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      The evil of the Ancient Court is spreading...

      

      Macy Moreno has been through hell. She only survived because the guy she loved—Nicolo Buonaccorsi—sacrificed his own life to save her.

      Though she’s discovered there’s much more to the world than she ever imagined, as far as Macy is concerned, all its magic died with him. She’s alive, but her heart will never recover.

      Macy goes back on the road, trying to outrun her painful past and the haunting memories of the love she’s lost-- and trying to forget that the end of mankind is quickly approaching.

      If only Nic had survived. If only there were something she could do to stop the coming Plague. But she’s only human—as far as she knows.

      

      The only bright spot in her life comes from an unexpected source—a traveling companion she didn’t want but can’t seem to get rid of. And just when she thinks she might find some semblance of happiness in her new life, everything changes again, and she’s caught in an emotional tug-of-war between her past and the present.

      

      Give in to the Glamour once more as a new villain arises, a new love emerges, and a new hope for the survival of humankind comes from the most unlikely of places.

      Enjoy the story…
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      The room was dimly lit and very quiet—except for his slow and steady breathing.

      Closing the heavy wooden door quietly behind me, I let my eyes adjust and tried to regulate my own rapid breaths and heartbeat.

      A low-burning fireplace cast flickering shadows on the stone walls of the bedchamber. Dark drapes were drawn closed over the floor-to-ceiling windows, making midday seem like midnight.

      Nerves prickling, ears attuned to the slightest sounds, I crossed the cavernous room, my shoes scuffing softly on the Aubusson rug as I approached the bed.

      When I reached Nic, my lungs emptied in a wheeze, leaving me gasping. His face was covered in a kaleidoscope pattern of small cuts, the result of his struggle with Dr. Schmitt last night and all the broken glass.

      Dark circles underscored his eyes, and even in his sedated deep sleep, a furrow marked his tanned brow, making him look like he was trapped in a troubled dream.

      I probably should have felt some satisfaction at seeing him there, helpless and hurt. After all, he had betrayed me. And all for her.

      But my desire for revenge drained away as my eyes roamed his unconscious face and long, motionless body. It wasn’t his fault. It was hers. It was all of them. This was what they did to us—made us weak—made us turn against each other. Dr. Schmitt was right. About everything.

      And that was why I would help Dr. Schmitt enact his plan. We’d be rid of the troublesome and oh-so-prolific human race once and for all, and we’d finally be safe.

      Just as I turned to go, Nic made a noise, a muffled cry, as if perhaps he were shouting down some threat within his dream. Or trying to warn someone. On instinct I reached for him but recoiled, withdrawing my hand before it made contact with his face.

      My touch would not comfort him, would not heal his injuries. It would only make him sicker.

      I spun and headed for the door, startling when it opened before I even touched it. Giant frozen fingers squeezed my heart as two people stepped inside. And then I let out the breath I’d swallowed.

      “Mamma, Babbo—what are you doing here?”

      “What are you doing in here, Alessia?” my mother asked, her stern tone matching the hard look in her eyes. She disapproved. Well, what’s new?

      “I… came to check on him. He is still my fiancé.”

      “That’s not what we heard. We were told you’d lost another one,” my father said.

      My back stiffened, and my eyes blurred in a spontaneous wash of moisture. I blinked forcefully to keep it from spilling over. “No. The wedding is still on. As soon as he recovers. Nothing has changed.”

      Both of them studied me in silence. Finally, Mamma said, “Good. But you should probably keep your distance until he is fully recovered. You know with your…” She left off the rest of the sentence, but the familiar look of distaste on her face said it all.

      “I know,” I interrupted. “I didn’t touch him.”

      “And you haven’t told anyone?” Babbo asked, his voice ringing with anxiety.

      “Of course not.” I had to turn away and face the bed because the hot tears were back, rushing too quickly this time for me to contain them.

      I had never told anyone about my secondary glamour. My musical glamour was obvious—it was the cornerstone of my career as a performer—but I had followed my parents’ strict instructions my whole life and kept my other glamour a secret.

      No royal family wanted that particular “gift” in their gene pool. No one would want me if they found out.

      And that was the other reason I found it difficult to stay too angry with Nic. He did know.

      His annoying glamour had outed me on the first occasion we’d met. He’d read my deepest desire—to be rid of this curse—which had made me furious.

      But he’d promised to tell no one, and he was nothing if not honorable. So other than him and my parents, only Dr. Schmitt knew the whole truth about me.

      I made people sick. Literally.

      It was most powerful with humans—I couldn’t get close to them at all, unless I wanted them passing out or vomiting on my shoes. And though it was less severe with other Elves, the effect was still there.

      After enough time in close proximity to me I could see their faces contract and sour, and they inevitably excused themselves to “get some air” or “go to the toilet.”

      So I kept my distance. From everyone. It was fine. I was used to it. Even my own parents had avoided touching me as much as possible since birth and had taught me not to touch others.

