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SUMMARY:

Ever fights for control of her body, her sou—and
the timeless true love she’s been chasing for
centuries. Ever is trying to help Haven transition into
life as an immortal. But with Haven drunk on her new
powers and acting recklessly, she poses the ultimate
threat—exposing their secret world to the outside.

As Ever struggles to keep the Immortals hidden,
it only propels Haven closer to the enemy—Roman
and his evil companions. At the same time, Ever
delves deeper into dark magick to free Damen from
Roman’s power. But when her spell backfires, it
binds her to the one guy who’s hell-bent on her
destruction.

Now there’s a strange, foreign pulse coursing
through her, and no matter what she does, she can’t
stop thinking about Roman—and longing for his
touch. As she struggles to resist the fiery attraction
threatening to consume her, Roman is more than
willing to take advantage of her weakened state and



Ever edges closer and closer to surrender. Frantic to
break the spell before its too late, Ever turns to Jude
for help, risking everything she knows and loves to
save herself—and her future with Damen.
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Chapter One

“What the fug?”

Haven drops her cupcake, the one with the pink
frosting, red sprinkles, and silver skirt. Her heavily
made-up eyes searching mine as | glance around
the busy plaza and cringe. Instantly regretting my
decision to come here, foolish enough to think a trip
to her favorite cupcake place on a nice summer day
would be the best place to break the news. Like that
little strawberry cake would somehow sweeten the
message. But now 'm just wishing we’d stayed in
the car.

“Inside voice. Please.” | aim for a light delivery
but end up sounding like a cranky old schoolmarm
instead. Watching as she leans forward, tucks her
long, platinum-streaked bangs back behind her ear,
and squints.

“Excuse me? But are you for real? | mean, here
you drop a major bomb on me—and | mean major—
as in my ears are still ringing and my head is still
spinning and | kind of need you to repeat it just to



make sure you really did say what | think—and your
only concern is that 'm falking too loud? Are you
kidding me?’

| shake my head and glance all around, slipping
into full-on damage control mode as | lower my voice
and say, “lt's just—nobody can know. If's got to
remain secret. It's imperative,” | urge, realizing too
late that I'm talking to the one person who's never
been able to keep anyone’s secret, much less her
own.

She rolls her eyes and slams back in her seat,
muttering under her breath as | take a moment to
study her closely, dismayed to see the signs already
present: her pale skin is luminous, clear, practically
poreless as well, while her wavy brown hair with the
blond streak in front is as shiny and glossy as a high-
end shampoo ad. Even her teeth have gone
straighter, whiter, and | can’'t help but wonder how
this happened so quickly, with only a few sips of
elixir, when it took so much longer for me.

My eyes continue to graze over her as | take a
deep breath and dive in. Forgoing my usual promise
not to eavesdrop on my friend’s innermost thoughts,
while | strain to get a better look, a glimpse of her



energy, the words she’s not sharing—sure that if
shooping ever was warranted, it's now.

But instead of my usual front-row seat, 'm met
by a rock-solid wall that bars me from entering. Even
after | casually slide my hand forward and tap my
fingertips against hers, feigning interest in the silver
skull ring she wears, | get nothing.

Her future is hidden from me.

“This is just so—" She swallows hard and looks
around, taking in the bubbling fountain, the young
mom pushing a stroller while yelling into her cell
phone, the group of girls exiting a swim shop with
armfuls of bags—Ilooking just about anywhere but at
me.

“| know it's a lot to take in—but still—" | shrug,
knowing I've got to make a better case but not quite
sure how to do it.

“A lot to take in? Is that how you see it?” She
shakes her head and drums her fingers against the
armrest of her green metal chair as her gaze slowly
sweeps over me.

I sigh, wishing I'd handled this better, wishing |
could do something to make it go away, but it's too
late for that. 've no choice but to deal with this mess



that | made. “l guess | was hoping that's how youd
see it.” | shrug. “Crazy. | know.”

She takes a deep breath, face so still, so
placid, it's impossible to read, and I'm just about to
speak, just about to start begging forgiveness, when
she says, “Seriously? You made me an immortal?
Like—for reals?”

| nod, stomach a jumble of nerves as | sit up
straighter and pull my shoulders back, bracing for the
blow that's surely headed my way. Knowing that
whatever she gives, be it verbal or physical, 've no
choice but to take it. | deserve nothing less for
wrecking her life as she knows it.

“I'm just—" She sucks in her breath and blinks
several times, her aura invisible, offering no clue to
her mood, now that 've made her like me. “Well—I'm
in a total state of shock. | mean, seriously. | don’t
even know what to say.”

| press my lips together and drop my hands to
my lap, worrying the crystal horseshoe bracelet |
always wear as | clear my throat and say, “Haven,
listen, 'm so sorry. So—very—very—sorry. You
have no idea. | just—" | shake my head, knowing |
should cut to the chase but feeling like | need to



explain my side of things—the impossible choice |
was forced to make—how it felt to see her so pale,
so helpless, teetering on the verge of death, every
shallow breath quite possibly her last—

But before | can even begin she leans toward
me, eyes wide and fixed on mine. “Are you insane?”
She shakes her head. “You're actually apologizing,
when I'm just sitting here, so psyched, so totally
gobsmacked, | can’t even imagine how I'll ever repay
you!”

Huh?

“I mean, this is just so fugging cool!” She grins,
bouncing up and down in her seat, face lighting up
like a thousand-watt bulb. “I's seriously the coolest
fugging thing that’s ever happened to me—and | owe
it all to you!”

I gulp, nervously glancing around, unsure how to
react. This is not what | expected. Not what |
prepared for. Though it's pretty much exactly what
Damen warned me about.

Damen—my best friend—my soul mate—the
love of my lives. My amazingly gorgeous, sexy,
smart, talented, patient, and understanding boyfriend



who knew this would happen and begged to come
along for this very reason. But | was too stubborn.
Insisting | do it alone. 'm the one who turmed her—
I'm the one who made her drink the elixir—so I'm the
one who should explain. Only it's not going at all like |
thought. Not even close.

‘I mean, it's like being a vampire, right? Minus
the bloodsucking?” Her sparkling eyes eagerly
search mine. “Oh, and without all the coffins and sun
avoidance too!” Her voice rises with glee. “This is so
amazing—like a dream come true! Everything I've
ever wanted has finally happened! 'm a vampire! A
beautiful vampire—but without all the gruesome side
effects!”

“You're not a vampire,” | say, voice dull, listless,
wondering how it got to this point. “There’s no such
thing.”

Nope, no vampires, no werewolves, no elves,
no fairies—just immortals, whose ranks, thanks to
Roman and me, are quickly multiplying...

“And how can you be sure of that?” Haven asks,
brow raised.

“Because Damen’s been around a lot longer
than | have,” | say. “And he’s never met one—or met



anyone who’s met one. We figure the vampire
legends all stem from immortals, only with a few big
distortions—like the bloodsucking, not being able to
go out in sunlight, and the whole being allergic to
garlic thing.” I lean toward her. “It's all been added on
for extra drama.”

“Interesting.” She nods, though her mind is
clearly elsewhere. “Can | still eat cupcakes?” She
motions toward the dented strawberry mess, one
side caved in, flattened against its cardboard
container, while the other side remains fluffy,
begging to be eaten. “Or is there something else 'm
supposed to—" Eyes going wide, giving me no time
to reply before she slaps the table and squeals,
“Omigod—it’s that juice, isn't it? That red stuff you
and Damen always drink! That's it, huh? So, what
are you waiting for! Hand it over already, let's make
it official—I can’t wait to get started!”

‘I didn’t bring any,” | say, seeing her face drop in
disappointment as | rush to explain. “Listen, | know
you think it sounds really cool and al—and some of it
is, there’s no doubt about that. | mean, you'll never
grow old, never get zits or split ends, you'll never
have to work out, and you might even grow taller—



who knows? But there’s other stuff too—stuff you
need to know—stuff | have to explain in order to—"
My words are halted by the sight of her jumping out
of her chair so quickly and gracefully she’s like a cat
—yet another immortality side effect.

Hopping from foot to foot as she says, “Please.
What's to know? If | can jump higher, run faster,
never age or fade away—what else could | possibly
need? Sounds like 'm good to go for the rest of
eternity.”

| glance around nervously, determined to curb
her enthusiasm before she does something crazy—
something that’ll draw the kind of attention we cannot
afford. “Haven, please. Sit. This is serious. There’s
more to explain. A lof more,” | whisper, the words
harsh, brutal, but having no effect whatsoever. She
just stands there before me, shaking her head and
refusing to budge. So drunk on her new immortal
power she skips past defiant and heads straight for
belligerent.

“Everything is serious with you, Ever. Every—
single—thing you say and do is justso dang
serious. | mean, seriously, you hand me the keys to
the kinadom then demand | stav put so vou can warn



me about the dark side? How crazy is that?” She
rolls her eyes. “Come on, unclench a little, would ya?
Let me try it out, take it for a test drive, see what I'm
capable of. I'll even race you! First one to make it
from the curb to the library wins!”

| shake my head and sigh, wishing | didn’t have
to do it, but knowing a little telekinesis is in order. It's
the only thing that'll put an end to all this and show
her who'’s really in charge around here. Narrowing
my eyes, | focus hard on her chair, driving it across
the pavers so fast it buckles her knees and forces
her to sit.

“Hey—that hurt!” She rubs her leg and glares.

But | just shrug. She’s immortal, it's not like
she’ll bruise. Besides, there’s plenty more to explain
and not enough time if she continues like this, so |
lean toward her, making sure | have her full attention
when | say, “Trust me, you can’t play the game if you
don’'t know the rules. And if you don’'t know the rules,
someone’s bound to get hurt.”






Chapter Two

Haven hurls herself into my car, scrunching her
body tightly against the door and propping her feet
on the seat. Frowning and glaring and mumbling—a
full litany of complaints leveled at me—as | pull out of
the lot and onto the street.

“‘Rule number one.” | glance at her, pushing my
long blond hair out of my face, determined to ignore
her openly hostile gaze. “You—cant—tell—
anyone.” | pause, allowing the words to sink in
before adding, “Seriously. You can’t tell your mom,
your dad, your little brother Austin—"

“Please.” She shifts, crossing and uncrossing
her legs, tugging at her clothes and jiggling her foot
in @ way so antsy, so squirmy, it's clear she can
barely stand to be contained here with me. “I barely
talk to them anyway.” She scowls. “Besides, that's a
repeat. You already sang that one loud and clear.
So, come on, keep it moving, let’s just get 'em over
and done with, so | can get out of here and start my
new life.”



| swallow hard, refusing to be either rushed or
swayed, gazing at her as | stop at a light, determined
she understand the full importance of this when l add,
“And that includes Miles. Under no circumstances
whatsoever can you tell him.”

She rolls her eyes and fiddles with her ring,
twisting it around and around her middle finger,
clearly tempted to flip it at me. “Fine. Can't tell
anyone. Got it,” she mumbles. “Next, please!”

“You can still eat real food.” | make my way
through the intersection, slowly picking up speed.
“But you won't always want to, since the elixir pretty
much fills you up and provides all the nutrients you
need. But still, in public anyway, it's important to
keep up appearances, so you have to at least
pretend like you're eating.”

“Oh, like you?” She looks at me, brow arced, lip
curled into a smirk. “You know, how you sit there at
lunch, tearing your sandwich to shreds and crumbling
your potato chips into tiny little bits and thinking no
one notices? Is that what you've been doing all this
time? Keeping up appearances? Cuz Miles and |
just thought you had an eating disorder.”

| take a deep breath and focus on driving,



keeping my speed light, refusing to let her get to me.
Like the karma Damen’s always going on about—
claiming that all of our actions cause a reaction—this
is where my action has led me. Besides, even if |
could go back and do it over again, | wouldn’t
change a thing. 'd make the exact same choice as
before. Because no matter how awkward this
moment may be, it's still better than attending her
funeral, any day of the week.

“‘Omigod!” She looks at me, her mouth
dropping, eyes going wide, voice all high and
squeaky when she says, “I think—I think | heard that!”

My eyes meet hers, and despite the fact that the
top is down, despite the fact that the Southern
California summer sun is beating straight down on
us, my skin goes instantly chilled.

This is not good. Not good at all.

“Your thoughts! You were thinking something
about being glad you didn’t have to go to my funeral,
right? | mean, | actually heard your words in my
head. That is so cool!”

limmediately raise my shield, barring all access
to my mind, my energy, everything, all of it. More than
a little freaked by the fact that she was able to do



that when | can’'t read hers, and | haven't even had a
chance to show her how to shield herself yet.

“So you guys weren't kidding, were you? About
the whole telepathy thing? You and Damen really do
read each other’s minds.”

I nod, slowly, reluctantly, as she surveys me with
eyes that shine brighter than ever. What was once
your everyday, basic shade of brown, often hidden
by crazy-colored contacts, is now a brilliant swirl of
gold, topaz, and bronze—yet another immortality
side effect.

“l always knew you guys were weird—but this
takes it to a whole new level. And now | can do it too!
Jeez, | wish Miles was here.”

| close my eyes and shake my head, striving for
patience and wondering how many more times [l
have to repeat this, when | brake for a pedestrian
and say, “But you can't tell Miles—remember?
We’ve already been over that.”

She shrugs, my words glancing right off her, as
she twirls a chunk of glossy brown hair around and
around her index finger, smiling as a black Bentley
pulls up right beside us with some kid from our
school behind the wheel.



“Fine. Fine! Seriously, | won't tell him. Chillax
already, would ya?” She zeros in on our classmate,
smiling and fliting and waving, even going so far as
to blow a series of air kisses at him, and then
laughing when he does a double take. “The secret’'s
safe. 'm just used to telling him when exciting stuff
happens, that's all. I's a habit. 'm sure Tl get over it.
But still, you gotta admit, it's pretty dang cool, right? |
mean, how'd you react when you first found out?
Weren't you totally psyched?” She looks at me,
smiling when she adds, “No pun intended.”

| frown, pushing the gas harder than | meant to,
the car lurching forward as my mind travels back to
that very first day—or, at least the first time Damen
tried to break the life-altering news out in the parking
lot at school. But | wasn't up for listening then. And |
was pretty much as far from excited as it gets. Then,
the second time he insisted on explaining our long
and tangled past, | was still on the fence. | mean, on
the one hand | thought it was pretty cool that we
could finally be together after centuries of being kept
apart. But on the other, it was a lot to take in. Alot to
give up.



And while at first we thought the choice was all
mine—that | could continue to drink the elixir and
embrace my immortality—or ignore it completely,
live out my life, and succumb to my death at some
point in the far distant future—now we know better.

Now we know the truth about an immortal's
demise.

Now we know about the Shadowland.

The infinite void.

The eternal abyss.

The place where immortals linger—soulless—
isolated—for all of eternity.

A place we need to steer clear of.

“Um, hel-lo—earth to Ever?” She laughs.

But ljust shrug. It's the only answer | plan to give.

Which only prompts her to lean toward me and
say, “Excuse me, but | so don’'t get you.” Her eyes
rake over me. “This is like the best day of my entire
life and all you want to do is focus on the negatives. |
mean, hel-/o? Psychic powers, physical prowess,
ageless youth, and beauty—does it mean nothing to
you?”

“Haven, it's not all fun and games, its—"

“Yeah, yeah.” She rolls her eyes and slams back



in her seat, pulling her knees to her chest as she
wraps her arms tightly around them. “There are rules
—a downside. Roger that, loud and clear” She
frowns, gathering her hair to the side and twisting it
around and around into a glossy brown coil. “But
jeez, don’t you ever get tired of it? Of always being
so burdened, so weighted down by the world? It's
like, you have the best life ever. You're blond, blue-
eyed, tall, fit, gifted, oh, and to top it all off, the
sexiest guy on the planet just happens to be madly in
love with you.” She sighs, wondering how | can
possibly be so blind to her truth. “I mean, let’s face i,
you've got the kind of life other people can only
dream of—and yet, you make it look like the road to
Suck City. And honestly, I'm sorry to say it, but | think
thats crazy. Cuz the truth is, | feel fantastic!
Electrified! Like a lightning bolt's surging through my
body from my head to my toes! And no way am |
joining you on your journey to Sad Land. No way am |
slinking around campus in fugly hoodies and
sunglasses with an iPod practically implanted in my
head like you used to do. | mean, at least now | know
why you did it, to avoid all the voices and thoughts,
right? But still, no fugging way am | living like that. |



plan to embrace it—with both arms. | also plan to
kick some serious Stacia, Honor, and Craig buitt if
they so much as bother me or my friends!” She leans
forward, elbows on her knees as she narrows her
gaze. “When | think of all the crap they put you
through and how you just rolled over and took it—"
She purses her lips. “l don’t get it.”

