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      Join my VIP mailing list for news, exclusive content, giveaways and get your free download of The Sway, a Hidden Saga novella that gives you a peek behind the veil of the Dark Court.

      I wrote The Sway just after writing book 1, Hidden Deep, but many people tell me the perfect time to read it is after Book 2, Hidden Heart OR after Book 3, Hidden Hope. It could be read anywhere in the series. It’s your free book, so you decide!

      TAKE ME TO MY FREE NOVELLA!

      Looking for the complete Hidden Saga reading order? Here you go:

      
        
        Hidden Deep

        Hidden Heart

        Hidden Hope

        The Sway

        Hidden Darkness (Dark Court, 1)

        Hidden Danger (Dark Court, 2)

        Hidden Desire (Dark Court, 3)

        Hidden Game (Ancient Court, 1)

        Hidden Magic (Ancient Court, 2)

        Hidden Hero (Ancient Court, 3)

        Hidden Heir
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      Beauty is in the eye of the beholder...

      

      Culley Rune is the perfect guy—as far as anyone can see. Inside, he knows he's unlovable, unworthy, unwanted. He's done terrible things in service to his father, the corrupt leader of the Dark Council--including playing a pivotal role in the mysterious new drug epidemic that's sweeping the human population of the world.

      

      Now that he's lost his one chance at a real relationship, there's no reason to change his ways. He might as well take his place at his mercenary father's side. But when he runs into a strange human girl in the worst possible place at the worst possible time, he can't seem to stop himself from getting involved, and he may have found the one person on earth who can see past his beautiful facade to the heavily-guarded heart that lies beneath.

      

      In this sixth book of the Hidden Saga, as the battle between the Dark and Light courts rages on, the fate of the human race may lie in Culley's hands, and the fate of his heart may rest with the last girl he'd ever have expected to breach his defenses.

      Enjoy the story…
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            Little Red Riding Hood

          

        

      

    

    
      What a hellhole.

      This neighborhood is my least favorite district of L.A., and believe me, for a city with a reputation for beaches and sunshine and glittering movie premiers, it has plenty of areas you wouldn’t want to be caught dead in.

      Actually—if you were caught in one of them and didn’t belong there, you’d likely end up dead.

      I walk past a seedy apartment building, a loud TV blaring from one of its screenless windows guarded by security bars. Behind a chain-link fence across the street a couple of pit bulls bark and snarl at me as if they’d love to have me for an afternoon snack and leave no leftovers.

      I have no fears for my own security. For one thing, I don’t give a shit. For another, they want me here. I bring the only thing the lowlifes in this part of town still care about. Whatever good people are left here are no doubt cowering inside, hoping the “Scourge” will pass them by.

      At least the streets don’t reek as much as they used to—fewer drunks puking up their paychecks into the gutters. S has nearly taken the place of booze, cocaine, heroin, and every other recreational drug in this city—it’s cheaper than any of them and far more addictive.

      I arrive at the pre-determined street corner and check my phone—I’m early. Great. I lean against the side of an auto repair shop that’s closed for the day and check my messages, scrolling through the list of texts, opening none of them. I already know what they want, and it’s a guarantee all of them want something from me. Everyone does.

      Something moves near my feet, startling me and making me jump to the side. At first I think it’s a rat, then I realize it’s a gray cat—a small one—a kitten actually. It’s filthy and so bony it hardly resembles a domestic animal at all.

      When it realizes I’ve noticed it, the scrawny thing mewls at me.

      “Go away,” I bark at it, and the pitiful thing skitters back, then it takes a few cautious steps toward my shoes again.

      I lift one foot and kick the air. “Get! I’ve got nothing for you. Go find a mouse or something.” It makes another noise, louder this time. “Listen here—you want some advice? Don’t count on anyone to give you anything in this life—the sooner you learn that one, the better.”

      The kitten is apparently smarter than most human beings—it runs away from me. I snort a laugh at my own expense. Wouldn’t Ava be so proud?