      It wasn’t that big of a deal. I didn’t need physical contact anyway. I didn’t get why other people—especially humans—were so touchy-feely.

      Whether because I seemed cold and standoffish to them or because they had an innate sense of the danger I posed, people of every variety generally tended to avoid me.

      Only Dr. Schmitt had ever sought out my company. He actually admired my hidden glamour. He’d picked it up immediately after seeing me near one of the fan pod girls in his clinic and was even helping me learn to control it somewhat.

      “It’s there for a reason, Alessia,” he’d assured me. “It’s a defense mechanism, and a magnificent one. If only all our people had it—we wouldn’t even need the Plague. You are a miracle. And you are uniquely qualified to help our race survive and conquer.”

      He would be expecting me soon, ready to continue our work. Thinking of his accepting smile, I was overcome with the urge to get out of this suffocating room and back to his clinic, the only place I felt truly wanted in this castle. Anywhere, in fact.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat and swiped quickly at my wet cheeks before turning back to my parents. “You never told me what you’re doing here.”

      My father smiled. “We came to see if it’s true. If Nicolo really did come into contact with nymph blood. I never in all my days imagined something like that was actually possible.”

      “Well, he’s alive, isn’t he?” I snapped. “And his cuts are healing quickly. Dr. Schmitt said they’ll probably vanish by the end of the day. There’s not that much to see.”

      Mamma pushed past me, moving to Nic’s bedside and turning on the lamp. Peering at him in wonder, she clasped her hands over her sternum. “It’s remarkable. Just imagine what we could do with her blood.”

      “He won’t like it,” Babbo said, tossing his head toward Nic’s sleeping form.

      “He’ll do what’s best for his people—as we all do,” Mamma said sharply. “And Dr. Schmitt says the nymph will be drained and long gone before the young prince ever wakes up.”

      Nic’s legs twitched violently, causing both my parents to take a step back from the bed. “Let’s hope so,” My father said. “I’d hate to be on the wrong end of one of those kicks—he does it professionally after all—barbaric sport.”

      “We should go now.” I was slightly unnerved by the sight of my parents looming over Nic’s unconscious form. And by the paranoid thought he might be able to hear the conversation occurring around him. “We’re disturbing his rest.”

      The three of us left the room together. I cast one last glance at Nic before pulling the door closed behind me. The next time I saw him, all this turmoil would be just a bad memory. Along with the girl who’d come between us, and all the people she knew and loved.
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      Now I had two ghosts following me.

      Before, as I backpacked across Europe, I was trying—not very successfully—to outrun the memory of how I’d ruined my sister Lily’s life and let my family down. Only spending time with Nic had made me feel there might still be some point to everything, made me feel like I could possibly do some good with my life still. He’d given me hope. He’d given me… love.

      But now—well, now he was gone, and soon the entire human race would be gone if Nox and his friends couldn’t figure out how to stop Dr. Schmitt and his Plague. I shivered. Dr. Schmitt.

      Though it had been nearly ten months since my real-life nightmare, I rarely spent a night without seeing him and trying to escape his creepy dungeon clinic. I’d bolted awake early this morning in a cold sweat, my shouts of terror waking up my roommates at the youth hostel. No doubt they were thrilled to learn the gloomy Missouri girl with sleep issues was moving on today.

      I looked up at the towering profiles of the skyscrapers all around me as I trudged down the street toward the Port Authority bus terminal. The sidewalks swarmed with busy Manhattan-ites on their way to work, with tourists from every corner of the world staring wide-eyed at the famous city’s colossal billboards and the enticing storefronts lining Times Square.

      It had been a good place to get lost for a while. The fascinating array of people, the street performers, the odd jobs I’d been able to pick up, the cheap but good food options. It had all provided a much-needed distraction from my inner monologue of doom and depression, besides giving me another checkmark on my map of major U.S. points of interest.

      The map was the only thing keeping me going. Nox’s bond-mate had chased me down the driveway with it when I’d left their beachfront mansion in L.A. all those months ago. She’d pressed the folded paper into my hands, wishing me safe travels and good luck. As much as I would have liked to wave it away and dismiss her encouraging words, there was something in her eyes when I met them that told me she was no stranger to grief herself.

      “Thanks,” I’d mumbled. “Tell Nox I’ll check in soon.”

      It was about time to do that again. For my parents’ sanity, I contacted them every few weeks to let them know I was still alive and where I was traveling. Nox had asked me for the same courtesy, and I owed it to him to do at least that much. I also needed to check on Olly. She was home in England with her parents and safe, but it made me uncomfortable to know Dr. Schmitt and Alessia and who-knew-who-else in the Ancient Court knew exactly where to find her—if they ever wanted to do so.

      The internet café was right where one of the girls at the hostel had said it would be. I ducked inside, ordered some breakfast, and chose an empty terminal. The place was crowded, overly warm, and scented with a blend of coffee and cooking grease, but it had a friendly, welcoming vibe.