I look at her, knowing | can just lower my shield,
think the answer, and she’d hear the words in my
head, but knowing itll resonate a lot more if it's
spoken out loud, | say, “l guess because it all came
at such a high price—the loss of my family—never
getting to cross—" | pause, halting the words from
escape. Not quite ready to explain about
Summerland, that glorious mystical dimension
between the dimensions, or the bridge that takes all
mortals to the other side—or at least not just yet
anyway. One thing at a time. “It's just that I'll always
b e here. Tll never get to cross over and see my
family again—" | shake my head. “And, well, for me
anyway, that feels like a pretty big penalty.”

She reaches toward me, her sad puppy dog
look displayed on her face, before quickly pulling
away. “Oops. sorrv! Foraot how vou hate to be



touched.” She crinkles her nose as she tucks a
windblown chunk of hair behind her multipierced ear.

‘I don’'t hate to be touched.” | shrug. “It's just
sometimes—uwell, it can be pretty revealing, that's
all.”

“Will it be like that for me too?”

I look at her, having no idea what gifts she has
in store. She’s already so far ahead of the curve, on
just one bottle of elixir, who knows what a full case
will bring?

“l don't know.” | shrug. “Some of it happened
because | died and went to—"

Her eyes narrow, straining to read my thoughts
but not getting very far, thanks to the shield that |
built.

“‘Well, lets just say | had a near-death
experience. It tends to change things.” | pull onto her
street.

She looks at me, gaze fixed, intense, fingers
idly picking at a small tear in her leggings as she
says, “Seems like you're kind of cherry-picking the
things you want me to know.” She raises her brow,
daring me to deny it.



But I don't. Idon’t do anything but close my eyes
and nod. So tired of lying and covering up all the
time. It feels good to admit to a few things for a
change.

“Can |l ask why?”

| lit my shoulders and take a deep breath,
forcing my gaze to meet hers. “It's a lot to take in all
at once. Some of it needs to be experienced to
understand—while other stuffi—well, a lot of it can
wait. Though there are still a couple things you need
to know.”

| park on her drive and fumble through my bag,
handing over a small silk pouch, just like the one
Damen gave me.

“What's this?” She pulls the strings and digs her
finger inside, coming away with a small cluster of
colorful stones, held together by thin gold strands,
and hanging from a black silk cord.

“i's an amulet.” | nod “lt's—it's important you
wear it all the time. Pretty much every day from now
on.”

She squints, swinging it back and forth,
watching as the stones catch and reflect in the
sunlight.



“I have one too.” | pull mine out from under my
tee, revealing my own cluster of stones.

‘How come mine’s different?” She glances
between them, comparing, contrasting, trying to
decide which is better.

“Because no two are the same—we all have
different—needs. And wearing these will keep us
safe.”

She looks at me.

“They hold protective qualities.” | shrug, knowing
I'm treading into murky waters, the part Damen and |
disagreed about.

She tilts her head and scrunches her face,
unable to read my thoughts but well aware m
holding back. “Protect us from what exactly? | mean,
we’re immortal, right? Which, if 'm not mistaken,
pretty much means we’ll live forever, and yet, you're
teling me | need protection? To be kept safe?” She
shakes her head. “Sorry, Ever, but that just doesn’t
make any sense. Who or what could | possibly need
to be protected from?”

| take a deep breath, assuring myself Fm doing
the right thing, the only thing, despite what Damen
may think. Hoping he’ll forgive me as | say, “You



need to be protected from Roman.”

She shakes her head and crosses her arms,
refusing to believe. “Roman? That's ridiculous.
Roman would never hurt me.”

I gape, hardly believing my ears, especially after
everything I've just told her.

“Sorry, Ever, but Roman’s my friend. And not
like it's any of your business, but we’re actually well
on our way to becoming more than friends. And
since it's no secret you've hated him from day one,
it's really not all that surprising to hear you saying this
now. Sad, but not surprising.”

“I'm not making it up.” | shrug, striving for a calm
I can’'t even summon. Knowing that raising my voice,
trying to force her to see things my way, will never
work on someone as stubborn as her. “And yeah,
maybe you're right, maybe | don't like him, but
considering how he tried to kill you and all—well, call
me crazy, but | think that's a good enough reason. |
even have witnesses—I wasn’'t the only one there,
you know!”

She squints, fingernails tapping against the
door handle as she says, “Okay, so let me get this
straightt. Roman tries to poison me with some



mesged—up tea—’
“Belladonna—also known as deadly nightshade

”

“Whatever.” She waves it away. “The point is,
you claim he was trying to kill me, and yet instead of
calling nine-one-one you just stroll on over to see for
yourself? | mean, what's up with that? Obviously you
didn’t take it very seriously, so why should I?”

“| did try to cal—but it was—complicated.” |
shake my head. “It was a choice between—between
something | really need—and you. And as you see, |
chose you.”

She looks at me, eyes wide, mind calculating,
not saying a word.

“Roman promised to give me what | need if | just
let you die. But | couldn’t do it—and so—" | gesture
toward her. “Now you're immortal.”

She shakes her head and gazes around,
focusing on a group of neighborhood kids driving a
jacked-up golf cart up and down the street. Keeping
quiet for so long I'm just about to speak when she
says, “Sorry you didn't get what you want, Ever, really
| am. But you're wrong about Roman. There’s no way



he’d let me die. From what you said, he had the elixir
standing by, ready to go in case you chose
differently. Besides, | think | know Roman just a litfle
better than you, and the fact is, he knows how
unhappy I've been, about the stuff going on with my
family—" She shrugs. “He probably just wanted to
make me immortal to spare me from that, but didn’t
want to sire me since there’s a lot of responsibility
that goes with it. 've no doubt that if you hadn’t made
me drink, he would’ve stepped in. Face it, Ever, you
made the wrong choice. You should’ve just called his
bluff.”

“There’s no sire,” | mumble, inwardly rolling my
eyes at myself. Out of that whole entire litany, that's
what | choose to focus on? | shake my head and start
over. “It's not like that—not even close—it’s...” Voice
fading as she looks away, fully convinced of one
thing—she’s right and 'm wrong. And since | tried to
warn her about all the dangers—about him—Damen
can’t possibly fault me for what | say next.

“Fine, believe what you want, just do me a favor.
If you're going to insist on hanging with Roman, then
all | ask is that you always wear your amulet.
Seriously, don't ever take it off—not for anything—



and—"

She looks at me, brow raised, door half open,
desperate to get out of this car and away from me.

“And if you're serious about repaying me for
making you immortal—"

Our eyes meet.

“Then Roman has something | really need you to

get.






Chapter Three

“How'd it go?”

Damen opens the door before | can knock. His
gaze deep and intense as he follows me into the den
where | drop onto his plush velour couch and kick off
my flip-flops. Careful to avoid his eyes as he lands
on the cushion beside me, usually all too eager to
spend the rest of eternity just gazing at him—taking
in the fine planes of his face—his high sculpted
cheekbones, lush inviting lips, the slant of his brow,
his dark wavy hair, and thick fringe of lashes—but
not today.

Today I'd prefer to look just about anywhere
else.

“So, you told her?” His fingers ftrail along the
side of my cheek, the curve of my ear, his touch
filling me with tingle and heat despite the ever-
present energy veil that hovers between us. “Did the
cupcake provide the distraction you hoped it would?”
His lips nip at my lobe before working their way
down my neck.



| lean back against the cushions, closing my
eyes in a feigned bout of fatigue. But the truth is, |
don’t want him to see me, to observe me too closely.
Don't want him to sense my thoughts, my essence,
my energy—that strange, foreign pulse that's been
stirring inside me for the last several days.

“Hardly.” | sigh. “She pretty much ignored it—
guess she’s like us now—in more ways than one.”
Feeling the weight of his gaze as he studies me
intensely.

“Care to elaborate?”

I scrunch down even lower and toss my leg over
his, my breath slowing as | settle into the warmth of
his energy. “She’s just—so far advanced. | mean,
she has the whole look, you know? That eerie,
flawless, immortal look. She even heard my thoughts
—until | blocked them.” | frown and shake my head.

“Eerie? Is that how you see it—see us?” Clearly
distressed by my words.

“Well—not really eerie.” | pause, wondering why
| phrased it like that. “More like—not normal. | mean,
| doubt even supermodels look that perfect all the
time. Not to mention, what are we gonna do if she
grows four inches practically overnight like | did?



How do we possibly explain that?”

“Same way we did with you,” he says, eyes
narrowed, cautious, more interested in the words 'm
not saying than the ones that | am. “We’ll call it a
growth spurt. They're not that uncommon among
mortals, you know.” His voice lifts in a weak attempt
at levity that doesn’t quite work.

| avert my gaze, taking in the crowded
bookshelves filled with leather-bound first editions,
the abstract oil paintings, most of them priceless
originals, knowing he’'s onto me. He knows
something’s up, but 'm hoping he can't sense just
how far it goes. That I'm just saying the words, going
through the motions, not really invested in any of this.

“And so—does she hate you like you feared?”
he asks, voice steady, deep, the slightest bit
probing.

| peer at him, this wonderful glorious creature
who’s loved me for the last four hundred years and
continues to do so no matter how many blunders |
make, no matter how many lives | mess up. Sighing
as | close my eyes and manifest a single red tulip
that | promptly hand over. Serving not just as the
symbol of our undying love, but also the winning



wager in the bet that we made.

“You were right—you win.” | shake my head,
remembering how she reacted just like he said.
“She’s thrilled beyond belief. Can’t thank me enough.
Feels just like a rock star. No—scratch that, better
than a rock star. She feels like a vampire rock star.
But you know, the new and improved kind—without
all that nasty bloodsucking and coffin sleeping.” |
shake my head and smile in spite of myself.

“A member of the mythical undead?” Damen
cringes, not liking the analogy one bit. “'m not sure
how | feel about that.”

“Oh, I'm sure it's just a side effect of her recent
goth phase. The thrill will die down eventually. You
know, once the reality sinks in.”

“Is that how it is for you?” he asks, finger just
under my chin, making me look at him again. “Is the
thrill dying down—or perhaps even—gone?” His
gaze deep, knowing, attuned to every shift of my
mood. “Is that why you find it so hard to look at me
now?”

“No!” I shake my head, fully aware that I've been
caught and desperate to refute it. “I'm just—tired. I've
been feeling a little—on edge latelv, that's all.” |



nuzzle closer, burying my face in the hollow of his
neck, right next to where the cord for his amulet
rests. That edgy prickly feeling 've been carrying for
days, tempering, melting, as | inhale his warm musky
scent over and over again. “Why can’t every moment
be like this?”  murmur, knowing what | really mean is:
Why can’t / always be like this—feel like this?

Why is everything changing?

‘it can.” He shrugs. “There’s really no reason
why it can't.”

| pull away and meet his gaze. “Oh, | can think of
at least two very good reasons.”

Nodding toward Romy and Rayne, the twin
terrors we’re now responsible for as they bound
down the stairs. Identical in their straight dark hair
with razor-slashed bangs, pale skin, and large dark
eyes—but complete opposites in their dress. Romy
wearing a pink terry cloth sundress with matching
flip-flops, while Rayne’s barefoot and dressed in all
black, with Luna, their tiny black kitten, riding high on
her shoulder. The two of them shooting Damen a
happy, warm smile and glaring at me—business as
usual, and pretty much the only thing that hasnt



changed around here.

“Theyll come around,” he says, wanting to
believe it and wishing | would too.

“No they won't.” | sigh, fumbling for my flip-flops.
“But then, it's not like they don’'t have their reasons.” |
slip on my shoes and look at him.

“Leaving so soon?”

I nod, avoiding his gaze. “Sabine’s making
dinner, Munoz is coming over—it's a whole bonding
thing. She wants us to get to know each other better.
You know, less student teacher, more future
nonblood relations.” | shrug, realizing the instant it's
out that | should’ve invited him. It's incredibly rude not
to include him. But Damen’s presence will only mess
with my other evening plans. The ones he may
suspect but can’'t possibly witness. Especially after
making his feelings on my foray into magick so
abundantly clear. Tacking on an awkward, “So— you
know..” and leaving it to hang there, dangling
between us, since I've no idea where to take it from
there.

“And Roman?”

| take a deep breath as my eyes meet his. The
moment I've been avoiding is now here.



“Did you warn Haven? Tell her what he did?”

I nod. Recalling the speech | practiced in the car
all the way over, about how Haven could be our best
chance to get what we need from Roman. Hoping it'll
sound better to his ears than it did mine.

“And?”

| clear my throat, allowing myself that, but
nothing more.

He waits for me to continue, the patience of six
hundred years stamped on his face, as | open my
mouth to launch into my speech, but | can't. He
knows me too well. So instead, | just lift my shoulders
and sigh, knowing words are unnecessary, the
answer’s displayed in my gaze.

“| see.” He nods, his tone smooth, even, without
a trace of judgment, which kind of disappoints me. |
mean, 'm judging me, so why isn't he?

“But—it’s really not like you think,” I say. “It's not
like 1didn’t try to warn her, but she wouldn't listen. So
| figured, what the heck. If she’s going to insist on
hanging with Roman, then what's the harm in her
trying to snag the antidote while she’s at it? And |
know you think it's wrong, believe me, we've been
over that, but | still don't think it's all that big a deal.”



He looks at me, face calm, still, betraying
nothing.

“Besides, it's not like we actually have any real
proof that he would’ve let her die. | mean, he had the
antidote all along, he knew what I'd choose. But even
if I did prove him wrong, how do we know he wouldn’t
have given her the elixir himself?” | take a deep
breath, hardly believing 'm borrowing Haven’s
argument, the same one | balked at just a few
moments earlier. “And then—maybe he even
would’ve tried to turn the whole thing around! You
know, tell her we were prepared to let her die and
end up turning her against us! Did you ever think of
that?”

“No. | suppose | didn't,” he says, lids narrowed,
concern clouding his face.

“‘And it's not like 'm not gonna monitor the
situation cuz | totally am. I'll make sure she’s safe.
But she does have free will, you know, it's not like we
can choose her friends for her, so | figured, you
know, when in Rome... and all... so to speak...”

“And what about the romantic feelings Haven
holds toward Roman? Did you consider that?”

| shrua. myv words containing a conviction | don'’t



really feel when | say, “She used to have feelings for
you too if you'll remember. She seemed to get over
that pretty quickly. And don't forget about Josh, the
guy she was convinced was her soul mate who got
booted over a kitten. And now that she’s in a
position to have pretty much whatever or whoever
she wants—" | pause, but only for a moment, not long
enough for him to interject. “rm sure Roman will lose
his allure and slide way down on her list. | mean, |
know she can seem kind of fragile, but she’s actually
a lot tougher than you think.”

| stand, signaling an end to this conversation.
What's done is done and | don't want him to do or
say anything that'll make me doubt my stance on
Haven and Roman’s relationship any more than |
already do.

He hesitates, gaze moving over me, taking me
in, then rises in one, quick, languid move as he
grasps my hand and leads me to the door, where he
presses his lips against mine. Lingering, fusing,
pushing, melding, the two of us drawing this kiss out
for as long as we can, neither one willing to break
away first.



| press hard against him, the contours of his
body barely dimmed by that ever-present energy veil
that hovers between us. The broad expanse of his
chest, the valley of his torso—every inch of him
conforming so tightly to me it's nearly impossible to
tell where he ends and | begin. Wishing this kiss
could do the impossible—banish my mistakes—this
strange way | feel—chase away the dark angry cloud
that follows me everywhere these days.

“l should go,” | whisper, the first to break the
spell, aware of the heat rising between us, that
incendiary pull, a painful reminder that, for now
anyway, this is as far as it goes.

And just as I've settled into my car and Damen’s
gone back inside, Rayne appears, Luna still perched
on her shoulder, twin sister Romy at her side.

“Tonight’s the night. Moon’s moving into a new
phase,” she says, eyes narrowed, lips grim. No other
words necessary, we all know what that means.