      I can’t stop myself from thinking of our last conversation four months ago. You’ll never be happy until you let your guard down and open your heart and let someone see the real you, she said. What a laugh. The real me is right here, passing on cynical life lessons to a flea bitten stray. And I’ll never be happy. That possibility died the minute she told me she was in love with that human farm boy.

      As far as my heart—I’m not sure I even have one. I’ve never felt the kind of emotion she seems to have for that silly dimpled bloke, the kind of attachment the Light King Lad and his bride seem to have for each other. And I don’t want to. They’re all destined for disappointment—they’re just too dumb to know it.

      The afternoon sun is in my eyes, so I back into a doorway for shade. I’d really rather not think of Ava at all. With that glamour of hers, the least she could have done was erase her bothersome self from my memory—would have been the kind thing to do. But then “kindness” has never been my fate. Indifference and lack of interference is about the best I can hope for.

      Down the street, the kitten shows itself again, making a beeline for its next panhandling target—the critter is persistent, I’ll give it that. Seeing its determination, I develop a grudging sense of admiration for the scrappy little beggar. Clearly it’s fending for itself on these mean streets—its mum was probably killed by a car, or maybe she abandoned it. I know the feeling.

      Good luck, Dogbait.

      The kitten cautiously approaches a girl on the sidewalk. She’s walking my way, dragging the fingertips of one hand along the side of the building next to her.

      She’s not the usual sort I see in this neighborhood. Quite the opposite actually. She’s wearing a red sundress—and not one of those short, clingy kinds the girls wear to the clubs or for attracting customers. It’s more of the go-on-a-picnic-to-the-park kind of dress. I can almost see her flying a kite in it or picking wildflowers or some nonsense like that.

      She’s got long, straight, sandy-brown hair—very clean looking—with a red headband holding it back from her face like freakin’ Alice in Wonderland or something. She looks… proper. No, that’s the wrong word. Innocent—that’s it—almost like a primary schooler, but she’s at least fifteen. Anyway, she stands out. Not a good thing around here.

      I shrug. It’s your funeral, babe.

      I look down at my phone, but within a minute I find myself glancing up again. The girl has stopped walking. She’s just standing there, turning in a slow circle with her head lifted. What the hell is she doing? And then it hits me. She’s probably on S. That’s what she’s doing here—trying to score another hit. She’s not the first dreamer from a small town to get off the bus in this city and get hooked on S right away.

      The kitten reaches her and does a circle eight around her ankles. Immediately she stoops and picks it up, hugging it to her chest and smiling. I can’t hear her, but she’s obviously talking to the nasty little beast in her arms.

      I shake my head and go back to my phone. Stupid girl. She and that mangy cat deserve one another. They can waste away together. She certainly won’t be spending her money on cat food if she’s hooked on S. There are suburban moms who don’t feed their own children because they’ve blown the grocery money on the drug.

      I blow out an aggravated breath. Five minutes until our meeting, and the guy hasn’t shown yet. He’d better be here if he knows what’s good for him. I’m not exactly thrilled about making a trip to this dump for no reason—especially since my “duties” usually take me to much more posh places, places where the drug addicts are much cleaner and more attractive. But I’m the least of this low level dealer’s worries. My annoyance is nothing compared to Audun’s wrath. He doesn’t tolerate mistakes in his operation.

      “Hey! Check this out.”

      I lift my head to see the owner of the very loud, very amused voice. It belongs to a heavyset, heavily tattooed man wearing a dirty white tank shirt and long, wide-legged shorts that expose all but the very bottom of his underwear. He’s accompanied by two similarly dressed gentlemen. Unlike the foolish girl in the red dress, they definitely fit this neighborhood.

      The three men are laughing, striding down the center of the street directly toward her. “Little Red Riding Hood came to bring us some goodies, I think,” one of them says in a lewd tone.

      The third one joins in. “Wonder what she’s got in that basket?” The laughter grows louder and more raucous.

      My pulse kicks up a notch as I watch them pass my location in the doorway and approach the girl. She doesn’t seem to notice, still too wrapped up in that pitiful cat or her S high, or maybe both.

      A text tone draws my attention back to my phone. It’s from my father. Great.