      Cafés like this one abounded in Europe but were pretty rare in the U.S. Of course, New York had at least one of everything, and it actually had quite a few places you could use a computer and get online—even some Burger Kings offered public computers. I needed to take advantage of the opportunity before boarding the bus to my next destination, which might or might not have a place like this where I could spend an hour or so sending emails and perusing the internet, catching up on news.

      Logging on and opening my inbox, I found several emails from Mom, each of them filled with news about my family and friends back home. One had an attachment—a picture of Lily, dressed up and smiling widely in her wheelchair at her middle school’s semi-formal dance. A rush of emotion flooded my chest and blocked my throat—a wistful blend of pride and guilt that was unavoidable anytime I thought about her.

      As usual, Mom’s chatty updates were laced with a subtle note of concern for her absentee daughter. As usual, I ignored it and focused my response on the positive. I told her about New York as well as my tours of Maine and Rhode Island, the last two places I’d visited before coming to the city. After informing her that New Orleans would be my next stop and promising to check in again soon, I emailed Nox.

      When I’d left his house ten months ago, I’d gone straight to the bus station and taken a cross-country trip, working my way to the East Coast. He and his friends and bandmates had been great, but I’d needed to get as far away as possible from them all. A pack of hot Elven guys always hanging around was not exactly helping me move past what had happened with Nic. Nox, Anders, Rolf, and Matteus were living, breathing reminders of a painful past I had no choice but to get over.

      He must have been up early and online or have his emails going to his phone because his reply came quickly.

      Nox: Where are you?

      Hmm. That was odd. He always began his communications with a friendly greeting or something silly to make me laugh. This one seemed abrupt and even… urgent? My pulse quickened, my fingers flying as I typed my response.

      Macy: Heading to the bus station. Leaving New York for New Orleans today. What’s up?

      This time the reply took longer.

      Nox: Just wondering. Everything going all right? Ready to leave that crappy East Coast weather and come back West where all the happy people live?

      There was the silliness. I joked back with him.

      Macy: I’ve met quite a few happy people here. And they’d be happy to beat your soft West Coast behind to prove it.

      Nox: Okay then, let me rephrase. Are you ready to come back and be with your friends—who miss you?

      This one gave me a twinge in my mid-section. I missed them, too. But I wasn’t going back there. They were better off without me—I’d already ruined enough lives. And frankly, I was better alone. I kept myself so busy during the day, working and seeing the sights, I didn’t have time to think about Nic, about the coming disaster.

      It was only at night, when I had no control over my thoughts and emotions, that it all backed up on me. If there was a medication I could take that would prevent me from sleeping—or at least from dreaming—I’d gladly take it.

      Macy: I can’t. Lots of places still left to see. Thanks, though. I really do appreciate it.

      Before closing the chat window I added, Maybe in a few months. I am moving back in your direction, slowly but surely. Talk to you in a few weeks. Tell everyone hello from me.

      Nox: Take care. Don’t be a stranger.

      Okay then. Two down, one to go.

      I checked the clock window in the bottom right corner of the computer screen. It was almost nine-thirty, which meant it was about two-thirty p.m. Olly’s time in England. I hoped she was home from school.

      Opening the video messaging app we’d been using, I pressed the invitation button. Then I put a smile on my face. As always when we chatted, I would keep things light and friendly, but not too personal. After a few minutes, Olly’s video window popped up, and there she was, her face pink from the winter air, wearing her school uniform. She looked a little older than when we’d first met, but not much.

      “Macy! Hi!” She beamed. “Where are you?”

      “Hey there! I’ve been in New York City for the past few weeks. About to get back on the road. How are things? How are you? Still good?”

      Though Olly had been released from the fan pod early and said she hadn’t undergone anything too unusual during her exam with Dr. Schmitt—just a blood draw and some “vaccinations”—I was still nervous. Those of us who’d stayed in Nic’s castle had been closer than any other humans to the source of the Plague virus Dr. Schmitt was creating. If Olly did start to show any telling symptoms, I’d promised to notify Nox immediately.

      He’d heard nothing from overseas regarding a virus meant to wipe out all the humans, but he might not be on the short list for that kind of information. He’d made his pro-human position clear to the European leaders during his trips there. On my good days I hoped they’d been forced to drop the plan—maybe Nic had managed to kill Dr. Schmitt before dying himself? Nox said the creepy doctor hadn’t been seen in a while either. Or maybe the Ancient Court was just reluctant to lose its source of servants and fan pod devotees, now that Nic was gone and along with him, their plan for replacing them with hybrid Elven-human slaves. I had no way of knowing, but surely, this many months later, Olly would show some symptoms if she had been infected? Her answer reassured me further.

      “I feel great. I’m so jealous of you. I wish I was eighteen too and could travel like you do. I’ve always wanted to see New York my whole life.”

      I smiled. Her whole life had been just fourteen years. “You will. And it’ll probably be even cooler by the time you make it here. I’m heading south. Where do you think I should go next?”