I nod and shift into reverse, ready to back down
the drive, when she adds, “You know what to do,
right? You remember our plan?”

| nod again, hating the fact that I'm in this
position, knowing that as far as they're concerned, [l



never live this one down.

Backing out of the drive and onto the street,
their thoughts chasing behind me, burrowing into my
mind, as they think: It's wong to use magick for
selfish, nefarious reasons. There's karma to pay,
and itll come back times three.






Chapter Four

The first thing | see when | pull into the drive is
Munoz's silver Prius. Which, to be honest, pretty
much makes me want to turn around and go just
about anywhere else. But | don't. | just sigh and pull
into the garage instead. Knowing I've no choice but
to face it.

Face the fact that my auntlegal guardian is
falling hard for my history teacher.

Face the fact that it's a heckuva lot better to sit
around the dinner table than the breakfast table,
which, if things continue to progress at the rapid
pace that they are, then it's just a matter of time
before it's: Good-bye Mr. Munoz, hello Uncle Paul!
I’'ve seen it. I's as good as done. Now I'm just
waiting for them to realize it too.

| slip through the side door, tiptoeing lightly,
hoping to make it up to my room without being seen
so | can have some time to myself—time that |
desperately need in order to set some things
straight.



Poised and ready to dash up the stairs when
Sabine pokes her head around the corner and says,
“Oh good, | thought | heard your car in the garage.
We’re going to eat in about half an hour, but why
don’'t you come in and visit a bit beforehand.”

| peer over her shoulder in search of Munoz, but
thanks to the wall that separates us from the den, all |
can see are a pair of leather man-sandals perched
on the overstuffed ottoman, appearing so relaxed
and casual it’s as if they don’'t belong anywhere else
but that very spot. Switching my gaze to her and
taking in the sweep of her shoulder-length blond hair,
the flush at her cheeks, her sparkling blue eyes, and
renewing my vow to be happy that she’s happy—
even though 'm not exactly thrilled with the reason
behind it.

“rm—TI1l be down in a bit,” | say, forcing a smile.
“I'm just gonna wash up—and stuff...” My gaze drifts
back to Munoz, unable to tear it away no matter how
disturbing the view. | mean seriously, just because
it's summer doesn’'t mean | should have to look at
faculty feet in my own house.

“Okay, well, don’t take too long.” She starts to
turn, hair swinging over her shoulder as she adds,



“Oh, and | almost forgot, this came for you.”

She swipes a cream-colored envelope off the
side table and offers it to me. The words mystics &
moonbeams printed in purple on the top left corner,
my name and address in Jude’s angular scribble
scrawled across the front.

| just stand there and stare, knowing | could grab
it, place my hand on the front, and intuit the contents
without ever having to unseal it. But the thing is, |
don’t want to touch it, don’t want anything to do with
it, the job | once held, or Jude, the boss who, as it
just so happens, played a significant role in pretty
much all of my lives. Reappearing again and again,
always managing to claim my affections until Damen
showed up and swept me away. A centuries-old love
triangle that ended the second | saw his Ouroboros
tattoo last Thursday night.

And even though Damen claims that lots of
people have them—that its original meaning wasn’t
at all evil, that Roman and Drina just made it that
way, | can’'t take the chance that he’s wrong.

Can't take the chance that Jude’s not one of
them, when I'm pretty dang sure that he is.

“Ever?” Sabine tilts her head, shooting me her



usual look that says: No matter how many books |
read on the subject, adolescents may as vell be
aliens. A look | know all too well.

A look that prompts me to snatch the envelope
right out of her hand, careful to handle it by its edges
as | smile weakly and tackle the stairs. Hands
shaking, body thrumming, as the contents reveal
themselves to be a paycheck | definitely earned but
have no intention of cashing, along with a brief note
asking if I'll please let him know if I've no plans to
return so that he can hire another psychic to replace
me.

That's it.

No: What the heck happened?

Or: Why did you go from nearly kissing me to
tossing me across your yard and into the patio
fumiture?

But that's because he already knows. He's
known all along. And while | may not know just what
he’s up to, he’s clearly up to something. He may be
ahead of the game for the moment, but unbeknownst
to him, 'm about to catch up.

| toss the envelope toward the trash, figuring my
lack of response should be answer enouagh.



Directing it in a complicated choreography of loops
and circles and one very perfect, spot-on figure
eight, before bringing it down with a soft, barely
heard thud and heading into my walk-in closet where
| retrieve the box from the top shelf—the one that
holds my supplies—everything | need to undo what
I've done.

The time is right—providing for a fresh new
start, the perfect opportunity (the only opportunity
according to Romy and Rayne) to break the spell |
unwittingly cast when | accidentally summoned the
dark powers to aid me. The moon is now waxing,
which means the goddess is rising, making her
ascent, as Hecate, the one | mistakenly called upon
before, plummets to the underworld where she’ll
mark her time until a month from now when it all
comes full circle again.

| reach into the box, retrieving the candles,
crystals, herbs, oils, and incense I'll need, taking a
moment to organize them neatly and placing them in
the order in which they'll be used. Then | shed my
clothes and lower myself into the tub for my ritual
bath, bringing along a sachet filled with angelica for



protection and hex removal, juniper for the banishing
of negative entities, and rue to aid in healing, mental
powers, and the breaking of curses, along with a few
drops of petitgrain oil that promises to banish evil
and remove all negativity. Sinking all the way down
‘til my feet hit the far edge and the water fills up
around me, grabbing a few clear quartz crystals from
the ledge and plopping them in too, as | chant:

| cleanse and reclaim this body of mine
So that my magick may properly bind
My spirit reborn, nowready for flight
Allowing my magick to take hold tonight.

But unlike the last time | indulged in a soak, |
don’t envision Roman before me. | don’t want to see
him until 'm ready, until it's absolutely necessary.
Until it's truly time to undo what I've done.

Any earlier is a risk | can’t take.

Ever since the dreams began, | can’'t trust
myself.

The first night | woke in that cold, clammy sweat
with images of Roman still dancing in my head, | was
sure it was just a result of the horrible night that I'd



had—Ileamning the truth about Jude—turning Haven
by giving her the juice. But the fact that they've
returned every night since, the fact that he intrudes
not just in my night dreams but in my daydreams as
well, the fact that they're accompanied by this weird,
foreign pulse that's constantly strumming inside me
—well, it's pretty much convinced me that Romy and
Rayne are right.

Despite my feeling perfectly fine just after the
spell was complete, later, when everything began to
unravel, it became pretty clear that the damage I'd
done was nothing short of major.

Instead of binding Roman to me—I| bound
myself to him.

Instead of him seeking me out in order to do my
bidding—I'm shamelessly, hopelessly, seeking him.

Which is something Damen can never know.
No one can know. Not only does it prove his earlier
warning about the downside of magick, insisting that
it's nothing to be toyed with, and that amateurs who
immerse themselves too quickly often wind up in way
over their heads—it may be the end of his patience
with me.

It may be that last and final straw.



| take a deep breath and sink even lower,
enjoying the way the water laps at my chin, as | soak
up all the healing energies that the stones and herbs
are meant to provide, knowing it's just a matter of
time before | rid myself of this unholy obsession and
put everything right. And when the water begins to
cool, | scrub every square inch of skin, hoping to
wash away this new tainted version of me in order to
recover the old, then | climb out of the bath and
straight into my white silk hooded robe. Tying the
sash snugly as | head back into my closet and reach
for my athame. The same one Romy and Rayne
criticized, claiming it was too sharp, that its intent
should be to cut energy not matter, that 'd made it all
wrong—urging me to burn it, melt it down to a stub of
metal, and hand it over to them so they could
complete the banishing ritual, not trusting such a
complex task to a misguided novice like me.

And though | agreed to burn it before them,
running the blade through the flame again and again
in a sort of magical sanctification, | shrugged off the
rest of their plan, convinced they were just seizing
the chance to make an even bigger fool of me. |
mean, if the real problem, as they claimed, was my



weaving a spell on the night of the dark moon, then
what difference could a simple knife make?

But this time around, just to make sure, | add a
few additional stones to its handle, adorning it with
Apache’s tear for protection and luck (which the
twins are convinced [l need plenty of), bloodstone
for courage, strength, and victory (always a good
combination), and turquoise for healing and
strengthening of the chakras (apparently my throat
chakra, the center of discernment, has always been
a problem for me). Then sprinkling the blade with a
handful of salt before running it through the flame of
three white tapers, | call upon the elements of fire,
air, water, and earth, to cast away all dark and allow
only light—to push out all evil and summon the good.
Repeating the chant three times before calling on the
highest of magical powers to see that it's done. This
time sure that 'm calling on the right magical powers
—summoning the goddess instead of Hecate, the
three-headed, snake-haired, queen of the
underworld.

Cleansing the space as | walk three times
around it, incense held high in one hand, athame in
the other. pullina up the maaick circle bv visualizing a



white light flowing through me. Starting at the top of
my head and working its way through my body, down
my arm, out the athame, and into the floor. Weaving
and curving and circling around and around,
encouraging thin strands of the brightest white light
to entwine and grow and reach ever higher until
joining as one. Until 'm wrapped in a silvery cocoon,
a complex web of the brightest, most shimmering
light, that completely seals me in.

| kneel on the floor of my clean, sacred space,
left hand held before me as | trace the blade down
the length of my lifeline, sucking in a sharp intake of
breath as | plunge the tip deep into my flesh and a
great swell of blood rushes out. Closing my eyes and
quickly manifesting Roman sitting cross-legged
before me, tempting me with his irresistible, deep
blue gaze and wide inviting smile. Struggling to get
past his mesmerizing beauty, his undeniable allure,
and straight to the blood-soaked cord tied snug at
his neck.

A cord soaked with my blood.

The same cord | placed there last Thursday
night when | created a similar ritual—one that



seemed to work until everything went tragically
wrong. But this time, everything is different. My intent
is different. | want my blood back. | intend to unbind
myself.

Hurrying through the chant before he can fade,
singing:

With this knot that | untie
Banish this magick before thine eye
Where once this cord was bound and tight
I nowreverse it to set things right
Your hold no longer potent, nowloosed on me
I unbind this cord and set myself free
Let it harm none as | send it anay
This very change to take hold today
This is my will, my word, my wish—so mote it be!

Squinting against the gale force wind that whirls
through my circle, pushing the walls of my web to
their limits as a flash of lightning strikes and thunder
cracks loud overhead. My right palm raised, open,
ready—my gaze locked on his as | mentally loosen
the knot at his neck and summon the blood back to
me.



Back to where it originated.

Back to where it belongs.

Eyes widening in excitement as it arcs straight
toward the center of my wounded hand, the cord
around his neck lightening, whitening, until it's as
clean and pure as the day it began.

But just as 'm ready to banish him for good,
free myself of this unholy bind, that strange foreign
pulse, that hideous intruder, snakes through my
insides with such force, such determination,
overtaking me so quickly, | can’t stop it.

The monster inside me now fully awakened,
rising, stretching, with its insistent, throbbing hunger
demanding to be met. Causing my heart to crash
violently, my body to shake—and no matter how hard
| struggle against it—it's no use. 'm a hostage to its
longing—captive to its desires—I'm of no
consequence whatsoever. My only purpose is to
meet all its needs—to see thatit's done.

Watching helplessly as the cycle repeats once
again. My blood surging forth, soaking the cord at
Roman’s neck 'til it sags, red and heavy, dripping a
thick trail of me down his chest. And no matter what |
do—no matter how hard | try—there’s no stopping it.



No stopping the undeniable lure of his gaze.

No stopping my limbs from yielding toward his.

No stopping this spell that binds me to him.

His body like a magnet that seeks only me,
closing the small space between us in less than a
second. And now, with our knees pressed tightly
together, our foreheads flush—I'm defenseless—
powerless—unable to curb this unbearable yearning
for him.

He’s all | can see.

All that | need.

My entire world now whittled down to the space
between his gaze and mine. His moist, inviting lips
just a razor’s width away, as this bold, insistent
intruder, this strange, foreign pulse, urges me
forward, willing us to mesh, unite, join as one.

My lips push toward his, moving closer, ever
closer, when from somewhere down deep,
somewhere | can't quite reach, the memory of
Damen, his scent, his image, flickers inside. No
more than a brief flash of light in the midst of all this
dark—but still enough to remind me of who | am,
what | am—my real reason for being here.

Just enough to allow me to break free of this



horrible dreamscape and shout, “No’

| leap back, removing myself from him—from
this. Moving so quickly and violently the web
collapses around me as the candles extinguish and
Roman dissolves from my sight.

The only trace of what just occurred is my
crashing heart, bloodstained robe, and the words
still reverberating in my throat.

“No, no, no, no, no, oh, God, please, no!”

“Ever?”

| gaze around the closet, fingers frantically
clutching at my white silk robe now stained beyond
repair, hoping she’ll just go away—give me some
space—or at least enough time to figure this out—

“‘Ever—you okay in there? Dinner’s just about
ready, you might want to make your way down!”

“Okay—TIl...” | close my eyes, quickly banishing
my robe and manifesting a simple blue dress in its
place. Having no idea what to do now, where to go
from here. Though one thing is clear—I can't tell
Romy and Rayne—they already witnessed my last
flubbed attempt, and 'l never live this one down.
Besides, they're too close to Damen, and theyll
never foraive me.



“I'l be there in a sec, really!” | say, sensing her
energy from the other side of the door debating
whether or not to bust in.

“Five minutes!” she warns, voice resigned.
“Then 'm coming in to get you myself!”

| close my eyes and shake my head, shoving my
feet into some flip-flops while combing my hands
through my hair. Taking great care to ensure
everything appears clean and pristine on the
outside, because inside, there’s no doubt that things
just took a maior turn for the worse.






Chapter Five

| slip out the side gate and onto the street, the
soft liting sounds of Sabine and Munoz laughing and
enjoying the last of their wine by the pool drifting
behind me as | break into a run. Careful to temper
the pace, going neither too fast nor too slow,
reluctant to attract any undue attention from anyone
who might see.

It was bad enough having to explain it to
Sabine. Especially after having just gulped down
three-quarters of a barbecued chicken breast, a
lump of potato salad, an entire corn on the cob, and
a glass and a half of soda—none of which | was the
slightest bit interested in, and which, in the end, only
seemed to raise a whole new suspicion.

Her voice all raised and squeaky, gone
completely high alert when she said, “Now? But it'll
be dark soon—and you just ate!” Her ever-watchful
gaze sweeping over me, as a new possibility formed
in her brain—exercise bulimia!

Having ruled out anorexia and just plain old



bulimia to explain my odd behavior and even odder
eating habits—she’s now onto something new,
leaving no doubt that a trip to our local bookstore’s
self-help aisles will be squeezed into her weekend’s
agenda.

And | wish | could explain it to her, sit her right
down and say, “Relax. It's not at all what you think.
m immortal. The juice is all | need to get by. But
right now, I've got a little spell-casting problem to fix
so—dont wait upl

But that's never gonna happen. It cant happen.
Damen was clear about keeping our immortality a
secret. And after seeing what's happened when it's
gotten into the wrong hands, | have to say | agree
with him one hundred percent.

But keeping it a secret has been one of my
greatest challenges, and that's where the jogging
comes in. | am now, officially (or at least where
Sabine and Munoz are concerned), a person who
slips into a T-shirt, sneakers, and shorts and goes
for an evening run.

A nice healthy excuse for getting out of the
house and away from Munoz, whom | can’t help but
like as a person, even though | never wanted to get



to know him as a person.

A nice healthy excuse for getting away from an
aunt who’s so kind and considerate and helpful
toward me that | can’t help but feel like the world’s
worst niece for all of the trouble I've caused.

A nice healthy excuse to get away from two
wonderful, kindhearted people so | can indulge in a
much darker, not at all healthy, obsession.

One that’s got a hold on me.

One I'm determined to beat.

I make a swift left onto the next street, noticing
how the cars, the pavement, the sidewalks, the
windows are all dappled with that burnished gold that
the tail end of magic hour brings—the result of the
first and last hour of sunlight when everything
appears softer, warmer, bathed in the sun’s reddish
haze. My muscles pumping, feet moving faster,
picking up speed, even though | know better, even
though | try to slow down—it's too dangerous, too
risky, someone might see—and yet | keep going.
Unable to stop it. No longer the one who controls me.

Aiming for my destination like an arrow on a
compass, my entire being is focused on one single
point. Cars, houses, people—everything around me



is reduced to a single, orangey blur as | close street
after street. My heart crashing hard against my chest
—but not from the run or the exertion, because the
truth is, 've barely broken a sweat.

