrow don’t begin to qualify.




  He turns away, but only for a moment, before he’s back to facing me. And the way his shoulders slope, the way his hands sink deep into his pockets, the way his jaw softens in silent

  resignation—well, it makes me feel bad for pushing it like this. Though the feeling doesn’t last long, it’s soon overruled by curiosity, as I cross all my limbs and wait for his

  reply.




  “Notte.” He nods, giving the name a beautiful, Italian twist I couldn’t manage if I’d tried. “One of my names. One of the many, many surnames I went

  by.”




  I look at him, not allowing myself to blink, not wanting to miss a thing.




  Watching the path of his long lean body as he swallows, rubs his chin, crosses his legs at the ankle, and settles back against the window ledge. Taking a moment to mess with the shutters, gaze

  out at the pool, the moonlit ocean beyond, before snapping it shut and turning to me. “She called me Augustus too, which was my second name—my middle name. My mother insisted on one,

  though they weren’t so common at the time. And, since you and I first met in August, on August eighth to be exact, well, I later adopted it as a last name, changing it a bit to match the

  month, thinking there was some kind of deeper meaning behind it. That it somehow connected me to you.”




  I swallow hard, my fingers fiddling with the crystal horseshoe bracelet he gave me that day at the track, a little overwhelmed by a sentiment I didn’t expect.




  “But, you have to understand, Ever, I’ve been around for a very long time. I had no choice but to change my identity every now and again. I couldn’t afford for anyone to

  catch on to my abnormally long life span, as well as the truth of . . . what I am.”




  I nod, everything he’s said so far makes perfect sense, but there’s more, much more, and he knows it. “So how far back does the name Notte go, anyway?” I ask.




  He shutters his eyes, rubs the lids. Keeping them closed when he says, “All the way back. Back to the very beginning. It’s my family name. My true surname.”




  I steady my breath, determined not to overreact. My mind swimming with so many questions, the most prominent being: How the hell did the old lady know that? Soon followed by: How the

  hell did the old lady know that when I didn’t even know that?




  “There was no reason to mention it.” He addresses the thought in my mind. “The past is just that—past. Over. There’s no reason to revisit. I much prefer to

  concentrate on the present, right now, this moment in time.” His face lifts a little, as his dark eyes light upon mine. Glinting with the promise of a brand new idea, he makes a move

  in my direction, hoping I’ll agree to the distraction.




  His progress soon halted when I say, “You don’t seem to mind revisiting the past when we go to the pavilion.” And when I see the way he flinches, I chide myself for not being

  fair.




  The pavilion, the beautiful gift he manifested for my seventeenth birthday, is the only place where we can truly be together—well, keeping within the confines of the events of the time.

  But still, it’s the only place where we can truly enjoy skin-on-skin contact, free of the fear of him dying, free of any worries of invoking the DNA curse that keeps us separated here on the

  earth plane. We just choose a scene from one of our past lives, merge into it, and enjoy getting swept away by the lush, romantic moment. And I fully admit to loving it every bit as much as he

  does.




  “I’m sorry,” I start. “I didn’t mean—”




  But he just waves it away. Having reclaimed his position at the windowsill when he says, “So what is it you’d have me do, Ever?” His gaze making up in kindness what the words

  seemed to lack. “Just where would you have me take it from here? I’m willing to tell you anything you want to know about my past. I’ll gladly draw up a timeline of every name I

  was ever known by, including the reason I chose it. We don’t need some crazy old lady for that. It’s not my intention to hide anything from you, or deceive you in any way. The only

  reason we haven’t gone over it before is because it just seemed so unnecessary. I much prefer to look forward than back.”




  The silence that follows has him rubbing his eyes and stifling a yawn, and a quick peek at his bedside clock reveals why—it’s still deep into the middle of the night. I’ve kept

  him from sleep.




  I reach out, offering my hand as I pull him close to me, toward the bed. Smiling at the way his eyes light up for the first time since he awoke to me thrashing and kicking my way out of a

  horrible nightmare. Quickly overcome by the swarm of his warmth, the tingle and heat only he can provide. His arms sliding around me as he pushes me back—back onto the blankets, the rumpled

  pillows and sheets, his lips sweeping the ridge of my collarbone before dusting my neck.