      -Meeting location has changed. New location two blocks south. A bar called Moco’s. Your contact is there now.

      Naturally. The one day I’m early for a delivery and my contact changes locations on me. I push forward out of the doorway and start down the street to where my car is parked. I’m ready to get this thing over with and get out of here before the locals decide to start helping themselves to some high end automotive parts. I’ve got more deliveries to make and in far more pleasant locales than this one.

      “Hey, hey little girl. You lost or something?”

      “Grandma’s house is that way. Better watch out for the wolf.”

      Don’t look. It doesn’t matter. It’s not your concern. Humans preying on other humans—happens all day every day all over the globe.

      I will my eyes forward but they veer off to the left without my consent. The street thugs have reached Alice, as I’ve dubbed her. She’s standing with her back to the wall now, the stupid cat cradled in her arms. The guys move in close to her, forming a human triangle around her. One of them tugs at her dress, and she spins to face him. She doesn’t look particularly afraid, but she’s not looking directly at any of them.

      And you shouldn’t be either, moron. You’ve got a job to do. Keep walking.

      I stop walking.

      Blowing out a long breath of resignation, I turn toward the scene on the sidewalk. As if possessed by a mind of their own, my feet move in that direction. My hands clench at my sides, tightening by increments the closer I get.

      I’m not sure exactly what I plan to do when I get there. A couple of the guys are shorter than me, so I’d have the reach on them in a fistfight, but all three are considerably heavier. And in this neighborhood, probably armed. And did I mention there are three of them?

      In spite of these very valid reasons to walk the other way, I don’t. Instead, when I reach the sidewalk, I step right up to the group and through the stinking, tattooed human chain surrounding the girl.

      She’s older than I thought—maybe about eighteen. Prettier, too. Now that I get a good look at her, I can tell she’s not high. She is frightened though. She’s staring right at the sweat stain on the t-shirt of one of the guys, not making eye contact with any of them or with me. Her chest rises and falls with quick, shallow breaths. She’s probably catatonic with fear by this point.

      Reaching for the ugly gray kitten, I say, “There you are, naughty kitty. Thank you, love, for finding her. I’ve been looking for Cupcake everywhere.”

      “Who the hell are you?” the tallest of the guys demands.

      “Well now I’ve just said that, haven’t I? I’m the owner of Cupcake here.”

      “That cat’s a dude, man. And he’s running wild around here every day, begging for scraps.”

      “Even more reason I’m thrilled to have him back. Now I must be going. And I’ll need the young lady to come with me. You see I filed a police report on my missing cat, and she’ll need to come in and give a statement that she returned him to me and did not, in fact, steal Cupcake. Someone might have witnessed her holding him and reported her already.”

      One of the shorter guys laughs. “That’s bullshit man. The cops around here don’t care about no missing cats.”

      “Better safe than sorry,” I say and slide an arm around the girl’s back, steering her toward the street. She’s trembling and so is the kitten. “We’re going to my car,” I mutter to the girl. “Just come along and I’ll drop you somewhere safe.”

      Her feet stop moving. “I don’t want to leave.”

      What? How stupid is this girl? Or are people really that naïve where she’s from? “Don’t argue,” I urge under my breath. “Believe me—you want to leave—unless you particularly relish the prospect of gang rape and human trafficking.”

      “Oh,” she says and starts moving again.

      “Hey—English dude.”

      Great. “Keep walking toward the Ferrari,” I say to the girl, tucking the cat under her arm again. I turn to face the delayed reaction of the neighborhood gang, who’ve finally realized I’m whisking their new toy away. “Yes?”

      “We didn’t say she could leave. We were just getting to know Little Red there.”

      “Yes well, I believe the young lady may be lost, and the last thing guys with your records need is a lost tourist disappearing on your turf—especially one who looks like this one. Now there’s something the cops will care about. All of you ready to have your houses and cars thoroughly searched?”

      The three men exchange glances. The answer visible on all of their faces is a definitive “No.” My guess about their prison records was apparently spot on. Still, the leader of the group doesn’t like that I’ve defied him in front of his underlings.