      “Disney World!” The response was immediate and made me laugh out loud. Her enthusiastic suggestions always amused me, though this was one I wouldn’t take. I had a limited budget, and I’d already visited the parks when I was a kid with my family. Going back there alone would be too sad. New Orleans was somewhere I’d never been, and it seemed like another great city to disappear in.

      Before I could respond, Olly had another idea.

      “Come and see me here—please, please, please. Mum and Nanna are so keen to meet you. You’ll love the street art, and we can go shopping at Cabot Circus and get a ninety-nine from Mr. Whippy.”

      “What? What’s a ninety-nine? Who’s Mr. Whippy?”

      “Mr. Whippy isn’t a man—it’s a kind of ice cream, silly. Oh, it’s the best. A ninety-nine is a soft-serve cone that has a Cadbury Flake chocolate stuck in it. You have to try it. Please Macy. Come see me. We have an extra room now that my brother Wes has moved out, so you can stay as long as you like. I’d come see you, but I’m on total lockdown since I ran away. They only let me go to school and back.”

      Her plea was so sweet, so heartfelt, and her little pout was so cute. I hated to disappoint her. But I couldn’t say “yes.” I couldn’t go back to Europe—not yet. Probably not ever.

      Nic had made me promise to get out only hours before he’d died trying to save me and the other fan pod girls—and the rest of my race. England had been where I’d started my backpacking adventure before moving on to Belgium, Paris, and eventually Corsica, where I’d met Nic. If my nightly visions of him felt real here—four thousand miles and an ocean away—how much worse would the nightmares be on European soil? He was already like a ghost who followed me no matter where I went.

      “I don’t think so kiddo. I’m not sure I could handle being over there. Please try to understand.”

      “I do. But I still miss you.”

      My dead heart actually felt something—a painful squeeze. I missed her, too. That was the other reason I couldn’t go. I cared about Olly. I wanted her to be happy and healthy. What I didn’t want was to get any closer—I didn’t want to grow to love her like I loved Lily and Mom and Dad. And she was so much like my little sister, so sweet and open and loving herself, I knew it would be inevitable if we spent any considerable time together. She already hero-worshipped me the way Lily used to. It was better for me—and for Olly—if we kept our friendship limited to just long-distance messaging and the occasional Skype chat. I just couldn’t handle more than that.

      “You, too,” I said quickly, adding, “Maybe one of these days.”

      I was about to say good-bye when Olly’s wispy, high voice piped up.

      “Macy… there’s something I’ve been meaning to say to you. I know you’re sad. And I know what happened to us over there was bad. What happened to Nic was really bad. But life is not all bad. Good can still happen. Mum always says life is filled with surprises. You never know what’s around the corner.”

      Her mom was wrong about that. I knew what was around the corner. A world-ending plague. A race of arrogant evil Dark Elves in the Ancient Court whose attitude was, “If you can’t rule them, kill them.” And I was powerless to stop any of it.

      Sometimes I wished I didn’t even know about this incredible world-within-our-own. Then I could just carry on in ignorant bliss until the inevitable happened. Then I could believe, like sweet, innocent Olly did, that good could still happen.

      As it was, the best I could do was keep moving, try to forget, and hope that the worst didn’t happen. Somehow.

      “Okay kiddo. Thanks. Talk to you soon.”

      I closed the window and logged off the computer, grabbing my pack and heading for the door. Moving on once again—alone. And I’d stay alone—except for my ghosts.
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      I could hear the screams even before the taxi stopped in front of the gate and the door opened. How many kids did Ian invite to this thing anyway?

      “Oh wow,” Kayla said as she got out of the cab’s other door and stood, not moving away from the car but staring at my family’s home in Brentwood. “This is some kinda house. It’s like, freaking ginormous. Are your parents, like, movie stars or something?”

      “Uh… yeah, well, kind of. My mom was an actress. She’s retired. My dad’s a musician.”

      She turned and batted a big, brown, heavily made up eye at me. “Well, you coulda warned me you lived in a freaking mansion.”

      “I don’t. My parents and my brother do. It was… a nice place to grow up,” I said, chuckling quietly at the shock and awe, handing the cab driver several bills before taking her arm to lead her through the gate, down the long drive, and around the side of the “ginormous” house toward the backyard.

      I hadn’t bothered to “warn” Kayla because she wasn’t exactly going to be a regular visitor to my family’s home. She was here for one purpose—deflection. I’d already learned not to expose my lovebird parents to any serious Anders-should-settle-down candidates. Kayla and I had gone out once, and I’d never called again until now, when I needed something—someone rather—to help keep the conversation at home superficial. Kayla was a nice enough girl—there just wasn’t anything there, which was totally fine. She was cute and friendly and not-too-smart—in other words, perfect.

      The volume of the high-pitched screams and shouts and laughter tripled as we rounded the corner of the house, and all the kids came into view. They were dressed in swimsuits, jumping in and out of the pool, streaking across the yard to the bounce house, running in circles chasing each other. Mom had gone all-out with the decorations. The theme was Legos—Ian’s obsession—and all the movies were represented in some way. There were life-sized sculptures that looked like they’d been airlifted here from Legoland. Maybe they had been.