  Mine at his ear, nipping, tugging the lobe, voice barely a whisper, I say, “You’re right. This can wait until morning. For now, I just want to be here.”




  





  THREE




  After two solid weeks of waking up in Damen’s bed, wrapped in Damen’s arms, you’d think I’d have grown used to it by now.




  But nope.




  Not even close.




  Though I could get used to it.




  I’d like to get used to it.




  Used to the solid assurance of his body snuggled tightly around mine, the warmth of his breath at my ear . . .




  But as of now, I’m nowhere near.




  I’m always a little disoriented at first. Requiring a handful of moments to piece it together, take stock of this new set of circumstances. Determine my location, my situation, and just

  how I came to find myself here.




  And it’s always that last part, that how-I-got-here part, that never fails to deflate me.




  Which is never a good way to greet a new day.




  “Buon giorno,” Damen whispers, his voice a little scratchy, unused. Choosing to start each morning with one of the many languages he speaks, today settling on his native

  Italian, pushing his face into the curtain of long blond hair that spills down my neck, while inhaling deeply.




  “Buon giorno, yourself,” I say, the words muffled, spoken straight into the plush, down-filled pillow my face is burrowed into.




  “How’d you sleep?”




  I roll onto my back, push my hair out of my eyes, and enjoy a nice, long moment of simply admiring him. Realizing that’s yet another thing that I’m still not quite used to—the

  look of him. The pure and startling beauty of him. It’s a pretty awe-inducing sight.




  “Okay.” I shrug, stealing a moment to close my eyes so I can manifest some minty fresh breath before I continue, “I mean, I don’t remember it, so that must be a good

  sign, right?”




  He lifts himself off the sheet, settling his weight onto his elbow while resting his head against his palm to better see me. “You don’t remember it? None of it?” he asks

  in a voice that’s ridiculously hopeful.




  “Well, let’s see . . .” I fake ponder, index finger tapping my chin. “I remember you turning off the lights and sliding in beside me . . .” I sneak a peek at him.

  “I remember your hands . . . or at least the almost feel of your hands . . .” His gaze blurs ever so slightly, a sure sign he’s remembering too. “And I seem to

  vaguely remember the almost feel of your lips . . . but, like I said, the memory’s pretty vague so I can’t be too sure . . .”




  “Vague?” He grins, eyes flashing in a way that makes it all too clear just how willing he is to refresh my memory.




  I return the smile, though it soon fades when I say, “Oh, and yeah, I seem to remember something about a late-night/early-morning impromptu visit to Summerland, and the crazy old lady

  where we buried Haven’s belongings, and how you, somewhat reluctantly, agreed to help me uncover the meaning of her crazy, cryptic message. . . .” I meet his gaze again, and yep,

  it’s just as I thought. He looks as though I’d opened a spigot and dumped a load of cold water right onto his head.




  He turns on his back and stares at the ceiling, engaging in a moment of deep, thoughtful silence, before he sits up, swings his legs over the side, and fights to untangle the sheet from his

  knee.




  “Damen—” I start, unsure of what follows, but it’s not like it matters, he’s quick to fill in the blanks.




  “I was hoping we could spend our winter break doing other things.” He moves toward the window where he stops, looks at me.




  “What kind of things?” I narrow my gaze, wondering what other things there could possibly be.




  “Well, for starters, don’t you think it’s time we settled this whole thing with Sabine?”




  I grab the pillow from his side, and plop it right over my face. A move I recognize as being incredibly ineffective, not to mention immature, but at the moment, I don’t care. I mean, if I

  don’t even want to think about Sabine, then I think it’s safe to say that I really don’t want to talk about Sabine either. But there he is, attempting to chat about

  my number-one, off-limits, completely taboo—or at least for the moment anyway—subject.




  “Ever . . .” He plucks at the pillow, but I just grip it tighter. “You can’t leave it like this. It’s not right. You have to go back there eventually.” He

  tugs one more time before sighing and retreating to his place by the window.




  “You kicking me out?” I lower the pillow to my belly, turn on my side, and wrap my arms around it, as though it’ll shield me from whatever comes next.




