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  ONE




  “You’ll never beat me. You’ll never win this one, Ever. It’s impossible. You can’t do it. So why waste your time?”




  I narrow my gaze and peer into her face—taking in her small, pale features, her dark cloud of hair, the absence of light in her hate-filled gaze.




  My teeth clenched tightly, voice low and measured, I say, “Don’t be so sure. You’re running a serious risk of overestimating yourself. In fact, you are overestimating

  yourself. I’m one hundred percent sure of it.”




  She scoffs. Loudly, derisively, the sound of it echoing throughout the large empty room, bouncing off the plank wood floors to the bare white walls, meant to scare, or at the very least

  intimidate and throw me off my game.




  But it won’t work.




  Can’t work.




  I’m too focused for that.




  All of my energy concentrated down to one single point, until everything else fades away and it’s just me, my readied fist, and Haven’s third chakra—also known as the solar

  plexus chakra—the home of anger, fear, hate, and the tendency toward putting too much emphasis on power, recognition, and revenge.




  My gaze narrowed on its location like a bull’s-eye, right smack dab in the center of her leather-clad torso.




  Knowing that one quick, well-directed jab is all it’ll take to reduce her to nothing more than a sad bit of history.




  A cautionary tale of power gone wrong.




  Gone.




  In an instant.




  Leaving nothing behind but a pair of black stiletto boots and a small pile of dust—the only real reminder that she was ever here.




  Even though I never wanted it to get to this point, even though I tried to work it out, tried to reason with her, to convince her to come to her senses so we could move toward some kind of

  understanding—cut some kind of deal—in the end, she refused to give up.




  Refused to give in.




  Refused to let go of her misguided quest for revenge.




  Leaving me with no choice but to kill or be killed.




  Leaving me with no doubt of how this one ends.




  “You’re too weak.” She circles. Moving slowly, carefully, her gaze never once leaving mine. The stiletto heels of her boots assaulting the floor as she says,

  “You’re no match for me. Never were, never will be.” She stops and places her hands on her hips, head cocked to the side, allowing a stream of glossy dark waves to fall over her

  shoulder and hang well past her waist. “You could’ve let me die months ago. You already had your chance. But you chose to give me the elixir instead. And now you regret it? Because you

  don’t approve of what I’ve become?” She pauses long enough to roll her eyes. “Well, too bad. You have only yourself to blame. You’re the one who made me this way. I

  mean, what kind of creator kills her own creation, anyway?”




  “I may have made you an immortal, but you took it from there,” I say, the words firm, deliberate, ground out between clenched teeth, despite Damen having coached me to stay quiet,

  stay focused, to make it swift and clean, and not unnecessarily engage her in any way.




  Save your regrets for later, he said.




  But the fact that we’ve found ourselves here means there is no later where Haven’s concerned. And despite what it’s come to, I’m still determined to get to her, to

  reach her, before it’s too late.




  “We don’t have to do this.” My gaze locks on hers, hoping to convince. “We can stop right here, right now. This doesn’t have to go any further than it already

  has.”




  “Ha, you wish!” she sings, gleefully mocking. “I can see it in your eyes. You can’t do it. No matter how much you think I deserve it, no matter how much you try to

  convince yourself of that, you’re too soft. So what makes you think it’ll be any different this time around?”




  Because now you’re dangerous—and not just to yourself, but to everyone else as well. This time is different, entirely different. As you’re about to see . . .




  Curling my fingers so tightly my knuckles instantly blanch, I steal a second to center myself, find my balance, and replenish my light—just as Ava taught me to do—while keeping my

  hand low and steady, my gaze fixed on hers, my mind cleared of all extraneous thoughts, face cleared of all extraneous feelings—as Damen recently coached.




  The key is to give nothing away, he claimed, to move quickly, with purpose. To get the deed done before she has the chance to ever see it coming—won’t even realize what hit

  her ’til it’s way past too late.




  Until her body has disintegrated and her soul’s moved on to that bleak, dreary place.




  Refusing her even the slightest opportunity to make a move or fight back.




  A lesson learned on a long-ago battlefield that I never thought would apply to my life.




  But even though Damen warned me against it, I can’t keep from apologizing. Can’t stop the words forgive me from coursing from my mind to hers. Seeing her respond in the flash

  of pity that tempers her gaze before it’s quickly diminished by the usual mix of hate and disdain.




  Her fist rising—aiming for me—but it’s too late. Mine’s already in motion, moving forward, in full swing. Slamming right into her solar plexus, sending her

  reeling—spinning—shattering—headed straight into the infinite abyss.




  The Shadowland.




  The eternal home for lost souls.




  Aware of my own sudden intake of breath as I watch how quickly she disintegrates. Fragmenting so easily it’s hard to imagine she was ever once solid form.




  My gut churning, heart crashing, mouth so dry and parched no words will come. My body reacting as though what just happened before me—the act I just committed—wasn’t just a

  game of make-believe, but the horrifying real deal.




