








SUMMARY:

Since a horrible accident claimed the lives of
her family, sixteen-year-old Ever can see auras, hear
people's thoughts, and know a person's life story by
touch. Going out of her way to shield herself from
human contact to suppress her abilities has branded
her as a freak at her new high school—but
everything changes when she meets Damen
Auguste.

Ever sees Damen and feels an instant
recognition. He is gorgeous, exotic and wealthy, and
he holds many secrets. Damen is able to make
things appear and disappear, he always seems to
know what she's thinking—and he's the only one who
can silence the noise and the random energy in her
head. She doesn't know who he really is—or what he
is. Damen equal parts light and darkness, and he
belongs to an enchanted new world where no one
ever dies.
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Aura Color Chart:

Red: Energy, strength, anger, sexuality, passion,
fear, ego

Orange: Self-control, ambition, courage,

thoughtfulness, lack of will, apathetic

Yellow: Optimistic, happy, intellectual, friendly,

indecisive, easily led

Green: Peaceful, healing, compassion,

deceitfulness, jealous

Blue: Spiritual, loyal, creative, sensitive, kind,

moody

Violet: Highly spiritual, wisdom, intuition

Indigo: Benevolence, highly intuitive, seeker

Pink: Love, sincerity, friendship

Gray: Depression, sadness, exhaustion, low energy,

skepticism

Brown: Greed, self-involvement, opinionated

Black: Lacking energy, iliness, imminent death

White: Perfect balance









Chapter One

"Guess who?"

Haven's warm, clammy palms press hard
against my cheeks as the tarnished edge—of her
silver skull ring leaves a smudge on my skin. And
even though my eyes are covered and closed, | know
that her dyed black hair is parted in the middle, her
black vinyl corset is worn over a turtleneck (keeping
in compliance with our school's dress-code policy),
her brand-new, floor sweeping, black satin skirt
already has a hole near the hem where she caught it
with the toe of her Doc Martens boots, and her eyes
appear gold but that's only because she's wearing
yellow contacts.

| also know her dad isn't really away on
"business" like he said, her mom's personal trainer's
way more "personal" than "trainer," and her little
brother broke her Evanescence CD but he's too
afraid to tell her.

But | don't know any of this from spying or
peeking or even being told. | know because I'm



psychic.

"Hurry! Guess! The bell's gonna ring!" she says,
her voice hoarse, raspy, like she smokes a pack a
day, even though she only tried smoking once.

I stall, thinking of the last person she'd ever want
to be mistaken for. "Is it Hilary Duff?"

"Ew. Guess again!" She presses tighter, having
no idea that | don't have to see to know.

"Is it Mrs. Marilyn Manson?"

She laughs and lets go, licking her thumb and
aiming for the tarnish tattoo she left on my cheek, but
| raise my hand and beat her to it. Not because I'm
grossed out by the thought of her saliva (I mean, |
know she's healthy), but because | don't want her to
touch me again. Touch is too revealing, too
exhausting, so ltry to avoid it at all costs.

She grabs the hood of my sweatshirt and flicks
it off my head, then squints at my earbuds and asks,
"What're you listening to?"

| reach inside the iPod pocket I've stitched into
all of my hoodies, concealing those ubiquitous white
cords from faculty view, then | hand it over and watch
her eyes bug out when she says, "What the? | mean,
can it be any louder?



And who is that?" She dangles the iPod
between us so we can both hear Sid Vicious
screaming about anarchy in the UK. And the truthis, |
don't know if Sid's for it or against it. | just know that
he's almost loud enough to dull my overly heightened
senses.

"Sex Pistols," | say, clicking it off and returning it
to my secret compartment.

"I'm surprised you could even hear me." She
smiles at the same time the bell rings.

But | just shrug. | don't need to listen to hear.
Though it's not like | mention that. | just tell her [l see
her at lunch and head toward class, making my way
across campus and cringing when | sense these two
guys sneaking up behind her, stepping on the hem of
her skirt, and almost making her fall. But when she
turns and makes the sign of evil (okay, it's not really
the sign of evil, it's just something she made up) and
glares at them with her yellow eyes, they immediately
back off and leave her alone. And | breathe a sigh of
relief as | push into class, knowing it won't be long
before the lingering energy of Haven's touch fades.

| head toward my seat in the back, avoiding the
purse Stacia Miller has purposely placed in my path,



while ignoring her daily serenade of "LOOO-SER!"
she croons under her breath. Then | slide onto my
chair, retrieve my book, notebook, and pen from my
bag, insert my earpiece, pull my hood back over my
head, drop my backpack on the empty seat beside
me, and wait for Mr. Robins to show.

Mr. Robins is always late. Mostly because he
likes to take a few nips from his small silver flask
between classes. But that's only because his wife
yells at him all the time, his daughter thinks he's a
loser, and he pretty much hates his life. | learned all
of that on my first day at this school, when my hand
accidentally touched his as | gave him my transfer
slip. So now, whenever | need to turn something in, |
just leave it on the edge of his desk.

| close my eyes and wait, my fingers creeping
inside my sweatshirt, switching the song from
screaming Sid Vicious to something softer,
smoother. All that loud noise is no longer necessary
now that I'm in class. | guess the small
student/teacher ratio keeps the psychic energy
somewhat contained.

| wasn't always a freak. | used to be a normal
teen. The kind who went to school dances. had



celebrity crushes, and was so vain about my long
blond hair | wouldn't dream of scraping it back into a
ponytail and hiding beneath a big hooded
sweatshirt. | had a mom, a dad, a little sister named
Riley, and a sweet yellow Lab named Buttercup. |
lived in a nice house, in a good neighborhood, in
Eugene, Oregon. | was popular, happy, and could
hardly wait for junior year to begin since I'd just made
varsity cheerleader. My life was complete, and the
sky was the limit. And even though that last part is a
total cliché, it's also ironically true.

Yet all of that's just hearsay as far as I'm
concerned. Because ever since the accident, the
only thing | can clearly remember is dying.

| had what they call an NDE, or "near death
experience." Only they happen to be wrong.
Because believe me, there wasn't anything "near"
about it. It's like, one moment my little sister Riley
and | were sitting in the back of my dad's SUV, with
Buttercup's head resting on Riley's lap, while his tail
thumped softly against my leg, and the next thing |
knew all the air bags were blown, the car was
totaled, and Iwas observing it all from outside.



| gazed at the wreckage—the shattered glass,
the crumbled doors, the front bumper clutching a
pine tree in a lethal embrace—wondering what went
wrong as | hoped and prayed everyone had gotten
out too. Then | heard a familiar bark, and turned to
see them all wandering down a path, with Buttercup
wagging her tail and leading the way.

| went after them. At first trying to run and catch
up, but then slowing and choosing to linger. Wanting
to wander through that vast fragrant field of pulsating
trees and flowers that shivered, closing my eyes
against the dazzling mist that reflected and glowed
and made everything shimmer.

| promised myself I'd only be a moment. That
soon, I'd go back and find them. But when | did finally
look, it was just in time to catch a quick glimpse of
them smiling and waving and crossing a bridge,
mere seconds before they all vanished.

| panicked. | looked everywhere. Running this
way and that, but it all looked the same—warm,
white, glistening, shimmering, beautiful, stupid,
eternal mist. And | fell to the ground, my skin pricked
with cold, my whole body twitching, crying,
screaming, cursing, begging, making promises |



knew | could never ever keep.

And then | heard someone say, "Ever? Is that
your name? Open your eyes and look at me."

| stumbled back to the surface. Back to where
everything was pain, and misery, and stinging wet
hurt on my forehead. And | gazed at the guy leaning
over me, looked into his dark eyes, and whispered,
"I'm Ever," before passing out again.






Chapter Two

Seconds before Mr. Robins walks in, | lower my
hood, click off my iPod, and pretend I'm reading my
book, not bothering to look up when he says, "Class,
this is Damen Auguste. He just moved here from
New Mexico. Okay Damen, you can take that empty
seat in the back, right next to Ever. You'll have to
share her book until you get your own copy."

Damen is gorgeous. | know this without once
looking up. I just focus on my book as he makes his
way toward me since | know way too much about my
classmates already. So as far as I'm concerned, an
extra moment of ignorance really is bliss.

But according to the innermost thoughts of
Stacia Miller sitting just two rows before me—
Damen Auguste is totally smoking hot.

Her best friend, Honor, completely agrees. So
does Honor's boyfriend, Craig, but that's a whole
other story.

"Hey." Damen slides onto the seat next to mine,
my backpack making a muffled thud as he drops it to



the floor.

I nod, refusing to look any further than his sleek,
black, motorcycle boots. The kind that are more GQ
than Hells Angels. The kind that looks very out of
place among the rows of multicolored flip-flops
currently gracing the greencarpeted floor.

Mr. Robins asks us all to turn our books to page
133, prompting Damen to lean in and say, "Mind if |
share?"

| hesitate, dreading the proximity, but slide my
book all the way over until it's teetering off the edge
of my desk. And when he moves his chair closer,
bridging the small gap between us, | scoot to the
farthest part of my seat and hide beneath my hood.

He laughs under his breath, but since I've yet to
look at him, | have no idea what it means. All | know
is that it sounded light and amused, but like it held
something more.

| sink even lower, cheek on palm, eyes on the
clock. Determined to ignore all the withering glances
and critical comments directed my way. Stuff like:
Poor hot, sexy, gorgeous new guy, having to sit next
to that freak! That emanates from Stacia, Honor,
Craig, and just about everyone else in the room.



Well, all except for Mr. Robins, who wants class
to end almost as much as me.

By lunch, everyone's talking about Damen. Have
you seen that new kid Damen? He's so hot—So
sexy—I heard he's from Mexico—No I think it's Spain
—Whatever, it's some foreign place—I'm totally
asking him to Winter Formal—You don't even know
him yet—Don't worry | will—

"Omigod. Have you seen that new kid,
Damen?" Haven sits beside me, peering through her
growing-out bangs, their spiky tips ending just shy of
her dark red lips.

"Oh please, not you t00." | shake my head and
bite into my apple.

"You would so not be saying that if you'd been
privileged enough to actually see him," she says,
removing her vanilla cupcake from its pink
cardboard box, licking the frosting right off the top in
her usual lunchtime routine, even though she dresses
more like someone who' d rather drink blood than
eat tiny little sweet cakes.

"Are you guys talking about Damen?" Miles



whispers, sliding onto the bench and placing his
elbows on the table, his brown eyes darting between
us, his baby face curving into a grin. "Gorgeous! Did
you see the boots? So Vogue. | think 'l invite him to
be my next boyfriend."

Haven gazes at him with narrowed, yellow eyes.
"Too late, | called dibs."

"I'm sorry, | didn't realize you were into non-
Goths." He smirks, rolling his eyes as he unwraps
his sandwich.

Haven laughs. "When they look like that | am. |
swear he's just so freaking smoldering, you have to
see him." She shakes her head, annoyed that | can't
joinin on the fun.

"He's like—combustible!"

"You haven't seen him?" Miles grips his
sandwich and gapes at me.

| gaze down at the table, wondering if | should
just lie. They're making such a big deal I'm thinking
it's my only way out. Only | can't. Not to them. Haven
and Miles are my best friends. My only friends. And |
feel like r m keeping enough secrets already.

"l sat next to him in English," | finally say. "We
were forced to share a book. But | didn't really get a



good look."

"Forced?" Haven moves her bangs to the side,
allowing for an unobstructed view of the freak who'd
dare say such a thing. "Oh that must have been awful
for you, that must've really sucked." She rolls her
eyes and sighs. "l swear, you have no idea how lucky
you are. And you don't even appreciate it."

"Which book?" Miles asks, as though the title
will somehow tell something meaningful.

"Wuthering Heights." | shrug, placing my apple
core on the center of my napkin and folding the
edges all around.

"And your hood? Up or down?" Haven asks.

| think back, remembering how | raised it right
as he moved toward me. "Um, up," | tell her. "Yeah,
definitely up." I nod.

"Well thank you for that" she mumbles,
breaking her vanilla cupcake in half. "The last thing |
need is competition from the blond goddess."

| cringe and gaze down at the table. | get
embarrassed when people say things like that.
Apparently, | used to live for that kind of thing, but not
anymore. "Well, what about Miles? You don't think
he's competition? | ask, diverting the attention away



from me and back on someone who can truly
appreciate it.

"Yeah." Miles runs his hand through his short
brown hair and turns, gracing us with his very best
side. "Don't rule it out.

"Totally moot," Haven says, dusting white
crumbs from her lap.

"Damen and Miles don't play for the same team.
Which means his oh so devastating, model-quality
looks don't count.”

"How do you know which team he's on?" Miles
asks, twisting the cap off his Vitamin Water and
narrowing his gaze. "How can you be so sure?"

"Gaydar," she says, tapping her forehead. "And
trust me, this guy does not register."

Not only is Damen in my first period English
class, and my sixth period art class (not that he sat
by me, and not that looked), but the thoughts swirling
around the room, even from our teacher, Ms.
Machado, told me everything | needed to know), but
now he'd apparently parked next to me too. And
even though I'd managed to avoid viewing anything



more than his boots, | knew my grace period had just
come to an end.

"Omigod, there he is! Right directly next to us!"
Miles squeals, in the high-pitched, sing songy
whisper he saves for life's most exciting moments.
"And check out that rideshiny black BMW, ultra-dark
tinted windows. Nice, very nice. Okay, so here's the
deal, I'm going to open my door and accidentally
bump it into his, so then Il have an excuse to talk to
him." He turns, awaiting my consent.

"Do not scratch my car. Or his car. Or any other
car," | say, shaking my head and retrieving my keys.

"Fine." He pouts. "Shatter my dream, whatever.
But just do yourself a favor and check him out! And
then look me in the eye and tell me he doesn't make
you want to freak out and faint."

I roll my eyes and squeeze between my car and
the poorly parked VW Bug that's angled so
awkwardly it looks like it's trying to mount my Miata.
And just as I'm about to unlock the door, Miles yanks
down my hood, swipes my sunglasses, and runs to
the passenger side where he urges me, via not so
subtle head tilts and thumb jabs, to look at Damen
who's standing behind him.



So I do. Imean, it's not like | can avoid it forever.
So | take a deep breath and look. And what | see
leaves me unable to speak, blink, or move. And even
though Miles starts waving at me, glaring at me, and
basically giving me every signal he can think of to
abort the mission and return to headquarters-l can't. |
mean, I'd like to, because | know I'm acting like the
freak everyone's already convinced that | am, but it's
completely impossible. And it's not just because
Damen is undeniably beautiful, with his shiny dark
hair that hits just shy of his shoulders and curves
around his high sculpted cheekbones, but when he
looks at me, when he lifts his dark sunglasses and
meets my gaze, | see that his almond shaped eyes
are deep, dark, and strangely familiar, framed by
lashes so lush they almost seem fake. And his lips!
His lips are ripe and inviting with a perfect Cupid's
bow. And the body that holds it all up is long, lean,
tight, and clad in all black.

"Um, Ever? hello? You can wake up now.
Please." Miles turns to Damen, laughing nervously.

"Sorry about my friend here, she usually has her
hood on." It's not like | don't know | have to stop. |
need to stop right now. But Damen's eyes are fixed



on mine, and their color grows deeper as his mouth
begins to curve.

But it's not his complete gorgeousness that has
me so transfixed. It has nothing to do with that. It's
mainly the way the entire area surrounding his body,
starting from his glorious head and going all the way
down to the square-cut toes of his black motorcycle
boots, consists of nothing but blank empty space.

No color. No aura. No pulsing light show.

Everyone has an aura. Every living being has
swirls of color emanating from their body. A rainbow
energy field they're not even aware of. And it's not
like it's dangerous, or scary, or in any way bad, it's
just part of the visible (well, to me anyway) magnetic
field.

Before the accident | didn't even know about
things like that. And | definitely wasn't able to see it.
But from the moment | woke in the hospital, | noticed
color everywhere.

"Are you feeling okay?" The red-haired nurse
asked, gazing down anxiously.

"Yes, but why are you all pink?" | squinted,
confused by the pastel glow that enveloped her.

"Why am | what?" She struagaled to hide her



alarm.