  “No!” He’s quick to shake his head. Fingers raking through his tangle of hair, making sense of it, pushing it back into place. Gazing at me with a look of outright astonishment

  when he says, “Why would I do that?” His hand returns to his side, settles by his leg. “I love going to bed with you, just as much as I love waking up with you. I thought

  you knew that?”




  “Are you sure?” I venture, reading the dismay in his gaze. “I mean, it’s not too frustrating? You know, the two of us sleeping with each other, without being able to

  really and truly sleep with each other?” I press my lips together, feeling the heat rise to my cheeks.




  “The only thing I find frustrating is you trying to hide under a pillow in order to avoid talking about Sabine.”




  I close my eyes, allowing my fingers to mindlessly pick at the pillowcase seam, aware of my mood shifting, changing, slipping to the opposite side of his, and hoping I can stop it before it goes

  too far, divides us too much.




  “There’s nothing to say. She thinks I’m crazy. I think I’m not. Or at least not in the way that she thinks.” I peer at him, trying to insert a little levity, but it

  slides right past him. He’s taking this far too seriously. “Anyway, she’s so entirely sold on her opinion that my only real choice is to agree with it, or go away. That’s

  the choice she presented me with. And yeah, while I freely admit that it hurts, hurts in a way that goes pretty dang deep, there’s still this part of me that can’t help but think maybe

  it’s for the better. You know?”




  His eyes narrow, thinking, weighing, before he folds his arms across his chest, causing his muscles to twitch and then settle. “No, I don’t know. Why don’t you explain it to

  me?”




  “Well, it’s like you always say: I’ll have to say my good-byes eventually—sooner rather than later. I mean, according to you, that’s pretty much a given, right? So

  what’s the point of making peace, of insisting on hanging around for a few more months, when I’ll have to split soon anyway? You said so yourself; it won’t be long before she

  catches on—before everyone catches on. She’ll see that neither one of us has aged, not even a day. And since there’s no logical way to explain something like that, and since

  Sabine’s a person who expects nothing less than absolute black-and-white logic, well, there’s really not much more to say on the subject, is there?”




  We exchange a look, and although I’ve hit all the points, including the ones that originally came from him, it’s clear he needs more. He’s still not convinced of why I

  shouldn’t get out of bed, march myself over there, and try to make peace. Which means he’s either being incredibly stubborn, or I’ve failed to make my case, or both.




  “It’s like, why delay the inevitable?” I swallow hard and hug the pillow again. “I mean, maybe this whole thing happened for a reason. You know how I’ve been

  dreading the good-bye, and so, now that this has happened, maybe it’ll just make it easier—maybe this is just the solution I’ve been looking for all this time—maybe this

  is like a gift from the universe?” The words coming so quickly, I pause to catch my breath, though one look in his eyes makes it clear he’s still not riding tandem with me. So I

  decide to switch gears, try another approach, hoping this one might work a little better. “Tell me, Damen, tell me for reals, in all of your years, with all of your arrivals and departures,

  so to speak, did you never once pick a fight, or even use a fight as a reason to leave?”




  “Of course I did.” He averts his gaze, fingers picking at the waistband of his black cotton briefs. “On more than one occasion, I assure you. But that doesn’t mean it was

  the right thing to do.”




  I fall quiet, having nothing more to add. Squinting as he turns to adjust the shutters, welcoming a dull slant of light from what appears to be a very gray, sunless, mid-December day.




  “Maybe you’re right.” He studies the scenery. “Maybe this will make for the cleanest break. It’s not like you can tell her the truth. It’d be like fuel to her

  fire. She wouldn’t accept it. And if by some miracle she did, well, then, she’d be quick to condemn it. And the worst part is, she’d be right. What I’ve done—what

  I’ve made you—it’s unnatural. It goes against every law of nature.” He pauses, turns back to me, a look of true regret marring his gaze. “If there’s one

  thing I’m sure of, it’s that we are not living the life that was intended. Our bodies are immortal, true, but our souls clearly are not. Our lives flaunt the most fundamental laws of

  nature. We are the opposite of what we were meant to be.”




  I start to speak up, start to say something, if for no other reason than the fact that I hate to see him this way. But he won’t let me. He’s far from finished. Still got a few more

  points he’s determined to make.