  “You did well. You were right on target, right on your mark,” Damen says, crossing the room in a fraction of an instant, his warm, strong arms sliding around me as he pulls me close

  to his chest. His voice lilting softly in my ear as he adds, “Though you seriously might want to lose the forgive me part until after she’s gone. Trust me, I know you feel bad,

  Ever, and I can’t say I blame you, but it’s like we’ve discussed, in a case like this, it’s either you or her. Only one can survive. And if you don’t

  mind, I prefer it to be you.” He runs the tip of his finger down the length of my cheek, tucking a stray chunk of long blond hair behind my ear, before he adds, “You can’t

  afford to give her any sign of what’s to come. So please, save the apology for after, okay?”




  I nod and pull away, still fighting to steady my breath. Glancing over my shoulder at the pile of black leather and lace on the floor. All that remains of the Haven I manifested, before I blink

  it away and erase every trace.




  Stretching my neck from side to side, and shaking out each of my limbs in a move that could either be taken as letting off steam or preparing for more, Damen choosing to interpret it as the

  latter when he smiles and says, “So, another go then?”




  But I just look at him and shake my head. I’m done for the day. Done with pretending to kill off the ghostly, soulless form of a former best friend.




  It’s our last day of summer, our last day of freedom, and there are much better ways for us to spend it.




  Taking in the sweep of longish, wavy dark hair that spills across his forehead and falls into those amazing brown eyes, before drifting over the bridge of his nose, the angle of his cheekbones,

  to the swell of his lips, where I pause long enough to remember how wonderful they feel against mine.




  “Let’s go to the pavilion,” I say, my eyes eagerly searching his before moving on to his simple black tee, the silk cord bearing the cluster of crystals that hides underneath,

  all the way down to his faded denim jeans and the brown, rubber flip-flops on his feet. “Let’s go have fun,” I reiterate, taking a moment to close my eyes and manifest a

  whole new costume change for myself. Swapping out the T-shirt, shorts, and sneakers I wore to train in, for a replica of one of the more beautiful, low-cut, corseted gowns I sometimes wore in my

  Parisian life.




  And all it takes is one look at his clouded gaze to tell me it’s as good as done. The lure of the pavilion is pretty much impossible to resist.




  It’s the only place where we can truly touch without the interference of the energy shield—where our skin can meet, and our DNA mingle, without any imminent danger to Damen’s

  soul.




  The only place where we can disappear into another world that holds none of the dangers of the one that we live in.




  And even though I no longer resent the limitations of our life here, no longer pay it much notice now that I know it’s a direct result of my making the right choice, the only

  choice, that my choosing to make Damen drink Roman’s elixir is the only reason he’s still with me today—the only thing that saved him from an eternity in the

  Shadowland—I’m happy to accept his touch in any form that it comes.




  But still, now that I know there’s a place where it gets so much better than this, I’m determined to get there, and now would be good.




  “But what about practice? School starts tomorrow and I don’t want you to get caught off guard,” he says, obviously struggling to do what’s noble and right even though

  it’s clear that our trip to the pavilion is as good as done. “We have no idea what she’s planned, so we have to prepare for the worst. Besides, we haven’t even gotten to the

  Tai Chi yet, and I think we really need to. You’ll be amazed at the way it helps to balance out your energy—recharging it in a way that—”




  “You know what else is good at recharging my energy?” I smile, allowing him no time to answer before my lips meet his, willing him to just say the word so we can go to a place

  where I can kiss him for real.




  The warmth of his gaze upon mine, filling me with a glorious swarm of the tingle and heat only he can provide. Pulling away as he says, “Fine. You win. But then you always do, don’t

  you?” He smiles, his gaze happily dancing with mine.




  Grabbing hold of my hand and closing his eyes, as the two of us step through a shimmering veil of soft golden light.




  







  TWO




  We land in the middle of the field of tulips, surrounded by hundreds of thousands of gorgeous red blooms. Their soft red petals glinting in the ever-present, hazy glow,

  their long green stems swaying in the breeze Damen just manifested on his own.




  The two of us lying on our backs as we gaze up at the sky, summoning a group of clouds overhead and shaping them into all manner of animals and objects simply by imagining it, before we clear it

  all away and head inside. Plopping side by side onto the large, white, marshmallowy couch, my body settling deep into the cushions as Damen reaches for the remote and snuggles beside me.




  “So, where do we start?” he asks, brow lifted in a way that tells me he’s just as eager to begin as I am.




  I curl my feet underneath me and rest my head on my palm, gazing flirtatiously when I say, “Hmmm . . . that’s a tough one. Tell me, what are my choices again?” My fingers creep

  under the hem of his shirt, knowing that soon, very soon, I can touch him for real.