"Pink. You know, it's all around you, especially
your head."

"Okay, sweetheart, you just rest and [l go get
the doctor," she'd said, backing out of the room and
running down the hall.

t wasn't until after I'd been subjected to a
barrage of eye exams, brain scans, and psych evals
that | learned to keep the color wheel sightings to
myself And by the time | started hearing thoughts,
getting life stories by touch, and enjoying regular
visits with my dead sister, Riley, | knew better than to
share.

| guess I'd gotten so used to living like this, I'd
forgotten there was another way. But seeing Damen
outlined by nothing more than the shiny black paint
job on his expensive cool car is a vague reminder of
happier, more normal days.

"Ever, right?" Damen says, his face warming
into a smile, revealing just another one of his
perfections—dazzling white teeth.

| stand there, willing my eyes to leave his, as
Miles makes a show of clearing his throat. And



remembering how he hates to be ignored, | motion
toward him and say, "Oh, sorry. Miles, Darnen,
Damen, Miles." And the whole time my eyes never
once waver.

Damen glances at Miles, nodding briefly before
focusing back on me. And even though | know this
sounds crazy, for the split second his eyes moved
away, | felt strangely cold and weak.

But the moment his gaze returns, it's all warm
and good again. "Can | ask a favor?" He smiles.
"Would you lend me your copy of Wuthering
Heights? | need to get caught up and | won't have
time to visit the bookstore tonight."

| reach into my backpack, retrieve my dog-
eared copy, and dangle it from the tips of my fingers,
part of me yearning to brush the tips against his, to
make contact with this beautiful stranger, while the
other part, the stronger, wiser, psychic part cringes
—dreading the awful flash of insight that comes with
each touch.

But it's not until he's tossed the book into his
car, lowered his sunglasses, and said, "Thanks, see
you tomorrow," that | realize that other than a slight
tingle in the tips of my fingers, nothing happened.



And before | can even respond, he's backing out of
the space and driving away.

"Excuse me," Miles says, shaking his head as
he climbs in beside me. "But when | said you'd freak
out when you saw him, it wasn't a suggestion, it
wasn't supposed to be taken literally. Seriously Ever,
what happened back there? Because that was some
mega tense awkwardness, a real "Hello, my name is
Ever and Il be your next stalker" kind of moment. 'm
so serious, | thought we were gonna have to
resuscitate you. And believe me, you are extremely
lucky our good friend Haven was not here to see
that, because | hate to remind you, but she did call
dibs..."

Miles continues like that, yammering on and on,
the entire way home. But | just let him talk it out as |
navigate traffic, my finger absently tracing the thick
red scar on my forehead, the one that's hidden under
my bangs.

I mean, how can | explain however since the
accident, the only people whose thoughts | can't
hear, whose lives | can't know, and whose auras |
can't see, are already dead?






Chapter Three

I let myself into the house, grab a bottle of water
from the fridge, then head upstairs to my room, since
| don't have to poke around any further to know
Sabine's still at work. Sabine's always at work, which
means | get this whole huge house to myself, pretty
much all the time, even though | usually just stay in my
room.

| feel bad for Sabine. | feel bad that the life she
worked so hard for was forever changed the day she
got stuck with me. But since my mom was an only
child and all of my grandparents had passed by the
time Iwas two, it's not like she had much of a choice.
I mean, it was either live with her—my dad's only
sibling and twin—or go into foster care until | turned
eighteen. And even though she doesn't know
anything about raising kids, | wasn't even out of the
hospital before she'd sold her condo, bought this big
house, and hired one of Orange County's top
decorators to trick out my room.

I mean, | have all the usual things like a bed, a



dresser, and a desk. But | also have a flat-screen
TV, a massive walk-in closet, a huge bathroom with
a Jacuzzi tub and separate shower stall, a balcony
with an amazing ocean view, and my own private
den/ game room, with yet another flat-screen TV, a
wet bar, microwave, mini fridge, dishwasher, stereo,
couches, tables, beanbag chairs, the works.

lt's funny how before | would've given anything
for a room like this. But now I'd give anything just to
go back to before. | guess since Sabine spends
most of her time around other lawyers and all those
VIP executives her firm represents, she actually
thought all of this stuff was necessary or something.
And I've never been sure if her not having kids is
because she works all the time and can't schedule it
in, or if she just hasn't met the right guy yet, or if she
never wanted any to begin with, or maybe a
combination of all three.

It probably seems like | should know all of that,
being psychic and all. But | can't necessarily see a
persons motivation, mainly what | see are events.
Like a whole string of images reflecting someone's
life, like flash cards or something, only more in a
movie-trailer format. Though sometimes | just see



symbols that | have to decode to know what they
mean. Kind of like with tarot cards, or when we had
to read Animal Farm in Honors English last year.
Though it's far from fool proof, and sometimes | get it
all wrong. But whenever that happens | can trace it
right back to me, and the fact that some pictures
have more than one meaning. Like the time |
mistook a big heart with a crack down the middle for
heartbreak—until the woman dropped to the floor in
cardiac arrest. Sometimes it can get a little
confusing trying to sort it all out. But the images
themselves never lie.

Anyway, | don't think you have to be clairvoyant
to know that when people dream of having kids
they're usually thinking in terms of a pastel-wrapped,
tiny bundle of joy, and not some five-foot-four, blue-
eyed, blond-haired teenager with psychic powers
and a ton of emotional baggage. So because of that,
I try to stay quiet, respectful, and out of Sabine's way.
And | definitely don't let on that | talk to my dead little
sister almost every day.

The first time Riley appeared, she was standing
at the foot of my hospital bed, in the middle of the
night, holding a flower in one hand and waving with



the other. I'm still not sure what it was that awoke me,
since it's not like she spoke or made any kind of
sound. | guess | just felt her presence or something,
like a change in the room, or a charge in the air.

At first | assumed | was hallucinating—just
another side effect of the pain medication | was on.
But after blinking a bunch and rubbing my eyes, she
was still there, and | guess it never occurred to me to
scream or call for help.

| watched as she came around to the side of my
bed, pointed at the casts covering my arms and leg,
and laughed. | mean, it was silent laughter, but still,
it's not like | thought it was funny. But as soon as she
noticed my angry expression, she rearranged her
face and motioned as though asking if it hurt.

| shrugged, still a littte unhappy with her for
laughing, and more than a little freaked by her
presence. And even though | wasn't entirely
convinced it was really her, that didn't stop me from
asking, "Where are Mom and Dad and Buttercup?"

She tilted her head to the side, as though they
were standing right there beside her, but all | could
see was blank space.

"ldon't get it."



But she just smiled, placed her palms together,
and tilted her head to the side, indicating that |
should go back to sleep.

So | closed my eyes, even though | never
would've taken orders from her before. Then just as
quickly | opened them and said, "Hey, who said you
could borrow my sweater?"

And just like that, she was gone.

| admit, | spent the rest of that night angry with
myself for asking such a stupid, shallow, selfish
question. Here r d had the opportunity to get
answers to some of life's biggest queries, to
possibly gain the kind of insight people have been
speculating about for ages. But instead, | wasted the
moment calling out my dead little sister for raiding
my closet. | guess old habits really do die hard.

The second time she appeared, | was just so
grateful to see her, | didn't make any mention of the
fact that she was wearing riot just my favorite
sweater, but also my best jeans (that were so long
the hems puddled around her ankles), and the charm
bracelet | got for my thirteenth birthday that | always
knew she coveted.



Instead | just smiled and nodded and acted as
though | didn't even notice, as | leaned toward her
and squinted. "So where're Mom and Dad?" | asked,
thinking they'd appear if | just looked hard enough.

But Riley just smiled and flapped her arms by
her sides.

"You mean they're angels?" My eyes went wide.
She rolled her eyes and shook her head, clutching
her waist as she bent over in fits of silent laughter.

"Okay, fine, whatever." | threw my body back
against the pillows, thinking she was really pushing
it, even if she was dead.

"So tell me, what's it like over there?" | asked,
determined not to fight. "Are you, well, do you like,
live in heaven?"

She closed her eyes and raised her palms as
though balancing an object, and then right out of
nowhere, a painting appeared. | leaned forward,
gazing at a picture of what was surely paradise,
matted in off-white and encased in an elaborate gold
frame. The ocean was deep blue, the cliffs rugged,
the sand golden, the trees flowering, and a shadowy
silhouette of a small distant island could be seen in
the distance.



"So why aren't you there now?" | asked.

And when she shrugged, the picture
disappeared. And so did she.

I'd been in the hospital for more than a month,
suffering broken bones, a concussion, internal
bleeding, cuts and bruises, and a pretty deep gash
on my forehead. So while | was all bandaged and
medicated, Sabine was burdened with the thankless
task of clearing out the house, making funeral
arrangements, and packing my things for the big
move south.

She asked me to make a list of all the items |
wanted to bring. All the things | might want to drag
from my perfect former life in Eugene, Oregon, to my
scary new one in Laguna Beach, California. But
other than some of my clothes, | didn't want anything.
[ just couldn't bear a single reminder of everything I'd
lost, since it's not like some stupid box full of crap
would ever bring my family back.

The whole time | was cooped up in that sterile
white room, | received regular visits from a
psychologist, some overeager intern with a beige
cardigan and clipboard, who always started our
sessions with the same lame question about how |



was handling my "profound loss" (his words, not
mine). After which he'd try to convince me to head up
to room 618, where the grief counseling took place.

But no way was | taking part in that. No way
would | sit in a circle with a bunch of anguished
people, waiting for my turn to share the story of the
worst day of my life. | mean, how was that supposed
to help? How could it possibly make me feel better
to confirm what | already knew that not only was |
solely responsible for what happened to my family,
but also that | was stupid enough, selfish enough,
and lazy enough to loiter, dawdle, and procrastinate
myself right out of eternity?

Sabine and | didn't speak much on the flight
from Eugene to John Wayne Airport, and | pretended
it was because of my grief and injuries, but really |
just needed some distance. | knew all about her
conflicting emotions, how on the one hand she
wanted so desperately to do the right thing, while on
the other she couldn't stop thinking: Why me? | guess
I never wonder why me? Mostly | think why them and
not me?

But | also didn't want to risk hurting her. After alll
the trouble she'd qgone to. takina me in and trving to



provide a nice home, | couldn't risk letting her know
how all of her hard work and good intentions were
completely wasted on me. How she could've just
dropped me off at any old dump and it wouldn't have
made the least bit of difference.

The drive to the new house was a blur of sun,
sea, and sand, and when Sabine opened the door
and led me upstairs to my room, | gave it a quick
cursory glance then mumbled something sounding
vaguely like thanks.

"I'm sorry | have to run out on you," she'd said,
obviously anxious to get back to her office where
everything was organized, consistent, and bore no
resemblance to the fragmented world of a
traumatized teen.

And the moment the door closed behind her, |
threw myself on my bed, buried my face in my hands,
and started bawling my eyes out.

Until someone said, "Oh please, would you look
at yourself? Have you even seen this place? The flat-
screen, the fireplace, the tub that blows bubbles? |
mean, hello?"

"l thought you couldn't talk?" | rolled over and



glared at my sister, who, by the way, was dressed in
a pink Juicy tracksuit, gold Nikes, and a bright
fuchsia china doll wig.

"Of course | can talk, don't be ridiculous;" She
rolled her eyes. "But the last few times—" | started.

"l was just having a little fun. So shoot me." She
stalked around my room, running her hands over my
desk, fingering the new laptop and iPod Sabine
must have placed there.

"l cannot believe you have a setup like this. This
is so freaking unfair!" She placed her hands on her
hips and scowled. "And you're not even appreciating
it! Imean, have you even seen the balcony yet? Have
you even bothered to check out the view?"

"l don't care about the view," | said, folding my
arms across my chest and glaring. "And | can't
believe you tricked me like that, pretending you
couldn't speak."

But she just laughed. "You'll get over it."

| watched as she strode across my room,
pushed the drapes aside, and struggled to unlock
the french doors.

"And where are you getting all these clothes?" |
asked, scrutinizing her from head to toe, reverting



right back to our normal routine of bickering and
grudge holding. "Because first you show up in my
stuff, and now you're wearing Juicy, and | know for a
fact that Mom never bought you those sweats."

She laughed. "Please, like | still need Mom's
permission when | can just head over to the big
celestial closet and take whatever | want. For free,"
she said, turning to smile.

"Serious?" | asked, my eyes going wide,
thinking that sounded like a pretty sweet deal. But
she just shook her head and waved me over. "Come
on, come check out your cool new view."

So Idid. I got up off the bed, wiped my eyes with
my sleeve, and headed for my balcony. Brushing
right past my little sister as | stepped onto the stone
tile floor, my eyes going wide as | took in the scenery
before me.

"Is this supposed to be funny?" | asked, gazing
out at a view that was an exact replica of the gilt-
framed picture of paradise she'd shown me in the
hospital. But when | turned back to face her, she'd
already gone.






Chapter Four

It was Riley who helped me recover my
memories. Guiding me through childhood stories
and reminding me of the lives we used to live and
the friends we used to have, until it all began to
resurface. She also helped me appreciate my new
Southern California life. Because seeing her get so
excited by my cool new room, my shiny red
convertible, the amazing beaches, and my new
school, made me realize that even though it wasn't
the life | preferred, it still had value.

And even though we still fight and argue and get
on each other's nerves as much as before, the truth
is, | live for her visits. Being able to see her again
gives me one less person to miss. And the time we
spend together is the best part of each day.

The only problem is, she knows it. So every time
| bring up the subjects she's declared strictly off
limits, things like: When do | get to see Mom, Dad,
and Buttercup? And, where do you go when you're
not here? She punishes me by staying away.



But even though her refusal to share really bugs
me, | know better than to push it. It's not like I've
confided my new aura spotting/mind-reading
abilities, or how much it's changed me, including the
way |l dress.

"You're never gonna get a boyfriend dressed
like that," she says, lounging on my bed as | rush
through my morning routine, trying to get ready for
school and out the doormore or less on time.

"Yeah, well, not all of us can just close our eyes
and poof, have an amazing new wardrobe," | say,
shoving my feet into worn-out tennis shoes and tying
the frayed laces.

"Please, like Sabine wouldn't hand over her
credit card and tell you to have at it. And what's with
the hood? Youin a gang?"

"l don't have time for this," | say, grabbing my
books, iPod, and backpack, then heading for the
door. "You coming?" | turn to look at her, my
patience running big-time thin as she purses her lip
and takes her time to decide.

"Okay," she finally says. "But only if you put the
top down. I just love the feel of the wind in my hair."

"Fine." | head for the stairs. 'Just make sure



you're gone by the time we get to Miles's. It creeps
me out to see you sitting in his lap without his
permission."

By the time Miles and | get to school, Haven is
already waiting by the gate,—her eyes darting
frantically, scanning the campus as she says, "Okay,
the bell's gonna ring in less than five minutes and still
no sign of Damen. You think he dropped out?" She
looks at us, yellow eyes wide with alarm.

"Why would he drop out? He just started," | say;,
heading for my locker as she skips alongside me,
the thick rubber soles of her boots bouncing off the
pavement.

"Uh, because we're not worthy? Because he
really is too good to be true?"

"But he has to come back. Ever leant him her
copy of Wuthering Heights, which means he has to
return it," Miles says, before | can stop him.

I shake my head, and spin my combination lock,
feeling the weight of Haven's glare when she says,
"When did this happen?" She puts her hand on her
hip and stares at me.

"Because you know | called dibs, right? And
why didn't | get an update? Why didn't anyone tell me



about this? Last | heard you hadn't even seen him
yet."

"Oh, she saw him alright. | almost had to dial
nine-one-one she freaked out so bad." Miles laughs.

| shake my head, shut my locker, and head
down the hall.

"Well, it's true." He shrugs, walking alongside
me.

"So let me get this straight, you're more of a
liability than a threat?" Haven peers at me through
narrowed, heavily lined eyes, her jealousy
transforming her aura into a dull puke green.

| take a deep breath and look at them, thinking
how if they weren't my friends, Id tell them how
ridiculous this all is. | mean, since when can you call
dibs on another person? Besides, it's not like I'm all
that datable in my current voice-hearing, aura-
seeing, baggy-sweatshirt-wearing condition.