      Surveying the crowd of sweaty little bodies, I spotted the top of Ian’s ultra-blond head. He was surrounded by a pack of boys. Armed with candy-colored water cannons, they seemed to be planning some sort of mischief regarding the group of girls sunbathing nearby on the deck.

      “Yo—squirt,” I shouted.

      My mini-me brother’s head popped up from the huddle, and he twisted one way then the other, searching. When he finally spotted me, his face split into a wide smile. His eyes brightened the way they always did when I came around, making my heart feel like the sun was shining directly on it. He ran toward me at top speed, crashing into me and wrapping his wiry arms around my waist.

      “Anders! You made it.”

      “Of course. I wasn’t going to miss my brochacho’s eleventh birthday.”

      He reared back with a puzzled, but flattered, expression. “Hey—I’m only eight!”

      “Are you sure?” I teased. “You look at least ten to me. How many inches did you grow since I saw you? It’s only been three months.”

      “Two and a half,” he said proudly. “I’m so glad you came. Mom said you might not make it in time because of, you know, airports and traffic and stuff.”

      “Nah. I told them the world’s greatest eight-year-old pianist was having a party, and they all cleared the way for me.” I made a plane out of my hand and sailed it at him, landing it on his head where I ruffled the fine, light hair. It was cut exactly like mine—short around the sides and back, a bit longer on top. “It was smooth sailing.”

      “Is that my present?” Ian asked, eyeing the large bag I held in the other hand.

      I presented it to him. “All yours buddy.”

      He ripped the tissue paper out of it and lifted the box from inside. “Whoa! You got me the helicarrier? Awesome! Thank you, Anders. Thank you.” Burying his face in my stomach, he hugged me again hard.

      I patted his back. “You’re welcome, squirt. Happy birthday.”

      Just noticing the girl beside me, Ian darted a shy glance at her then brought questioning eyes back to meet mine.

      “Oh. This is my friend Kayla,” I said. “She heard this was going to be an epic party and wanted to come along. You don’t mind, do you?”

      He cut a mischievous grin at her. “No. Not as long as she doesn’t scream when the cool snake guy gets here from the zoo. I told the girls in my class they could come to my party but—No. Screaming.”

      “That’s a reasonable request.” Turning to my female companion, whose face had gone pale, I asked, “Kayla, do you think you can manage not to scream when the cool snake guy gets here?”

      “Um… I don’t know. I really, really don’t like snakes.” Her voice was shaky, the carefully crafted Valley-girl accent momentarily dislodged.

      Ian’s face scrunched and he gave me a Really dude? look. I gave him a what’re-ya-gonna-do look in return.

      You don't love her, do you? he asked me mind-to-mind, his mental tone highly disapproving.

      Don’t worry, I assured him. She's just a friend. I am still single and loving it.

      Good, he said, nodding with satisfaction. Whenever you DO get a bond-mate, make sure she likes cool snakes first.

      Good advice my man, good advice.

      “Come and meet my friends.” Ian spoke aloud this time and clutched my hand, tugging me across the yard. I laughed and followed. Kayla did not laugh, but she followed, too. I had a feeling I’d be calling a cab for my “date” before this party was through.

      Ian introduced me to what felt like about two hundred kids, most of them his human classmates, though there were a few Elven friends as well. Afterward, I made my way through the throng to the patio, where my parents were setting up for lunch.

      “Anders, honey, you made it,” Mom declared in a delighted tone. She set down the colorful paper plates she was holding and crossed the patio to hug me. “You look wonderful. How was your flight?”

      “Great. Fine. Our show was only in Denver, so it wasn’t a long one. How are you holding up? This is some crazy scene.”

      She laughed. “Well, you know your father.” She nodded toward the tall, ultra-fit man across the patio working the grill. “Nothing is too good for his boys.”

      She was being kind by adding the “s” to that last word. It had been a while, but I remembered all my birthdays very well, and there certainly had never been a party like this for any of them, with a cast of thousands and a bouncy house and a visit from the zoo’s snake guy.

      “I think Dad’s getting a little indulgent in his old age,” she added with an eye-roll. “Ian doesn’t even know about the dirt bike yet.”

      Though her words were scolding, the look she threw his way was filled with fondness. Dad could have carted the entire zoo over here and bought Ian a monster truck, and she wouldn’t have complained. One, because she was crazy about my brother. And two, my dad could do no wrong in her eyes. They’d been married for fifty-four years, and they were not only bond-mates, they were soul mates.

      My parents were a rarity in the Dark Court, married by choice rather than arrangement. A prolific songwriter, my father swore he’d heard a complete symphony the moment he met my mother. Luckily for them, their parents had been the Elven equivalent of hippies—believers in true love, freedom of choice, and Elven-human equality. Unlike many of their contemporaries, neither of them had ever kept a fan pod. Also unlike many of my friends’ parents, they hadn’t chosen a bond-mate for me by age eighteen. Instead they’d encouraged me to follow my heart.