This live wire inside me is all about the
proximity.

The simple fact that 'm near—

Getting closer—

Almost there.

Like a siren song propeling me toward
uncertain ruin, and | can’t seem to get there quickly
enough.

The second | see it, | stop. My gaze narrows as
everything around me ceases to exist. Staring at
Roman’s door as | will the beast to retreat. Renewing
my resolve to overcome this strange, foreign pulse
now beating in me, wanting only to slip inside,
casually, easily, and confront him once and for all so
we can put an end to all this.

Forcing myself to take long, deep breaths as |
summon the strength that I'll need. Just about to take
that very first step when I hear my name called from a
voice I'd hoped never to hear again.

He saunters toward me. head cocked to the



side, as cool and casual as a summer’s breeze. His
left arm heavily bandaged and wrapped in a navy
blue sling, stopping just shy of me, purposely
positioning himself out of my reach, when he says,
“What are you doing?”

| swallow hard, relieved to feel the pulse
lessening, receding, and yet startled to realize my
first instinct isn’t to run, isn’t to finish the job and put
the rest of him in a sling too—but to /ie. To make any
excuse that | can to explain my heated, gaping,
practically salivating presence, right outside
Roman'’s store.

“What're you doing?” | squint, lids narrowed to
slits as | harshly take him in. Knowing it's hardly a
coincidence to find him here too. After all, they're
good friends, members of the same immortal rogue
tribe. “Oh, and nice prop, by the way.” | gesture
toward his supposedly banged-up arm, which
probably provides a pretty good cover for those who
don’t know any better. Too bad | do.

He looks at me, shaking his head and rubbing
his chin, voice steady, calm, almost convincing,
when he says, “Ever, are you okay? You're not



looking so good—"

| shake my head and roll my eyes. “Nice try,
Jude, Il give you that.” Fielding his what the heck
are you talking about look with, “Seriously. Faking
concern for me, faking an injury, you're prepared to
go all the way with this, aren’t you?”

He frowns, head tilted in a way that allows a few
chunks of golden brown dreadlocks to fall over his
shoulder and land just a few inches shy of his waist.
His deceptively cute and friendly face all scrunched
and serious when he says, “Trust me, 'm not faking.
Wish | was. Remember when you picked me up like
a Frisbee and tossed me across your yard?” He
motions toward his arm. “This is the result. A crap
load of contusions, a fractured radius, and some
seriously messed-up phalanges—or at least that's
what the doctor said.”

| sigh and shake my head. I've no time for this
charade. | need to get to Roman, show him that he
can’t control me—means nothing to me—show him
who’s boss around here. Sure that he’s somehow
partly responsible for what's happening to me, and
needing to convince him to give me the antidote and
put an end to this game.



“While 'm sure it all looks and sounds very
believable to most people, unfortunately for you, 'm
not most people. | know better. And the fact is, you
know | know better. So let's just cut to the chase,
okay? Rogues dont get hurt. Not for long anyway.
They have instantaneous healing abilities, but then
you already knew that, didn’t you?”

He looks at me, brows merged in confusion, as
he takes a step back. And the truth is, he really does
look perplexed, I'll give him that.

“What're you talking about?” He gazes all
around, before focusing back on me. “Rogues? Are
you serious?”

| sigh, fingers drumming hard against my hip
when | say, “Um, hel-lo? Evil members of Roman’s
tribe? Ring any bells?” | shake my head and roll my
eyes. “Don’'t pretend you're not one of them—I saw
your tattoo.”

He continues to stare, that same confused,
gaping expression still stamped on his face. And all |
can think is: Good thing he’s not an actor, he's got
really crummy range.

“Um, hel-lo! The Ouroboros? On your back?” |
roll my eves. “l sawit. You know! saw it. You probably



wanted me to see it—or why else would you
convince me to get into the Jacuzzi with—" | shake
my head. “Whatever, let’s just say it pretty much told
me everything | needed to know. Everything you
apparently nanted me to know. So feel free to drop
the game anytime now, 'm all clued in.”

He stands before me, good hand rubbing his
chin as his eyes search the area as though looking
for backup. Like thats gonna help him. “Ever, I've
had that tattoo for ages—in fact, —"

“Oh, I'll bet.” I nod, refusing to let him finish. “So
tell me, how long ago did Roman turn you? Which
century would it have been? Eighteenth, nineteenth?
C’mon, you can tell me. Even though it was a long
time ago, 'm sure you never forget a moment like
that.”

He rubs his lips together, encouraging those
matching dimples to spring into view, but it doesn’t
distract me; that sort of thing no longer works. Not
that it ever really did.

“Listen,” he says, struggling to keep his voice
low, steady, though his aura tells all, taking a sudden
turn toward murky and fragmented, revealing the full
extent of his nervousness. “Honestly. | have no idea



what you're talking about. Seriously, Ever, in case
you can’t hear it, this is coming off as pretty insane.
And the truth is, despite all of that, despite all of
this"—he tugs on his sling—"I'd really like to help you
—but—well—you seem pretty much beyond all of
that with the rogues and the fuming and™—he
shakes his head—"but let me just ask you this—if
this Roman dude’s as bad as you say, then why are
you lurking outside his store looking all charged and
heated like a dog waiting for its owner?”

| glance between him and the door, cheeks
flushing, pulse racing, well aware I've been caught in
the act, but not about to admit it.

“I'm not lurking—I'm—" 1 press my lips together,
wondering why on earth 'm defending myself when
he’s clearly the one who'’s up to no good. “Besides,
it's not like I can’'t ask you the same question since, |
hate to break it to ya, but you're standing here too.”
My eyes rake over him, taking in the bronzed skin,
the slightly crooked front teeth—most likely kept that
way on purpose, to throw people off—people like
me. And those eyes—those amazing blue/green
eyes—the same eyes I've gazed into for the last four



hundred years. But no more. Not since | learned he’s
one of them. Now we’re officially through.

He shrugs and rubs his sling protectively.
“Nothing sinister, just headed home, that's all. If you'll
remember, we close early on Saturdays.”

I narrow my gaze, not fooled for a second. It's alll
very plausible. AlImost believable. But not quite.

“I live up the street.” He motions toward some
unknown place in the distance, a place that probably
doesn’'t even exist. But | don’t follow his hand. My
gaze stays on his. | can't afford to drop my guard.
Not even for a second. He may have fooled me
before, but now | know better. Now | know what he is.

He takes a step closer, slowly, cautiously,
careful to maintain a safe distance still just outside of
my reach. “Maybe we can go grab a coffee or
something? Go someplace quiet, where we can sit
down and talk? You look like you could use a break.
What do you say?”

| continue to study him. He’s persistent, I'll give
him that. “Sure.” | smile, nodding in assent. “I'd just
love to go someplace quiet, grab a seat, drink some
java, and enjoy a nice, long chat—but first, | need
you to prove something.”



His body goes tense and his aura—his fake
aura—wavers, but 'm not buying it.

“I need you to prove you're not one of them.”

He squints, face a cloud of concern. “Ever, |
don’t know what you're—"

His words cut short by the sight of the athame
now clutched in my hand. Its jewel-encrusted handle
an exact replica of the one | used just a few hours
before, figuring I'll need all the luck and protection
the stones can provide, especially if this goes the
way that | think.

“There’s only one way to prove it,” | say, voice
low, gaze locked on his, taking one small step
forward that's soon followed by another. “And [l
know if you cheat—so don't even try. Oh, and |
should probably warn ya—I can’t be responsible for
what happens once | prove that you're lying. But
don’t worry, as you well know, this’ll only hurt for a
second—"

He sees me moving, lunging straight for him,
and even though he tries his best to dance out of my
way, 'm too quick, and I'm on him before he even
realizes it.

Seizing his good arm and slicing my athame



right through his skin, knowing it's just a matter of
seconds before the blood stops gushing and the
wound fuses together again.

Just a matter of time until—

“Oh GodF' | whisper, eyes wide, throat dry,
watching as he falters, stumbles, and nearly loses
his balance.

His eyes darting between me and the gash on
his arm, both of us watching as the blood seeps
through his clothes and pools onto the street in a
growing puddle of red. “Are you crazy?” he shrieks.
“What the hell have you done?”

‘" My mouth hangs open in shock, unable to
form any words, unable to tear my gaze away from
the gaping gash that | made.

Why isnt it healing? Whys it still bleeding?
Oh, crap!

“'m—I'm so sorry—I can explain—" | reach
toward him, but he moves away, clumsily, unsteadily,
wanting nothing more to do with me.

“Listen,” he says, sling pressed to the wound,
trying to ebb the flow, but it only makes a much
bigger mess. “l don't know what your deal is, or
what's goina on with vou, Ever, but we’re done here.



You need to walk away—now”

| shake my head. “Let me take you to the
hospital. There’s an emergency room just down the
street—and i—"

| close my eyes, manifesting a plush towel to
hold against the wound until we can get some
professional help. Noticing how pale and unsteady
he’s gone, knowing we’ve no time to waste.

Ignoring his protests, | slide my arm around him
and lead him toward the car | just manifested. That
strange insistent pulse quieted for now, but still
forcing me to glance over my shoulder just in time to
see Roman watching from behind the window, his
eyes shining, face creased with laughter, as he flips
the sign over from

OPEN

to
CLOSED






Chapter Six

“How is he?”

| toss my magazine on the small table beside
me and stand. Careful to address the nurse instead
of Jude, since one quick glance is all it takes to see
that both of his arms are now heavily bandaged, his
aura’s turned red with rage, and if the angry, cruel
look in his narrowed eyes is any indication, he
clearly wants nothing more to do with me.

The nurse stops, her gaze traversing the sixty-
eight inches between my head and my toes.
Scrutinizing me so closely | can’'t help but cringe—
can’t help but wonder just what exactly Jude might've
told her.

“He’s going to make it,” she says, voice sharp,
businesslike, not the least bit friendly. “Cut went all
the way to the bone, even made a groove init, but it
was clean. And if he takes his antibiotics, it'll stay
that way. He'll be in a fair amount of pain, even with
the meds | gave him, but if he takes it easy, gets
plenty of rest, it should be healed in a matter of



weeks.”

Her gaze moves to the door and | follow it. Just
in time to see two uniformed members of Laguna
Beach'’s finest heading right toward me, their eyes
darting between Jude and me, and stopping when
the nurse nods affirmatively.

| freeze, swallowing past the lump in my throat
as | pull my shoulders in, shrinking under the glare of
Jude’s dark, hostile gaze. Knowing | deserve every
last bit of his anger, deserve to be handcuffed and
hauled away—but still—I didn’t think he’d actually do
it. 1didn’t think it would come to this.

“So, anything you want to tell us?” They stand
before me, legs spread wide, hands on hips, eyes
hidden between mirrored lenses, taking me in.

I glance between the nurse, Jude, and the cops,
knowing this is it. This is what it's come to. And
despite all the trouble I'm in, all | can think is: Who
will | pick for my one phone call?

I mean, it's not like | can ask Sabine to wave her
lawyer’s wand and get me out of this one—Tll never
live it down, and it's not like | can explain it to Damen
either. Clearly this is one dilemma | have to deal with
alone....



And I'm just about to clear my throat, just about
to say something, anything, when Jude jumps in and
says, “l already told her"—he nods toward the nurse
—“it was a home repair gone wrong. Didn’'t know my
limits. Guess [l definitely have to hire a handyman
now.” He forces a smile, forces his gaze to meet
mine. And even though | want to smile right back,
nod in agreement, and play along, 'm so shocked by
his words, at his defending me, it's all | can do just to
stand there and gape.

The cops sigh, obviously unhappy about being
called out for nothing, but making one last attempt
when they look at Jude and say, “You sure about
that? You sure there isn’'t more to it? Kind of crazy to
take on a home repair when you're down to one
hand...” Their heads swivel between us, obviously
suspicious but willing to letit go if he is.

‘I don't know what to tell you.” Jude shrugs. “it
may be crazy, but it was purely self-inflicted.”

They frown—at him, at me, at the nurse—and
then they mumble something about if he decides to
change his story and slip a card into his pocket. And
the moment they're gone the nurse clutches her slim
well-aerobicized hips, scowls at me, and says, ‘Il



gave him something for the pain.” Her gaze busy on
mine, clearly not buying a word of Jude’s story,
clearly pegging me as an insanely jealous,
completely crazed, psycho girlfriend who nicked him
in a fit of rage. “It should kick in soon, so | don't want
him driving—not that he can in that condition—" She
nods toward his arms. “And make sure he gets this
prescription filled.” She holds up a small slip of
paper, about to hand it to me, before she thinks
better and yanks it right back. “We want to ward off
any chance of infection, but the best thing he can do
now is to go home and rest. He’'ll probably fall right to
sleep, so | expect you to leave him alone and let him
do just that.” She frowns, her gaze like a challenge.

‘I will,” | say, but 'm so freaked by her scrutiny,
by the police, by Jude’s defending me, the words
come out like a squeak.

Her mouth quirks to the side, obviously reluctant
to leave Jude in my care or to hand the prescription
over, but she has little choice.

| follow Jude outside, over to my manifested
Miata, an exact replica of the one | usually drive.
Feeling awkward, nervous, barely able to look him in
the eve.



“Just pull out here and make a right,” he says,
voice low, groggy, giving no indication of what he’s
truly thinking or just how he might feel about me. And
though his aura appears to be softening, there’s still
a good bit of red clinging to its edges, a fact that
pretty much speaks for itself. “You can drop me at
Main Beach. 'l take it from there.”

“'m not dropping you at Main Beach,” | say,
taking the opportunity to study him as | brake at a
light. And even though it's dark out, there’s no
missing the hollows under his eyes, the sheen of
sweat on his brow, two unmistakable signs that he’s
suffering a great deal of pain—thanks to me.
“Seriously, that's just—ridiculous.” | shake my head.
“Just tell me where you live and | promise to get you
home safely.”

“Safely?”

He laughs, a sort of ironic chuckle that comes
from somewhere down deep, his two messed-up
arms resting on his lap as he says, “Funny, you've
used that word twice in the last five minutes, and to
be honest, I'm feeling pretty much anything but safe
around you.”



I sigh, gazing into a starless night sky, pressing
lightly on the gas and foregoing my usual lead foot
since | don't want to alarm him any more than |
already have. “Listen,” | say. “I'm sorry. Really and
truly—sorry.” Gazing at him for so long, he nods
nervously toward the street.

“Uh, traffic?” He shakes his head. “Or do you
control that too?”

lavert my gaze and try to think of what to say.

“It's up here, on the left. The one with the green
gate. Just pull into the drive and 'm good to go.”

| do as he says, braking just shy of a garage
door that's the exact shade of green as the gate,
immediately killing the engine, which prompts him to
say, “Oh no.” He looks at me. “No need for that. Trust
me, you are not coming in.”

| shrug, reaching across him, wanting to unlock
his door the old-fashioned way instead of the
telekinetic way, noticing how he winces when my
arm veers too close to his.

“Listen,” | say, back in my seat. “| know you're
tired, and | know you probably want to get as far from
me as you possibly can, as quickly as you can, and |
can't say | blame you. | mean, if | were you, I'd feel



the same way. But still, if you could just spare me a
few more seconds of your time, I'd really like a
chance to explain.”

He mumbles under his breath, gazing out the
window for a moment before shifting toward me in a
way that allows for his full, undivided attention.

And knowing | have to move fast, that he’s
prepared to allow me a few seconds and no more, |
say, “Listen, it's like this—I mean, | know it sounds
crazy, and | really can’t go into all the details, but you
have to trust me when | say | had really good reason
to think you were one of them.”

He closes his eyes for a moment, brows
squinched with pain, looking at me when he says, “A
rogue. Yeah. You've made your point, Ever. Made it
abundantly clear, remember?” He glances between
his injured arms and me.

| scrunch my nose and rub my lips together,
knowing this next part probably won't go over any
better, but still forging ahead when | say, “Yeah, well,
you see, the thing is—I thought you were evil.
Seriously. It's the only reason | did what | did. | mean,
| saw your tattoo—and—I have to say it was pretty
convincing—well, except for the fact that it didn’t



flash or blink or anything like that—but still, that,
coupled with the fact that Ava called, and, well, some
other stuff | can’'t exactly get into, but anyway, all of
that made me think that you—" | shake my head,
knowing 'm not getting anywhere with this and
choosing to just drop it, abandon it for something
that's been niggling at me ever since we left the
hospital. “You know, if you're so mad at me, if you
hate me so much, then why'd you help me back
there? Why'd you lie to those cops and take all the
blame? | mean, 'm the one who hurt you, we both
know | did it, heck, even they knew | did it. But still,
you totally blew your big chance to get me cuffed and
hauled away and thrown into the slammer when you
lied on my behalf. And to be honest, | just don’t get
it.”