      He sticks his barrel chest out and curls his lips into a nasty smile. “Wonder if they’d care about a smart-mouth English guy with his ass beat in?”

      I release a weary breath. “I’m from Australia, actually, and this conversation is getting tedious.” Eager to get the girl out of there and get to my meeting, I put a heavy dose of Sway into my next words. “Now you’re gonna turn around, walk back over to your men, and order them to follow you. Then the three of you will walk to the farthest edge of your ‘territory’ and pick a fight with someone closer to your own size—preferably a member of a rival gang. This city could use a few less hoodlums. Have a nice day, gentlemen.”

      The guy stares at me a second, then turns and shows me his back, gesturing to his men. “Come on. We outta here,” he says.

      Turning back toward the girl, I pick up my pace to catch up with her. Though I instructed her to keep walking, she’s not far from where I left her. I grab her upper arm and move quickly, pulling her along by my side.

      “Let’s go before any of the Three Amigos’ friends get a look at you and start coming out of the woodwork. The sun will be setting soon—and you think this place is bad during the daytime, you do not want to see it at night.”

      She nods and silently stumbles along beside me, clutching the kitten, clearly still in shock from her near miss. We reach my car, I pop the door locks, and open hers. She puts a hand on the door and lowers herself inside. I close the door and go around to the driver’s side, sliding in and starting the car, not even waiting for the engine to warm before putting it in gear and driving straight past Moco’s and out of the neighborhood. South L.A. can live without its S fix for one night.

      When we make it to the 110 onramp and merge into traffic I finally breathe normally. And then I let her have it.

      “What were you thinking going there? Are you stupid? Are you blind? Anyone can see that’s no place for someone like you.”

      Her little chin juts out as she stares straight ahead through the windshield, holding the kitten to her chest where it’s attempting to burrow into her. “I paid a lot of money for a taxi ride to take me there.”

      My jaw drops. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe she was there searching for a fix after all. But why go there? She could score S in almost any nightclub in the city. I glance over at her curled up in my passenger seat. She doesn’t look like the typical S addict. Her skin is smooth and clear, her hair shines. She has all her teeth—white and strong. Her hands aren’t shaking and her eyes, though still a bit dazed looking, aren’t bloodshot or rimmed with dark shadows. In fact, they’re a beautiful clear brown with spokes of greenish-gold.

      She’s not a junkie. Maybe she really is that naïve. “As you may have noticed from your encounter with the hood welcoming committee back there, that was not a good neighborhood. And when you saw those guys coming… you should have run.”

      The chin tilts higher. “If it’s such a bad neighborhood, what were you doing there? Maybe you’re a bad guy. Maybe I should have run from you.”

      Her sassy attitude is a surprise. I chuckle. “Without a doubt. I am a very bad guy indeed. But I’m also the guy who got your silly little arse out of danger, so I believe a thank you is in order.”

      “Thank you,” she says. And that’s all she says.

      “Well, now that we’ve established your undying gratitude for my saving your life,” I drawl, “tell me where you live—I’ll take you home.”

      “You don’t have to do that—you can drop me off anywhere. I’ll catch a bus.”

      “Don’t be daft. Look—I was sort of joking about that being a bad guy thing. Tell me where your apartment is. I promise not to stalk you. I won’t even try to walk you to the door—I’ll just slow down and you can jump out,” I joke.

      There’s a long pause before she answers. “I don’t have an apartment.”

      “Your hotel then, friend’s house—whatever.”

      “I don’t have one of those either. I was planning to look for a place near the clinic. That’s why I went to South Los Angeles.”

      “Excuse me?”

      I pull the car off at the next exit simply so I can get a look at her face and see if she’s joking. Also, my hands have begun to shake. After steering the car into a convenience store lot and putting it in park, I turn in my seat to face her. The expression she wears is entirely serious. She’s not kidding. Which means she’s insane.

      “You can’t mean the S clinic. The one next door to the drug den. Why in God’s name would you look for an apartment there? You’re not using are you?”