  “Well, there’s your Parisian life, which, as it just so happens, you’re already dressed for.” He nods, motioning toward the deep neckline of my dress, his gaze lingering

  at the plunging décolleté, before he meets my eyes again. “Then of course there’s the Puritan life, which, I have to be honest, really wasn’t one of my favorites . .

  .”




  “Does it have anything to do with the clothing? All those dark, drab colors and high necklines?” I ask, remembering the ugly dresses I wore in those days, how uncomfortable they

  were, how the fabric scratched against my skin, and knowing it definitely isn’t one of my favorites either. “Because if that’s the case, then you must’ve really liked me in

  my London life as the spoiled daughter of a wealthy land baron with an amazing wardrobe full of sparkly, low-cut dresses and gowns, and piles and piles of amazing shoes.” Knowing that’s

  definitely one of my faves, if for no other reason than the sheer simplicity of my everyday existence back then, where, for the most part, all of the dramas I faced were ones I instigated all on my

  own.




  He looks at me, eyes grazing over my face as his hand smooths my cheek—that insistent energy veil stubbornly vibrating between us, but only until we pick a scene.




  “Well, if you must know, I have to say that I’m most partial to Amsterdam. Back when I was the artist, and you were the muse, and—”




  “—and I spent most of my time partially nude, covered only by my long red hair and the slightest slip of silk.” I shake my head and laugh, not the least bit surprised by his

  choice. “But then I’m sure that’s not the real reason, is it? I’m sure that’s merely a coincidence, right? I mean, surely you were mostly interested in

  the artistic aspects of it more than anything else . . .”




  I lean toward him, distracting him with a quick kiss to the cheek as I snatch the remote right out of his hand. Seeing the way his expression changes to one of mock outrage, as I enjoy myself

  with an impromptu game of keep-away.




  “What’re you doing?” he asks, concern moving in as he makes a more serious attempt to seize it right back.




  But I won’t give up. Nor will I give in. If for no other reason than the fact that every time we come here he’s in control of this thing, and for once, I’d like to be the one

  who gets to surprise him.




  I hold it up high above my head, switching it from one hand to the other, determined to keep it well out of reach. Breathing a little heavier from the effort as I look at him and say,

  “Well, seeing how it’s so impossible for us to agree on a favorite, I figure I may as well just push a random button and see where we land . . .”




  He looks at me, his face gone suddenly pale, his eyes grim. His whole expression, heck, his whole entire demeanor transformed in a way that’s so stricken, so serious, and to be

  honest, such a complete overreaction to what the situation warrants, I’m this close to handing over the goods when I suddenly change my mind and click it instead.




  Mumbling something about his typical male need to control the remote, as the screen springs to life with an image of—




  Well—something I’ve never seen before.




  “Ever!” He gasps, voice low, steady, but there’s no mistaking the urgency. “Ever, please, just give me the remote—I—”




  He reaches for it again, but it’s too late, I’ve already slipped it under the cushion.




  Already secured it from him.




  Already seen the images that play out before me.




  It’s—it’s the antebellum South. And while I’m not exactly sure where, I can tell by the houses, the way they’re constructed in a way I think is called Plantation

  Style—and by the way the atmosphere changes, the sky appearing hot, bright, and incredibly muggy in a way I’ve never seen or felt before in any of my other lives, that it’s the

  Deep South. Like an “establishment shot” in a movie—a picture that clues you in to where you are in the story.




  Then, just as quickly, we’re inside that same house. Focusing on a close-up of a girl who stands before a window she’s supposed to be cleaning—but is staring out of instead,

  her face soft and dreamy.




  She’s tall for her age, narrow-shouldered and slim. With gleaming dark skin and long lanky limbs that seem to go on for miles before ending in a pair of skinny ankles that peek out from

  the hem of her plain, cotton dress. A garment that’s so well worn it’s obviously been mended again and again. But it’s pressed and clean, just like the rest of her, and even

  though I can only view her in profile since she’s turned to the side, I see that her long dark hair spirals the back of her head in a complicated series of knots and braids.




  Though it’s not until she turns, turns in a way where I can clearly see her face—that I look straight into those deep brown eyes and realize—




  I’m looking at me!




  I gasp—the sound of it echoing off the rounded white marble walls as I stare into a face so young and so beautiful, yet marred by an expression that’s saddened way beyond her/my

  years. And a moment later, when a much older white man appears, the meaning of it all soon becomes clear.




  He is the master. I am his slave. And there is no time for daydreaming here.




  “Ever, please,” Damen begs. “Just hand me the remote, now, before you see something you’ll regret—something you’ll never be able to erase from

  your mind.”




  But I don’t hand it over.




  I can’t do that just yet.




  I’m compelled to watch this strange man I don’t recognize from any of my lives, take great pleasure in beating her—me—for the simple sin of dreaming of a better

  life.




  I’m not there to hope, or dream, or anything of the sort. I’m not there to imagine faraway places, or a love that will save me.




  There is no saving me.




  No better place.




  No love will come.




  This is how I live—this is how I will die.