      So far, all it had led me to was music, but Mom was certain “that special someone” was just around the corner and advised me to keep an eye out. She took one look at Kayla, and I could tell Mom knew as well as I did that this one wasn’t it.

      “Hello,” she said pleasantly. “I’m Patrice.”

      “Oh, sorry. Mom, this is Kayla. Kayla, my mom.”

      “Hello Mrs. J. It’s super nice to meet you. You have a gorgeous home, and Anders told me you were a movie star?”

      Mom blinked, apparently caught off guard. “Yes, I used to act quite a bit. That was… a while ago. Now I’m a full-time mommy and party hostess extraordinaire,” she joked.

      “Oh yeah. It is a good party,” Kayla said, missing the sarcasm altogether. “This is like every one of my parties growing up, all smashed together into one.”

      “Well, we’re older parents,” Mom explained. “Almost like grandparents, really. We might spoil him just a bit.”

      Kayla tilted her head to one side like a bewildered puppy, eying my tan, fit, unwrinkled mother. “You don’t look old.”

      Realizing her slip, Mom laughed a tad too brightly and put a hand on Kayla’s shoulder. “Aren’t you sweet? Listen, would you mind helping me put out the rest of the plates? I suspect we’re going to be attacked by a horde of ravenous beasts any minute now. Ian can’t go more than a couple hours before declaring he’s ‘starving.’ Anders, too.” She winked at me and led Kayla away toward the table. “So, are you an aspiring actress?” I heard her ask my date in an effort to further distract her.

      Kayla bought it—for full price. “Oh yes. I model now, but I love acting, and I really, really really want to be famous someday. Maybe you could…”

      Her predictable words faded as I made my way over to the large built-in grill where Dad was removing some burgers to a large platter on the counter of the outdoor kitchen.

      “Need any help?” I asked.

      “Son.” Dad glanced back over his shoulder with a smile. “I think I’ve got this part covered. Though you can pull the hot dogs out of the fridge for me there. Top shelf.”

      I turned and opened the refrigerator, lifting a monstrous package of hot dogs to the countertop and opening it.

      Once the last burger was off the fire, Dad turned around to clap me firmly on the back and embrace me in a brief hug. “How are you? Just get into town?”

      “Yep. Drove straight from the airport to Kayla’s house and then here.”

      “Tired?”

      “Not too bad. I slept on the plane some.”

      He did not ask me about our show. He never did. Instead, he asked if I’d gotten in any hiking while in Colorado.

      “Actually, yes. I did Pike’s Peak this time. It was only an hour and a half from Denver. Really nice. Perfect weather for it.”

      “That’s great. I’m jealous. Wish I could have joined you, but I’m running up against a deadline on this current job—it’s a movie score for J.J. I’ve only got a few weeks to turn it around.”

      “Awesome. J.J. always delivers.” Hesitating first, I decided to go ahead and mention my own latest project. “I actually got tapped to do another one.”

      “Oh. Which picture?”

      “It’s a smaller one, but the script is brilliant, and there’s good buzz about it. I’ve seen some of the dailies. Looks like it might have a chance at the awards this year.”

      “Okay, well have fun with it.” His tone was less than enthusiastic, toeing the line of boredom. “Let me know if you need any help.”

      Though I fought it with everything in me, heat surged from my chest to my face. “Yeah. Thanks. Well, if you’ve got this covered, I think I’ll go rescue Kayla from birthday party servitude.”

      “Sure. Make sure we catch up before you go. Glad you could make it, son.”

      I nodded tersely and turned away, striding toward the long confetti-strewn table. “Come inside with me,” I muttered close to Kayla’s ear. “I’ll get you a drink.”

      “Oooh. Okay,” she squealed happily. “I’ll see you later, Mrs. J. Everything looks so cute.”

      Mom lifted a hand in a bemused wave and raised a single brow at me. Stay on the first floor. No “tours” of the bedrooms.

      Mom. I flared my eyes at her, leading Kayla quickly toward the open French doors. Not quickly enough. I could still hear my mother's unsolicited advice.

      I’m just saying—don’t put yourself in a position that’s too tempting. You’re already six months past bonding age. I know it’s not easy.

      Can we please not talk about this? Now my face was hot for a different reason, though the air inside was cool.

      I just don’t want you to settle. Sometimes life gives you what you crave just before it gives you what you really need. It’s a distraction. Don’t fall for it.

      Okay, Mom. Thanks. I’ll… keep that in mind.

      Kayla and I walked through the sunroom toward the kitchen—not toward the bedrooms—where I opened the refrigerator, took out a couple sodas and some bottled water and put them on the counter then went to get some glasses from a cabinet.