      “No.” She laughs. “No, I’m going to work there—as a volunteer. I spoke to the director on the phone before coming out to Los Angeles. I don’t drive, so I need a place that’s nearby. I can’t afford to keep taking taxis.”

      I don’t know why, but this girl’s insistence on putting her life at risk in that drug-infested neighborhood is driving me nuts. She’s clearly unfamiliar with the area. What is she doing out here all alone? Doesn’t anyone realize she’s far too naïve to even be in the good parts of this city? Where are her parents? Where are her friends?

      My fingertips dig into the back of her seat. “Look at me please.”

      At first she doesn’t move, but then she slowly turns her face toward me.

      “What is your name?” I ask.

      “Laney.”

      “Laney what?”

      She opens her mouth but hesitates. Finally she says, “Just Laney. What’s yours?”

      “Culley Rune. And where are you from, Just Laney?” Because I’m going to make it my personal mission to send you back there—today if possible.

      She must be reading my mind because she gives me a vague answer. “The Midwest.”

      “Where exactly?”

      “You ask a lot of questions.”

      “I’m a curious guy.” I wait for a more specific answer until it’s clear she’s not going to give one. “Okay fine. I’m taking you to a hotel in a safe area for tonight. Tomorrow, you’re going to get on a bus or a plane or a train or however the hell you got out here from wherever the hell you’re from, and you’re going back there where you belong before you get yourself hurt or worse.”

      I expect anger, defiance, or maybe resignation if I’m lucky. But there’s none of that in her eyes. She gazes at me with the strangest expression.

      Ah, I know what this is. I’m used to it by now. While some humans respond to my appearance with immediate lust or desire in their eyes, others are thrown off balance by all the sensory input. It’s an effect of my glamour.

      But then… this one is different somehow. I can’t quite put my finger on it.

      “No thank you,” she says sweetly. “All the hotels out here are pretty expensive. You know what? Just drop me off at one of the beaches, and I’ll sleep there tonight. I like the feel of the sand, and with the sound of the ocean it’ll be like falling asleep to my sound machine in my room back home.”

      “That—is ridiculous.” I don’t understand why, but I can feel my blood pressure rising. The temperature inside the car has increased by at least fifteen degrees in the last minute. I lower the windows, letting in some air and the sounds of traffic from the nearby street.

      “You can’t sleep on the beach.” I jam my hand into my back pocket and draw out my wallet, ripping a couple of hundreds from it and jabbing them at her. “I’ll pay for the hotel.” Delving back in again, I pull out more bills. “In fact, here—have a plane ticket on me.”

      Her fingers extend toward mine, passing over the money, seeking and finding my skin. She squeezes my hand briefly then lets it go.

      “Thank you. Really. But I’m fine. I don’t need your money or your pity. I can take care of myself.” She pauses and smiles. “You know, I believe I will call a cab after all. You’ve been so kind, and I don’t want to trouble you any further.”

      I’m being dismissed. She doesn’t want my help. She doesn’t want my money. Hell, she doesn’t even want a ride from me. Who is this girl?

      The sound of my phone’s ringer startles me, making me realize I’ve been staring at her face. That’s a first—I’m usually the recipient of human stares, not the other way around. I pick up my phone and check the screen. It’s my father. Damn it.

      “I have to answer this. Hold on.” I hold up a finger to her to signal that our conversation is not over yet.

      Ignoring the gesture, Laney puts one hand on the door handle, preparing to get out of the car. She turns back to me. “Thank you for what you did today.” Then she leans close for a conspiratorial whisper. “You might not think you’re one of the good guys, Culley Rune—but you’re wrong.”

      Then she brushes my cheek with a soft kiss and opens the door, stepping out onto the sidewalk and taking the kitten with her. Blinking against a feeling of sudden disorientation, I answer the phone.

      “Yes, Father?” My eyes follow Laney to the end of the block where she stops at the corner. I lift my hand and scratch the place her lips touched my face, attempting to erase the lingering sensation they left behind. It’s a strange tingling, an annoying warm tickle like nothing I’ve ever felt before.