  Freedom is not for my kind.




  And the sooner I get used to it, the better, he tells me—repeating himself with every lash of his whip.




  “How come you never told me?” I whisper, my voice low, almost inaudible. So struck by the images before me, watching as I withstand the kind of beating I could never have imagined

  until now. Absorbing each and every blow with barely a shudder, with a vow of absolute silence and dignity I’m determined to uphold.




  “As you can see, it’s not one of your romantic lives,” Damen says, voice hoarse with regret. “Parts of it—like the part you see now—are extremely unpleasant,

  and I haven’t had time to edit this one, or go over it in any way. That’s the only reason I’ve kept it from you. But as soon as I do, I promise to let you see it. Believe it or

  not, there were happy moments. It wasn’t always like this. But Ever, please, do yourself a favor and turn it off before it gets any worse.”




  “It gets worse?” I turn, my eyes clouded with tears for the helpless girl before me—the girl I used to be.




  But he just nods, retrieves the remote from under the cushion, and promptly shuts it off. Leaving the two of us sitting there, quietly shaken by the horrors we viewed only a moment before.

  Determined to break the lingering silence, I say, “And the rest of my lives—all of those scenes that we like to revisit—are they edited too?”




  He looks at me, brows merged with concern. “Yes. I thought I explained that the first time we came here. I never wanted you to see anything as upsetting as that. There’s no use

  reliving the trauma of things we can’t change.”




  I shake my head and close my eyes but it doesn’t do anything to stop the brutal images that continue to play in my mind. “I guess I didn’t realize it was you who edited

  it. I guess I thought the place somehow did it—like Summerland wouldn’t allow anything bad to creep in—or—something—”




  I drop the thread, choosing to let it just dangle instead. Remembering that dark, rainy, creepy part I once stumbled upon, and knowing that like the yin and the yang, every dark has its light,

  including Summerland, it seems.




  “I built this place, Ever. Made it especially for you—for us. Which means I’m the one who edits the scenes.” He turns it back on, careful to choose a more pleasant

  view of the two of us sneaking away from a ball in full swing. A happy moment from the frivolous London life I’m so fond of—an obvious attempt to lighten the mood, to banish the dark we

  both just relived—but it doesn’t quite work. Once seen, those horrifying images are not so easily removed.




  “There are many reasons we don’t remember our previous lives when we reincarnate—and what you just experienced is definitely one of them. Sometimes they’re just too

  painful to deal with—too hard to get over. Memories are haunting things. I should know, I’ve been haunted by more than a few of my own. For over six hundred years.”




  But even though he motions toward the screen, motions toward a much happier version of me, it’s no use. There’s no immediate cure for what I now know.




  Up until that moment, I was sure that my life as the lowly Parisian servant was as bad as it got. But an actual slave? I shake my head. I’d never even imagined such a

  thing—never saw that one coming. And to be honest, the brutality of it took my breath away.




  “The point of reincarnation is to experience as many different lives as possible,” Damen says, tuning into my thoughts. “It’s how we learn the most important lessons of

  love and compassion—by literally walking in each other’s shoes—which, ultimately, become our own.”




  “I thought you said the point was to balance out our karma.” I frown, struggling to make sense of it all.




  He nods, gaze patient and kind. “We develop our karma by the choices we make, by how quickly—or slowly—we learn what really matters in the world—how swiftly we can

  succumb to the real reason we’re here.”




  “And what’s that?” I ask, my mind still adrift. “The real reason, I mean?”




  “To love each other.” He shrugs. “No more, no less. It sounds simple enough, as though it should be rather easy to do. But one good look at our history, including the history

  you just saw, and I think it becomes clear what a difficult lesson that is for so many.”




  “So, you were trying to shield me from this?” I ask, my curiosity starting to niggle at me. Part of me wanting to see more, to see how she/I got through it—and part of me

  knowing that anyone who learned to withstand a beating like that, with such silence and dignity, had already lived through far too many of them.




  “Despite what you saw, I want you to know that there were bright spots for sure. You were so beautiful, so radiant, and once I managed to get you away from all that—”




  “Wait—you rescued me?” I gaze at him, eyes wide as though I’m looking upon my very own Prince Charming. “You had me freed?”




  “In a manner of speaking . . .” He nods, but his gaze wavers, his voice goes tight, and it’s obvious he’s more than ready to move away from all this.




  “And, were we . . . happy?” I ask, needing to hear it from him. “I mean, really and truly happy?”




  He nods. Giving me a quick lowering and rising of his head, but it’s all that he gives.




  “Until Drina killed me,” I say, filling in the parts he’s unwilling to share. It was always she who hastened my death, so why would a slave life be any different? Noting the

  way his face goes grim, and his hands begin to fidget, but still choosing to press ahead when I add, “So, tell me, how’d she do it this time? Did she push me in front of a

  carriage—throw me off a cliff—drown me in a lake—or did she try something totally new and different?”