  “If nothing else, the Shadowland has assured me of that. You were there, Ever, twice if I remember—the first time, through me, and more recently, because of Haven. So tell me, can

  you deny what I’ve said? Can you deny that it’s true?”




  I take a deep breath, thinking about that horrible day when Haven slammed her fist right into my throat. Right into the sweet spot—my fifth chakra—the center for a lack of

  discernment, misuse of information, and trusting all the wrong people. One solid punch was all it took to kill me, to end me, to send me crashing, reeling, spinning into that horrible dark

  oblivion. The abyss. The home for immortals’ souls. Remembering how I’d swirled through the blackness, lost in the void, taunted by a never-ending stream of images of all my past lives.

  Forced to relive the mistakes that I’d made, all the misguided decisions, the wrongs I’d committed—feeling others’ pain as intensely as my own. Finding my way out only when

  the truth was finally revealed. Spared from an eternity of deep isolation when I was left with no doubt in my mind that Damen was The One.




  My soul mate.




  My one and only for all of eternity.




  The sudden revelation along with my complete and total declaration, acknowledging the truth of Damen and me, of our love, is the only thing that healed me, absolved me.




  The only thing that freed me of the burden of my weak chakra.




  The only reason I’m sitting here now.




  I nod, having nothing to add. He knows what I saw, what I experienced, just as clearly as if he were there.




  “It’s just you and me, Ever. We have only each other. A prospect that may be more appealing to me than you, but only because I’ve grown used to a lone wolf

  existence.”




  “We have Miles,” I say, quick to remind Damen how he’s now in on our immortal secret. “And Jude.” My breath stalls, still feeling a little weird about mentioning him

  in Damen’s presence, despite them recently deciding to bury the past and start fresh. “So, it’s not like we’re totally without friends, right?”




  But he just shrugs, reflecting on the part I failed to mention, the part that’s too painful to utter. The fact that someday, Miles and Jude will be old and gray-haired, eating early-bird

  dinners and looking forward to a rousing game of shuffleboard, while Damen and I will be exactly the same, completely unchanged.




  “I guess I just hate to see you and Sabine end it this way,” he finally says, gaze like an unexpressed sigh. “But maybe you’re right, maybe it’s as good a way as

  any. Seeing that it’s inevitable and all.”




  I toss the pillow aside and reach for him. I hate when he goes dark like this, when his thoughts turn inward and he starts blaming himself. I’ll do anything to change the subject, to erase

  it completely. But he’s already turned, missing the gesture, so I drop my arm back to my side and pick at the comforter.




  “Okay, so, barring a sit-down powwow with Sabine, what else did you have in mind? You know, for our winter break?” I ask, hoping to chase this dark cloud away.




  It takes him a moment to respond, to lift himself above the despair. But when he does, it’s so worth it. The smile that lights up his face instantly brightens what once had the makings of

  a dark, dreary day.




  “Well, I was thinking we could do something spontaneous, maybe even a little bit crazy. I was thinking we could actually try having a little fun for a change. You remember fun,

  don’t you?”




  “Vaguely.” I nod, a willing player in this particular game.




  “I thought we could take a vacation somewhere . . .” He shoots me a sly, mysterious look before padding toward the cream-colored leather chaise at the opposite side of the room.

  Reaching for the dark silk robe he’d abandoned along the arm sometime last night and quickly slipping it on. His body moving so fluidly it’s as though he melted right into it.




  I study him carefully, wondering if he’d sincerely been planning something like that all along, or if he’s just trying to entice me with a plan he made up on the fly.




  “But . . .” He pauses, securing the sash in a way that leaves it dipping low against his hips, the robe hanging open and loose, allowing for a wide swath of bare chest and defined

  abs to remain on display.




  I slide my back up the headboard while lifting the sheet to my chin—his state of near nakedness making me extremely aware of my own. Still not used to living as a couple, living so

  intimately, the morning always leaves me feeling more than a little shy and inhibited.




  “Ever, I know how eager you are to get right to the bottom of all the things that are bothering you. And, like I said last night, I’m willing to help . . .”




  I look at him, bracing myself for the full-on brunt of his honed and polished negotiation skills. I can practically see the case he builds in his eyes.