He shuts his eyes again and tilts his head back,
his pain and fatigue so palpable I'm about to call it
off, about to tell him never mind, just go inside and
get some rest, when he levels those amazing green
eyes right on mine and says, “Listen, Ever, here’s
the thing—as crazy as it sounds, 'm a lot less
interested in why you did it, than howyou did it.”

| look at him. fingers aripping the steering



wheel, unable to speak.

“How you tossed me like a Frisbee across your
backyard—"

| swallow hard, eyes fixed straight ahead, not
saying a word.

“‘And how one moment you were standing
before me, hands empty, no pockets in sight—and
the next thing | know you're wielding a double-edged,
jewel-handled knife—that—by the way—seemed to
disappear just after you attacked me—am I right?”

| take a deep breath and nod. There’s no use
lying now.

“And then there’s the small fact that you started
this car without a key—and | think we both know it's
not that kind of car—that this particular model
definitely requires one. And let’s not forget about the
first day when | found you in the store, despite the
fact that the door was locked, not to mention how
quickly you found The Book of Shadows, which was
also protected by a lock. So, forget all the rest, forget
the apologies and explanations and all of that
nonsense, what's done is done, there’s no going
back. All | want now is for you to explain the how



That's all Fm really interested in.”

I glance at him, swallowing hard, unsure how to
proceed. Attempting a feeble joke when | say, “Okay,
but first, tell me, have those pain meds kicked in
yet?” Chasing it with this horrible laugh that only
succeeds in making him mad.

“Listen, Ever, if you ever decide to get honest,
you know where | live. Otherwise—" He tries to open
the door, tries for the big, bold, dramatic exit, but
with both arms bandaged, it's not as easy as it
seems.

So Ijump from my side to his, appearing beside
him well before he can blink and hoping he doesn’t
view it as a threat to his masculinity when | say,
“‘Here—allow me.”

But he just stays seated, sighing and shaking
his head as he says, “And then of course, there’s
that—"

Our eyes meet and | suck in my breath.

“The way you move as quickly and gracefully as
a jungle cat.”

| stand there, silent and still, unsure what comes
next.

“So, you gonna help me or not?” he asks,



raising a single spliced brow.

I nod, going through the motions of opening his
door and offering my arm for support, sensing how
weakened he is the moment he leans his weight
onto me.

“Can you get the front door too?”

“Of course.” | nod, looking at him. “Just hand
over the keys.”

His eyes graze over me. “Since when do you
need a key?”

| shrug, heading down the narrow, softly lighted
path that leads to his door, taking in an amazing
array of vibrant pink and purple peonies when | say,
“l had no idea you had such a green thumb.”

“l don’'t. Well, not really. Lina planted everything.
| just maintain it. We grow most of the herbs for the
store right here.” He motions toward the door,
obviously tired of this, tired of me, eager to just get
inside and be done with all this.

So | close my eyes, seeing the door open
before me until | hear that unmistakable click and
wave him right in. Then | stand there like an idiot,
performing this ridiculous little half wave, like | just
dropped him off after a really nice picnic. Reluctant



to move even after he shakes his head and motions
me in, requiring a firm, verbal invite before | venture
any farther.

“You gonna attack me again?” His gaze sails
over me, filling me with a wave of nice, languid calm.

“Only if you get out of hand.” | shrug.

“Was that a pun?” He squints, his lips curving
ever so slightly.

I laugh. “Yes, and a really bad one at that.”

He leans against the doorjamb, looking me over
slowly, leisurely, taking a long deep breath before he
says, “Listen, | hate to admit this, especially to you of
all people, since you've pretty much emasculated me
enough for one lifetime, but | might need a little help
getting set up. The meds are kicking in and | wasn’t
much good when | was sober and one-handed, so |
can’'timagine how [l fare now. It'll only take a minute,
two at the most, and then you can get back to
Damen and on with your night.”

| frown, wondering why he just said that.
Switching on the lights and closing the door behind
me as | follow him inside, gazing around the small
cozy space, amazed to find myself inside a real,
authentic Laquna Beach cottage. The kind with old



brick fireplaces and large picture windows. The kind
you don't see in these parts anymore.

“Cool, isn't it?” He nods, reading my face. “it
was built in 1958. Lina picked it up cheap, a long
time ago, before all the money and reality shows
rolled in.”

| head for the sliding glass door that leads to a
nice brick patio that leads to a steep grassy slope, a
set of stairs, and a slightly moonlit ocean beyond.

“She rents it to me cheap, but my dream is to
buy it someday. She says she’ll only sell if | promise
not to turn it into yet another Tuscan-style duplex. As
if.” He laughs.

[ turn away from the window and wander into his
kitchen, flicking on a light and opening a few
cupboards until | find the one containing a set of
drinking glasses. Looking around, searching for a
bottle of water, only to find him standing so close |
can make out each individual fleck in his eyes.

“Isn't it easier to just manifest it?” he says, voice
thick, low, deep.

| gaze at him, not sure what 'm bothered by
more, his intimate proximity, the longing in his tone,



or the way he was able to sneak up on me.

“I—I thought I'd just get it the old-fashioned way
—if that's okay? Guaranteed to taste the same,” |
mumble, the words clumsy on my lips, hoping he’s
too hopped up on pain medication to see just how
much his nearness is affecting me.

He continues to stand there, gaze steady, giving
nothing away. Voice groggy and deep when he says,
“Ever—what are you?”

| freeze, fingers gripping the glass so hard I'm
afraid it might break in my hand. Focusing on the
tiled floor, the small table to the right, the den just
beyond, anywhere but at him. The silence hanging
so thick between us, | only want to break it when |
say, ‘Il can't tell you.”

“So, it's not just the book then, it's—something
else.”

My eyes meet his, immediately recognizing my
blunder, how | basically just admitted I'm not at all
normal when | could’ve just blamed it on magick
instead. But the truth is, he wouldn’t have bought it.
He knew something was up from the first day we
met, long before he ever lent me that book.

“Why didn’t you tell me The Book of Shadows



was written in code?” | say, eyes narrowed, putting
him back on the defensive again.

‘I did.” He breaks the gaze and moves away,
annoyance stamped on his face.

“No, you told me it was written in the Theban
code and that it had to be intuited to be understood.
But what you failed to mention is that it's actually
protected by a code—a code that has to be cracked
in order to see what's fruly inside. So what gives?
Why didn’t you tell me about that? It's a pretty major
detail to leave out, don't you think?”

He leans against the tiled counter, shaking his
head when he says, “Excuse me, but am | under
suspicion again? Because, correct me if 'm wrong,
but | was under the impression that when you sliced
me open, you pretty much determined | was one of
the good guys.”

| fold my arms and squint. “No, | determined
you're not a rogue. | never said you were good.” He
looks at me, striving for patience, but I'm far from
done yet. “You also failed to mention how you got the
book—how it ended up in your hands.”

He shrugs, gaze fixed, voice steady, measured,
when he says, “l told you—I got it from a friend, a few



years back.”

“And does this friend have a name—like maybe
Roman, perhaps?”

He laughs, though it comes out more like a
grunt. His annoyance ringing loud and clear when he
says, “Oh, | see, you're still convinced I'm part of his
tribe. Well, excuse me for saying so, Ever, but |
thought we were through with all that?”

| fold my arms across my chest, allowing the
glass to dangle from my fingers. “Listen, Jude, I'd
like to trust you, really | would. But the other night
when—" | pause, realizing | can’t really continue that
thread. “Well, anyway, Roman said something about
the book once belonging to him, and | really need to
know if that’s where you got it—if he somehow sold it
to you?”

He reaches toward me, the few fingers that still
actually work snatching the glass right out of my
grasp. “My only connection to Roman is through you.
I don’t know what else to tell you, Ever.”

| squint, scrutinizing his aura, his energy, his
body language, adding it all up as he heads for the
sink, and coming to the conclusion that he really is
tellina the truth. not hiding a thina.



“Tap?” | ask, seeing him glance over his
shoulder at me. “l's been a while since | saw
someone do that. Not since |left Oregon.”

“I'm a simple guy, what can | say?” He takes a
hearty swig, draining it completely before turning to
fill it again.

“So seriously, you didn’t know about the book?”
| follow behind, watching as he heads for an old
brown couch where he promptly plops himself down.

“To be honest, pretty much everything you've
said since | ran into you has been a mystery. None of
it makes any sense. Normally, I'd just give you the
benefit of the doubt and blame the meds, but | seem
to remember you talking crazy long before it resulted
in that.”

| frown, dropping onto the chair just opposite
him and propping my feet up on an elaborately
carved antique door he uses as a coffee table. “I'm
—I wish | could explain it—I feel like | owe you that
much. But | can’t. It's—it’s too complicated. Stuff that
involves—"

“Roman and Damen?”

I squint, wondering why he just said that.



“Just a guess.” He shrugs. “But from the look on
your face, a successful one.”

| press my lips together and gaze around the
room, taking in tall stacks of books, an old stereo,
some interesting art, but no TV. Neither confirming
nor denying his statement when | say, “| have these
powers. Stuff that goes way beyond the psychic stuff
you already know about. | can make things move—"

“Telekinesis.” He nods, eyes closed now.

“l can make things appear.”

“Manifestation—but in your case—instant.” He
opens one eye to peer at me. “Which makes me
wonder—why the book? You've got the world at your
feet. You're beautiful, smart, blessed with all kinds of
powers at your disposal, and I'm betting your
boyfriend’s hiding some gifts of his own...”

| look at him. That's the third time he’s
mentioned him, and it bugs me just as much as it did
the first time around. “What's your deal with
Damen?” | ask, wondering if he’s on to us, if he
somehow senses something about the long and
convoluted past the three of us share.

He shifts, swinging his legs up onto the
cushions and propping his head against a pillow.



“What can | say? | don't like him. There’s just—
something about him. Can't really put my finger on
it.” Turning his head to look at me when he adds,
“That wasnt a pun, and you did ask. And if there’s
anything else you wanna know, now’'s your chance.
These meds are kicking in big time, starting an
unbelievable buzz, so you might want to catch me
before | fade out, while 'm still able and willing to talk
fast and loose.”

| shake my head, having already gotten all the
answers | needed when | nicked him on the sidewalk
a few hours before. But now, maybe it's time | share
a few truths of my own—or at least lead him toward
the truth and see if he drinks.

“You know, there’s a reason why you and
Damen don't care for each other—" | venture, biting
down on my lip, not yet decided just how far I'll take
it.

“‘Ah—so it's mutual.” His gaze meets mine,
holding it for so long, I'm the first to break away.
Studying the threadworn rug at my feet, the scarred
wood table before me, the large citrine geode
propped up in the corner, wondering why on earth |
started this, and just about to speak when he says,



“No worries.” He struggles to kick the blanket over
his feet but doesn't quite make it. “No need to
explain, no need to—worry. It's just your everyday,
garden-variety guy thing. You know, the kind of
primal competition that takes place whenever there’s
one absolutely amazing girl and two guys who
desperately want her. And since only one of us can
win—excuse me—since only one of us has won—/l
just wander back to my cave, bang my club against
the wall a few times, and lick my wounds where no
one can see.” He closes his eyes, voice lowered
when he adds, “Trust me, Ever, | know when to cry
uncle. | know when to bow out, so don’t you worry.
There’s a reason 'm named after the patron saint of
lost causes—I've done it many times before, and...
l...”

His words fade as his chin sinks to his chest, so
| get up from my chair and move toward him,
grabbing the plush, tangled throw at his feet and
carefully arranging it so it covers him completely.
“Get some sleep,” | whisper. “T'll fill your prescription
tomorrow, so no worries there. You just stay here
and rest.” Knowing he’s drifting off, moving on to
some other place. but wanting to assure him



nonetheless.

Tucking the blanket under his feet when he
says, “Hey, Ever—you never answered—about the
book. Why'd you want that book when you already
have everything you could ever possibly want?”

| freeze, gazing upon the guy I've known for so
many centuries, so many lives, who’s managed to
show up yet again. Knowing there must be a reason,
that from everything I've seen and experienced so
far, the universe isn’t nearly as random as it seems.
But the thing is, | don't know the reason. In fact, |
don’t know much of anything anymore. All | know is
they couldn't be more different. Jude’s calming
presence is the exact opposite of Damen’s sultry
mix of tingle and heat. Like the yang to his yin.
Opposites to the purest degree.

| finish tucking him in, waiting until he’s drifted
off again before | head for the door, saying,
“Because | don't have everything | want. Not even
close.”






Chapter Seven

“| knewthere was something up with you guys all
along. Especially you.” She points at Damen. “Sorry,
but no one’s that perfect.”

Damen smiles, opening the door wide and
motioning us inside, his deep dark gaze holding
mine like a lover’'s embrace, showering me with a
deluge of telepathic red tulips meant to provide the
courage and strength 'm obviously gonna need.

“And just so you know, | saw that,” Haven says,
heavily ringed fingers clutching her leather-clad hips,
eyes darting between us, before shaking her head
and charging into the foyer.

Damen looks at me, brows raised, but | just
shrug. Haven's gifts are only just starting to surface.
Mind reading is just the beginning.

“Wow, | can’t believe you live like this!” She
twirls around and around as she takes it all in—the
elaborate chandelier hanging from the tall, domed
ceiling, the plush Persian rug at her feet—two
priceless antiques dating back several centuries that



were almost lost for good when Damen went through
what | now refer to as his “monk phase”—back when
he was sure his extravagant, vain, narcissistic past
was directly to blame for all the troubles we face.
Determined to rid himself of all worldly goods, until
the twins came to stay and the for

SALE

sign came down, wanting to provide them with
all the extra comforts and space that he could. “You
could throw the most anesome parties just right here
in the entry!” She laughs. “Is this part of being
immortal? Living in fancy digs like this? Because if
S0, sign me up!”

“Damen’s been at it awhile—" | say, unsure how
to explain his multimillion-dollar manse, since I've yet
to get to the part about the ancient art of instant
manifestation, along with picking all the right ponies
at the track—and not sure that | will.

“Well, how long has Roman been at it, cuz his
place is nice and all, but it's nothing like this.”

Damen and | look at each other, unable to
communicate with our usual telepathy now that we
know she can hear, but still mutually deciding to



ignore the question. Determined to keep the details
as vague as we can, for as long as we can. Delaying
the inevitable day when she discovers the real truth
behind all of this, not to mention what really
happened to her good friend Drina.

We follow her through the kitchen and into the
den, only to find the twins plopped on either end of
the couch. Each of them reading their very own copy
of the same book, with Rayne munching on a bar of
chocolate, while Romy dips into a big, buttery bowl
of popcorn.

“So, are you guys immortal too?” she asks,
causing Romy and Rayne to look up, Rayne with her
usual scowl, while Romy just shakes her head and
returns to where she left off.

“No, theyre—um—" | glance at Damen, eyes
pleading for help. Having no idea how to explain the
fact that while they’re not technically immortal, they
have been hanging out in an alternate dimension for
the last three hundred years, and now, thanks to me,
can't seem to return.

“They're family.” Damen nods, shooting me a
look that tells me to just play along and follow his
lead.



Haven stands in the middle of the room, brow
raised, face squinched, obviously not buying a word
of it. “So, you're trying to tell me you've kept in touch
with your family for—” She narrows her gaze, looking
him over, trying to determine just how old he is, then
shrugging in defeat when she says, “Anyway, that
must make for some very interesting reunions, to
say the least.”

I glance at Damen, seeing he’s fully prepared to
let that one go, but still hoping to save it, | jump in
and say, “What he means is, they're like family.
They're—"

“Oh, please!” Rayne tosses her book onto the
table and glares, at me, at Haven, but not Damen, of
course. “We're not family, and we’re not immortal,
okay? We’re witches. Refugees from the Salem
Witch Trials. And don’t ask any more questions
because we won't answer them. That's more than
you need to know anyway.”