But | don't say any of that. Instead | just say,
"Yes, I'm a liability. 'm a huge uninsurable disaster
waiting to happen. But I'm definitely not a threat.
Mainly because I'm not interested. And | know that's
probably hard to believe, with him being so
goraeous and sexv and hot and smolderina and



combustible or whatever it is that you call him, but
the truth is, | don't like Damen Auguste, and | don't
know how else to sayiit!"

"Um, | don't think you need to say anything else,"
Haven mumbles, her face frozen as she stares
straight ahead.

| follow her gaze, all the way to where Damen is
standing, all shiny dark hair, smoldering eyes,
amazing body, and knowing smile, feeling my heart
skip two beats as he holds the door open and says,
"Hey Ever, after you."

| storm toward my desk, narrowly avoiding the
backpack Stacia has placed in my path, as my face
burns with shame, knowing Damen's right there
behind me, and that he heard every horrifying word |
justsaid. | toss my bag to the floor, slide onto my
seat, lift my hood, and crank my iPod, hoping to
drown out the noise and deflect what just happened,
assuring myself that a guy like that—a guy so
confident, so gorgeous, so completely amazing—is
too cool to bother with the careless words of a girl
like me.

But just as | start to relax, just as I've convinced



myself not to care, I'm jolted by an overwhelming
shock—an electric charge infusing my skin,
slamming my veins, and making my whole body
tingle. And it's all because Damen placed his hand
upon mine.

It's hard to surprise me. Ever since | became
psychic, Riley's the only one who can do so, and
believe me, she never tires of finding new ways. But
when | glance from my hand to Damen's face, he just
smiles and says, "l wanted to return this." Then he
gives me my copy of Wuthering Heights. And even
though | know this sounds weird and more than a
litle crazy, the moment he spoke, the whole room
went silent. Seriously, like one moment it was filled
with the sound of random thoughts and voices, and
the next"

Yet knowing how ridiculous that is, | shake my
head and say, "Are you sure you don't want to keep
it? Because | really don't need it, | already know how
it ends." And even though he removes his hand from
mine, it's a moment before all the tingling dies down.

"l know how it ends too," he says, gazing at me
in a way so intense, so insistent, so intimate, |
quickly look away.



And just as I'm about to reinsert my earbuds, so
| can block out the sound of Stacia and Honor's
continuous loop of cruel commentary, Damen places
his hand back on mine and says, "What're you
listening to?"

And the whole room goes quiet again.
Seriously, for those few brief seconds, there were no
swirling thoughts, no hushed whispers, nothing but
the sound of his soft, lyrical voice. | mean, when it
happened before, | figured it was just me. But this
time | know that it's real. Because even though
people are still talking and thinking and engaging in
all of the usual things, it's completely blocked by the
sound of his words.

| squint, noticing how my body has gone all
warm and electric; wondering what could possibly be
causing it. | mean, it's not like | haven't had my hand
touched before, though Ive yet to experience
anything remotely like this.

"l asked what you're listening to." He smiles. A
smile so private and intimate, | feel my face flush.

"Oh, um, it's just some goth mix my friend Haven
made. lt's mostly old, eighties stuff, you know like the
Cure, Siouxsie and the Banshees, Bauhaus." |



shrug, unable to avert my gaze as | stare into his
eyes, trying to determine their exact color.

"You're into goth?" he asks, brows raised, eyes
skeptical, taking inventory of my long blond ponytail,
dark blue sweatshirt, and make-up free, clean
scrubbed skin.

"No, not really. Haven's all into it." | laugh—a
nervous, cackling, cringe-worthy  sound—that
bounces off all four walls and right back at me.

"And you? What are you into?" His eyes still on
mine, his face clearly amused.

And just as I'm about to answer, Mr. Robins
walks in, his cheeks red and flushed, but not from a
brisk walk like everyone thinks. And then Damen
leans back in his seat, and | take a deep breath and
lower my hood, sinking back into the familiar sounds
of adolescent angst, test stress, body image issues,
Mr. Robin's failed dreams, and Stacia, Honor, and
Craig all wondering what the hot guy could possibly
see inme.






Chapter Five

By the time | make it to our lunch table Haven
and Miles are already there. But when | see Damen
sitting beside them, 'm tempted to run the other way.

"You're free to join us, but only if you promise
not to stare at the new kid." Miles laughs.

"Staring is very rude. Didn't anyone ever tell you
that?"

I roll my eyes and slide onto the bench beside
him, determined to show just how blase | am about
Damen's presence. "l was raised by wolves, what
can | say?" | shrug, busying myself with the zipper on
my lunch pack.

"l was raised by a drag queen and a romance
novelist," Miles says, reaching over to steal a candy
corn off the top of Haven's pre-Halloween cupcake.

"Sorry, that wasn't you, sweetie, that was
Chandler on Friends."

Haven laughs. "I, on the other hand, was raised
in a coven. | was a beautiful vampire princess, loved,
worshiped, and admired by all. I lived in a luxurious,



gothic castle, and | have no idea how | ended up at
this hideous fiberglass table with you losers." she
nods at Damen. "And you?"

He takes a sip of his drink, some iridescent red
liquid in a glass bottle, then he gazes at all three of
us and says,

"ltaly, France, England, Spain, Belgium, New
York, New Orleans, Oregon, India, New Mexico,
Egypt, and a few other places in between." He
smiles.

"Can you say 'military brat'?" Haven laughs,
picking off a candy corn and tossing it to Miles.

"Ever lived in Oregon," Miles says, placing the
candy on the center of his tongue before chasing it
down with a swig of Vitamin Water. "Portland."
Damen nods.

Miles laughs. "Not a question, but okay. What |
meant was, our friend Ever here, well, she lived in
Oregon," he says, eliciting a sharp look from Haven,
who, even after my earlier blunder, still views me as
the biggest obstacle in her path to true love, and
doesn't appreciate any attention being directed my
way.

Damen smiles, his eyes on mine. "Where?"



"Eugene," | mumble, focusing on my sandwich
instead of him, because just like in the classroom,
every time he speaks it's the only sound | hear. And
every time our eyes meet | grow warm. And when his
foot just bumped against mine, my whole body
tingled. And it's really starting to freak me out.

"How'd you end up here?" He leans toward me,
prompting Haven to scoot even closer to him.

| stare at the table, pressing my lips together in
my usual nervous habit. | don't want to talk about my
old life. 1 don't see the point in relaying all the gory
details. Of having to explain how even though it's
completely my fault that my entire family died, |
somehow managed to live. So in the end | just tear
the crust from my sandwich, and say, "It's a long
story."

| can feel Damen's gaze—heavy, warm, and
inviting—and it makes me so nervous my palms start
to sweat and my water bottle slips from my grip.
Falling so fast, | can't even stop it, all | can do is wait
for the splash. But before it can even hit the table,
Damen's already caught it and returned it to me. And
I sit there, staring at the bottle and avoiding his gaze,
wondering if I'm the only one who noticed how he



moved so fast he actually blurred.

Then Miles asks about New York, and Haven
scoots so close she's practically sitting on Damen's
lap, and | take a deep breath, finish my lunch, and
convince myself limagined it.

When the bell finally rings, we all grab our stuff
and head toward class, and the second Damen's out
of earshot | turn to my friends and say, "How did he
end up at our table?" Then | cringe at how my voice
sounded so shrill and accusing.

"He wanted to sit in the shade, so we offered
him a spot." Miles shrugs, depositing his bottle in the
recycling bin and leading us toward the building.
"Nothing sinister, no evil plot to embarrass you."

"Well, | could've done without the staring
comment," | say, knowing | sound ridiculous and
overly sensitive. 'm unwilling to express what I'm
really thinking, not wanting to upset my friends with
the very valid, yet unkind question: Why is a guy like
Damen hanging with us? Seriously. Out of all the
kids in this school, out of all the cool cliques he could
join, why on earth would he chose to sit with us—the
three biggest misfits?

"Relax, he thouaght it was funnv." Miles shruas.



"Besides, he's coming by your house tonight. | told
him to stop by around eight."

"You what?" | gape at him, suddenly
remembering how all through lunch Haven was
thinking about what she was going to wear, while
Miles wondered if he had time for a spray tan, and
now it all makes sense.

"Well, apparently Damen hates football as much
as we do, which we happened to learn during
Haven's little Q and A that took place just moments
before you arrived." Haven smiles and curtseys, her
fishnet-covered knees bowing out to either side.

"And since he's new, and doesn't really know
anyone else, we figured we'd hog him all to
ourselves and not give him the chance to make other
friends."

"But—" | stop, unsure how to continue. All  know
is that | don't want Damen coming over, not tonight,
not ever.

"Il swing by sometime after eight," Haven says.
"My meeting's over by seven, which gives me just
enough time to go home and change. And, by the
way, | call dibs on sitting next to Damen in the



Jacuzz!"

"You can't do that!" Miles says, shaking his
head in outrage.

"l won't allow it!"

But she just waves over her shoulder as she
skips toward class, and | turn to Miles and ask,
"Which meeting is it today?"

He opens the classroom door arid smiles.
"Friday is for overeaters."

Haven is what you'd call an anonymous-group
addict. In the short time I've known her, she's
attended twelve-step meetings for alcoholics,
narcotics, codependents, debtors, gamblers, cyber
addicts, nicotine junkies, social phobic's, pack rats,
and wvulgarity lovers. Though as far as | know, today
is her first one for overeaters. But then again, at five
foot one with the slim, lithe body of a music box
ballerina, Haven is definitely not an overeater. She's
also not an alcoholic, a debtor, a gambler, or any of
those other things. She's just terminally ignored by
her self-involved parents, which makes her seek love
and approval from just about anywhere she can get
it.

Like with the whole goth thing. lt's not that she's



really all that into it, which is pretty obvious by the
way she always skips instead of skulks, and how her
Joy Division posters hang on the pastel pink walls of
her not-so-long-ago ballerina phase (that came
shortly after her J. Crew catalog preppy phase).

Haven's just learned that the quickest way to
stand out in a town full of Juicy-clad blondes is to
dress like the Princess of Darkness. Only it's not
really working as well as she hoped. The first time
her mom saw her dressed like that, she just sighed,
grabbed her keys, and headed off to Pilates. And
her dad hasn't been home long enough to really get
a good look. Her little brother, Austin, was freaked,
but he adjusted pretty quickly. And since most of the
kids at school have grown so used to the outrageous
displays of behavior brought on by the presence of
last year's MTV cameras, they usually ignore her.

But | happen to know that beneath all the skulls,
and spikes, and death-rocker makeup is a girl who
just wants to be seen, heard, loved, and paid
attention to—something her earlier incarnations
have failed to produce. So if standing before a room
full of people, creating some sob story about her
tormented struggle with that day's fill-in-the-blank



addiction makes her feel important, well, who am | to
judge?

In my old life | didn't hang with people like Miles
and Haven. | wasn't connected with the troubled kids,
or the weird kids, or the kids everyone picked on. |
was part of the popular crowd, where most of us
were cute, athletic, talented, smart, wealthy, well-
liked, or all of the above. | went to school dances,
had a best friend named Rachel (who was also a
cheerleader like me), and | even had a boyfriend,
Brandon, who happened to be the sixth boy I'd ever
kissed (the first was Lucas, but that was only
because of a dare back in sixth grade, and trust me,
the ones in between are hardly worth mentioning).
And even though | was never mean to anyone who
wasn't part of our group, it's not like | really noticed
them either. Those kids just didn't have anything to
do with me. And so | acted like they were invisible.

But now, I'm one of the unseen too. | knew it the
day Rachel and Brandon visited me in the hospital.
They acted so nice and supportive on the outside,
while inside, their thoughts told a whole other story.
They were freaked by the little plastic bags dripping
liquids into my veins. my cuts and bruises. mv cast



covered limbs. They felt bad for what happened, for
all that I'd lost, but as they tried not to gape at the
jagged red scar on my forehead, what they really
wanted to do was run away.

And | watched as their auras swirled together,
blending into the same dull brown, knowing they
were withdrawing from me, and moving closer to
each other.

So on my first day at Bay View; instead of
wasting my time with the usual hazing rituals of the
Stacia and Honor crowd, | headed straight for Miles
and Haven, the two outcasts who accepted my
friendship with no questions asked. And even though
we probably look pretty strange on the outside, the
truth is, I don't know what I'd do without them. Having
their friendship is one of the few good things in my
life. Having their friendship makes me feel almost
normal again.

And that's exactly why | need to stay away from
Damen because his ability to charge my skin with
his touch, and silence the world with his voice is a
dangerous temptation | cannot indulge. | won't risk
hurting my friendship with Haven. And | can't risk



getting too close.






Chapter Six

Even though Damen and | share two classes,
the only one where we sit next to each other is
English. So it's not until I've already put away my
materials and am heading out of sixth-period art that
he approaches.

He runs up beside me, holding the door as |
slink past, eyes glued to the ground, wondering how |
can possibly un-invite him.

"Your friends asked me to stop by tonight," he
says, his stride matching mine. "But | won't be able
to make it."

"Oh!" | say, caught completely off guard,
regretting the way my voice just betrayed me by
sounding so happy. "l mean, are you sure?" | try to
sound softer, more accommodating, like | really do
want him to visit, even though it's too late.

He gazes at me, eyes shiny and amused. "Yah,
I'm sure. See you Monday," he says, picking up his
pace and heading for his car, the one that's parked
in the red zone, its engine inexplicably humming.



When | reach my Miata, Miles is waiting, arms
crossed, eyes narrowed, his annoyance clearly
displayed in his signature smirk. "You better tell me
what just happened back there, because that did not
look good," he says, sliding in as | open my side.

"He cancelled. Said he couldn't make it." |
shrug, glancing over my shoulder as | shift in reverse.

"But what did you say that made him cancel?"
He glares at me.

"Nothing."

The smirk deepens.

"Seriously, I'm not responsible for wrecking your
night." | pull out of the parking lot and onto the street,
but when | feel Miles still staring | go, "What?"

"Nothing." He lifts his brows and stares out the
window, and even though | know what he's thinking, |
focus on driving instead. So then of course he turns
to me and says, "Okay, promise you won't get mad."

| close my eyes and sigh. Here we go.

"lt's just that—I so don't get you. It's like, nothing
about you makes any sense."

| take a deep breath and refuse to react. Mostly
because it's about to get worse.

"For one thing, you're completely knock-down,



drag-out gorgeous—at least | think you might be,
because it's really hard to tell when you're always
hiding under those ugly stretched-out hoodies. |
mean, sorry to be the one to say it, Ever, but the
whole ensemble is completely ftragic, like
camouflage for the homeless, and | don't think we
should have to pretend otherwise. Also; | hate to be
the one to break it to you, but making a point to
avoid the completely hot new guy, who is so
obviously into you, is just weird."

He stops long enough to give me an
encouraging look, as | brace for what's next. "Unless
—of course—you're gay."

| make a right turn and exhale, grateful for my
psychic abilities for probably the first time ever,
since it definitely helped lessen the blow.

"Because it's totally cool if you are,” he
continues. "I mean, obviously, since I'm gay, and it's
not like 'm gonna discriminate against you, right?"
He laughs, a sort of nervous, we're-in-virgin territory-
now kind of laugh.

But | just shake my head and hit the brake. Just
because | m not interested in Damen doesn't mean
'm gay," | say, realizing | sounded far more



defensive than | intended.

"There's a lot more to attraction than just looks,
you know." Like warm tingling touch, deep
smoldering eyes, and the seductive sound of a voice
that can silence the world

"ls it because of Haven?" he asks, not buying
my story.

"No." | grip the steering wheel and glare at the
light, willing it to change from red to green so | can
drop Miles off and be done with all this.

But I know | answered too quickly when he goes,
'Hal! I knew it! It is because of Haven—because she
called dibs. | can't believe you're actually honoring
dibs! | mean, do you even realize you're giving up a
chance to lose your virginity to the hottest guy in
school, maybe even the planet, all because Haven
called dibs?"

"This is ridiculous," | mumble, shaking my head
as | turn onto his street, pull into his driveway, and
park.