  He meets my gaze, obviously preferring not to answer, but correctly assuming I won’t give up until I hear it from him, he says, “All you need to know is that she never repeated

  herself.” He sighs, face solemn and grave. “Probably because she enjoyed it too much, enjoyed thinking up inventive new ways.” He winces. “And, I suppose she didn’t

  want me to get suspicious. But listen, Ever, even though what you saw was unbelievably tragic, in the end, I loved you, and you loved me, and it was wonderful and glorious for as long as it

  lasted.”




  I look away, determined to absorb it, to take it all in. But it’s a lot. Too much for right now, that’s for sure.




  “So, will you show me someday?” I face him again.




  Seeing the promise in his gaze when he looks at me and says, “Yes, but first give me some time to edit it, okay?”




  I nod, seeing the way his shoulders droop, the way his jaw loosens, and knowing that was pretty much as hard for him as it was for me.




  “But for now, what do you say no more surprises? Why don’t we go somewhere happier—better—funner, if you will?”




  I sit there for a moment, feeling so alone with my thoughts it’s as though he’s not there.




  Soon roused by the sound of his voice at my ear, saying, “Hey look, they’re getting to the good part—what do you say we become them?”




  My gaze switches to the screen, where a very different version of me smiles radiantly. My glossy, dark hair sparkling with a collection of pins and jewels made specifically to match my

  beautiful, hand-sewn, emerald green dress. Seeing the way I hold myself with such confidence—so sure of my beauty, my privilege, my right to dream all I want, to obtain all I want, to

  claim anyone I want—including this dark, handsome stranger I’ve only just met.




  The one who makes the whole string of suitors I left back inside seem dreadfully dull in comparison.




  A version of me that’s so opposite of the one I just saw a moment ago it hardly makes sense. And even though I’m determined to revisit that other me again soon, for

  now, it can wait.




  We came here to have a last bit of summer fun, and I’m going to make sure that we do.




  Our hands clasped together, we rise from the couch and head for the screen, not stopping until we merge and meld, and become one with the scene.




  My Parisian dress instantly replaced by an emerald green gown made especially for me, my lips nipping at the hard edge of Damen’s jaw, flirting, teasing with the tip of my tongue, before

  spinning on my heel, lifting my skirts, and leading him deeper and deeper into the darkest part of the garden, to a place where no one can find us—not my father, not the servants, not my

  suitors, nor my friends . . .




  Wanting nothing more than to kiss this dark and handsome stranger, who always seems to appear out of nowhere, who always seems to know what I’m thinking, who thrilled me with his tingle

  and heat from the very first look.




  The very first moment he peered into my soul.




  







  THREE




  “Shouldn’t you be thinking about leaving for school soon?”




  I twist the top from my bottle of elixir and glance toward the kitchen table where Sabine sits. Seeing the way her shoulder-length blond hair is tucked snugly behind her ear, the way her

  perfectly coordinated makeup is flawlessly applied, the way her suit is pressed and clean and immaculately put together without an odd crease or stray wrinkle in sight—and I can’t help

  but wonder what it’s like to be her. What it’s like to live in a world where everything is so orderly, so obedient, so methodical, so tidily arranged.




  Where every problem has a logical solution, every question an academic explanation, and every dilemma can be summed up in a simple verdict of innocent or guilty.




  A world where everything is black and white and all shades of gray are promptly whisked away.




  It’s been so long since I’ve lived in that world, and now, after all that I’ve seen, there’s no way I’ll ever reside there again.




  She continues to stare, face stern, mouth grim, about to repeat herself when I say, “Damen’s driving me today. He should be here soon.”




  Noting the way her whole body stiffens at the mere mention of his name. She insists on blaming him for my sudden fall from grace even though he was nowhere near the store that day.




  She nods, her gaze slowly moving over me. Scrutinizing, carefully taking note of every last detail, starting from my head and working all the way down to my toes, before heading back up and

  starting again. In search of bad omens, flashing lights, hazard signs, anything warning of trouble ahead. The kind of telltale symptoms her child-rearing books have all warned her about, but

  getting little more than an image of a lightly tanned, blond-haired, blue-eyed girl in a white summer dress and no shoes.




  “I hope we won’t have any more trouble this year.” She brings her mug to her lips and peers at me from over the top.




  “And just what kind of trouble would you be referring to?” I ask, hating the way the sarcasm creeps so easily into my voice, but still more than a little tired of her always

  putting me on the defensive.




  “I think you know.” Her words are clipped, her forehead creased, as I take a deep breath and try not to roll my eyes in a way she can see.




  Torn between feeling completely heartbroken that it’s actually come to this—the long list of daily recriminations that can never be erased—and feeling completely infuriated by

  her refusal to accept me at my word—accept what I say as the truth, that this is who I really, truly am, for better or worse.