Haven looks at us, eyes wider than | ever
would’ve thought possible, gawping at all four of us
freaks as she says, “Jeez. | mean, can this get any
weirder?”

I shrug, exchanging a look with Rayne, making it



clear she should’ve kept that one under wraps, and
watching as Haven settles onto an overstuffed chair,
eagerly glancing between us as though anticipating
some kind of confidential password reveal, a grand
indoctrination, a secret initiation of some sort, and
not even trying to hide her disappointment when
Damen heads into the kitchen, only to emerge a
moment later with a small box full of elixir he promptly
hands to her.

She peers into the box, tapping the lid of each
bottle with the tip of her black-painted nail, gazing at
us in confusion when she says, “That's it? Seven?
Only a one-week supply? | mean, you're not serious,
are you? How am | supposed to survive on just this?
You trying to kill me before | even have a chance to
get started?”

“Duh, youre immortal—theycant kill you.”
Rayne shakes her head and rolls her eyes.

“Duh, yes they can. That's why Ever makes me
wear this.” Haven snakes her amulet out from under
her black lace top and waves it in front of Rayne’s
face.

But Rayne just groans, crossing her skinny, pale
arms across her sunken chest when she savs.



“Please, | know all about that. Take it off, get a punch
to the wrong chakra and you're toast. Leave it on
and you live happily ever after and after and after. It's
not rocket science, you know.”

“Jeez, is she always this grouchy?” Haven asks,
laughing and shaking her head.

And just as | start to say yes, glad to have an ally
for a change if nothing else, | watch as she gets up
from her chair and plops down beside Rayne,
mussing her hair and tickling her feet in a way that
makes them instant best friends. And just like that,
I'm back to being the outcast again.

“You don’t need to drink it every day,” Damen
says, determined to get this back on track. “In fact,
you could last the next hundred and fifty years without
so much as a single sip, perhaps even longer, who
knows?”

“Well, if that's the case, then why do you sip it
like your life depends on it?” Haven asks, removing
Rayne’s feet from her lap as she takes us bothin.

Damen shrugs. “l guess because it kind of does
at this point. I've been around awhile, you know. A
long while.”



“How long?” Haven leans forward, pushing her
platinum-streaked bangs off her face and gazing at
him with two heavily made-up eyes.

“Long. Anyway—the point is—"

“Wait—you're joking, right? | mean, you're
seriously not gonna tell me your real age? What are
you—Tlike one of those thirty-somethings who pile up
the twenty-ninth birthdays well into their eighties? |
mean, sorry, Damen, but how vain are you?” She
laughs and shakes her head. “Trust me, when I'm
old, | plan to shout it from the rooftops. | can’t wait 'til
'm a porcelain-skinned one hundred and eighty-
two.”

“It's not vanity, it s—practicality,” Damen snaps,
and when | look at him, | realize he’s flustered, but
probably only because it /s a little bit vanity, he just
doesn’'t want to admit it. As much as he’s tried to rid
himself of all the fancy clothes, hair-grooming
products, and handmade lItalian leather boots, a hint
of vanity remains. “Besides, you cant flaunt it, you
cant tell anyone. | thought you and Ever talked about
that?”

“‘We did,” Haven and | both say, our voices
blending as one.



“So, there should be no question. You just stick
to your normal cupcake-eating routine, keeping your
behavior as normal as possible, careful not to draw
any—"

“‘Unnecessary attention to myself.” Haven
shakes her head and rolls her eyes in the most
exaggerated way. “Trust me, Ever gave me the
whole lowdown, warned me of the dark side, the
monster under the bed, the one in the closet, not to
mention the boogeyman who lives under the stairs,
and | hate to break it to you, but 'm not really
interested in any of that. I've been ordinary my whole
entire life. Ignored, overlooked, practically blending
into the walls and treated like | was invisible no
matter how crazy | tried to act and dress, and I'm
telling you, that kind of anonymity is overrated. I'm
totally and completely over it. So if now's my chance
to really kick it—to really stand out and be seen for a
change—well, 'm not about to hold back. I plan to
embrace it with all that I've got! So, with that in mind,
I'm thinking you can do a little better than this.” She
taps the side of the box. “Come on, humor me, hand
over the juice so | can give everyone the shock of a
lifetime when we start senior year.”



Damen looks at me, alarmed, speechless—
shooting me a look that says: She’s your creation—
your Frankenstein—do something!

So | clear my throat and turn to her, legs
crossed, hands clasped, rearranging my face into a
pleasant expression despite the fact that I'm every
bit as freaked as he is. “Haven—please,” | say,
careful to keep my voice steady and low. “We talked
about this—we—"

But not getting very far before she cuts in. “You
drink it all the time—so why can’t I?” She drums her
fingers against the box and narrows her gaze.

| pause, unsure how to explain that the juice
enhances my powers, powers | prefer she not have,
fumbling around for just the right words when | say,
“While it may appear that way, the thing is—I don’t
really need it—not like Damen does anyway. | just
sort of drink it because—well—because I'm used to
it. And even though it doesn'’t taste all that great—I
kind of like it. But trust me, it's really not necessary to
drink it every day—not even every week—or every
year, for that matter. Like Damen said, you can go a
hundred years, maybe two hundred, without a single
sip.” | nod. hoping she’ll buy it, not wanting her to



know about the surge in power and speed and
magical abilities that regular consumption can bring.
That would only make her want it more.

“Fine.” She nods. “Guess [l just have to get it
from Roman, then. 'm sure he’d be happy to give it
to me.”

| swallow hard, not saying a word, well aware
that she’s challenging me. Watching as Luna jumps
onto her lap and Haven starts to pet her.

“Hey there, kitty—weren’t you supposed to be
mine? Is that why you're here now? Because you
sense your true owner?” She lifts her up high and
nuzzles her chin, laughing when Romy jumps up from
her end of the couch and snatches her away. “Relax.”
Haven laughs. “It's not like 'm gonna steal her or
anything.”

“You can't steal her.” Romy glares, lifting Luna
onto her shoulder, her favorite place to perch. “You
can't own her either. Pets aren’t possessions, they're
not accessories you discard when you decide you
no longer want them. They're living creatures that
share our lives.” She looks at her sister, signaling for
her to follow as she storms out of the room.



“Jeez—testy!” Haven glances over her shoulder,
watching them leave.

But 'm not about to let her brush that off, she’s
the one who put it out there, now I'm just following up.
“Speaking of—how is Roman?” | ask, trying to come
off as conversational, only vaguely interested, hoping
no one else noticed the way my voice just trembled
when his name left my lips.

She shrugs, sensing exactly where 'm going
with this when she says, “Fine. He’s just fine, thanks
for asking. But 've got nothing to report. Or at least
nothing that would interest you.” She glances
between Damen and me, her lips curling up at the
corners as though it's all a big joke, a game she
hasn't fuly committed to playing, despite the
assurance she gave. Switching her focus to her nails
when she says, “Jeez, do your nails grow this fast
too? I mean, | just cut them this morning and check it
out, they're already long again!” She holds her hands
up so we can see. “And my hair—I| swear my bangs
have grown a full half inch in just a few days!”

Damen and | exchange a quick glance, both of
us thinking the same thing: All of this on just one
bottle of elixir? And knowing I've no choice but to tell



her, and hoping | can pull it off convincingly, | say,
“Listen—about Roman—"

She drops her hands in her lap, cradling the box
as she looks at me.

‘'ve been thinking—" | pause, aware of
Damen'’s gaze, deep, intense, boring right into mine,
wondering where I'm headed with this, since |
certainly haven’t discussed it with him. But the truth
is, it's a conclusion I've only just come to myself—a
result of all the creepy things that have happened in
the past twenty-four hours. “I think you need to avoid
him at all costs,” | say, eyeing her carefully.
“Seriously. If it's money you need, | can totally float
you until you find another job, but | don't think you
should be working there. It's not—safe. And even
though | know you don’t believe me, even though you
think I've got it all wrong, the thing is, | don’t. Damen
was there too, he can tell you.” | glance at Damen,
seeing him nod in agreement, but Haven remains
unaffected, her face so placid it's like she hasn’t
even heard. “l can't express it enough,” | urge.
“Seriously. He’'s dangerous. A complete and total
menace. Not to mention he’s—" Evil and awful, and
devastatingly, alluringly irresistible—his voice in



my head, his face in my dreams—always there,
ever-present—and no matter how hard | try, | cant
seem to shake him—cant stop thinking about him
—cant stop wanting him—cant stop dreaming
about him—*And—um—anyway, I'd hate to see you
get hurt.” | swallow hard, my body so ramped up with
just the thought of him, with that strange, foreign
pulse stirring inside me, | come this close to blowing
my cover.

But when she looks at me, her brow lifted as
though she heard the words in my head, sees what |
really am up to, | panic. Privately and quietly panic.
Until | remember that my shield is in place. And no
matter how powerful she may be, if Damen couldn’t
hear me, then neither could she.

“Listen, Ever, it's been covered, and now you're
just being redundant. | heard you the first time, just
like I heard you this time. And if you'll remember, we
agreed to disagree. Besides, how you gonna get
what you want if | don’t cozy up to him?” She glances
between us, eyes narrowed, catlike. “Trust me,
Roman’s hardly a threat, at least not to me. He’s so
incredibly sweet, and kind, and loving—he’s nothing
at all like vou think. So if vou two want to be



together"—she wags her finger between Damen and
me—"then you'll probably want to stay on my good
side. As far as | can tell, 'm pretty much your only
shot at this point—no?”

Damen steps forward, his eyes sparking, angry,
voice low and menacing when he says, “I's a
dangerous game that you're playing. And while |
realize you're excited about your prospects, thrilled
with this new power that's raging inside you, it's all
too easy to get in over your head. | know, because |
was once like you. In fact, | was the first. And even
though it was a very long time ago, | remember it like
yesterday. | also remember the long list of mistakes |
made, the regrets | accumulated when | let my
hunger for power override my common sense and
human decency. Don't be like me, Haven. Don’t
make that mistake. And don’t you even consider
threatening either Ever or me in any way. We have
plenty of options, plenty of means, and we don't
need you to—"

“Enough already!” Haven shakes her head as
her eyes dart between us. “I'm sick of you both
talking down to me all the time. Did you ever stop to



think that maybe | can teach you guys a thing or two
about how to use all this power?” She rolls her eyes
and scowls, answering her own question when she
says, “Of course not! It's just, ‘Do this, Haven, do
that, Haven, we'e rationing your elixir because we
dont frust you, Haven. | mean, come on. If you
refuse to trust me, then why am | supposed to trust
you?”

“I's not you we don't trust,” | say, eager to
defuse this, calm things down before it gets any
more heated. “I's Roman. | know you don’t want to
see it, but he’s using you. You're just a pawn in this
twisted little game that he plays. He sees all your
weaknesses and he’s using them to pull your strings
like a puppet.”

“And what weaknesses are those?” She drums
her fingers against the box and presses her lips into
a thin, grim line.

But before this can go any further, escalate into
something we’ll all surely regret, Damen holds up a
hand and jumps in. “We’re not trying to pick a fight
with you, Haven. We're trying to protect you. It's for
your own good.”

“Because | need protecting? Because I'm too



dumb to figure stuff out for myself?” Her gaze darts
between us, and when Damen sighs in frustration,
her eyes grow cold. Then she nods, grips the box
tighter, and stands. “I wish | could believe you, but the
thing is, | just can’t. Because you're the one holding
something back, Ever—I| canfeel it. And even
though | have no idea what it is, one thing’s
pathetically clear—you're jealous.” Her lip curls when
she adds, “Yep, believe it or not, perfect Ever Bloom
is jealous of me—little Haven Turner.” She shakes
her head. “How’s that for a change of events?”

| stiffen but continue to stand there, not saying a
word.

“You're used to being top dog around here. The
smartest, the prettiest, the most perfect at
everything, with the most perfect, smartest, sexiest
boyfriend.” She smiles at Damen, then shrugs and
laughs when he fails to return her smile. “And now
that 'm immortal like you, it's just a matter of time
until | catch up—until 'm perfect too. And the fact is,
you can't stand it. Can’t stand the thought of it. But
the funny part, the ironic part is, in the end, you have
only yourself to blame, since you're the one who
made me this way. And even though you claim you'd



make the same decision all over again, | can’'t help
but think you liked me better before. Back when |
was a pathetic, little, attention-starved wannabe—the
loser who ate too many cupcakes and made up stuff
at anonymous meetings.” She shrugs, shoulders
rising and falling with such confidence, such
arrogance, it's clear she’s no longer that girl. “Don’t
bother denying it, | know those are the weaknesses
you were referring to. It's pretty obvious how superior
you've always felt to Miles and me. Like you were
deigning to hang with us until something better came
your way—"

“That’s not true—you’re my best friends—my—"

“Please.” She rolls her eyes, clucking her
tongue against her cheek in the same way Roman
does. “Spare me your heartfelt declarations. The
moment the ltalian stallion came along”—she nods
at Damen—"we pretty much only saw you at lunch,
and sometimes not even then, since the perfect little
couple was too busy with their perfect little lives, and
their perfect little love, to hang with such unperfect
dorks like us. We were just the losers you kept on
standby—just in case you might need us someday.
But now it looks like vou're in for a lona and lonely



summer cuz Miles is headed for Florence, and |
made some new friends who aren't the slightest bit
intimidated by the new me.”

“Haven—this is crazy! How can you even say
these things?” | ask, as my eyes rake over her,
taking her in. Even though she’s just as teeny as
ever, even though she hasn't grown even the
slightest bit, it's like her diminutive stature is
somehow more pronounced—more toned, more
sinewy, like she’s a tiny black panther in black
leather leggings, lacy black shirt, and tall spiky black
boots. And though she’s gotten mad at me before,
this time is different—she’s different. Now she’s
dangerous, and knows it, and likes it that way.

“How can | say it?” she mocks, eyes narrowed
into slits. “Because it’s frue, that's how.” She dumps
the box into Damen’s arms, assuming he’ll catch it
as she heads for the door, glancing over her
shoulder to say, “You can keep your elixir. 've got my
own source. And trust me, he’ll be more than happy
to teach me all the things that you won't.”






Chapter Eight

Damen turns toward me, the word frouble
coursing from his mind to mine.

But | just stand there, so stunned | have no idea
where to take it from here.

‘I knew she’d be a problem.” He shakes his
head and drops onto the couch. “She’s too fragile,
too volatile, she won't be able to handle any of this.
She’ll be consumed with power before long, just
wait.”

“Wait?” | perch on the armrest beside him. “Are
you serious? Wait for what? You think it's actually
gonna get worse than what we just saw?”

He nods, making a great effort to withhold the /
fold you so gaze. But it’s not like it matters. We both
know I'm the one responsible for this mess.

| sigh, sliding off the armrest and toppling onto
him. Knowing | have to do something—take control
of this situation before it gets any worse—but having
no idea what that something is. Every decision I've
made up to this point has only made everything



worse. And I'm just so tired—so drained—all | want
to do is take a nice long peaceful nap where Roman
can’t enter my dreams.

Roman.

The name reverberating from my mind to his,
and when he looks at me, | know it’s too late—I know
that he sensed it.

“Why'd you change your mind?” He studies me
closely, seeking the truth behind the look in my eyes,
the words on my tongue. “Why’d you tell her to avoid
him?”

“Because you were right,” | mumble, hating the
lie 'm about to tell. “It was a selfish thing to do—to
put her in that kind of danger just so we could benefit
—" | shake my head, allowing my hair to fall onto my
face in a way that obscures it.

Because the truth is, 'm worried | didn’t do it for
her.

'm worried | tried to keep her from Roman, so
there’d be more room for me.

| remain like that, face hidden as | struggle to
pull myself together, summon up some small
glimmer of the old me. Finally lifing my head only to
find his brow creased with worry, as his hand



squeezes my knee.

“Hey, take it easy,” he says, voice soft and low.
“Don’'t be so hard on yourself. So, we've entered a
bit of a glitch, we’ll get through it. We still have each
other, right? That's all that matters in the big scheme
of things. As for everything else—we’ll find a way—I
promise we will.”

“Do we?” | look at him, my eyes going wide
when | realize what | just said, having meant to say
will ve—meant to question the part about finding a
way and not the part about us having each other.