"What? You're not a virgin?" He smiles,
obviously having a wonderful time with all this. "You
been holding out on me?"

| roll my eves and lauah in spite of mvself. He



looks at me for a moment, then grabs his books and
heads for his house, turning back long enough to
say, "I hope Haven appreciates what a good friend
you are."

As it turns out, Friday night was cancelled. Well,
not the night, just our plans. Partly because Haven's
little brother, Austin, got sick and she was the only
one around to take care of him, and partly because
Miles's sports-loving dad dragged him to a football
game and forced him to wear the team colors and
act like he cared. And as soon as Sabine learned I'd
be home by myself, she left work early and offered to
take me to dinner.

Knowing she doesn't approve of my fondness
for hoodies and jeans, and wanting to please her
after everything she's done, | slip on this pretty blue
dress she recently bought me, slide my feet into the
heels she got to go with it, slick on some lip gloss (a
relic from my old life when | cared about things like
that), transfer my essentials from my backpack to the
litle metallic clutch that goes with the dress, and
trade my usual ponytail for loose waves.

And just as I'm about to walk out the door, Riley



pops up behind me and says, "lt's about time you
started dressing like a girl."

And | nearly jump out of my skin.

"Omigod, you scared the heck out of me!" |
whisper, shutting the door so Sabine can't hear.

"Iknow." She laughs. "So where you going?"

"Some restaurant called Stonehill Tavern. It's in
the St. Regis hotel,” | say, my heart still racing from
the ambush.

She raises her brows and nods. "Chichi."

"How would you know?" | peer at her, wondering
if she's been. | mean, it's not like she ever tells me
where she spends her free time.

"l know lots of things." She laughs. "Way more
than you." She jumps onto my bed and rearranges
the pillows before she leans back.

"Yeah, well, not much | can do about that, huh?" |
say, annoyed to see how she's wearing the exact
same dress and shoes as | am. Only since she's four
years younger and quite a bit shorter, she looks like
she's playing dress-up.

"Seriously though, you should dress like that
more often. Because | hate to say it, but your usual
look is so not working for you. | mean, you think



Brandon ever would've gone for you if you'd dressed
like that?" She crosses her ankles and gazes at me,
her posture as relaxed as a person, living or dead,
could ever be.

"Speaking of, did you know he's dating Rachel
now? Yep, they've been together five months. That's
like, even longer than you guys, huh?"

| press my lips and tap my foot against the floor,
repeating my usual mantra: Don't let her get to you.
Don't let her.

"And omigod, you're never gonna believe this
but they almost went all the way! Seriously, they left
the homecoming dance early, they had it all planned
out, but then—well..."

She pauses long enough to laugh.

"l know | probably shouldn't repeat this, but let's
just say that Brandon did something very regrettable
and extremely embarrassing that turned out to be a
major mood breaker. You probably had to be there,
but I'm telling you, it was hilarious. | mean, don't get
me wrong, he misses you and all, even accidentally
called her by your name once or twice, but as they
say, life goes on, right?"

| take a deep breath and narrow my eves,



watching as she lounges on my bed like Cleopatra
on her litter, critiquing my life, my look, virtually
everything about me, giving me updates on former
friends | never even asked for, like some kind of
prepubescent authority.

Must be nice to just drop in whenever you feel
like it, to not have to get down here in the trenches
and do all the dirty work like the rest of us!

And suddenly | feel so annoyed with her little
pop-in visits that are really just glorified sneak
attacks, wishing she'd just leave me m peace and let
me live whatever's left of my crummy life without her
constant stream of bratty commentary; that | look her
right in the eye and say, "So when are you scheduled
for angel school? Or have they banned you because
you're so evil?"

She glares at me, her eyes squeezing into
angry little slits as Sabine taps on my door and calls,
"Ready?"

| stare at Riley, daring her with my eyes to do
something stupid, something that will alert Sabine to
all the truly strange goings on around here. But she
just smiles sweetly and says, "Mom and Dad send
their love." seconds before disappearina.









Chapter Seven

On the ride to the restaurant all | can think about
is Riley her snide remark, and how completely rude it
was to just let it slip and then disappear. | mean, I've
been begging her to tell me about our parents,
pleading for just one smidgen of info this whole
entire time. But instead of filling me in and telling me
what | need to know; she gets all fidgety, acts all
cagey; and refuses to explain why they've yet to
appear. You'd think being dead would make a
person act a little nicer, a little kinder. But not Riley.
She's just as bratty; spoiled, and awful as she was
when she was alive.

Sabine leaves the car with the valet and we
head inside. And the moment | see the huge marble
foyer, the outsized flower arrangements, and the
amazing ocean view, | regret everything | just
thought. Riley was right. This place really is chichi.
Big-time, major chichi. Like the kind of place you
bring a date—and not your sullen niece.

The hostess leads us to a cloth-covered table



adorned with flickering candles and salt and pepper
shakers that resemble small silver stones, and when
| take my seat and gaze around the room, | can
hardly believe how glamorous it is. Especially
compared to the kind of restaurants I'm used to.

But just as soon as | think it, | make myself stop.
There's no use examining the before and after
photos, of reviewing the how things used to be clip
stored in my brain. Though sometimes being around
Sabine makes it hard not to compare. Her being my
dad's twin is like a constant reminder.

She orders red wine for herself and a soda for
me, then we look over our menus and decide on our
meals. And the moment our waitress is gone,
Sabine tucks her chin-length blond hair back behind
her ear, smiles politely, and says,

"So, how's everything? School? Your friends?
All good?"

| love my aunt, don't get me wrong, and I'm
grateful for everything that she's done. But just
because she can handle a twelve man jury doesn't
mean she's any good at the small talk.

Still, | just look at her and say, "Yep, it's all
good." Okay, maybe | suck at the small talk too.



She places her hand on my arm to say
something more, but before she can even get to the
words, I'm already up and out of my seat.

"Il be right back," | mumble, nearly knocking
over my chair as | dart back the way we came, not
bothering to stop for directions since the waitress |
just brushed against took one look at me and
doubted I'd make it out the door and down the long
hallway in time.

I head in the direction she unknowingly sent me,
passing through a hall of mirrors—gigantic gilt-
framed mirrors, all lined up in a row. And since it's
Friday, the hotel is filled with guests for a wedding
that, from what | can see, should never take place. A
group of people brush past me, their auras swirling
with alcohol-fueled energy that's so out of whack it's
affecting me too, leaving me dizzy, nauseous, and so
light-headed that when | glance in the mirrors, | see a
long chain of Damens staring right back.

| stumble into the bathroom, grip the marble
counter, and fight to catch my breath. Forcing myself
to focus on the potted orchids, the scented lotions,
and the stack of plush towels resting on a large
porcelain tray, | begin to feel calmer, more centered,



contained. | guess I've grown so used to all of the
random energy | encounter wherever | go, [ve
forgotten how overwhelming it can be when my
defenses are down and my iPod's at home. But the
jolt I received when Sabine placed her hand on mine
was filled with such overwhelming loneliness, such
quiet sadness, it felt like a punch in the gut.
Especially when I realized | was to blame.

Sabine is lonely in a way I've tried to ignore.
Because even though we live together it's not like we
see each other all that often. She's usually at work,
I'm usually at school, and nights and weekends |
spend holed up in my room, or out with my friends. |
guess | sometimes forget that 'm not the only one
with people to miss, that even though she's taken me
in and tried to help, she still feels just as alone and
empty as the day it all happened.

But as much as I'd like to reach out, as much as
I'd like to ease her pain, | just can't. 'm too damaged,
too weird. I'm a freak who hears thoughts and talks
to the dead. And | can't risk getting found out, can't
risk getting too close, to anyone, not even her. The
best | can do is just get through high school, so | can
go away to colleae. and she can aet back to her life.



Maybe then she can get together with that guy who
works in her building. The one she doesn't even
know yet. The one whose face | saw the moment her
hand touched mine.

I run my hands through my hair, reapply some lip
gloss, and head back to the table, determined to try
a little harder and make her feel better, all without
risking my secrets. And as | slip back onto my seat, |
sip from my drink, and smile when | say, "I'm fine.
Really."

Nodding so that she'll believe it, before adding,
"So tell me, any interesting cases at work? Any cute
guys in the building?"

After dinner, | wait outside while Sabine gets in
line to pay the valet. And I'm so caught up in the
drama unfolding before me, between tomorrow's
bride-to-be and her so called maid of "honor," that |
actually jump when | feel a hand on my sleeve.

"Oh, hey," | say, my body flooding with heat and
tingling the second my eyes meet his.

"You look amazing," Damen says, his gaze
traveling all the way down my dress to my shoes,
before working their way back to mine.



"l almost didn't recognize you without the hood."
He smiles.

"Did you enjoy your dinner?"

| nod, feeling so on edge I'm amazed | could
even do that.

"l saw you in the hall. | would've said hello, but
you seemed in such a rush" | gaze at him,
wondering what he's doing here, all alone, at this
swanky hotel on a Friday night. Dressed in a dark
wool blazer, a black open-neck shirt, designer jeans,
and those boots—an ouftfit that seems far too slick
for a guy his age, yet somehow looks just right.

"Out-of-town Vvisitor," he says, answering the
question | hadn't yet asked. And just as I'm
wondering what to say next, Sabine appears. And
while they're shaking hands | say, "Um, Damen and |
go to school together." Damen's the one who makes
my palms sweat, my stomach spin, and he's pretty
much all I can think about! "He just moved here from
New Mexico," | add, hoping that'll suffice until the car
arrives.

"Where in New Mexico?" Sabine asks. And
when she smiles | can't help but wonder if she's
flooded with that same wonderful feeling as me.



"Santa Fe." He smiles.

"Oh, | hear it's lovely. I've always wanted to go
there."

"Sabine's an attorney, she works a lot," |
mumble, focusing in the direction that the car will be
coming from in just ten, nine, eight, seven...

"We're headed back home, but you're more
than welcome to join us," she offers.

| gape at her, panicked, wondering how | failed
to see that coming. Then | glance at Damen, praying
he'll decline as he says, "Thanks, but | have to head
back" He hooks his thumb over his shoulder, and my
eyes follow in that direction, stopping on an
incredibly gorgeous redhead, dressed in the
slinkiest black dress and strappy high heels.

She smiles at me, but it's not at all kind. Just
pink glossy lips slightly liting and curving, while her
eyes are too far, too distant to read. Though there's
something about her expression, the tilt of her chin,
that's so visibly mocking, as though the sight of us
standing together could be nothing short of amusing.

| turn back to face him, startled to find him
looming so close, his lips moist and parted, mere
inches from mine. Then he brushes his fingers along



the side of my cheek, and retrieves a red tulip from
behind my ear. Then the next thing | know, I'm
standing alone as he heads back inside with his
date. And | gaze at the tulip, touching its waxy red
petals, wondering where it could've possibly come
fromespecially two seasons past spring. Though it's
not until later, when I'm alone in my room, that |
realize the redhead was auraless too.

| must've been in a really deep sleep because
the moment | hear someone moving around in my
room, my head feels so groggy and murky | don't
even open my eyes. "Riley?" | mumble. "Is that you?"
But when she doesn't answer, | know she's up to her
usual pranks. And since I'm too tired to play, | grab
my other pillow and plop it over my head.

But when | hear her again, | say, "Listen Riley,
I'm exhausted, okay? I'm sorry if | was mean to you,
and I'm sorry if | upset you, but | really don't feel like
doing this now at—" | lift the pillow and open one eye
to peer at my alarm clock. 'At three forty-five in the
morning. So why don't you just go back to wherever it
is that you go and save it for a normal hour, okay?
You can even show up in, that dress | wore to the
eighth grade araduation and | won't say a word,



scout's honor."

Only, the thing is, now that I've said all of that, 'm
awake. So | toss the pillow aside and glare at her
shadowy form lounging on the chair by my desk,
wondering what could possibly be so important it
can't keep until morning.

"l said I'm sorry, okay? What more do you
want?"

"You can see me?" she asks, pushing away
from the desk.

"Of course | can see—" Then | stop in
midsentence when | realize the voice isn't hers.






Chapter Eight

| see dead people. All the time. On the street, at
the beach, in the malls, in restaurants, wandering the
hallways at school, standing in line at the post office,
waiting in the doctor's office, though never at the
dentist. But unlike the ghosts you see on TV and in
movies, they don't bother me, they don't want my
help, they don't stop and chat. The most they ever do
is smile and wave when they realize they've been
seen. Like most people, they like being seen. But
the voice in my room definitely wasn't a ghost. It also
wasn't Riley. The voice in my room belonged to
Damen. And that's how | know | was dreaming.

"Hey." He smiles, slipping into his seat seconds
after the bell rings, but since this is Mr. Robins' class
it's the same as being early.

I nod, hoping to appear casual, neutral, not the
least bit interested. Hoping to hide the fact that I'm
so far gone I'm now dreaming of him.

"Your aunt seems nice." He looks at me,
tapping the end of his pen on his desk, making this



continuous click, click, click sound that really sets me
on edge.

"Yeah, she's great," | mumble, mentally cursing
Mr. Robins for lingering in the faculty bathroom,
wishing he'd just stow the flask and come do his job
already.

"l don't live with my family either," Damen says,
his voice quieting the room, quieting my thoughts, as
he spins the pen on the tip of his finger, twirling it
around and around without faltering.

| press my lips together and fumble with the
iPod in my secret compartment, wondering how rude
it would seem if | turned it on and blocked him out
too.

"I'm emancipated," he adds.

"Seriously?" | ask, even though | was firmly
committed to keeping our conversations to an
absolute minimum. It's just, I've never met anyone
who was emancipated, and | always thought it
sounded so lonely and sad. Though from the looks of
his car, his clothes, and his glamorous Friday nights
at the St. Regis hotel, he doesn't seem to be doing
so badly.

"Seriously." He nods. And the moment he stops



talking | hear the heightened whispers of Stacia and
Honor, calling me a freak, and a few other things
much worse than that. Then | watch as he tosses his
pen in the air, smiling as it forms a series of slow
lazy eights before landing right back on his finger.

"So where's your family?" he asks.

And it's so weird how all the noise just stops
and starts, starts and stops, like some messed up
game of musical chairs. One where I'm always left
standing. One where I'm always it.

"What?" | squint, distracted by the sight of
Damen's magic pen now hovering between us, as
Honor makes fun of my clothes, and her boyfriend
pretends to agree even though he's secretly
wondering why she never dresses like me. And it
makes me want to lift my hood, crank my iPod, and
drown it all out. Everything. Including Damen.
Especially Damen.

"Where does your family live?" he asks.

| close my eyes when he speaks—silence,
sweet silence, for those fleeting few seconds. Then |
open them again and gaze right into his.

"They're dead," | say, as Mr. Robins walks in.

"I'm sorry."



Damen gazes at me from across the lunch table
as | scan the area, eager for Haven and Miles to
show. | just opened my lunch pack to find a single
red tulip lying smack between my sandwich and
chips—a tulip! Just like the one from Friday night.
And even though I've no idea how he did it, I'm sure
Damen's responsible. But it's not so much the
strange magic tricks that bother me, it's more the
way he looks at me, the way he speaks to me, the
way he makes me feel

"About your family. | didn't realize..."

| gaze down at my juice, twisting the cap back
and forth, forth and back, wishing he'd just let it go. "l
don't like to talk about it." I shrug.

"l know what it's like to lose the people you
love," he whispers, reaching across the table and
placing his hand over mine, infusing me with a
feeling so good, so warm, so calm, and so safe—I
close my eyes and allow it. Allow myself to enjoy the
peace of it. Grateful to hear what he says and not
what he thinks. Like an average girl—with a much
better than average boy.

"Um, excuse me." | open my eyes to find Haven
leanina against the edae of the table. her vellow



eyes narrowed and fixed on our hands. "So sorry to
interrupt.”

| pull away, shoving my hand in my pocket like
it's something shameful, something no one should
have to see. Wanting to explain how what she saw
was nothing, how it meant nothing, even though |
know better. "Where's Miles?" | finally say, not
knowing what else to say.

She rolls her eyes and sits beside Damen, her
hostile thoughts transforming her aura from bright
yellow to a very dark red.