  “So, I’m willing to give it one week. I’ll give you one full week of my nonstop, undivided, crazy-old-lady-code-cracking attention, and then, when that week is up, if we

  haven’t gotten anywhere, well, all I ask is that you accept the defeat graciously so we can move on to my much better, much brighter, much funner plan. What do you say?”




  I gnaw at the inside of my cheek, taking a moment to gather my reply. “Well, I say that depends.”




  He looks at me, shifting in a way that loosens the robe ever so slightly. Expanding the view. Not playing fair.




  “Depends on this plan of yours.” I keep my gaze fixed on his eyes. “I need to know what I’m getting into—where you’re planning to take me. I

  can’t just blindly agree to any ol’ thing. I have my standards, you know.” I look away, look down at my hands, refusing the sight of him, the whole glorious bounty of him, and

  choose to focus on my cuticles instead.




  Hearing him laugh in reply, the sound of it like a deep, joyous roar that fills up the room, fills up my heart. Happy to know that the dark moment from a moment ago is forgotten for now.




  Turning and making his way into the bath, the words drifting over his shoulder when he says, “A vacation. Just you and me and some glorious exotic location. A right and proper vacation,

  Ever. Far from everyone, and everything. A vacation in a place of my choosing. That’s all you need to agree to. Leave the details to me.”




  I smile to myself, loving the sound of that and the images it spurs in my mind, but I’m not about to reveal that, so to him I just say, “We’ll see.” The words drowned out

  by the sound of gushing water coming from his oversized shower. “We’ll see about that,” I whisper, tempted to join him, knowing that’s exactly what he wants, but with only a

  week to crack the code, I head for his laptop instead.




  





  FOUR




  “Find anything?” Damen rubs a towel against his wet hair, ridding it of excess water before tossing it aside in favor of a quick comb-through with his

  fingers.




  I push away from his desk and swivel a few inches toward him, rolling the chair back and forth and from side to side as I say “I ran several searches—ran those numbers she mentioned,

  thinking it might be a date, or a code, or a link to an important passage, or hymn, or a psalm, or a poem, or . . . something.” I shrug. “I even ran that name she mentioned,

  Adelina. But nothing came up. So then I ran a search on the numbers and the name together, but still nothing. Or at least nothing that seems even remotely connected to us, anyway.”




  He nods, disappears into his walk-in closet for a moment, then reappears wearing a clean pair of jeans and a black wool sweater. While I opt for the far easier, somewhat lazy approach of

  manifesting my own set of clothes, which turn out to be pretty similar.




  Except that my sweater is blue. He likes me in blue. Brings out the blue in my eyes, he says.




  “So, where do we start?” He lowers himself onto the chaise and slides on some shoes—black TOMS slip-ons, one of the few things he actually buys anymore—but only because

  part of the proceeds go to charity.




  Gone are the handcrafted Italian leather motorcycle boots he wore when we met. It’s now cheap rubber flip-flops in the summer, TOMS in the winter. Aside from his opulent, oversized,

  multimillion-dollar mansion, and the shiny, black, fully loaded BMW M6 Coupe that sits in the garage (a car I pretty much forced him to re-manifest and keep), his somewhat recent vow to live

  simpler, less flamboyantly, more conscientiously, and less materialistically appears to be one he plans to keep.




  “For the next week, I’m all yours.” He rises to his feet, taking a moment to shake out each leg and settle the hems of his jeans.




  “Only for the next week?” I stand before the framed full-length mirror that leans against the wall, trying to convince my hair to do something other than just lie flat against my

  head. But after manifesting some curls and waves that don’t really do it for me, I return it to the way it was and settle on a low loose ponytail.




  “While you and I have no expiration date, this little project of yours does—as you clearly agreed. So, tell me, where do we start?” He looks at me, awaits further instruction

  on how to proceed.




  I check out my profile, smoothing my hands over the stray wisps of hair that insist on springing out from the sides, thinking I should try something else, that I’m not quite pleased with

  the reflection that stares back, when I take a deep breath and force myself to accept it.




  Whenever I look at me, all I see are things I’d like to change.




  Whenever Damen looks at me, all he sees is a glorious gift from the universe.