  But still just shrugging when I say, “Well, then you’ll be happy to know that I don’t drink anymore. I gave all that up not long after the suspension. Mostly because it

  wasn’t working out for me all that well, and even though you probably don’t want to hear this, probably won’t even believe it, but it was dulling my gifts in the very worst

  way.”




  She bristles. Physically bristles at my use of the word gift. Having already pegged me as a sad, pathetic, attention-starved phony, who’s obviously crying out for

  help—she’s really come to hate my use of the word more than anything. Hates that I refuse to back down, that I refuse to succumb to her side.




  “Besides,” I say, tapping my bottle against the counter, my gaze narrowed on hers. “I’ve no doubt you’ve already convinced Munoz to spy on me and submit a full

  report at the end of each day.” Regretting the words the moment they’re out, because while it may be true of Sabine, it’s really not fair to Munoz. He’s been nothing but

  nice and supportive toward me, and has never once made me feel bad about being the way I am. If anything, he’s seemed intrigued, fascinated, and surprisingly informed. Too bad he can’t

  seem to convince his girlfriend of that.




  But still, if she’s so unwilling to accept me for me, then why should I be so quick to accept the fact that she’s in love with my old history teacher?




  Except that I should.




  And not only because two wrongs pretty much never make a right, but because, despite what she may think, and despite what I may say, at the end of the day, all I really want is for her to be

  happy.




  Well, that, and for her to move past all of this so that we can get back to how we once lived.




  “Listen,” I say, before she has a chance to react, knowing I need to defuse the situation before it gets any worse than it already has. Before it has a chance to escalate into one of

  the many screaming matches we’ve had since she caught me giving her friend a psychic reading under the alias of Avalon. “I didn’t mean that. Really. I’m sorry.” I nod.

  “So, can we just please call a truce here? One where you accept me, I accept you, and everyone lives happily ever after, in joy and peace and harmony and all that?”




  I look at her, my gaze practically begging for her to give in, but she just shakes her head and mumbles under her breath. Something about me needing to come straight home from school from now

  until she decides otherwise.




  But even though I love her—even though I’m grateful for all that she’s done—there will be no restrictions, no groundings, nothing of the sort. Because the fact is,

  it’s not like I need to live here. It’s not like I need to put up with this stuff. I have options—lots and lots of options. And she has no idea just how far I

  go to make it seem like I don’t.




  Pretending to eat when I no longer need to, pretending to study when it’s no longer necessary, pretending to be just like any other normal, seventeen-year-old girl who’s dependent on

  the adults in her life for food and shelter and money and pretty much her entire well-being—when I’m not even close to being that girl. I’m about as far from that as one could

  possibly get. And it’s my job to make sure she never discovers any more than she already has.




  “How about this?” I say, swishing my elixir around and around, watching as it sparks and glows as it runs up and down the sides. “I’ll make a concerted effort to stay out

  of trouble and out of your way—if you’ll agree to do the same. Deal?”




  She looks at me, brows merged, obviously trying to determine if I’m being sincere, or making some kind of threat. Lips pursed for a moment, long enough to gather her words before she says,

  “Ever—I—I’m just so worried about you.” She shakes her head and runs her finger along the rim of her mug. “Whether you want to admit it or not, you are

  deeply, deeply troubled, and I’m at my wits’ end on how to handle you, how to reach you, how to help you—”




  I slam the lid back on my bottle, my last ounce of goodwill dissolving like that. Gaze narrowed on her when I say, “Yeah, well, maybe this’ll help. One—if you really

  want to help me as much as you say you do, you could start by not calling me crazy.” I shake my head and slip my sandals onto my feet, sensing Damen pulling into the drive, and not a

  moment too soon. “And two—” I toss my bag onto my shoulder and meet her glare with one of my own. “You could also stop referring to me as an attention-starved, deeply

  troubled, needy fraud—or some variation thereof.” I nod. “Those two things alone would be a very good start toward helping me, Sabine.”




  Giving her no time to react before I storm out of the kitchen and out of the house, slamming the door much harder than I intended, but still just shrugging it off as I head for Damen’s

  car.




  Sliding onto the soft leather seat and squinting at him when he says, “So, this is what it’s come to.”




  I follow the tip of his pointing finger all the way to the window where Sabine stands. Not bothering to peek through the blinds, or even the crack where the drapes meet. Not trying to hide the

  fact that she’s watching me—watching us. She just continues to stand there, mouth set, face stern, one hand on each hip, as she takes us both in.




  I sigh, purposely avoiding her gaze in favor of his. “Just be glad I spared you from the interrogation you would’ve gotten had you come in.” I shake my head. “Trust me,

  there’s a reason I told you to wait out here,” I add, still drinking him in.




  “She still at it?”




  I nod and roll my eyes.




  “You sure I can’t talk to her? Maybe it’ll help.”




  “Forget it.” I shake my head, wishing he’d just back up the car already and get me out of this place. “There’s no reasoning with her—she’s completely

  unreasonable, and trust me, your trying to talk to her will only make it worse.”