"Miles is texting his latest Internet crush,
hornyyoungdingdong307," she says, avoiding my
eyes as she as she busies herself with her cupcake.
Then gazing at Damen, she adds, "So, how was
everyone's weekend?"

| shrug, knowing she wasn't really addressing
me, watching as she taps the frosting with the tip of
her tongue, performing her usual test lick, even
though I've yet to see her reject one. And when |
glance at Damen, I'm shocked to see him shrug too,
because from what | saw, he was poised for a much
better weekend than me.



"Well, as you can probably guess, my Friday
night sucked. Big-time. | spent most of it cleaning up
Austin's vomit, since the housekeeper was in Vegas
and my parents couldn't be bothered to come home
from wherever the hell they were. But Saturday totally
made up for it. | mean, it rocked! Like, seriously, it
was probably the best night of my entire life. And |
totally would've invited you guys if it hadn't been so
last minute." She nods, deigning to look at me again.

"Where'd you go?" | ask, trying to sound casual
even though | just envisioned a dark scary place.

"This totally awesome club that some girl from
my group took me to."

"Which group?" | sip from my water.

"Saturday is for codependents." She smiles.
"Anyway, this girl, Evangeline? She's like a hardcore
case. She's what they call a donor."

"What who calls a donor?" Miles asks, placing
his Sidekick on the table and sitting down beside
me.

"The codependents,” | say, bringing him up to
speed.

Haven rolls her eyes. "No, not them, the
vampires. A donor is a person who allows other



vamps to feed off them. You know, like suck their
blood and stuff, whereas I'm what they call a puppy,
because | just like to follow them around. | don't let
anyone feed. Well, not yet." She laughs.

"Follow who around?" Miles asks, lifting his
Sidekick and flipping through his messages.

"Vampires! jeez, try to keep up. Anyway, what |
was saying is this codependent donor chick,
Evangeline, which, by the way;, is her vampire name,
not her real name—"

"People have vampire names?" Miles asks,
setting his phone on the table where he can still peek
atit.

"Totally." She nods, poking her finger deep into
the frosting, then licking the tip.

"Is that like a stripper name? You know, like
your first childhood pet plus your mom's maiden
name? Because that makes me Princess Slavin,
thank you very much." He smiles.

Haven sighs, striving for patience. "Uh, no. It's
nothing like that. You see, a vampire name is
serious. And unlike most people, | don't even have to
change mine, because Haven is like an organic
vamp name, one hundred percent natural, no



additives or preservatives." She laughs. "I told you
I'm a dark princess! Anyway, we went to this really
cool club somewhere up in L.A. called Nocturnal, or
something like that."

"Nocturne," Damen says, gripping his drink as
his eyes focus on hers.

Haven sets down her cupcake and claps. "Yay!
Finally, someone cool at this table," she says.

"And did you run into any immortals?" he asks,
still gazing at her.

"Tons! The place was packed. There was even
a VIP coven room, which I totally snuck into and hung
out at the blood bar."

"Did they card you?" Miles asks, his fingers
racing over his Sidekick as he partakes in two
conversations at once.

"Laugh all you want, but I'm telling you it was
way cool. Even after Evangeline sort of ditched me
for some guy she met, | ended up meeting this other
girl, who was even cooler, and who also, by the way,
just moved here. So we'll probably start hanging out
and stuff."

"Are you breaking up with us?" Miles gapes at
her in mock alarm.



Haven rolls her eyes. "Whatever. All | know is
that it was better than your guys' Saturday night—
well, maybe not yours, Damen, since you seem to be
up on these things, but definitely those two," she
says, pointing at Miles and me.

"So how was the game?" | elbow Miles, trying to
get his attention back on us and away from his
electronic boyfriend.

"All | know is there was way too much team
spirit, somebody won, somebody lost, and | spent
most of it in the bathroom text messaging this guy
who's apparently a big fat liar!" He shakes his head
and shows us the screen.

"Look, right there!" He stabs it with his finger.
"I've been asking for a picture all weekend because
no way am | meeting up without getting a solid visual.
And this is what he sends. Stupid phony poser!"

| squint at the thumbnail, not quite getting what
he's so angry about. "How do you know it's not him?"
| ask, glancing at Miles.

And then Damen says, "Because it's me."






Chapter Nine

Apparently Damen modeled for a short time,
back when he lived in New York, which is why his
image is out there, floating around cyberspace, just
waiting for someone to download and claim that it's
them.

And even though we passed it around and had
a good solid laugh at the whole weird coincidence,
there's still one thing | can't quite get past: If Damen
just moved here from New Mexico and not New York,
well, doesn't it seem like he should've looked a little
bit younger in that picture? Because | can't think of
anyone who looks exactly the same at seventeen as
they did at fourteen, or even fifteen, and yet, that
thumbnail on Miles's Sidekick showed Damen
looking exactly the same as he does right now. And
it just doesn't make any sense.

When | get to art, | beeline for the supply closet,
grab all my stuff, and head for my easel, refusing to
react when | notice how Damen is set up right next to
mine. | just take a deep breath and go about the



business of buttoning my smock and selecting a
brush, stealing the occasional glance at his canvas
and trying not to gawk at his masterpiece in the
making—a seriously perfect rendition of Picasso's
Woman with Yellow Hair.

Our assignment is to emulate one of the great
masters, to choose one of those iconic paintings
and attempt to recreate it. And somehow | got the
idea that those simple Van Gogh swirls would be a
sure thing, a cinch to reproduce, an easy A. But from
the looks of my chaotic, hectic strokes, | completely
misjudged it. And now it's so far gone, | can't
possibly save it. And I've no idea what to do.

Ever since | became psychic, 'm no longer
required to study. I'm not even required to read. All |
have to do is place my hands on a book, and the
story appears in my head. And as far as tests go?
Well, let's just say there's no more "pop" in the quiz. |
just brush my fingers over the questions and the
answers are instantly revealed. But art is totally
different. Because talent cannot be faked. Which is
why my painting is pretty much the exact opposite of
Damen's.

"Starry Night?" Damen asks, nodding at my



drippy, pathetic, blue mottled canvas, as | cringe in
embarrassment, wondering how he could've made
such an accurate guess from such a poorly realized
mess. Then just to torture myself even further, | take
another glance at his effortless, curving
brushstrokes, and add it to the never-ending list of
things he's amazingly good at.

Seriously, like in English, he can answer all of
Mr. Robins questions, which is kind of weird since
he only had one night to skim all three hundred and
some odd pages of Wuthering Heights. Not to
mention how he usually goes on to include all
manner of random historical facts, talking about
those long-ago days as though he was actually there.
He's ambidextrous too, which might not sound like all
that big a deal, until you watch him write with one
hand and paint with the other, with neither project
seeming to suffer. And don't even get me started on
the spontaneous tulips and magic pen.

"Just like Pablo himself. Wonderfull" Ms.
Machado says, smoothing her long glossy braid as
she stares at his canvas, her aura vibrating a
beautiful cobalt blue, as her mind performs
cartwheels and somersaults, jumping in glee, racing



through her mental roster of talented former students,
realizing she's never had one with such innate,
natural ability—until now;

"And Ever?" On the outside she's still smiling,
but inside she's thinking: What on earth could it
possibly be?

"Oh, um, it's supposed to be Van Gogh. You
know, Starry Night?" | cringe in shame, my worst
suspicions confirmed by her thoughts.

"Well—it's an honorable start." She nods,
struggling to keep her face neutral, relaxed. ' Van
Gogh's style is much more difficult than it seems.
Just don't forget the golds, and the yellows! It is a
starry, starry night after all!"

| watch her walk away, her aura expanding and
glowing, knowing she dislikes my painting, but
appreciating her effort to hide it. Then without even
thinking, | dip my brush in yellow, before wiping off
the blue, and when | press it to my canvas it leaves a
big blob of green.

"How do you do it?" | ask, shaking my head in
frustration, gazing from Damen's amazingly good
painting to my amazingly bad one, comparing,
contrasting. and feeling mv confidence plummet.



He smiles, his eyes finding mine. "Who do you
think taught Picasso?" he says.

| drop my brush to the floor, sending mushy
globs of green paint splattering across my shoes, my
smock, and my face, holding my breath as he leans
down to retrieve it, before placing it back in my hand.

"Everyone has to start somewhere," he says,
his eyes dark and smoldering, his fingers seeking
the scar on my face. The one on my forehead. The
one that's hidden under my bangs. The one he has
no way of knowing about. "Even Picasso had a
teacher." He smiles, withdrawing his hand and the
warmth that came with it, returning to his painting, as
I remind myself to breathe.






Chapter Ten

The next morning as I'm getting ready for
school, | make the mistake of asking Riley's help in
choosing a sweatshirt.

"What do you think?" | hold up a blue one,
before replacing it with a green.

"Do the pink one again," she says, perched on
my dresser, head cocked to the side as she
considers the options.

"There is no pink one." | scowl, wishing she
could just be serious for a change, stop making
everything into such a big game. "Come on, help me
out, clock's ticking."

She rubs her chin and squints. "Would you say
that's more of a cerulean blue or a cornflower blue?"

"That's it." | toss the blue one and start yanking
the green over my head.

"Go with the blue." | stop, eyes visible, nose,
mouth, and chin sheltered in fleece. "Seriously. It
brings out your eyes." | squint at her for a moment,
then | toss the green one and do as she says.



Rummaging for lip gloss and stopping just short of
applying it when she goes, "Okay, what gives? |
mean, the sweatshirt crises, the sweaty palms, the
makeup, what's going on?"

"I'm not wearing makeup," | say, cringing as my
voice nears a shout.

"Not to fault you on a technicality, Ever, but lip
gloss counts. It definitely qualifies as makeup. And
you, dear sister, were just about to apply it."

| drop it back in the drawer and reach for my
usual Chapstick instead, smearing it across my lips
in a waxy dull line.

"Umn, hello? Still waiting for an answer over
here!"

| press my lips, heading out the door and down
the stairs.

"Fine, play that way. But don't think you can stop
me from guessing," she says, trailing behind me.

"Whatever," | mumble, going into the garage.

"Well, we know it's not Miles, since you're not
really his type, and we know it's not Haven since
she's not really your type, which leaves me with—"
She slips right through the closed and locked car
door and onto the front seat while | try not to cringe.



"Well, | guess that's pretty much it for your circle of
friends, so tell me, I give up."

| open the garage door and climb in my car the
oldfashioned way, then rev up the engine to drown
out her voice.

"I know you're up to something," she says,
talking over the roar. "Because excuse me for saying
so, but you're acting just like you did right before you
hooked up with Brandon. Remember how nervous
and paranoid you were? Wondering if he liked you
back, and bippidy-blah blah. So come on, tell me.
Who's the unlucky guy? Who's your next victim?"

And the second she says that, an image of
Damen flashes before me, looking so gorgeous, so
sexy, so smoldering, so palpable, I'm tempted to
reach out and claim it. But instead | just clear my
throat, shift into reverse, and say, "No one. | don't like
anyone. But trust me, that's the last time [l ever ask
you to help."

By the time | get to English, I'm as giddy,
nervous, sweaty palmed, and anxious as Riley
accused me of being. But when | see Damen talking
to Stacia, | add paranoid to the already long list.

"Um, excuse me," | say, blocked by Damen's



gloriously long legs, which are taking the place of her
usual booby trap. But he just ignores me and
remains perched on her desk, and | watch as he
reaches behind her ear, and comes away with a
rosebud. A single white rosebud. A fresh, pure,
glistening, dewy, white rosebud. And when he hands
it to her, she squeals so loud you'd think he just gave
her a diamond.

"Oh-my-gawd! No way! How'd you do that?"
She shrieks, waving it around so everyone can see.

| press my lips and gaze down at the ground,
fiddling with my iPod and cranking the sound until |
can no longer hear her.

"I need to get by," | mumble, my eyes meeting
Damen's, catching the briefest flash of warmth
before his gaze turns to ice and he moves out of my
way.

| storm toward my desk, my feet moving like
they're supposed to, one in front of the other, like a
zombie, a robot, some dense numb thing just going
through its preprogrammed motions, unable to think
on its own. Then | settle onto my chair and continue
the routine, retrieving paper, books, and a pen,
pretendina | don't notice how reluctant Damen is.



how he drags his feet when Mr. Robins makes him
return to his seat.

"What the Fug?" Haven says, moving her bangs
to the side and staring straight ahead, her profanity
ban the only New Year's resolution she's ever been
able to keep, but only because she thinks Jug is
funny.

"l knew it wouldn't last." Miles shakes his head
and gazes at Damen, watching him wow the A-list
with his natural charm, magic pen, and stupid
fugging rosebuds.

"l knew it was too good to be true. In fact, | said
exactly that the very first day. Remember when | said
that?"

"No," Haven mumbles, still staring at Damen. "
don't remember that at all."

"Well, I did." Miles swigs his Vitamin Water, and
nods. "I said it. You just didn't hear me."

| gaze down at my sandwich and shrug, not
wanting to get into the whole "who said what when"
debate, and definitely not willing to look anywhere
near Damen, Stacia, or anyone else at that table. 'm
still reeling from English, when Damen leaned



toward me, right in the middle of roll call, so he could
pass me a note. But only so | could pass it to Stacia.

"Pass it yourself," Id said, refusing to touch it.
Wondering how a single piece of notebook paper,
folded into a triangle, could possibly cause so much
pain.

"Come on," he said, flicking it toward me so it
landed just shy of my fingers. "l promise you won't
get caught."

"It's not about getting caught." | glared at him.
"Then what is it about?" he asked, dark eyes on
mine.

It's about not wanting to touch it! Not wanting to
know what it says! Because the moment my fingers
make contact, Il see the words in my head—the
whole, sexy, adorable, flirty, unfiltered message. And
even though it'll be bad enough to hear it in her
thoughts, at least then | can pretend that it's
compromised, diluted by her dimwitted brain. But if |
touch that piece of paper, then Il know the words are
true and | just can't bear to see them.

"Pass it yourself," | finally said, tapping it with
the tip of my pencil and sending it off the edge of my
desk. Hating the way my heart slammed against my



chest as he laughed and bent down to retrieve it.

Hating myself for the flood of relief when he slid
it into his pocket instead of passing it to her.

"Um, hello, earth to Ever!"

| shake my head and squint at Miles.

"| asked what happened? | mean, not to point
fingers or anything, but you are the last one who saw
him today..."

| gaze at Miles, wishing | knew: Remembering
yesterday in art, the way Damen's eyes sought mine,
the way his touch warmed my skin, so sure we'd
shared something personal—magical even. But then
I remember the girl before Stacia, the gorgeous
haughty redhead at the St. Regis, the one |
conveniently managed to forget. And | feel like a fool,
for being so naive, for thinking he just might've liked
me. Because the truth is, that's just Damen. He's a
player. And he does this all the time.

| gaze across the lunch tables, just in time to see
Damen compile an entire bouquet of white rosebuds
from Stacia's ear, sleeve, cleavage, and purse. Then
| press my lips and avert my gaze, sparing myself the
gratuitous hug that soon follows.

"I didn't do anvthing," | finally say, as confused



by Damen's erratic behavior as Miles and Haven,
only far less willing to admit it.

| can hear Miles's thoughts, weighing my words,
trying to decide if he should believe me. Then he
sighs and says, "Do you feel as dejected, jilted, and
heartbroken as me?"

I look at him, wanting to confide, wishing | could
tell him everything, the whole sordid jumble of
feelings. How just yesterday | was sure something
significant had passed between us, only to wake up
today and be presented with this. But instead | just
shake my head, gather my things, and head off to
class, long before the bell even rings.

All through fifth-period French, | think of ways to
get out of art. Seriously. Even as I'm participating in
the usual drills, lips moving, foreign words forming,
my mind is completely obsessed with faking a
stomachache, nausea, fever, a dizzy spell, the flu,
whatever. Any excuse will do.

And it's not just because of Damen. Because
the truth is, I don't even know why | signed up for that
class in the first place. | have no artistic ability, my
project's a mess, and it's not like I'm going to be an
artist anywayv. And veah. | guess if vou throw Damen



into that already full mix, you end up not only with a
seriously compromised GPA, but fifty-seven minutes
of awkwardness.