He looks at me, clearly disturbed by my words.
“| thought that was a given. Am |wrong?”

| swallow hard and reach for his hand, watching
as the slim veil of energy dances between his palm
and mine, holding back the words until | can trust my
voice again. “You're not wrong,” | whisper. “You're
the best thing in my life—the only thing that truly
matters.” Repeating the words that | know for sure to
be true, just wishing | could feel them in the same
way that | used to.

But Damen’s not buying it, he knows me too
well—having witnessed a million different mood
swinas. a qgazllion different voice inflections and



avoidance techniques over the last four hundred
years—and that's just counting mine.

“Ever, is something wrong? You've been acting
strange ever since—"

| look at him, my voice sharp, edgy, cutting in
when | say, “Ever since | made you drink the elixir
that turned our touch lethal?”

He shakes his head.

“Ever since | turned Haven into an immortal?”

He shakes his head again, this time pressing
his finger to my lips, quieting me when he says, ‘I
wasn’t referring to any of those things. You made the
best decisions you could under the circumstances
you found yourself in. 've no right to fault you for that.
What | was going to say is you've been acting
strange ever since you started delving into magick.
You seem preoccupied, distracted, like you're never
fully present anymore. And 'm worried about you,
wondering if you've gotten in over your head, and if
so, how I might help.”

I look into his eyes, and there’s so much hope
and tenderness there that | can’'t bring myself to
confess what I've been feeling for Roman. The



thought alone is too gruesome. “l admit, | got into a
little bind. And while I'd rather not go into all the
details, it's better now. Romy and Rayne showed me
how to undo it, and it's all—good. You just have to
trust me.”

He looks at me, his concern deepening, but still
he just nods and says, “If you tell me to trust you, then
I'l trust you. But let me know if there’s anything | can
do.”

| reach toward him—my boyfriend—my soul
mate—my partner for life. Knowing this is how it's
meant to be—that everything 'm going through now
is just a rude interruption—a technical difficulty—a
brief blip on the screen of our infinite lives. Aware of
that horrible insistent hum, thrumming in the
background, threatening to take over again, | look
him right in the eyes and say, “What do you say we
getout of here?”

He looks at me, face softening, eyes lightening,
always game for a good adventure. “Any place in
particular?” he asks, having no idea what | have in
mind but clearly complicit in his gaze.

I nod, squeezing his hand and quietly urging him
to close his eyes, as | whisper, “Follow me.”






Chapter Nine

The second we land, the two of us toppling side
by side on the grass, | feel better. Like a million,
trillion, gazillion times better. Jumping to my feet and
skipping through the field, freed from that horrible
trespassing energy—that strange foreign pulse and
the thoughts of Roman it brings. All of it reduced to
nothing more than a vague and distant memory, as
the buoyant grass springs under my feet, and the
perfumed flowers shiver beneath the tips of my
fingers. Glancing over my shoulder, beckoning for
Damen to join me, as a genuine grin lights up my
face for the first time in days.

| am regenerated, renewed, able to begin all
over again.

He comes toward me, stopping just shy of my
reach as he closes his eyes and instantly transforms
the vast fragrant fields of Summerland into an exact
replica of the Chateau de Versailles. Placing us in
the middle of a hall so grand and opulent it takes my
breath away.



The floors are made of the smoothest polished
parquet, while the cream-colored walls gleam with a
liberal use of gold leaf. And the ceilings—those
insanely high, elaborately frescoed ceilings—are
punctuated by a succession of glistening
chandeliers, their finely cut crystals shining and
glinting from the flames of burning candles, filling the
room with a kaleidoscope of soft, glowing light. And
just when | think it can’t possibly get any better, the
majestic sounds of a symphony begin and Damen
bows before me and offers his hand.

| lower my gaze, bending into a brisk curtsey,
taking the opportunity to glance down at my dress—
its bodice tight and low, spilling into soft loose folds
of the shiniest blue silk that swirls all the way to the
floor. Lifting my gaze to find him retrieving a slim
velvet box from his coat, and gasping in excitement
when he opens it to reveal an exquisite sapphire-
and-diamond-encrusted necklace he clasps around
my neck.

| turn, glancing into the long line of mirrors that
punctuate each side of the hall, gazing upon the two
of us together, he in his breeches, blazer, and boots,
me in my opulent finery, hair twisted and curled into



the world’s most complicated updo—and | know
exactly what he’s doing—exactly what he’'s up to—
he's giving me the happily ever after Drina stole from
me.

| gaze around the ballroom in awe, hardly
believing | could’ve had this, could’'ve been part of
this world—his world. if my Cinderella ending hadn’t
been ripped right out from under me, robbing me of
my chance to even try the glass slipper.

if d only been allowed to live, he would’ve given
me the elixir and instantly transformed me from the
lowly French servant named Evaline into this—this
radiant being staring back from the mirror. And a
hundred and some-odd years later, we could’ve
danced here together, shared this beautiful night,
dressed in our finest and glinting with jewels, right
alongside Marie Antoinette and Louis XVI.

But that didn’'t happen. Instead, Drina killed me,
forcing Damen and me to continue our search for
each other, again and again.

| gaze at him, blinking back the tears as | place
my hand on his shoulder and he cups his arm snugly
around my waist, twirling me across the dance floor,
our feet moving expertly, my skirts swirling in a



dizzying haze of blue. So overcome by the beauty
he's created, replicated just for me, | press tightly
against him, lips at his ear when | ask if there are any
more rooms to see.

And before | know it, 'm whisked down a
confusing maze of halls, to the finest, grandest
bedroom I've ever seen.

“‘Now, granted”—he smiles, pausing in the
doorway as | try not to gawk as | take it all in—"this
isn’'t the Royal Bed Chamber—Marie Antoinette and
| were never that close. Though this is an exact
replica of the room that | stayed in on my numerous
visits—so tell me, what do you think?”

| make my way across the large woven rug,
taking in the silk-covered chairs, the abundance of
candles, the liberal use of crystal and gold, making a
running leap onto the plush, richly draped, canopied
bed and patting the space just beside me as though
I don’t have a care in the world.

Because I don't.

'm in Summerland now.

Roman can’'t reach me.

“So, what do you think?” He leans over me,
gaze sweeping my face.



| reach up, fingers tracing his high cheekbones,
the sharp line of his jaw, when | say, “What do |
think?” | shake my head and laugh, the sound light,
joyous, the way it used to be. “I think you're the most
amazing boyfriend in the whole entire world. No, |
take that back—"

He looks at me, feigned apprehension in his
gaze.

“l think you're the most amazing boyfriend on the
planet—in the universe!” | smile. “Seriously, who
else gets a date like this?”

“Are you sure you like it?” he asks, real concern
moving in.

I lift my arms, encircling them around his neck
as | pull him down to me. Aware of the energy veil
that hovers between his lips and mine—allowing for
what I'm starting to think of as our now-standard,
almost kiss. But still happy to take what | can get.

“These were such heady times,” he says, pulling
away and propping his head on his hand to better
see me. ‘| just wanted you to experience it, get a
taste for what it was like, what / was like. 'm so sorry
you missed it, Ever, we would’ve had such fun. You



would’'ve been the belle of the ball—the most
beautiful one”—he  squints—‘no—on second
thought, Marie might not have liked that.” He shakes
his head and laughs.

“Why?” My fingers play at the ruffles covering
the front of his shirt, sneaking their way between the
buttons to the expanse of warm chest beneath. “Did
she have designs on you—as they say? And was
this before or after Count Fersen split the scene?”

He laughs. “Before, during, and after. It was
definitely the place to be—or at least for a while
anyway.” He shakes his head. “And no, for your
information, we were merely good friends, she had
no designs on me, or none that | noticed at least. |
was thinking more in terms of how some beautiful
women aren’t always so pleased when another one
enters the scene.”

I look at him, taking in the elegant planes of his
face, the lock of glossy dark hair that falls over his
eye, thinking how gallant he looks, how noble he is,
how this look really suits him, really says who he is,
far more than the faded jeans and black motorcycle
boots ever did.

“So what'd Marie Antoinette think of Drina,



then?” | ask, remembering her in all of her creamy-
skinned, emerald-eyed, redheaded glory—a beauty
so great it robbed me of breath. Realizing just after
it's out that 'm actually having a conversation about
Damen’s evil ex-wife and not feeling even the
slightest twinge of my usual jealousy. And it's not just
because of the magick of Summerland, but because
[ really, truly am at peace with it now.

Though, unfortunately, Damen’s not aware of my
new outlook, which probably explains why his brow’s
gone all slanted and his mouth grim. Wondering if
I'm really going to start this up again, after he’s gone
to all the trouble to make this for me.

But | just smile, inviting him to look inside my
mind and see for himself. | asked only because | was
curious, nothing more. There’s not a hint of jealousy
to be found.

“Drina and Marie didn’t quite care for each
other,” he says, visibly relieved with my change of
heart. “ mostly came calling on my own.”

I'look at him, imagining all of the beautiful single
women who must've just swooned the second he
walked in the room with no partner beside him—and
aqgain, just like before, | feel nothing.



Everyone has a past. Even, it seems, me. The
only thing that really matters is that he loves me. Has
always loved me. Spent the last four hundred years
searching for me. And | think | finally get just how big
a deal that really is.

“Let’s stay here forever,” | whisper, pulling him to
me and covering his face with my kiss. “We’ll just
take up residence in this amazing place, and when
we get tired of it—if we get tired of it—we’ll just
manifest somewhere else to live.”

“We can do that at home, you know.” He looks
at me, gaze tender and deep, hand buried in my
hair, smoothing the strands. “We can /ive anywhere
we want—have anything we want—go anywhere we
want—just as soon as we graduate high school and
move away from Sabine.” He laughs.

And even though | smile and laugh along with
him, | know better.

| can’t really have this at home.

Not after the spell that | wove.

And until | can find a way to break it, this is the
one and only place | can be like this, feel like this.
The magick will dissolve the second | make my way
back throuah the portal.



“But in the meantime, there’s really no reason to
hurry back—is there?” He grins, tipping my chin 'til
my lips meet his.

He presses against me, his body covering
mine, the almost feel of his hands on my skin filling
me with tingle and heat. The two of us surrendering
to the moment, surrendering to the limits we’ve no
choice but to accept. My lips at his ear as | murmur,
“No reason | can think of. No reason at all.”






Chapter Ten

“Ever—Ever, wake up! We have to be getting
back soon.”

| roll onto my back and stretch, extending my
arms up high over my head, while arching my back
and flexing my toes, moving slowly, leisurely, infused
with such languid warmth I'm tempted to just roll over
again.

“Seriously.” Damen laughs, his lips at my ear,
nipping the lobe in that way that makes me giggle.
“We’ve already discussed this, we both agreed we’d
return eventually.”

| lift one droopy lid, then the other, met by an
overload of silk, gilt, and the ruffles from Damen’s
shirt tickling the tip of my nose—I/m still in
Versailles?

“How long did | sleep?” | stifle a yawn but not
very successfully, seeing Damen hovering over me,
an amused look on his face.

“There’s no time in Summerland.” He smiles.
“And trust me, I'll try not to take it personally that you



nodded off.”

| stiffen, wide awake now and gaping. “Wait—
you mean | fell asleep while you—while we—" |
shake my head, cheeks heating to a thousand
degrees. Hardly believing | actually fell asleep
—while vwe vere kissing.

He nods, luckily looking more amused than
mad. But still | hide my face with my hands, horrified
by even the thought of it.

“That is so embarrassing. Seriously, 'm so—" |
shake my head and cringe. Needing no further
testimony to how exhausted [Ive been after
everything that’s happened in the past week.

He rises from the bed, helping me to stand
when he says, “Don’'t be. Don't be sorry or
embarrassed. You know, in a way it was kind of nice.
| don't recall that ever happening before and you
don't really get to experience many firsts after the
first—oh, hundred or so years.” He laughs, pulling
me to him as his arms wrap tightly around my waist.
“Feeling better?”

I nod. That's the first decent sleep I've had since
—well, since you know who started invading my
dreams. And even though I've no idea how long |



was out, | feel so much better now, like 'm ready to
head back to the earth plane and face all of my
demons—or at least one in particular.

“Shall we?” He lifts his brow.

About to close his eyes and make the veil when
| say, “But—what about this place? What'll happen to
it once we leave?”

He shrugs. “Well, | was going to let it go since
we can always manifest it again. You know that,
right?” He gives me a strange look.

And even though | know it's easy enough for him
to re-create it exactly as is, somehow | want it to
stay. lwant to know that it's solid and lasting. A place
| can return to on a whim, and not just some hazy
figment of a really great day.

He smiles, bowing deeply as he answers my
thoughts. “And so it is.” He takes my hand.
“Versailles stays.”

“And this?” | grin, fluffing the frills on his cream-
colored shirt, causing him to laugh in a way | don’t
hear nearly enough anymore.

“Well, | thought I'd change for the return trip
home—if that’s okay with you?”

| cock my head and screw my lips to the side,



carefully looking him over as | consider. “But | like
you like this. You're so handsome, so gallant—regal,
really. it makes me feel like 'm looking at the real
you, dressed in the period you seem to have liked
best.”

He shrugs. “l liked ’em all—some better than
others, but in retrospect they all had something to
offer. And you, by the way, look quite dazzling too.”
He trails his fingers over my jewels and down the
snug-fitting bodice of my dress. “But still, if we want
to fitin back home, a costume change is in order.”

| sigh, sad to see our eighteenth-century finery
replaced by our usual Laguna Beach wear.

“And now—" He nods, tucking my amulet back
under the neck of my dress. “What do you say—my
place or yours?”

“Neither.” | press my lips together, knowing he’s
not going to like what comes next but committed to
being completely honest with him during the few
times | can. “I need to see Jude.”

He flinches. It's minor, barely visible to the
untrained eye, but still, | see it. And | need him to
know what Jude already knows: that there’s no
competition. Never reallv was. Damen won my heart



centuries ago. And he’s had it ever since.

“There was an accident.” | nod, determined to
keep my voice calm, even, and just stick to the facts,
no matter how gruesome. And though | could just let
the scene flow from my head to his—I don’t. There
are too many parts | don’t want him to see, things he
might take the wrong way, so instead | say, “I—I sort
of attacked him—"

“EverP’ He balks, his expression so shocked it's
all Ican do not to look away.

“lknow” | shake my head, pausing to take a
deep breath. “l know how it sounds, but it's not what
you think, —I was trying to prove he was a rogue—
but—well—when | learned that he wasn't—that's
when | rushed him to the emergency room.”

“And you failed to tell me this because—" He
looks at me, obviously hurt by my neglect.

I sigh, looking right at him when | say, “Because
| was embarrassed. Because | mess up all the time
and | didn’'t want you to lose patience with me. |
mean, not that I'd blame you—but still.” | shrug,
scratching my arm even though it doesn't itch, yet
another nervous habit of mine.



He places his hands squarely on my shoulders,
looking me right in the eye when he says, “My
feelings for you are not conditional. | don’t judge you.
I don’t lose patience with you. | don’t punish you. | just
love you. That's all. Pure and simple.” His eyes
search my face, his gaze so warm, so loving, clearly
upholding the promise of his words. “You have no
reason to hide anything from me—ever.
Understood? I'm not going anywhere. [l always be
here for you. And if you need anything, find yourself
in a bind, or in over your head, all you have to do is
ask and [l be right there to bail you out.”

| nod, unable to speak 'm so humbled by my
amazingly good fortune, feeling so incredibly lucky to
be loved by someone like him—even though I'm not
always sure | deserve it.

“So, you go take care of your friend, [l take
care of the twins, and we’ll meet up tomorrow,
okay?”

I lean in to kiss him, quickly, careful to let go of
his hand since we're headed in different directions.
Closing my eyes long enough to envision the portal
before me, that shimmering golden veil that'll lead
me back home.



I land at Jude’s door, taking a moment to knock
a few times, allowing plenty of time for him to
answer, before | decide to give up and go in
uninvited. Searching every last room in his tiny
beach cottage, including the garage and backyard,
before locking up and heading straight for the store.

But on my way there, | pass Roman’s. And all it
takes is one look at the window display—one look at
the sign overhead, reading:

RENAISSANCE!

—one look at the open front door that leads
directly to him—and just like that, the magick of
Summerland is gone and this strange foreign pulse,
this horrible invader, has taken over again.

I will myself forward, summoning every last bit of
my strength to move past it. But my legs are too
heavy, unwilling to cooperate, and my breath runs
too shallow and comes out too quickly.