  “Worse than the evil eye she just shot me from her perch at the window?” He glances between the rearview mirror and me as he backs down the drive, his lip curling in a way

  that’s a little more playful than I’d like.




  This is serious.




  I’m serious.




  And even though it may not be all that serious to him, it’s still a pretty big deal to me.




  But when I look at him again, I decide to let it go and cut him some slack. Reminding myself how the sheer breadth of his years, the expanse of his six centuries’ worth of living, has left

  him more or less unfazed by the smaller, everyday dramas that always seem to take up so much space.




  As far as Damen sees it, pretty much everything other than me slips into the “not worth the bother” category. To the point where it seems like the only thing he really cares

  about these days, the only thing he really focuses on, even more than finding an antidote so that we can finally be together after four hundred years of waiting, is protecting my soul from the

  Shadowland. As far as he’s concerned, everything else just pales in comparison.




  And even though I really do get the big pictureness of it all, I can’t stop caring about the “smaller” stuff as well.




  And, unfortunately for Damen, the best way for me to make sense of it and sort it all out in my head, is to discuss it over and over again.




  Believe me, you were spared, and spared big time. Had you insisted on coming in, it would’ve been way worse than that. The words coursing from my mind to his as I gaze out the

  windshield before me, amazed to see how unbelievably bright, hot, and sunny the day already is, even though it’s only a few minutes past eight in the morning. And I can’t help but

  wonder if I’ll ever get used to this—if I’ll ever stop comparing my new life in Laguna Beach, California to the one I left behind in Eugene, Oregon.




  If I’ll ever be able to stop looking back.




  My thoughts returning to the subject when Damen squeezes my knee and says, “Don’t worry, she’ll come around.”




  But even though his voice is confident, his expression tells otherwise. His words were based way more on hope than conviction—his desire to ease my mind easily trumps his desire for truth.

  Because the fact is, if Sabine hasn’t come around by now, then it’s highly doubtful she ever will, or at least not anytime soon.




  “You know what bugs me the most?” I say, knowing he does, he’s heard it before, but continuing anyway. “It’s like, no matter what I tell her, no matter how many

  times I try to prove it to her by reading her mind, and revealing all kinds of odd little nuggets about her past, present, and future that I couldn’t possibly know if I

  wasn’t psychic—it doesn’t make a dent. In fact, it seems like it does just the opposite. Just convinces her to dig her heels in even deeper, absolutely refusing to

  consider any of my arguments, or anything else I have to say on the matter. She completely refuses to crack open her mind just the tiniest bit. Instead, she just shoots me that grim, judgmental

  look of hers, totally convinced that I’m faking, making the whole thing up in some big, pathetic bid for attention. Like I’ve totally and completely lost my mind.” I shake my head

  and tuck my long blond hair back behind my ears, as my cheeks warm and flush. This is the part that really gets me going, leaves me all red-faced and agitated every single time. “Even after I

  asked her why on earth I’d waste so much time and effort working that hard to keep my abilities a secret if I was only interested in the attention they’d get me—even after I

  begged her to listen to her own stupid argument so she could see how it doesn’t make even the slightest bit of sense—she still refused to budge. I mean, she actually accused me

  of fraud!” I close my eyes and frown, remembering the moment so clearly it’s as though it’s happening right here before me.




  Sabine barging into my room the morning after Roman died, the morning after I’d lost all hope of ever truly being with Damen, of ever getting the antidote. Not even giving me a chance to

  fully wake up, wash my face, brush my teeth, and prepare myself in some way.




  Confronting me in a blaze of self-righteous fury, her blue eyes narrowed on mine, as she said, “Ever, don’t you think you owe me an explanation for last night?”




  I shake my head and clear the image from my mind. My gaze meeting Damen’s when I say, “Because according to her, there is no such thing as psychic powers, extrasensory perception,

  or anything else of the sort. According to her, no one can see into the future. It’s just a bogus claim made by a bunch of money-grubbing, unscrupulous, charlatan frauds

  like me! And I’ve been willfully engaging in fraud from the moment I took money for my first psychic reading. And, in case you didn’t know, there are legal ramifications

  for that sort of thing, which, of course, she then took the pleasure of listing for me.” I look at Damen, as wide-eyed and agitated as the first time I told the story. “So last night,

  when she had the nerve to bring it up yet again, I asked her if she could recommend a good attorney, seeing that I was headed for such big trouble and all.” I roll my eyes, remembering

  how badly that went over.




  My fingers nervously picking at the short hem of my white cotton dress as I balance my open bottle of elixir on my knee. Telling myself to calm down, to just let it go, we’ve been over

  this a gazillion times already and it only serves to make me more wound up than before.




  Gazing out the window as Damen slows to a stop, allowing an older woman carrying a surfboard in one hand, and a dog leash with a yellow Lab attached in the other, to make their way past. The dog

  reminding me so much of my old dog, Buttercup, with his wagging tail, shiny yellow coat, happy brown eyes, and cute pink nose, I actually do a double take, as that old, familiar pang curls its way

  through my gut—a constant reminder of all that I’ve lost.