But in the end, | go. Mostly because it's the right
thing to do. And I'm so focused on gathering my
supplies and donning my smock, that at first | don't
realize he's not even there. And as the minutes tick
by with still no sign of him, | grab my paints and head
for my easel. Only to find that stupid triangle note
balanced on the edge. | stare at it, focusing so
intensely that everything around me grows dark and
out of focus. The entire classroom reduced to one
single point. My entire world consisting of a triangle-
shaped letter resting on a thin wooden ledge, the
name Stacia scrawled on its front. And even though
've no idea how it got there, even though a quick
survey of the room reaffirms Damen's not there, |
don't want it anywhere near me. | refuse to
participate in this sick little game. | grab a paintbrush
and flick it as hard as | can, watching as it soars
through the air before tumbling to the ground,
knowing I'm acting childish, ridiculous, especially
when Ms. Machado comes by and swoops it up in



her hand.

"Looks like you dropped something!" she sings,
her smile bright and expectant, having no idea that |
put it there on purpose.

"It's not mine," | mumble, rearranging my paints,
figuring she can get it to Stacia herself, or better yet,
throw it away.

"So there's another Ever I'm not aware oft" She
smiles. What?

| take the note she dangles before me, Ever
clearly scrawled across its front, and written in
Damen's unmistakable hand. Having no idea how
this happened, no logical explanation. Because |
know what | saw.

My fingers tremble as | begin to unfold it,
opening all three corners and smoothing the crease,
gasping when a small detailed sketch is unveiled—a
small detailed sketch of one beautiful red tulip.






Chapter Eleven

Halloween is just a few days away and I'm still
working on the final touches for my costume.

Haven's going as a vampire (duh), Miles is
going as a piratebut that's only after | talked him out
of going as Madonna in her cone-breast phase, and
I'm not telling what 'm going as. But only because my
once great idea has morphed into an overly
ambitious project I'm quickly losing faith in.

Though | have to admit | was pretty surprised
Sabine even wanted to throw a party to begin with.
Partly because she never really seems interested in
stuff like that, but mostly because | figured that
between the two of us we'd be lucky to come up with
five guests max. But apparently Sabine's a lot more
popular than | realized, as she quickly filled two and
a half columns, while my list was pathetically
shorterconsisting of my only two friends and their
possible plus ones.

So while Sabine hired a caterer to handle the
food and drink, | put Miles in charge of audio/visual



(which means he'll dock his iPod and rent some
scary movies), and asked Haven to provide the
cupcakes. Which pretty much left Riley and me as
the sole members of the decorations committee.
And since Sabine handed me a catalog and a credit
card with specific instructions to "don't hold back,"
we've spent the last two afternoons transforming the
house from its usual look of semicustom Tuscan
track home to spooky, scary, crypt-keeper's castle.
And it's been so much fun, reminding me of when we
used to decorate our old house for Easter,
Thanksgiving,and Christmas. Not to mention how
staying busy and focused has really helped curb
some of our bickering.

"You should go as a mermaid," Riley says. "Or
as one of those kids from those OC reality shows."

"Oh jeez, don't tell me you still watch that stuffy |
say, balancing precariously on the second to last
rung, so | can string up yet another faux spider web.

"Don't blame me, Tivo's got a mind of its own."
She shrugs.

"You have Tivo?" | turn, desperate for any
information | can get since she's always so stingy
with the afterlife details.



But she just laughs. "l swear, you are so gullible
—the things you believe!" She shakes her head and
rolls her eyes, reaching into a cardboard box and
retrieving a string of fairy lights.

"Wanna trade?" she offers, unraveling the cord.
"I mean, it's ridiculous the way you insist on climbing
up and down that ladder when | can just levitate and
get the job done."

I shake my head and frown. Even though it might
be easier, | still like to pretend my life is somewhat
normal.

"So what are you going as?"

"Forget it | say, attaching the web to the
corner, before climbing down the ladder to get a
good look.

"If you can have secrets, then | can too."

"No fair." She crosses her arms and pouts in
the way that always worked on Dad, but never on
Mom.

"Relax, you'll see it at the party" | tell her,
picking up a glow in-the-dark skeleton and
untangling the limbs.

"You mean, I'm invited?" she asks, her voice
squeaky, eyes wide with excitement.



"Like | could stop you?" | laugh, propping Mr.
Skeleton near the entryway so he can greet all our
guests.

"Is your boyfriend coming too?"

[ roll my eyes and sigh. "You know | don't have a
boyfriend,” | say, bored with this game before it's
even begun.

"Please. I'm not an idiot." She scowls. "lt's not
like I've forgotten the great sweatshirt debate.
Besides, | can't wait to meet him, or | guess | should
say; see him, since it's not like you'd ever introduce
me. Which is really pretty rude if you think about it. |
mean just because he can't see me doesn't mean..."

"Jeez, he's not invited, okay?" | shout, not
realizing I've stumbled into her trap until it's too late.

"Ha!" She looks at me, eyes wide, brows
raised, lips curving with delight. "I knew it!" She
laughs, tossing the fairy lights and jumping in glee,
spinning and thrusting and pointing at me.

"I knew it, | knew it, | knew it!" she sings,
punching her fists in the air. "Ha! | knew it!" She
twirls.

| close my eyes and sigh, chiding myself for
falling into her poorly concealed trap.



"You don't know anything." | glare at her and
shake my head. "He was never my boyfriend, okay?
He-he was just some new kid, who at first | thought
was kind of cute, but then, when | realized what a
total player he is, well, let's just say that 'm over it. In
fact, | don't even think he's cute anymore. Seriously,
it lasted like ten seconds, but only because | didn't
know any better. And it's not like I'm the only one who
fell for his game, because Miles and Haven were
practically fighting over him. So why don't you just
stop with all the air punching and hip thrusts, and get
back to work, okay?"

And the moment | stop, | know | sounded way
too defensive to ever be believed. But now that it's
out there | can't take it back, so | just try to ignore her
as she hovers around the room singing, "Yup! | so
knew it!"

By Halloween night the house looks amazing.
Riley and | taped webs in all of the windows and
corners, and stuck huge black widow spiders in their
middles. We hung black rubber bats from the ceiling,
scattered bloodied, severed (fake) body parts all
around, and set up a crystal ball next to a plug-in



raven whose eyes light up and roll around when he
says, "You'll be sorry! Squawk! You'll be sorry!" We
dressed zombies in 'blood" covered rags and
placed them where you'd least expect to find them.
We put steaming cauldrons of witches' brew (really
just dry ice and water) in the entry, and scattered
skeletons, mummies, black cats and rats (well, fake
ones, but still creepy), gargoyles, coffins, black
candles, and skulls pretty much everywhere. We
even decorated the backyard with jack-o'-lanterns,
floating pool globes, and blinking fairy lights. And oh
yeah, we placed a life-sized grim reaper out on the
front lawn.

"How do Ilook?" Riley asks, gazing down at her
purple shell-covered chest and red hair as she
swishes her sparkly, metallic, green fish tail around.

"Like your favorite Disney character," | say,
powdering my face until it's very pale, trying to think
of a way to get rid of her so | can change into my
costume and maybe surprise her for a change.

"Il take that as a compliment." She smiles.

"As you should." | brush my hair back and pin it
close to my head, preparing for the big, blond,
towering wig I'll wear.



"So who are you going as?" She gazes at me. "l
mean, would you just tell me already, because the
suspense is really kiling me!" She clutches her
stomach in a fit of laughter, rocking back and forth,
and nearly falling off the bed. She loves making
death puns. Thinks they're hysterical. But mostly they
just make me cringe.

Ignoring the joke, Iturn to her and say, "Do me a
favor?

She's down the hall and check out Sabine's
costume, and let me know if she tries to wear that
big rubber nose with the hairy wart on the end. | told
her it's a really great witch's costume, but she needs
to ditch the nose. Guys don't usually go for that sort
of thing."

"She's got a guy?" Riley asks, clearly surprised.

"Not if she wears the nose," | say, watching as
she slips off the bed and heads across the room,
mermaid tail dragging behind her. "But don't make
any noise, or do anything to scare her, okay?" | add,
cringing as she slinks through my closed bedroom
door, not even bothering to open it. | mean, just
because I've witnessed that like a gazllion times
doesn't mean I've gotten used to it.



| head into my closet and unzip the bag I've
hidden in the back, removing the beautiful black
gown with the low square neckline, the sheer three-
quarter-length sleeves, and the super tight bodice
that swells into shiny, loose folds—just like the one
Marie Antoinette wore to the masked ball (well, as
portrayed by Kirsten Dunst in the movie). And after
struggling with the zipper in the back, | slip on my
very tall platinum blond wig (because even though I'm
already blond, | could never get my hair to go that
high), apply some red lipstick, fasten a filmy black
mask over my eyes, and insert some long, dangly,
rhinestone earrings. And when my costume's
complete | stand before my mirror twirling and
spinning and smiling as my shiny black dress sways
all around, and I'm thrilled with how good it turned
out.

The second Riley pops back in she shakes her
head and says, "All clear—finally! | mean, first she
put the nose on, then she took it off, then she put it
back on and turned to check out her profile, only to
take it back off again. | swear it took all of my will not
to just snatch it off her face and chuck it out the
window."



| freeze, holding my breath, hoping she didn't do
any such thing, because with Riley you just never
know.

She plops herself onto my desk chair and uses
the tip of her sparkly green fin to propel herself
around. "Relax," she says.

"Last | saw, she left it in the bathroom, next to
the sink. And then some guy called needing
directions, and she went on and on about what a
great job you did on the house, and how she can
hardly believe you handled it all by yourself, and
bippidy-blah-blah." She shakes her head and
frowns.

"You must really love that, huh? Taking all the
credit for our hard work." She stops spinning and
gives me a long, appraising look. "So, Marie
Antoinette," she finally says, her eyes taking a tour of
my costume. "l never would've guessed. | mean, it's
not like you're all that big on cake."

I roll my eyes. "For your information, she never
said that about the cake. It was a vicious tabloid
rumor, so don't you believe it," | tell her, unable to
stop mirror gazing, as | recheck my makeup and pat



my wig, hoping it will all stay where it's supposed to.
But when | catch Riley's reflection, something about
the way she looks makes me stop and move toward
her. "Hey, you okay?"

She closes her eyes and bites her lip. Then she.
shakes her head and says, "Jeez, would you look at
us? You're dressed as a tragic teen queen, and I'd
do anything just to be a teen."

| start to reach for her, but my hands fumble at
my sides. | guess I'm so used to having her around
that | sometimes forget how she's not really here,
how she's no longer part of this world, and how she'll
never grow any older, never get the chance to be
thirteen. And then | remember how it's all my fault to
begin with, and | feel a million times worse.

"Riley, " But she just shakes her head and
waves her tail around.

"No worries." She smiles, floating up from the
chair. "Time to greet the guests!"

Haven came with Evangeline, her codependent
donor friend, who, big surprise, is dressed like a
vampire too, and Miles brought Eric, some guy he
knows from his acting class who looks like he might
actually be pretty cute beneath that black satin Zorro



mask and cape.

"| can't believe you didn't invite Damen," Haven
says, shaking her head and skipping right past hello.
She's been mad at me all week, ever since she
learned he didn't make the list.

I roll my eyes and take a deep breath, tired of
defending the obvious, of having to point out yet
again how he's clearly ditched us, becoming a
permanent fixture not just at Stacia's lunch table but
also her desk. Procuring rosebuds from all manner
of places, and how his art project, Woman with
Yellow Hair is beginning to look suspiciously like her.
| mean, excuse me for not wanting to dwell on the
fact of how despite the red tulips, the mysterious
note, and the intimate gaze we once shared, he
hasn't spoken to me in almost two weeks.

"It's not like he would've come anyway," | finally
say, hoping she won't notice how my voice just
cracked in betrayal. ' I'm sure he's out somewhere
with Stacia, or the redhead, or—" | shake my head,
refusing to continue.

"Wait—red head? There's a redhead too?" She
squints at me.

| shrug. Because the truth is, he could be with



just about any one. All | know is that he isn't here with
me.

"You should see him." She turns to Evangeline.
"He's amazing. Gorgeous like a movie star—sexy
like a rock star—he even does illusions." She sighs.

Evangeline raises her brows. "Sounds like he is
anillusion. No one's that perfect.”

"Damen is. Too bad you can't see for yourself."
Haven frowns at me again, her fingers fiddling with
the black velvet choker she wears around her neck.
"But if you do happen to meet him, don't forget that
he's mine. | called it way before 1 knew you."

| gaze at Evangeline, taking in her dark murky
aura, fishnet stockings, tiny black boy shorts, and
mesh T-shirt, knowing she has no intention of
keeping any such promise.

"You know | could lend you some fangs and fake
blood for your neck and you could be a vampire too,"
Haven offers looking at. me, her mind flip-flopping
back and forth, wanting to be my friend, convinced
I'm her foe.

But | just shake my head and steer them to the
other side of the room, hoping she'll move on to
something else and soon foraet about Damen.



Sabine's talking to her friends, Haven and
Evangeline are spiking their drinks, Miles and Eric
are dancing, while Riley plays with the tail of Eric's
whip, swinging the fringe up and down and back and
forth, then looking around to see if anyone notices.
And just as I'm about to give her the signal, the one
that means she better cut it out if she wants to stick
around, the doorbell rings, and we race each other to
getit.

And even though | beat her to it, when | open the
door | forget to gloat, because Damen is there.
Flowers in one hand, gold-tipped hat in the other,
with his hair gathered into a low ponytail, his usual
sleek black clothes replaced with a frilly white shirt, a
coat with gold buttons, and what can only be
described as breeches, tights, and pointy black
shoes. And just as I'm thinking how Miles is going to
be completely envious of that costume, | realize who
he's dressed as, and my heart skips two beats.

"Count Fersen," | mumble, barely managing the
words.

"Marie." He smiles, offering a deep, gallant
bow.



"But... it was a secret... and you weren't even
invited," | whisper, peering past his shoulder,
searching for Stacia, the redhead, anyone at all,
knowing he couldn't possibly be here for me.

But he just smiles and hands me the flowers.
"Then it must be a lucky coincidence."

I swallow hard and turn on my heel, leading him
through the entry, past the living and dining rooms,
and into the den, my cheeks burning as my heart
beats so hard and so fast | fear it might burst through
my chest. Wondering how this possibly could've
happened, searching for some logical explanation
for Darnen's showing up at my party dressed as my
perfect other half.

"Omigod, Damen's here!" Haven squeals, arms
waving, face all lit up—well, as much as a heavily
powdered, fang-wearing, blood-dripping, vampire
face can light up. But the moment she sees his
costume, realizing he came as Count Axel Fersen,
the not-so-secret lover of Marie Antoinette, her entire
face dims, and her eyes tun to me, glaring
accusingly.

"So, when'd you two arrange it?" she asks,
advancing on us, trying to keep her voice light,



neutral, but more for Damen's benefit than mine.

"We didn't," | say, hoping she'll believe it, yet
knowing she won't. | mean, it's such a bizarre
coincidence I'm beginning to doubt it myself,
wondering if | somehow let it slip, even though | know
that I didn't.

"Complete fluke," Damen says, hooking his arm
around my waist. And even though he only keeps it
there for a moment, it's still long enough to leave my
whole body tingling.

"You've got to be Damen," Evangeline says,
slinking up beside him, fingers plucking at the ruffles
on his shirt. "I thought for sure Haven was
exaggerating, though apparently not!" She laughs.
'And who're you dressed as?"

"Count Fersen," Haven says, voice hard and
brittle, eyes narrowed on mine.

"Whoever." Evangeline shrugs, stealing his hat
and perching it on top of her head, smiling
seductively from under the brim before grabbing his
hand and leading him away.

The moment they're gone, Haven turns to me
and says, "l can't believe you!" Her face is angry,
fists clenched, but that's nothing compared to the



horrible thoughts that swirl through her head. "You
know how much I like him. | confided in you, | trusted
you!"

"Haven, | swear, it wasn't planned. It's just some
freaky coincidence. | don't even know what he's
doing here, and you know | didn't invite him," | say,
wanting to convince her, yet knowing it's useless,
she's already made up her mind. 'And | don't know if
you noticed, but your good friend Evangeline is
practically humping his leg over there."