  Somewhere in the middle lies the truth.




  “C’mon.” I turn away from me in favor of him, knowing we have no time to waste, that a busy week, a week like I’ve planned, can feel like only a minute or two when

  it’s all said and done.




  Grasping his hand in mine, we stand side by side, the two of us envisioning that soft golden veil of shimmering light, the one that leads us to Summerland.




  We skip the vast fragrant field of glistening flowers and pulsating trees, choosing to land at the foot of the broad swath of steps that leads right up to the Great Halls of Learning. Pausing a

  moment, our thoughts silenced, eyes wide, looking upon it with such awe our breath halts right in our throats.




  Taking in its beautiful elaborate carvings, its grand sloping roof, its imposing columns, its impressive front doors—all of its vast and varied parts rapidly shifting, conjuring images of

  the Great Pyramids of Giza morphing into the Lotus Temple, which transforms into the Taj Mahal, and so on. The building reshaping, reforming, until the world’s greatest wonders are

  represented in its ever-changing façade. Admitting only those who can see it for what it truly is—an awe-inspiring place created of love, and knowledge, and everything good.




  The doors spring open before us, and we hurry up the stairs and into the large spacious entry filled with the most brilliant warm light—a luminous showering radiance that, like the rest of

  Summerland, permeates every nook and cranny, every corner, every space, allowing for no shadows or dark spots (except for the ones of my making) and doesn’t seem to emanate from any one

  place.




  We move among white marble columns that appear to have been lifted right out of ancient Greek times, along multiple rows of long, carved wooden tables and benches crowded with priests, rabbis,

  shamans, seekers of every kind, including: Jude?




  The moment his name appears in my mind, he lifts his head and looks right at me. Thoughts are things, consisting of energy of the purest kind, and here in Summerland they can be heard by just

  about anybody.




  “Ever . . .” He lifts a hand to his forehead, smoothing the area just above his spliced brow before moving to the tangle of long bronze dreadlocks he pushes away from his face.

  “And Damen . . .” His expression remains inscrutable, unreadable, though it’s clear he’s working pretty hard to keep it that way.




  He rises from his seat, a little reluctantly to my eye. But when Damen moves toward him with a grin that lights up his face, Jude does his best to match it with one of his own, allowing his

  dimples to spring into place.




  I stay put, watching the two of them engage in the usual palm-smacking, back-slapping, male-greeting ritual. Trying to read the meaning behind Jude’s reddened cheeks, not to mention the

  flash of chagrin in his aqua-green gaze.




  I mean, even though he and Damen have called a truce, even though he’s now in on pretty much all of our biggest secrets and has no plans to spill them, even though I’m absolutely

  certain that his uncanny ability to thwart all my best plans is not at all calculated on his part, but that something else, some higher force, is driving him to do it, to always interfere at the

  absolute worst time possible—I can’t stop from hesitating, can’t overcome my reluctance to greet him.




  But it only takes a moment for me to recognize that hesitation for what it really is.




  Guilt.




  Good old-fashioned guilt.




  No more, no less.




  The kind of guilt that comes from sharing a long, somewhat convoluted, and at times quite romantic past with someone, and yet, in the end, always choosing someone else.




  No matter how hard Jude tried, I always chose Damen over him. And just very recently, I’ve done so again.




  Yet despite my knowing I made the best choice, the right choice, the only choice, despite my instinctively knowing there’s someone else out there, someone who’s much better

  suited for him than me, Jude doesn’t quite see it that way.




  He glances back and forth between us, his gaze ultimately settling on mine in a way that causes an unmistakable wave of cool, languid calm to flow through my body—a phenomenon I’ve

  experienced only with him, in this life as well as the others before it. And try as he might to stay distant and neutral, it’s impossible to miss the flash of longing that plays in his

  gaze—a small seed of hope he still isn’t free of. Even though it’s over in a second, even though he’s quick to replace it with something else, something containing far less

  ache, something far more benign, I take a moment to manifest a bright shining night star over his head, wishing once again that he’ll soon find the one person in the universe who’s

  meant just for him, who’s far better suited than I could ever be.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
Alyson Noél

L — - )
f P E-"
7 ; : 5
3
E/

Is this the end for Ever and Damen?
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