      “You missed your drop.” Audun’s every word is imbued with a menace that would no doubt make the rest of his underlings tremble. Luckily, I’ve been inoculated with small doses my entire life, so it has a lesser effect on me.

      “Yes Father.”

      “Well? What happened? Our associate waited as long as he was comfortable, and then he got nervous and left. That is unacceptable. What is your explanation?”

      Through the windshield I watch Laney step up to the crossing sign pole and slide her hand down its side until she reaches the signal button, apparently intending to cross the street. To where? I thought she was calling a cab. Where is she going? Does she even know where she is?

      “Culley?”

      “I… got busy. I apologize. It won’t happen again.”

      He snorts. “I should hope not. The last thing you need is another failure.”

      I roll my eyes at his reference to Ava and our bonding-that-never-happened. Naturally I can’t let on that I lied about it without his realizing it. It’s the one card I have in my pocket with him. It’s better for me if he doesn’t figure out I’m immune to his lie detecting glamour. So I told him Ava had used her glamour on me to make me believe we had bonded, when we actually had not. And then she had disappeared into thin air after our engagement ring commercial shoot.

      He was infuriated by my “weakness” of course and ordered me to find her. I told him she must have removed most of my memories of her as well because I had no idea where to even begin looking.

      “I’ll make the delivery first thing tomorrow,” I promise him.

      The walk signal starts flashing in the pedestrian walkway sign, accompanied by a piercing beep for the visually impaired. Laney begins to step out into the crosswalk.

      “Listen, I need to go. I’ll speak with you tomorrow.”

      I hang up, already opening my car door and leaping out. Because I’ve figured out why Laney wasn’t properly afraid of that godforsaken neighborhood, and why she never looked those thugs in the eye, and why when she looked at me, she wasn’t glamoured like everyone else.

      She couldn’t see me.

      She couldn’t see any of it.

      Laney is blind.
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      The crosswalk signal is flashing a warning and counting down three… two… one… by the time I reach it.

      Darting across, I push through the other pedestrians to catch up with Laney. Before I reach her, she lifts her foot to step up on the lip of the curb, and it comes down wrong on the uneven surface, tripping her. As she falls forward, her legs splay behind her and into the street. The cat springs from her arms and lands—on its feet of course—on the sidewalk.

      The next part happens in slow motion, as if I’m watching a movie. I take in the changing of the traffic light from red to green. The turning and gawking by the other street-crossers. The asshole driver behind the wheel of a bright yellow and black Lamborghini who’s got his eyes on his phone instead of the road and his foot revving the massive engine impatiently.

      And I know exactly how this is going to play out. He’ll glance up, catch the green light from one corner of his distracted gaze, and hit the gas without ever seeing the girl who’s fallen into his path.

      Heart plummeting, I leap to close the distance between me and Laney, scooping one arm under her waist as she gets to her hands and knees, and haul her to the sidewalk, landing in a painful skid that removes nearly all the skin from one of my elbows.

      The roar of the Lamborghini’s engine drowns all other sound for several moments as it spins its tires and lunges into the intersection like a pouncing predator. I watch its yellow bumper and red taillights, fighting for breath and trying to calm my racing pulse.

      “What… what happened?” Laney sounds as dazed as she looks.

      “Oh my God—that guy almost ran her down! Anybody get that license plate?” someone calls.

      I help her to sit up, and a woman in a vintage-style dress and pumps with cherry red-dyed hair rushes over, squatting down and brushing Laney’s disheveled hair back from her face. “Are you okay honey? Do you need an ambulance?”

      “No. I’m… fine. I’m not hurt,” she answers, now turning her head as if looking around for clues as to what’s just transpired. Or maybe she’s searching for the cat. It’s darted to the base of the light pole, away from the foot traffic.

      The concerned woman nods and takes Laney at her word, moving away along with the rest of the busy Angelenos. I get to my feet and slide my grip under Laney’s arms, pulling her to a standing position then move my hands down to her waist to keep her steady.

      The guy who was looking for the license plate number comes over and slaps my back. “Good job man. I thought your girlfriend was toast. You’ve got some moves.”