Haven glances across the room then turns back
to me, shrugging when she says, "She does that with
everyone, she's hardly a threat. Unlike you."

| take a deep breath, striving for patience and
trying not to laugh as Riley stands beside her,
mimicking every word, reenacting every move,
mocking her in a way that's definitely funny though
not at all kind.

"Listen," | finally say. "l don't like him! | mean,
how can | convince you of that? Just tell me and Il do
it!"

She shakes her head and Ilooks away,
shoulders sinking, thoughts turning dark, redirecting
all of that anaer back on herself. "Don't." She sighs.



blinking rapidly, staving off tears. "Don't say a word.
If he likes you then he likes you, and there's nothing |
can do. | mean, it's not your fault you're smart and
pretty and guys are always going to like you better
than me. Especially once they see you without your
hood." She tries to laugh, but doesn't quite make it.

"You're making something out of nothing," | say,
hoping to convince her, hoping to convince myself.
"The only thing Damen and | have in common is our
taste in movies and costumes. That's it, | swear."
And when | smile, I'm hoping it plays more real than it
feels.

She gazes across the room at Evangeline
who's taken hold of Zorro's whip and is
demonstrating the proper way to use it, then she
turns back to me and says, "Just do me a favor."

I nod, willing to do just about anything to put an
end to all this. "Stop lying. You really suck at it."

| watch as she walks away, then | turn to Riley
who's jumping up and down, shouting, "Omigod, this
has got to be your best party ever! Drama! Intrigue!
Jealousy! An almost-cat fight! | am so glad | didn't
miss this!"



And I'm just about to tell her to shush when |
remember how I'm the only one who can actually
hear her and how it might look a little strange for me
to do that. And when the doorbell rings again,
despite the fish tail flopping behind her, this time,
she beats me to it.

"Oh my," says the woman standing on the porch
gazing between Riley and me.

"Can | help you?" | ask, noticing how she's not
dressed up, unless California casual counts as a
costume.

She looks at me, her brown eyes meeting mine
when she says, "Sorry I'm late, traffic was a bite—
well you know" She nods at Riley as though she can
actually see her.

"Are you a friend of Sabine's?" | ask, thinking
maybe it's some weird nervous tic that keeps her
eyes darting to where Riley is standing, because
even though she has a nice purple aura, for some
reason, | can't read her.

''m Ava. Sabine hired me."

"Are you one of the caterers?" | ask, wondering
why she's wearing a black off-the-shoulder top,
skinny jeans, and ballet flats instead of a white shirt



and black pants like the rest of the team.

But she just laughs and waves at Riley, who's
hiding behind the folds of my dress, like she used to
do with our mom whenever she felt shy.

"Im the psychic," she says, brushing her long
auburn hair off her face, and kneeling down beside
Riley. "And | see you have a little friend with you."






Chapter Twelve

Apparently Ava the psychic was supposed to be
this fun surprise for everyone. But trust me, no one
was more surprised than me. | mean, how did | not
see it coming? Was | so wrapped up in my own
world that | forgot to poke around in Sabine's?

And it's not like | could just send her away, even
though | was tempted. But before | could even react
to the shock of her seeing Riley, Sabine was at the
door, inviting her in.

"Oh good, you made it. And | see you've met my
niece," she says, ushering her into the den where a
table is set up and waiting.

| hover close by, wondering if Ava the Psychic
will try to mention my dead little sister. But then
Sabine asks me to fetch Ava a drink, and by the time
I return she's giving a reading.

"You should get in line before it gets any
longer," Sabine says, her shoulder pressed against
Frankenstein, who, with or without the creepy mask,
is not the cute guy who works in her building. He's



also not the big, successful investment banker he
pretends to be. In fact, he still lives with his mother.
But | don't want to tell her any of that and destroy her
good mood, so | just shake my head and say,
"Maybe later."

lt's nice to see Sabine enjoying herself for a
change, good to know she has a whole network of
friends, and from what | can see, a renewed interest
in dating. And even though it's fun watching Riley
dance with unsuspecting people and eavesdrop on
conversations she probably shouldn't hear, | need a
break from all of the random thoughts, vibrating
auras, swirling energy, but most of all, Damen.

So far I've done my best to keep my distance, to
act cool and ignore him when | see him at school, but
seeing him tonight, dressed in what is clearly the
other half of a couple's costume—uwell, 'm not sure
what to think. | mean, last | saw, he was into the
redhead, Stacia, anyone but me. Enchanting them
with his charm, good looks, charisma, and
inexplicable magic tricks.

| bury my nose in the flowers he brought me,
twenty-four tulips, all of them red. And even though
tulips aren't exactly known for their scent, somehow



these are heady, intoxicating, and sweet. | inhale
deeply, losing myself in their fragrant bouquet and
secretly admitting | like him. | mean, I really like him. |
can't help it. | just do. And no matter how hard | try to
pretend otherwise, it doesn't make it any less true.

Before Damen came along, I'd resigned myself
to a solitary fate. Not that | was thrilled with the idea
of never having another boyfriend, of never getting
close to another person again. But how can | date
when touch feels so overbearing?

How can | be in a relationship when [l always
know what my partner is thinking? Never getting the
chance to obsess, dissect, and guess at the secret
meaning of everything he says and does?

And even though it probably seems cool to read
minds and energy and auras, trust me, it so isn't. |
would give anything to get my old life back, to be as
normal and clueless as every other girl. Because
sometimes even your best friends can think some
pretty unflattering things, and not having an off switch
requires a heck of a lot of forgiveness.

But that's what's so great about Damen. He's
like an off switch. He's the only one | can't read, the
only one who can silence the sound of everyone



else. And even though he makes me feel wonderful
and warm and as close to normal as [l ever get to
be, | can't help but think that there's nothing normal
about it.

| sit on one of the lounge chairs and arrange my
full skirt all around, watching the water globes bob
and change color as they glide across the pool's
shiny surface. And I'm so lost in my thoughts and the
amazing view before me, that at first | don't notice
when Damen appears.

"Hey." He smiles. And when | glance at him, my
whole body heats.

"It's a good party. 'm glad | crashed." He sits
down beside me, as | stare straight ahead, aware
that he's teasing but too nervous to respond. "You
make a good Marie," he says, his finger tapping the
long black feather | stuck in my wig at the very last
moment.

| press my lips together, feeling anxious,
nervous, tempted to flee. Then | take a deep breath
and relax and go with it. Allow myself to live a little—
if just for one night. 'And you make a good Count
Fersen," Ifinally say.

"Please. call me Axel." He lauahs.



"Did they charge extra for the moth hole?" | ask,
nodding at the frayed spot near his shoulder, though
choosing not to mention its musty scent.

He looks at me, his eyes right on mine when he
says,

"That's no moth hole. That's the by-product of
artillery fire, a real near miss as they say."

"Well, if 1 remember right, in this particular
scene you were pursuing a dark-haired girl." | glance
at him, remembering a time when fliting came easy,
summoning the girl  used to be.

"There's been a last-minute rewrite." He smiles.
"Didn't you get the new script?"

| kick my feet up and smile, thinking how nice it
feels to finally let go, to act like a normal girl, with a
normal crush, just like anyone else.

"And in this new version it's just us. And you,
Marie, get to keep your pretty head." He takes his
finger, the very tip of his index finger, and slides it
across the width of my neck, leaving a trail of warm
wonderful sizzle as he lingers just under my ear.
"Why didn't you get in line for a reading?" he
whispers, his fingers traveling along my jaw, my



cheek, tracing the curve of my ear, as his lips loom
so close our breaths meet and mingle.

I shrug and press my lips, wishing he'd just shut
up and kiss me already.

"Are you a skeptic?"

"No—I just—I| don't know." | mumble, so
frustrated I'm tempted to scream.

Why does he insist on talking? Doesn't he
realize this may be my last remaining shot at a
normal boy-girl experience?

That an opportunity like this may never present
itself again?

"How come you're not in line?" | ask, no longer
trying to hide my frustration.

"Waste of time." He laughs. "lt's not possible to
read minds, or tell the future—right?"

| shift my gaze to the pool, blinking at the water
globes that have not only turned pink but are forming
a heart.

"Have | angered you?" he asks, his fingers
cupping my chin, bringing my face back to his.

And that's another thing. Sometimes he uses
Callifornia surf speak as well as anyone else around
here, and other times, he sounds like he just walked



straight out of the pages of Wuthering Heights.

"No. You have not angered me," | say, laughing
in spite of myself.

"What's so funny?" he asks, his fingers sliding
under my bangs, seeking the scar on my forehead
and causing me to pull away. "How'd you get that?"
he asks, hand back to his side, gazing at me with
such warmth and sincerity | almost confide.

But | don't. Because this is the one night of the
year when | get to be someone else. When | get to
pretend that 'm not responsible for the end of
everything | held dear. Tonight | get to flirt, and play,
and make reckless decisions [l probably live to
regret. Because tonight 'm no longer Ever, I'm
Marie. And if he's any kind of a Count Fersen he'll
shut up and kiss me already.

"l don't want to talk about it," | say, blinking at the
water globes that are now red and forming into a
tulip.

"What do you want to talk about?" he whispers,
gazing at me with those eyes, two infinite pools
luring me in.

"l don't want to talk," | whisper, holding my
breath as his lips meet mine.









Chapter Thirteen

If | thought his voice was amazing with the way it
envelopes me in silence, if | thought his touch was
incredible with the way it awakens my skin, well, the
way he kisses is otherworldly. And even though I'm
no expert, having only kissed a few guys before, 'm
still willing to bet that a kiss like this, a kiss this
complete and transcendent, is a once-in-a-life time
thing.

And when he pulls away and gazes into my
eyes, | close mine again, grab his lapels, and bring
him back to me.

Until Haven says, "Jeez, I've been looking all
over for you. | should've known you'd be hiding out
here."

| pull away, horrified to be caught in the act, not
long after swearing that | don't even like him. "We
were just—"

She raises her hand to stop me. "Please. Spare
me the details. | just wanted you to know that
Evangeline and | are taking off."



"Already?" | ask, wondering how long we've
been out here.

"Yeah, my friend Drina stopped by, she's taking
us to another party. You guys are welcome to tag
along too—though you seem pretty busy." She
smirks.

"Drina?" Damen says, standing so fast his
whole body blurs.

"You know her?" Haven asks, but Damen's
already gone, moving so fast we scramble to follow.

| rush behind Haven, anxious to catch up,
desperate to explain, but when we reach the French
doors and | grab onto her shoulder I'm filled with such
darkness, such overwhelming anger and despair,
the words freeze on my tongue.

Then she pulls away and glares over her
shoulder, saying, "l told you, you suck at lying,"
before continuing on.

| take a deep breath and follow behind, trailing
them through the kitchen, the den, making my way to
the door, my eyes fixed on the back of Damen's
head, noticing how he moves so fast and sure, it's as
though he knows just where to find her. And by the
time | step into the foyer, | freeze when | see them



together he in his eighteenth century splendor—and
she dressed as a Marie Antoinette so rich, so lovely,
SO exquisite, she puts me to shame.

"And you must be..." she lifts her chin as her
eyes land on mine, two glowing spheres of deep
emerald green.

"Ever," | mumble, taking in the pale blond wig,
the creamy flawless skin, the tangle of pearls at her
throat, watching as her perfect pink lips display teeth
so white they hardly seem real. | turn to Damen,
hoping he can explain, provide some logical
explanation for how the redhead from the St. Regis
ended up in my foyer. But he's too busy gazing at her
to even notice my existence.

"What are you doing here?" he asks, his voice
nearly a whisper.

"Haven invited me." She smiles.

And as | glance from her to him, my body fills
with a cold hard dread.

"How do you know each other?" | ask, noting
how Damen's entire demeanor has changed,
suddenly growing chilly, cold, and distant—a dark
cloud where the sun used to be.

"I met her at Nocturne," Drina says, gazing right



atme.

"We're headed there now, | hope you don't mind
my stealing her away?"

I narrow my eyes, ignoring the twitch in my heart,
the pang in my gut, as | struggle to get some kind of
read. But her thoughts are inaccessible, sealed off
completely, and her aura nonexistent.

"Oh, silly me, you were referring to Damen and |,
weren't you?" She laughs, her eyes traveling slowly
over my costume, until coming back to meet mine.
And when | don't respond she nods when she says,
"We knew each other back in New Mexico."

Only, when she says, "New Mexico," Damen
says, "New Orleans." Causing Drina to laugh in a
way that never quite reaches her eyes.

"Let's just say we go way back." She nods,
extending a hand to my sleeve, her fingers trailing its
beaded edge, before sliding down to my wrist.
"Lovely dress," she says, clasping me tightly. "Did
you make it yourself?"

| wrench my arm free, less from the shock of
being mocked and more from the chill of her fingers,
the frigid scratch of her cold sharp nails freezing my
skin and shooting ice through mv veins.



"Isn't she the coolest?" Haven says, gazing at
Drina with the sort of awe she usually reserves for
vampires, Goth rockers, and Damen. While
Evangeline stands beside her, rolling her eyes and
checking her watch.

"We really need to go if we're going to make it
to Nocturne by midnight," Evangeline says.

"You're welcome to join us." Drina smiles. "Fully
stocked limo."

And when | glance at Haven, | can hear her
thinking: Say no, say no, please say no!

Drina glances between Damen and me.
"Driver's waiting," she sings.

| turn to him, my heart caving when | see how
conflicted he is. Then | clear my throat and force
myself to say, "You can go if you want. But | need to
stay. | can't exactly leave my own party." Then | laugh,
attempting to sound light and breezy, when the truth
is, | can barely breathe.

Drina glances between us, brows arched, face
haughty, betraying just the briefest glimmer of shock
when Damen shakes his head and takes my hand
instead of hers.



"So wonderful to meet you Ever," Drina says,
pausing before climbing into the limo. "Though I'm
sure we'll meet again.”

| watch as they disappear from the driveway and
onto the street, then | turn to Damen and say, "So,
who should | expect next, Stacia, Honor, and Craig?"

And the second it's out, 'm ashamed for having
said it, for revealing what a petty, jealous, pathetic
person | am. lt's not like | didn't know better. So |
shouldn't feel so surprised. Damen'’s a player. Pure
and simple. Tonight just happened to be my turn.

"Ever," he says, smoothing his thumb over my
cheek. And just as | start to pull away, unwilling to
hear his excuses, he looks at me and whispers, "
should probably go too."

| search his eyes, my mind accepting a truth my
heart would rather refuse, knowing there's more to
the statement, words he failed to include—I should
go—so | can catch up with her.

"Okay, well thanks for coming," | finally say,
sounding less like a prospective girlfriend and more
like a waitress after a particularly long shift.

But he just smiles, removes the feather from the
back of my wig, and guides it down the length of my



neck, tapping the very tip to my nose as he says,
"Souvenir?" And I've barely had a chance to respond
before he's in his car and driving away.

| sink down onto the stairs, my head in my
hands, wig teetering precariously, wishing | could just
disappear, go back in time, and start over. Knowing |
never should've allowed him to kiss me, never
should've invited him in.

"There you are!" Sabine says, grabbing hold of
my arm and pulling me to my feet. "I've been looking
all over for you. Ava agreed to stay just long enough
to give you a reading."

"But | don't want a reading," | tell her, not
wanting to offend, but not wanting to go through with
it either. | just want to go to my room, ditch this wig,
and fall into a long, dreamless sleep.

But Sabine's been hitting the party punch, which
means she's too tipsy to listen. So she grabs my
hand and leads me into the den where Ava is
waiting.

"Hello, Ever." Ava smiles as | sink onto the seat,
grip the table, and wait for Sabine's inebriated
energy to fade.

"Take all the time you need." She smiles.



| gaze at the tarot cards laid out before me.
"Um, nothing personal, but | don't want a reading," |
say, meeting her eyes before averting my gaze.

"Then | won't give you a reading." She shrugs,
gathering the cards and beginning to shuffle.

"What do you say we just go through the
motions so we can make your aunt happy? She
worries about you. Wonders if she's doing the right
thing—providing enough freedom, providing too
much freedom." She looks at me. "What do you
think?"