      “Oh,” she said, wearing a funny look. “When you said ‘drink,’ I thought you meant…”

      It took me a minute. “Oh. No. I don’t think it’s a good idea to get smashed at my little brother’s birthday party. I know there are sodas and water out there, too. I just thought it would be nice to get out of the heat and away from all the noise.” And my parents.

      “Yes, it is.” She regarded me with far too much interest, sidling over to stand right next to me. “It’s nice to be alone with you. I really didn’t think you were ever going to call again.”

      Uh oh.

      “I’ve been really busy, traveling a lot.”

      “It’s okay. You’re here now. So… where do you want to go after this?” She dipped her chin and raised one brow suggestively.

      I turned away, studiously filling the glasses with ice. “I might have to go home and get some work done—depending on how long this thing goes.”

      “Well, we could skip out early and go back to my place or something. I’m not in a real big hurry to see Mr. Snake or whoever.”

      I hesitated. “Maybe. We have to at least stay for cake and the Happy Birthday song.”

      “Oh, totally. No problem.”

      I had a problem. In my effort to save myself from parental grief, I’d inadvertently led this girl on. I’d thought she felt the same as I did about our extremely brief relationship—that it was strictly about fun, no emotions involved—that’s why she’d been the one I called. Apparently there was more interest on her part than I’d counted on.

      I heard the back door open and let in a cacophony of sound—chattering eight year olds and running wet feet slapping the tile floor. Apparently the party was moving indoors. I met Mom in the hallway. “What’s going on?”

      “Ian’s going to play us his latest piece,” she answered before being swept along in the tidal wave of diminutive bodies scurrying toward the great room.

      That was where the baby grand lived—the piano Dad treasured like a third child and had used to teach his two actual children how to play. Of course, being a child prodigy, the second one had needed far less instruction than the first.

      Kayla and I followed the group along the hallway toward the large room. She stopped in her tracks, her jaw dropping as she stared at the wall.

      “Oh my God. Are these what I think they are?”

      My bottom lip pulled up to disappear behind the top one. I released a long here-we-go-again breath. “Yeah. They’re Grammy awards.”

      The shiny gold phonograph trophies lined the corridor on glass shelves, each with its own tiny spotlight. A trip to my parents’ house was sort of like visiting the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, West Coast location.

      “Wow. How many are there?”

      A new voice entered the conversation. “Twenty-three. I’m nominated again this year. If I win, it’ll make it an even two dozen.”

      Kayla turned, showing a whole new interest in my father. “That is amazing. Do I know your songs?”

      “Well I don’t know,” he said with a wink. “Do you listen to the radio?”

      She giggled, and he began listing the hit songs he’d written over the years. I left them to it and wandered into the living room where Ian had already slid onto the piano bench and lifted the keyboard cover.

      At the urging of their parents and nannies, children took seats on the floor, sitting cross-legged in pairs or clumps, boys on one side of the room, girls on the other, naturally. I wondered if this was the first time his classmates had heard him play or if they’d had previous exposure to the brilliance that was my little brother. As he began to play, I got my answer.

      Jaws dropped around the room. The parents seemed more impressed than the children, which made sense. They had more context, more experience, more ability to understand the significance of his talent.

      At age eight-and-one-day, my brother had more natural ability in his pinky finger than I had in my whole body—or would ever have. As much as I loved music, as much as I’d practiced over the years, as much as I’d hoped, wished, and prayed when I was young, I had not inherited my father’s musical glamour.

      Ian had.

      My eyes drifted in a search of Dad and found him standing at the back of the room beside Kayla, watching Ian play. Pride radiated from him like a golden aura. It lit his face, making him look more youthful, energetic, and alive than I’d seen him in years.

      I turned away as a spiky weight settled on my chest and pushed through the surface, puncturing my lungs. If he'd ever looked at me like that—just once—my eternal life could have been cut short at any point, and I would have still felt complete.

      As it was, I felt… less than that.

      I knew he loved me. No question. He’d always been kind, caring, protective. And I had idolized him in the way most young boys look up to their fathers. I’d wanted, more than anything, to be just like him. I’d sat and listened to him play the piano, guitar, whatever instrument he’d picked up, for hours, went into the studio to hear him record, gone to concerts where I’d nearly combusted with pride as crowds cheered him.

      And I’d worked feverishly to emulate him. I’d played my own miniature instruments until my fingers ached and even bled at times. I’d trained myself with every available resource in the art of songwriting and performance. And yet…

      None of it mattered.

      I’d read music critics’ glowing assessments of my abilities over the past couple of years since I’d been with The Hidden, and I’d heard my music teachers’ praise. I knew there were millions of fans who appreciated what I’d created—some even called my songs life-changing. Hell, The Hidden was nominated for four Grammys this year.

      But compared to my father—compared to Ian—I was nothing.

      Watching Ian’s grubby fingers fly over the keys like an osprey gliding over the surface of a glassy pond, it was as if there was a direct plumbing line between my heart and my eyes.

      It squeezed, my eyes watered. I was proud of him. And I was pretty freaking jealous, too.