  “Did you remind her that she’s the one who introduced you to Ava, which inadvertently led you to the job at Mystics and Moonbeams?” Damen says, bringing me back to the present

  as his foot switches from the brake to the gas.




  I nod, peering into my side-view mirror, watching the dog’s reflection shrink smaller and smaller. “I mentioned it last night, and you know what she said?”




  I look at him, allowing the scene to stream from my mind to his. Sabine at the kitchen counter, a pile of vegetables waiting to be washed and diced before her—me in my running gear

  determined to get out of the house without a hassle for a change—both of our tasks coming to a screeching, slamming halt when she decided to go for round fifteen in the never-ending battle of

  her versus me.




  “She said it was a joke. A party thing. Meant for entertainment purposes only. That it was never meant to be taken seriously.” I roll my eyes and shake my head.




  About to say something more, not even close to the finish, when he looks at me and says, “Ever, if I’ve learned nothing else in my six hundred years of living it’s that people

  hate change almost as much as they hate for their beliefs to be challenged. Seriously. Just look at what happened to my poor friend, Galileo. He was completely ostracized for having the audacity to

  suggest that the earth wasn’t the center of the universe. To the point where he was tried, found suspect of heresy, forced to recant, and then spent the rest of his life under house arrest,

  when, of course, as we all know, he was right all along. So, when you think about it, compared to that, I’d say you’re getting off pretty easy.” He laughs, giving me a look

  that practically begs me to lighten up and laugh too, but I’m just not there yet. Someday I may find this funny, but that day exists in a far-away future I cannot yet see.




  “Believe me,” I say, placing my hand over his, aware of the energy veil dancing between us. “She tried the whole house arrest angle, but no way was I going for it. I mean,

  it’s really unfair how I’m supposed to just automatically accept her and the black-and-white world she chooses to live in, and yet, she won’t even give me a chance to explain

  myself. Won’t even consider my side of things. She just automatically pegs me as some crazy, needy, overly emotional teen because I just so happen to have abilities that don’t fit into

  her close-minded views. And sometimes it makes me so mad I just—” I pause, pressing my lips tightly together, unsure if I should actually allow myself to really voice it out loud.




  Damen looks at me, waiting.




  

  “Sometimes-­I-­just-­can’t-­wait-­for-­this-­year-­to-­be-­over-­so-­that-­we-­can-­graduate-­and-­go-­somewhere-­far-­away-­where-­we-­can-­live-­our-­own-­lives-­and-­be-­done-­with-­all-­this.”

  I exhale the words so quickly they all run together so that one is practically undistinguishable from the next. “I mean, I feel bad for saying it, especially after all that she’s done,

  but still, the fact is she doesn’t even know the half of what I can do. All she knows is that I have psychic abilities—that’s it! Can you even imagine how she’d react

  if I told her the real truth? That I’m an immortal with physical powers she can’t even begin to fathom? Like the power of instant manifestation, and, oh yeah, let’s not

  forget about that brief bout of time travel I engaged in recently, not to mention how I like to spend my free time in this charming little out-of-the-way alternate dimension called Summerland where

  my immortal boyfriend and I make out in our various past-life guises! Can you imagine how that would go over?”




  Damen looks at me, eyes glinting in a way that instantly fills me with a swarm of tingle and heat, smiling as he says, “What do you say we don’t find out, okay?”




  He stops at the light and pulls me near. His lips grazing my forehead, my cheek, down the length of my neck, until finally, finally, melding with mine.




  Moving away just seconds before the light turns green, and glancing at me when he says, “You sure you want to go through with this?”




  The warmth of his deep, dark gaze holding the look for just a tad bit longer than necessary. Allowing me plenty of time to say no, that I’m not at all ready, not even close, so he

  can turn the car around and head somewhere else. Somewhere nicer, friendlier, warmer—like a far-away beach, or maybe even a Summerland retreat—a small part of him hoping

  I’ll consent to just that.




  He’s over the whole high school scene. Has been for centuries. I’m the only reason he’s here. The only reason he stays. And now that we’re together, blissfully reunited

  after several painful centuries of being ripped apart over and over again, he just doesn’t see the point to all this. Views it as some sort of useless charade.




  And even though I don’t always see the point either, since it’s pretty hard to actually learn anything when the knowledge comes as easily as reading our teachers’ minds, or

  placing our hands on the cover of a book and intuiting the contents inside, I’m still determined to hang in there and see it all the way through.




  Mostly because it’s pretty much the only part of my totally bizarre life that’s even the slightest bit normal. And no matter how bored Damen may get, no matter how often he begs me

  to just blow it all off so we can go start our lives instead, I won’t do it. Can’t do it. For some strange reason I just really want us to graduate.
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