I shrug and roll my eyes. That hardly qualifies as
a revelation. "She's getting married, you know."l look
up, startled, my eyes meeting hers.

"But not today." She laughs. "Not tomorrow
either. So don't worry."

"Why would | worry?" | shift in my seat, watching
as she cuts the deck in half before spreading the
cards into a crescent. "l want Sabine to be happy,
and if that's what it takes—"

"True. But you've experienced so many changes
this past year already, haven't you? Changes you're
still trying to adjust to. lt's not easy, is it?" She gazes
atme.



But | don't respond. And why should 1? She's yet
to say anything remotely earth shattering or insightful.
Life is full of change, big deal. | mean, isn't that pretty
much the point? To grow and change, and move
along? Besides, it's not like Sabine's an enigma. It's
not like she's all that complex, or hard to figure out.

"So how are you handling your gift?" Ava asks,
turning some cards, while leaving others face down.

"My what?" | peer at her, wondering where she
could possibly be going with this.

"Your psychic gift" She smiles, nodding as
though it's a fact.

"l don't know what you're talking about." | press
my lips together and glance around the room, seeing
Miles and Eric dance with Sabine and her date, and
unbeknownst to them, Riley.

"lt's hard at first." She nods. "Believe me, | know
| was the first to know about my grandmother's
passing. She came right into my room, stood at the
foot of my bed, and waved good bye. | was only four
at the time, so you can imagine how my parents
reacted when | ran into the kitchen to tell them." She
shakes her head and laughs. "But you understand,



because you see them too, right?"

| stare at the cards, my hands clasped together,
not saying a word.

"It can feel so overwhelming, so isolating. But it
doesn't have to. You don't have to hide under a hood,
killing your eardrums with music you don't even like.
There are ways to handle it, and I'd be happy to
show you because, Ever, you don't have to live like
that."

| grip the edge of the table and rise from my
seat, my legs feeling shaky, unsure, my stomach
unstable. This lady is crazy if she thinks what | have
is a gift. Because | know better. | know it's just one
more punishment for everything that | did, everything
that | caused. It's my own personal burden, and | just
have to deal with it. "I have no idea what you're
talking about," I finally say.

But she just nods, and slides her card toward
me. "When you're ready, you can reach me here."

| take her card, but only because Sabine's
watching from across the room and | don't want to
seem rude. Then | fold it in the palm of my hand,
squishing it into a hard, angry ball, as | ask, "Are we
done?"anxious to get away.



"One last thing." She slides the deck into a
brown leather case. "I'm worried about your little
sister. I think it's time she moves on, don't you?"

I'look at her, sitting there so smug and knowing,
judging my life when she doesn't even know me. "For
your information Riley has moved on! She's dead!" |
whisper, dropping her crumbled-up card on the
table, no longer caring who sees.

But she just smiles and says, "l think you know
what | mean."






Chapter Fourteen

That night, long after the party had ended and all
of our guests were gone, | was lying in bed, thinking
about Ava, what she said about Riley being stuck,
and how | was to blame. | guess I'd always assumed
Riley had moved on and was choosing to visit on her
own free will. Since it's not like | ask her to drop by all
the time, it's just something she chooses to do. And
the times she's not with me, well, | figure she's
kicking it somewhere in Heaven. And even though |
know Ava's only trying to help, offering to stand in as
some sort of psychic big sister, what she doesn't
realize is that | don't want any help. That even though
| yearn to be normal again, go back to the way things
were before, | also know that this is my punishment.
This horrible gift is what | deserve for all the harm
that I've caused, for the lives | cut short. And now |
just have to live with it—and try not to harm anyone
else.

When I finally did fall asleep, | dreamt of Damen.
And everything about it felt so powerful, so intense,



so urgent, | thought it was real. But by morning, all |
had left were fragmented pieces, shifting images
with no beginning or end. The only thing | could
clearly remember was the two of us running through
a cold.

"What's your problem? Why so grumpy?" Riley
asks, perched on the edge of my bed, dressed in a
Zorro costume identical to the one Eric wore to the
party.

"Halloween's over," | say; staring pointedly at
the black leather whip she slaps against the floor.

"Duh." She makes a face and continues to
punish the carpet.

"So | like the costume, big deal. I'm thinking
about dressing up every day." | lean toward the
mirror, insert my tiny diamond-chip studs, and
scrape my hair into a ponytail.

"l can't believe you're still dressing like that," she
says, her nose crinkling in disgust.

"l thought you bagged yourself a boyfriend?"
She drops the whip and grabs my iPod, her fingers
sliding around the wheel as she scrolls through my
playlist.

I turn, wondering what exactly she saw.



"Hello? At the party? By the pool? Or was that
just a hookup?" | stare at her, my face flushing
crimson.

"What do you know about hookups? You're only
twelve! And why the heck are you spying on me?"

She rolls her eyes. "Please, like I'd waste my
time spying on you when there's way better stuff | can
see. For your information, | just so happened to go
outside at the exact same moment you shoved your
tongue down that Damen guy's throat. And trust me, |
wish [ hadn't seen it."

| shake my head and ransack my drawer,
transferring my annoyance at Riley onto my
sweatshirts. ' Yeah, well, | hate to break it to you, but
he's hardly my boyfriend. | haven't talked to him
since," | say, hating the way my stomach just curled
in on itself when | said that. Then | grab a clean gray
sweatshirt and yank it over my head, completely
destroying the ponytail | just made.

"l can spy on him if you want. Or haunt him." She
smiles.

I look at her and sigh. Part of me wanting to take
her up on it, the other part knowing it's time to move
on, cut my losses, and forget it ever happened.



"Just stay out of it, okay?" | finally say. "I'd like
just one normal high school experience, if you don't
mind."

"Up to you." She shrugs, tossing me the iPod.
"But just so you know, Brandon's back on the
market."

| grab a stack of books and stuff them into my
backpack, amazed at how that bit of news doesn't
make me feel any better.

"Yup, Rachel dumped him on Halloween when
she caught him making out with a Playboy bunny.
Only it wasn't really a Playboy bunny, it was Heather
Watson dressed as one."

"Seriously?" | gape. "Heather Watson? You're
joking." l'try to picture itin my mind, but it doesn't add
up.

"Scouts honor. You should see her, she lost
twenty pounds, ditched the headgear, got her hair
straightened, and she looks like a totally different
person. Unfortunately, she also acts like a totally
different person. She's kind of a, well, you know, a B
with an itch," she whispers, going back to whipping
the floor, as |let that bizarre piece of news sink in.

"You know, vou really shouldn't be spving on



people," | say, more concerned with her spying on
me than any of my old friends. "lt's kind of rude, don't
you think?" | leave my bag onto my shoulder and
head for the door.

Riley laughs. "Don't be ridiculous. If's good to
keep up with people from the old neighborhood."

'Are you coming?" | ask, turning impatiently.

"Yup, and | call shotgun!" she says, slipping right
past me and hopping onto the banister, her black
Zorro cape floating on air as she slides all the way
down.

By the time | get to Miles's, he's waiting outside,
thumbs tapping his Sidekick. "Just—one—second
okay, done!" He slips onto the passenger seat and
peers closely at me. "Now—tell me everything! Start
to finish. | want all the dirty details, leave nothing out!"

"What're you talking about?" | back out of his
driveway and onto the street, shooting a warning
glance at Riley who's perched on his knee, blowing
on his face and laughing when he tries to adjust the
air vent.

Miles looks at me and shakes his head. "hello?
Damen? | heard you guys were macking in the



moonlight, making out by the pool, hooking up under
the moon's silvery—"

"Where are you going with this?" | ask, even
though | already know, but hoping there's some way
to stop him.

"Listen, word's out so don't even try to deny it.
And | would've called you yesterday but my dad
confiscated my phone and dragged me to the
batting cages, so he could watch me swing like a
girl." He laughs.

"You should've seen me, | totally camped it up
and he was horrified! That'll teach him. But anyway,
back to you. Come on, the divulging starts now. Tell
me everything," he says, turning toward me and
nodding impatiently. "Was it as awesome as we all
dreamed it would be?"

| shrug, glancing at Riley and warning her with
my eyes to either cease and desist or disappear.
"Sorry to disappoint you," | finally say. "But there's
nothing to tell."

"That's not what | heard. Haven said. | press my
lips and shake my head. Just because | already
know what Haven said doesn't mean | want to hear it
spoken out loud. So | cut him off when | say, "Okay



fine, we kissed. But just once." | can feel him looking
at me, brows raised, lips smirked in suspicion.
"Maybe twice. | don't know, it's not like | counted," |
mumble, lying like a red-faced, sweatypalmed, shifty-
eyed amateur, and hoping he doesn't notice.
Because the truth is I've replayed that kiss so many
times it's tattooed on my brain.

"And?" he says, impatient for more.

"And—nothing," | say, relieved when | glance at
him and see Riley's gone.

"He didn't call? Or text? Or e-mail? Or drop by?"
Miles gasps, visibly upset, wondering what it means
not only for me, but the future of our group.

I shake my head and stare straight ahead, angry
with myself for not dealing with it better, hating the
way my throat's gone all tight as my eyes start to
sting.

"But what did he say? When he left the party, |
mean? What were his very last words?" Miles asks,
determined to find some ray of hope in this bleak
and bitter landscape.

| turn at the light, remembering our strange and
sudden good bye at the door. Then | face Miles,
swallow hard, and say, "He said, 'souvenir?"



And the moment it's out, | know it's a really bad
sign. Nobody takes a souvenir from a place they
plan to frequent. Miles looks at me, his eyes
expressing the words his lips have refused.

"Tell me about it," | say, shaking my head as |
pull into the lot.

Even though I'm fully committed to not thinking
about Damen, | can't help but feel disappointed
when | get to English and see he's not there. Which,
of course, makes me think about him even that much
more, until I'm teetering on the edge of obsession.

| mean, just because our kiss seemed like
something more than just a random hookup doesn't
mean he felt the same way. And just because it felt
solid and true and transcendent to me doesn't mean
he was in on it too. Because no matter how hard | try,
| can't shake the image of him and Drina standing
together, a perfect Count Fersen with an idyllic
Marie. While | stood on the sidelines all shiny and
poufy like the world's biggest wannabe.

I'm just about to click on my iPod when Stacia
and Damen burst through the door. Laughing and
smiling, shoulders nearly touching, two single white
rosebuds clutched in her hand. And when he leaves



her at her desk and heads toward me, | fumble with
some papers and pretend | didn't see.

"Hey," he says, sliding onto his seat. Acting like
everything's perfectly normal. Like he didn't pull a
grope-and-run less than forty-eight hours before.

| plate my cheek on my palm and force my face
into a yawn, hoping to come off as bored, tired, worn
out from activities he couldn't begin to imagine,
doodling on a piece of notebook paper with fingers
so shaky my pen slips right out of my hand. | bend
down to retrieve it, and when | come back up I find a
single red tulip on top of my desk.

"What happened? You run out of white
rosebuds?" | ask, flipping through books and
papers, as though I've something important to do.

"l would never give you a rosebud," he says, his
eyes searching for mine.

But | refuse to meet his gaze, refuse to get
sucked into his sadistic little game. I just grab my
bag and pretend to search for something inside,
cursing under my breath when | find it stuffed full of
tulips.

"You're strictly a tulip gir—a red tulip girl." He



smiles.

"How exciting for me," | mumble, dropping my
bag to the ground and scooting to the farthest part of
my seat, having no idea what any of it could possibly
mean.

By the time | get to our lunch table, 'm a sweaty
mess. Wondering if Damen will be there, if Haven
will be there because even though | haven't seen or
spoken to her since Saturday night, 'm willing to bet
she still hates me. But despite spending all of third
period chemistry practicing an entire speech in my
head, the second | see her, I've lost all the words.

"Well, look who's here," Haven says, gazing at
me. | slide onto the bench beside Miles who's far too
busy texting to even notice my existence, and | can't
help but wonder if | should try to find some new
friends—not that anyone would have me. "l was just
telling Miles how he totally missed out on Nocturne,
only he's determined to ignore me." She scowls.

"Only because | was forced to listen to it all
through history, and then you still weren't finished and
you made me late to Spanish." He shakes his head
and continues thumb thumping.

Haven shrugs. "You're just jealous you missed



out." Then looking at me, she tries to retreat. "Not
that your party wasn't cool or anything, because it
was, totally cool. It's just—this was more my scene,
you know? I mean, you understand, right?"

| polish my apple against my sleeve and shrug,
reluctant to hear any more than | already have about
Nocturne, her scene, or Drina. But when | finally do
look at her, I'm startled to see how her usual yellow
contacts have been swapped for a brand-new green.
A green so familiar it robs me of breath. A green that
can only be described as—Drina green.

"You should've seen it, there was this huge long
line out front, but the second they saw Drina, they let
us right in. We didn't even have to pay! Not for
anything, the whole night was complete! | even
crashed in her room. She's staying in this amazing
suite at the St. Regis until she finds a more
permanent place. You should see it: ocean view,
Jacuzzi tub, rocking mini-bar, the works!" She looks
at me, emerald eyes wide with excitement, waiting
for an enthusiastic response | just can't provide.

| press my lips together and take in the rest of
her appearance, noticing how her eyeliner is softer,
smokier, more like Drina's, and how her blood red



lipstick has been swapped for a lighter, rosier,
Drina-like shade. Even her hair, which she's ironed
straight for as long as I've known her, is now soft and
wavy and styled like Drina's. And her dress is fitted,
silky, and vintage, like something Drina might wear.

"So where's Damen?" Haven looks at me as
though | should know. | take a bite of my apple and
shrug.

"What happened? | thought you guys hooked
up?" she asks, refusing to let it go. And before | can
answer, Miles looks up from his Sidekick and shoots
her the look—the one with the direct translation of:
Caution all ye who enter.

She glances from Miles to me, then shakes her
head and sighs."Whatever. | just want you to know
that I'm totally cool with it, so no worries, okay? And
I'm sorry if | got a little weird on you." She shrugs.
"But I'm totally over it now. Seriously. Pinky-swear."

I reluctantly curl my pinky around hers and tune
into her energy. And 'm completely amazed to see
that she really does mean it. | mean, just this
weekend she'd pegged me as Public Enemy #1, but
now she's clearly not bothered, though | can't really
see why.



"Haven—" | start, wondering if | should really do
this, but then figuring, oh, what the hell, | have nothing
to lose. She looks at me, smiling, waiting.

"Um, when you guys went to—Nocturne, did you
maybe by chance—happen to run into Damen?" |
press my lips and wait, feeling Miles give me a
sharp look, while Haven just stares at me, clearly
confused. "Because the thing is, he left shortly after
you guys—so | thought maybe—"

She shakes her head and shrugs. "Nope, never
saw him," she says, removing a dab of frosting from
her lip with the tip of her tongue.

And even though | know better, | choose that
moment to take a visual journey through the lunch
table caste system, the alphabetical hierarchy,
starting with our lowly table Z and working toward A.
Wondering if 'l find Damen and Stacia frolicking in a
field of rosebuds, or engaging in some other sordid
act I'd rather not see. But even though it's business
as usual over there, with everyone up to the same
old antics, for today at least, it's flower free. | guess
because Damen's not there.






Chapter Fifteen

I'd just fallen asleep when Damen calls. And
even though I'd spent the last two days convincing
myself not to like him, the second | hear his voice, |
surrender.

"Is ittoo late?"

| squint at the glowing green numbers on my
alarm clock, confirming it is, but answering,

"No, it's okay."

"Were you asleep?"

"Almost." | prop my pillows against my cloth-
covered headboard, then lean back against them.

"l was wondering if | could come over?"

| gaze at the clock again, but only to prove his
question is crazy. "Probably not such a good idea," |
tell him, which is followed by such a prolonged
silence I'm sure he's hung up.

"I'm sorry | missed you at lunch," he finally says.
"Art too. | left right after English.”

"Um, okay," | mumble, unsure how to respond,
since it's not like we're a couple, it's not like he's



accountable to me.

"Are you sure it's too late?" he asks, his tone
deep and persuasive. ' I'd really like to see you. |
won't stay long."

I smile, thrilled with this tiny shi