      Not in the way where you want to take away something someone else has, but in the way where you wish you could have a duplicate of what they’ve got.

      No, not even a duplicate—a fraction.

      As he finished his song, Ian looked up, and his bright blue eyes met mine. His expression was expectant, his lips pursed in an almost-smile, his blond brows raised nearly to his hairline.

      I lifted my hands in front of me and clapped, loudly and deliberately, and gave him a genuine smile. His face burst into sunshine at my approval.

      Only then did he break eye contact and look around the room. Other claps joined mine, and then the house filled with applause and exclamations of wonder and delight.

      When it all finally died down, Mom’s voice came from the back hallway.

      “Now it’s time for another song.”

      She entered the room pushing a cart that held an enormous birthday cake, topped by eight lit candles. It was decorated to look like it had been made of a million Lego bricks and drew “oohs” and “ahs" from the kids in attendance.

      My mother sang the opening words of the birthday song. I joined in loudly, replacing the name Ian with “squirt” when the appropriate moment came.

      My brother, who’d left the piano and run toward the confectionary masterpiece as soon as he’d seen it, sucked in a noisy breath and blew out all the candles at the song’s closing note.

      The next twenty minutes were a feeding frenzy, after which Mom threw a panicked glance around her beautiful living room.

      “All right—let’s have all sticky sweet children out of the house and into the swimming pool!”

      They stampeded toward the back door. Chuckling, I fell into step behind the crowd. When we got outside, Kayla, apparently recovered from her Grammy-induced daze, pulled up beside me and leaned in, speaking in a low voice.

      “Um… your mom said the snake guy is on his way, so could we uh…”

      “Sure. We can go. Let me just say good-bye to my family.”

      Ian was already in the pool. Squatting at the edge of the deep end, I told him I had to go and wished him a happy birthday one more time.

      “You’re leaving? You’re going to miss the snakes.”

      “I know. It’s a bummer. But, you know…” Girls, I said to him in a grumpy mental tone I knew would elicit a smile.

      “Okay, well, I’ll see you soon. Thanks for my present again.”

      “You’re welcome, buddy. I’ll take you surfing next week. Hey, do you know where Dad went?”

      “I think he went back into the kitchen for some more drinks.”

      “Okay. I’ll go help him before we leave. Enjoy your party, squirt.”

      I turned to Kayla. “Be right back. Wait here.”

      Stepping back into the house, I found Dad pulling drinks out of the refrigerator and stacking them on the counter.

      “Hey. We’re getting ready to take off.”

      He pulled his head from the refrigerator and straightened. “So soon? I was hoping we’d get a chance to talk.”

      I stiffened. “If it’s about Kayla, Mom’s already⁠—”

      “No—it’s not about the girl. I already know you’re not interested in her. It’s about your future.”

      “My future?”

      “Yes, you know my manager had a stroke recently. His wife has let me know he’s in no shape to return to work—he probably never will. I don’t have time to handle both the creative and business sides of my career. And I thought…”

      His words drifted off, leaving me to fill in the blanks.

      “You thought what?” And then it hit me. My fingers gripped the edge of the counter so hard they turned white. “You want me to manage your career?”

      “You’re old enough now. There’s no one I trust more than you, and you’re fully capable⁠—”

      “Capable?” I snapped. “Capable—of managing? You?” I had to stop and take a calming breath before continuing. “I appreciate the confidence, but what about my career? What about my music? You know I can’t manage you and still write for the band, perform, and do my movie composition work.”

      He stared at me steadily. “I know. There isn’t enough time for everything. I thought maybe you'd like to start doing something that you’re…” Again he stopped without finishing his sentence.

      “What? Say it. Go ahead and say it. Something I’m actually good at?”

      “No. Something more… in line with your natural inclinations.”

      My inclination at the moment was to punch my father in the jaw. Of course I wouldn’t. I’d never struck him in my life, and I had too much respect for him to start now. Besides, he was seventy-two years older than me, which meant he could flatten my ass if he wanted to. Unlike humans, Elves gained strength with age.

      Instead of yelling in response, I lowered my voice to a calm, quiet recitation of facts.

      “I’m doing really well with my music. We have four Grammy nominations, you know. And there’s a good chance the movie score I did last year will be seriously considered for Oscar nomination.”

      “But it is not your glamour gift, son.”

      “No—believe me I know. You never let me forget it. I’m not like you, I’m not like Ian. But I do have talent. I work my ass off. And a lot of people like my music.”

      He held up his hands between us in a placating gesture. “That is not what I mean, son. Calm down. I only think of you when I say this—of your happiness. I want you to have the kind of fulfillment I have in my job—and in your personal life.”

      “I am fulfilled.”

      “Then why do you obsess over these awards—Grammys, Oscars?”

      “Says the man with a hallway lined in golden statues.”

      “That’s not why I do it. Those things come on their own. They are side effects of me doing what I was born to do. The music is part of me—I can’t not do it.”

      “You don’t have the market cornered on musical passion, you know. I love it, too.”
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