I'm rooted. Unable to flee. Overcome by this
horrible need to find him—to see him—to be with
him. This ugly invader taking over as though my
evening of enchantment never happened. As though
| was never at peace.



The beast now awakened, demanding to be
fed. And despite my best efforts to get out of this
place before it's too late—it is too late. He’s come to
find me.

“Well, fancy finding you here.”

Roman leans in the doorway, all golden haired
and shiny teethed, his glinting blue eyes fixed right
on me. “You're looking rather—piqued. Everything
all right?” His contrived British accent causing his
voice to rise in a way that usually annoys me to no
end, but now—now I find it so alluring it's all | can do
to stay where | am. Continuing to fight this epic battle
now raging inside me—that strange, foreign pulse
versus me.

He laughs, head tossed back in a way that
clearly displays the Ouroboros tattoo on his neck—
the snake coiling, slithering, its beady eyes seeking
mine, as its long, skinny tongue beckons me near.

And despite everything | know about good and
evil, right and wrong, immortals and rogues, | step
forward. Taking one small step toward defeat, that's
quickly followed by another. And another. My gaze
fixed on Roman—gorgeous, glorious Roman. He’s
all I can see. All that | need. Only vaguely aware of



that small glimmer of me, still in there somewhere—
struggling, shouting, demanding to be heard—but it
just can’'t compete. And it's not long before it's
silenced by the single-minded pulse now residing
inside me—its sights set on only one thing.

His name swells on my lips, as | stand right
before him, so close | can make out each individual
violet fleck in his eyes, and feel the cool chill that
emanates off his skin. The same chill | once found
abhorrent, repulsive, but not anymore. Now it's a
welcome siren, calling me home.

“Always knew you'd come around.” He grins, his
gaze slowly taking me in as he buries his fingers in
my tangle of hair. “Welcome to the dark side, Ever, |
think you'll be quite happy here.” He laughs, the
sound of it enveloping me in a delicious frostbitten
hug. “Not surprised you shrugged off that old wanker
Damen. Figured you'd grow tired of him eventually.
All of the waiting—the angst—the gawd-awful sou/
searching—not to mention the do-gooding.” He
shakes his head and grimaces as though the thought
alone pains him. “l don’t know how you stood it for as
long as you did. And for what, | might ask? Because |
hate to break it to you, luv, but there are no future



rewards up yonder when your future’s right here.” He
stamps his foot on the ground. “A bloody waste of
time, it is. No use delaying gratification when the
instant kind works best. There are pleasures to be
had, Ever. Pleasures of a magnitude you can’'t even
begin to understand. But, lucky for you, I'm the
forgiving type. Fm more than willing to serve as your
guide. So, tell me, where should we start, luv, your
place or mine?”

His fingers trail along my cheek, my shoulder,
working their way down to the loose neck of my
dress. And even though the feel of it's icy, bracing, in
the strongest sense of the word, | can’t help but lean
into it, can’t help but close my eyes and immerse
myself in the feel of it, urging him to scoop lower,
explore further, prepared to go wherever he takes
me—

“Ever? Is thatyou? Are you fugging kidding
me?”

| open my eyes to find Haven standing behind
us. Her eyes narrowed, blazing with anger as they
dart between Roman and me. Not letting up in the
slightest when he laughs and pushes me away,
discarding me quickly and easilv. as thouagh it meant



nothing to him.

“Told you she’d be back, luv.” His gaze sails
over my shaky, sweaty body, so overcome with
unrequited yearning, it pains me to see him slide his
arm around her. The two of them turning their backs
on me and heading inside as he says, “You know
Ever. She just can’t stay away.”






Chapter Eleven

[ run.

Covering the blocks in a matter of seconds,
appearing as a fast-moving blur to all whom | pass.
But | don’'t care about that. Don’t care what they think
—what they see. | care about only one thing—ridding
myself of this horrible invader, this mystical
trespasser—so the old me can return.

Bursting through the door just as Jude’s about
to lock it, nearly knocking him over though he’s quick
to jump out of my way.

“ need help.” | stand before him, gasping,
wheezing, broken beyond repair. “—I don’t know
where else to go.”

He looks me over, eyes narrowed, brows knit
with concern, leading me toward the back room
where he pulls out a chair with his foot and motions
for me to sit.

“Easy,” he coos. “Deep breaths. Seriously,
Ever. Whatever itis, 'm sure it can be fixed.”

| shake my head and lean toward him, gripping



the arms of my chair, fighting to stay rooted, to not
go back there. “But what if you're wrong?” | say, eyes
wild, cheeks flushed, voice high-pitched and shaky.
“What if it cant be worked out? What if 'm—what if
I'm broken for good?”

He moves around his desk and drops onto his
chair, swiveling back and forth as he slowly takes me
in, his face still, placid, impossible to read. But
something about the movement, that gentle, constant
pivoting, instantly calms me. Allowing me to settle
back in my seat, slow my breath, and focus on the
way his dreadlocks spill over the colorful picture of
Ganesh that's splashed across his tee.

“Look,” I finally say, starting to feel better, almost
human again. “'m—I'm sorry for coming here like
this. | was actually on my way over to give you this.” |
reach for my bag, rooting around for the small white
package | then hand to him. Watching him peek at
the contents as | say, “It's your prescription. | picked
it up earlier and meant to leave it on your desk, but
then | forgot all about it ’til now.” He nods, silent for a
moment, studying me carefully as he says, “Ever,
what's this really about? Clearly, you're not here to
talk about my meds.” He pushes the pills aside with



his cast, catching my look when he adds, “Trust me, |
have no plans to take ’em. Pain pills and me—not a
good mix. As I'm sure you've already witnessed.”

And when he looks at me, | know he
remembers. Everything. All of it. The full-on
confession he made.

| press my lips together and lower my gaze,
fiddling with the hem of my dress, knowing I'm just
going through the motions when | say, “Well, you
might want to take the antibiotics at least—you
know, to ward off infection and all.”

He leans back in his seat and places his feet on
his desk, crossing his legs at the ankle as his
amazing green eyes narrow on me. “What do you
say we move past all this and get to the point—
what's really going on with you?”

| take a deep breath, smoothing my dress over
my knees before tentatively meeting his gaze. “I did
come here to bring you the pills, really. But on the
way over—something happened—and—" | look at
him, knowing | need to just get to the point, spit it out
already before he loses his patience with me. “I think
| accidentally bound Roman to me.”

He looks at me, trying hard not to balk, though



he still kinda does.

“Or, actually, | bound myself to Roman. But not
on purpose—it was an accident. | meant to do just
the opposite, but then, when | tried to undo it, it just
made things worse. And even though you have
absolutely no reason to help me—believe it or not, |
have nowhere to turn.”

“Nowhere?” You sure about that?” He lifts his
spliced brow.

Gathering my words, hoping theyll work to
convince him, | heave an audible sigh when | say, “|
know what you're thinking, but you may as well forget
it. I can't tell Damen—he can never know what I've
done. He doesn’'t work magick—doesn’t really trust it
for that matter—so it's not like he can do anything to
help. Tl just be hurting and disappointing him for no
good reason. But you—you're different. You know
your way around a spell. And since | need help from
someone who'’s familiar with this kind of thing—well,
| thought you could show me how to set things right.”

“Sounds like you're putting a lot of faith in me.”
He tosses his dreadlocks over his shoulder and
rests his arms on his lap.

“Mavbe.” | shrua. “But then | trulv believe that it's



warranted. | mean, now that I've proved you're not
evi—" | nod toward his arms, the sight of them
sparking an idea, something | just might broach at
some point, something that just might be the perfect
way to make it all up to him—but in the future, not
now. First | need to get through this. Swallowing hard
as | lower my gaze, horrified to have to admit this, to
say the words out loud, but knowing it’s the only way.
“I's like 'm obsessed with Roman.” | glance at him
briefly, seeing him blanch slightly but grateful for his
efforts to contain it. “fm totally and completely fixated
on him. He’s all | think about. All | dream about. And
no matter what | do, | can’t seem to stop it.”

He nods, head bobbing slightly, as though in
deep contemplation. Like he’s flipping through his
mental spell-reversing book, searching for just the
right cure. “This is a tough one, Ever.” He takes a
deep breath and levels his gaze right on mine. “It's
—complicated.”

I nod, hands clasped in my lap, already painfully
aware of that.

“Binding spells—" He rubs his cast against his
chin. “Well, they can’t always be undone.”



I lean forward, striving for calm, striving to speak
past my agitated breath. “But—I thought everything
can be undone—you just have to work the right spell
at the right time—right?”

His shoulders rise and fall in a move so final it
makes my stomach dip, his gaze on mine as he
says, “Sorry, 'm just teling you what I've learned
through my years of studying and practicing these
things. But you've got The Book, you've got this
supposed code that gets past the code—so, you tell
me.”

| sigh, leaning back in my seat, fingers picking
at the hem of my dress. “The Book’s not much help. |
mean, | pretty much did exactly what Romy and
Rayne said—used most all the same elements—and

”

He looks at me. “The exact same elements?”

“Well, yeah.” | shrug. “For the most part. | mean,
in order to reverse a spell—you need to repeat the
same steps as before—it says so right in the book
and Romy and Rayne confirmed it.”

He nods. Doesn’t say a word, just nods. But his
attempt at restraint rings loud and clear.

“So | can't imagine what made it go wrong. |



mean, at first | thought I'd nailed it, but then it—it
completely got away from me and started reversing
itself all over again, repeating the same sequence of
events as before.”

“Ever, | know you repeated the steps, but did
you also repeat the same fools? The same herbs,
crystals, and whatever else you might've used?”

“Some new, some old.” | shrug, not quite getting
his point.

“What's the main tool you used—the one that
really got the spell rolling?”

“‘Well, after the bath, " | narrow my eyes and
think, the answer coming instantly: “The athame.” |
look at him, both of us knowing that's it—the big
wrong thing that | did. “I—I used it for a blood
exchange, and—"

His eyes widen, his cheeks pale, and his aura
begins to quiver in a way that's more than a little
frightening. “And was this the same athame you
used on me?” he asks, his concern ringing loud and
clear.

| shake my head, seeing his face flood with
relief. “No, that was just a quickly manifested replica.
The real one’s at home.”



He nods, obviously glad to hear it but
determined to move on. “Well, | hate to say it, but
that's the one thing you wanted to make new. You
need to offer the goddess something new, pure, and
unused. You can't serve her with the same tainted
tools you used for the queen of the under-world.”

Oh.

He looks at me, gaze saddened, eyes tugging
down at the corners when he says, “I'd love to help
you, really | would, but this kind of thing is a little over
my head. Maybe you should consult with Romy and
Rayne, they seem to know what they're doing.”

“But do they?” | squint, unsure where 'm going
with this, and really just thinking out loud when | say,
“Because the thing is, | did listen to them. | did what
they said. | mean, granted, they didn’t like the
athame, claimed I'd made it all wrong and wanted
me to melt it down to a stub, but still, even when |
refused, they just let it go. They never once said |
couldn’t use it again or that | had to use a whole new
set of tools in order to reverse the spell. Somehow
they failed to share that with me.”

Our eyes meet, both of us wondering the same
thina. Why would thev do that? Was it on purnose?



Do they really dislike me that much? With Jude
dismissing the thought a lot quicker than I. But then,
he doesn’t know our history. A history so
complicated and volatile, | can’t rule it out.

“Listen, they're extremely close to Damen—they
love him about as much as they hate me. Seriously.”
I nod, knowing it's not an exaggeration—it's
completely and totally true. “And despite the fact they
they're supposedly good witches, | wouldn’'t put it
past them to do this, thinking they were teaching me
a lesson, or heck, maybe even trying to keep Damen
and me apart. | mean, who knows what they've got
planned? But even if it wasn’t intentional, even if they
just simply didn't know any better, there’s no way |
can approach them. Because if they did do it on
purpose, theyll tell Damen, and under no
circumstances whatsoever can he find out about this
—I can't hurt him that way. And if they didnt, well,
then it's just one more piece of ammunition in their
arsenal of things with which to ridicule me.”

Jude leans toward me, his face determined
when he says, “Ever, | get your dilemma, really | do.
But don’t you think you're coming off as just a little bit



paranoid these days?”

| narrow my eyes and lean back in my chair,
wondering if he’s listened to a single word I've just
said.

“I mean, first you accuse me of being a rogue,
which, by the way, | still don't know what the heck that
is other than it has something to do with Roman, who
not only, well according to you anyway, runs his own
tribe of evildoers but who you also just happen to
both loathe and lust after due to some binding spell
gone wrong. And while you can’t be too sure, it's
quite possible, or at least in your mind it is, that
Romy and Rayne are out to get you, which is why
they purposely left crucial pieces of information out
of their instructions so that you could mess up in
such a way that would keep you and Damen apart.
And speaking of Damen, you're also convinced he’'d
never forgive you for this mess that you've made—
and—" He shakes his head. “Do you see what I'm
getting at?”

| frown, arms crossed, eyes narrowed to slits,
refusing to acknowledge any of it—besides, it's not
that simple, it goes much deeper than that.

“Ever, please, | want to help you, you should



know that by now, but 'm also determined to do the
right thing. You need to take this to Damen. I'm sure
he’ll understand and—"

“I've already explained,” | say. “He doesn't trust
magick and he already warned me against using it. |
can’t bear for him to know I didn’t listen, and just how
low I've sunk.”

Jude leans back and studies me closely, his
voice a sigh when he says, “Ah, but you've no
problem with me knowing, is that it?” He gives a half
smile that never quite reaches his eyes.

| take a deep breath and look at him,
determined to shoot as straight and openly as | can.
“Trust me, this isn’'t comfortable for me either, but 've
pretty much got nowhere else to go. But, hey, if you
don't want to get involved, just say so and I'll...”

| grip my armrests, lifting myself out of my chair,
preparing to leave. Stopped by the lure of those
deep aqua green eyes coaxing me back into my
seat, as he slides open a drawer, riffles through the
contents, and says, “Looks like 'm already involved.
Let's see what Icando.”






Chapter Twelve

“And here | thought | was destined to head off to
Florence without a final good-bye from you!” Miles
grasps me to him in what could only be described as
a bear hug. Peering over my shoulder at Damen and
eyeballing him carefully when he whispers, “Glad to
see you're back together again.”

| pull away and shoot him a dubious look.
Remembering the last time | saw him, at the going-
away party | threw for him last week, and how he
urged me to move on from Damen and find
happiness with Jude.

He reads my gaze as though reading my mind,
his lips curving into a grin as he says, “So | want to
see you happy—is that so bad?” He turns, giving
Damen a little half wave, when he adds, “Heck, |
want to see everyone happy—which is why you
might want to steer clear of just about every room in
this house except the one you're in now. And that
includes the backyard.”

Damen’s arm tightens around me, pulling me



into a protective embrace, his voice tinged with
concern when he says, “So there’s someone on the
guest list who might make us unhappy?”

| glance between them, already knowing the
answer. | knew it the instant we got out of the car and
walked up the drive to his door. The moment that
strange, foreign pulse awakened inside me, alerting
me to the one thing, the only thing | need to know:

Romaniis here.

The rest s just details.

Miles screws his lips to the side and runs his
fingers through his short dark hair. “Oh no, there was
no guest list—just a random group of people who
started stopping by around noon and haven't
stopped yet. And just so you know, | know all about
you and Haven, so—"

“Excuse me?” | study him closely, peering at his
aura, its usual well-meaning yellow now tinged with a
conflicted gray.

He looks at me, pursing his lips and shaking his
head when he says, “Listen, | know all about it, she
told me. And while | wish | could stick around and
help you two work it out—"

“What did she say? What were her exact



vwords?” | ask, my gaze fixed on Miles as Damen
grips my waist tighter, both of us on high alert,
watching as he shakes his head, and mimes a
Zipper being pulled across his mouth.

“Oh no, don't even go there. Seriously, Ever,
don't even try. All | know is that you're no longer
talking. As for the rest—I'm Switzerland. Totally
neutral. I refuse to get involved. Because the truthiis, |
really dontwish | could stick around to fixit. | was just
being nice. | can’t wait to get to Florence and leave
you guys here to work it out on your own. And you
better work it out too, because | will not be forced to
choose sides when | get back. | mean, you may have
the advantage since you give me rides to school and
all, but still, 've known Haven longer, and that's gotta
count for something, right?” He closes his eyes and
shakes his head, as though the whole mess is just
too much to process.

“Miles, that's all well and good, but I'm a