      Finally I say something, addressing the guy and waving off his praise. “Not really. Just lucky, I think.”

      Laney’s body stiffens. “What are you doing here?” she says quietly. “I told you—I don’t need your help.”

      If I thought it would have any effect on her, I might have rolled my eyes. Instead, I let the tone of my voice do the job. “I beg to differ. Your legs very nearly became a Lambo-waffle. Why, pray tell, do you not use a sight dog—or a cane?”

      She goes even more rigid. “I’m on the waiting list for a dog. And a cane would make me stand out. People already treat me like an invalid—I want to be treated like everyone else. Besides, I’ve never needed a cane before. I’m not completely blind… yet. I manage really well at home and in… my hometown.” Her expression finally looks chastened. “Things are different here.”

      “Um, yeah. You could say that. And you can also come along and get back in my car—without arguing,” I add as she opens her mouth to argue.

      She huffs. “Where is my kitten?”

      “Your kitten? So you really are trying to steal my pet, eh?”

      She does roll her eyes. “You don’t care about him and we both know it. Here kitty. Here kitty kitty,” she calls.

      The kitten runs to her side, rubbing against her bare leg. Laney bends and lifts its skinny body with one hand, tucking it into the crook of her elbow.

      Taking her free hand, I slide my other arm behind her back and start walking, causing her to stumble along beside me to keep up. “Where were you going?”

      Her lips clamp together stubbornly, reminding me of a defiant little girl.

      “You were headed for the beach, weren’t you?” I demand.

      “I asked someone where the nearest bus stop was, and they told me it was across the street and down a couple of blocks. I was headed there.”

      My hopes rise. “To go back home?”

      “No. I’m not going home—not until I’ve finished what I came here to do.”

      “Which is what? Die in a crosswalk? Get raped under a pier? Acquire a raging case of fleas from that stray?”

      Her jaw juts out. “Where are you taking me anyway?”

      “Don’t worry—you can trust me.”

      “I know that. I may not be able to see with my eyes, but I have a talent for seeing inside of people.”

      I huff a short laugh. If that were true, she’d run screaming the other direction instead of willingly going along with me. “We’re going back to my condo complex. My neighbor Brenna usually has a spare room. You can stay there until you find an apartment not near the S clinic. She might even know of someone who’s looking for a roommate.”

      As a dancer, Brenna is acquainted with plenty of starving artists. All of her roommates are Elven, like her, but she probably knows some humans from her work with area musicians and stage productions.

      Laney stays quiet until we get into my car. Once inside, she turns to me. “I guess I should thank you… again.”

      She’s so miserable about having to be grateful, I almost laugh. A feeling like summer sunshine warms me from the inside out. “You’re welcome. Again. All right, seatbelt on. And hold onto Cupcake—I don’t want him running loose in my car. He’s filthy—and I wasn’t kidding about those fleas.”

      She hugs the kitten tighter, and he begins to purr. “We can’t call him Cupcake. He’s a boy.”

      “What—you don’t think guys enjoy cupcakes? I love them, especially vanilla—especially with a lot of frosting.”

      “What does he look like?”

      “Oh, he’s a real beaut. I think Cupcake fits him just right—unless you want to name him Mudpie.”

      “Fine—we’ll call him Cupcake. But if he turns out to have gender confusion, don’t blame me.” She holds the kitten up to her cheek and snuggles him. “So, you were right about one thing—I don’t really know where to look for a good place to live. Is your condo in a good neighborhood?”

      “You could say that.” I drive toward my place in Malibu, noticing for the first time in a long time the wide streets lined with tall palm trees, the expensive landscaping. Like mine, most of the cars we pass are new and high end. Many of the properties are walled off for privacy from tourists and less fortunate locals. My small complex has a gated entry with a twenty-four hour security guard. I nod to him as we drive through the gate, and I pull into the garage under my condo.

      When we step out of the garage, Laney lifts her face to the sky and inhales. “You did bring me to the beach.”

      “In a manner of speaking, yes. My condo is on the water. Brenna’s is right next door.”

      “Wow.” Laney spins in a circle wearing an expression of joy. “The air feels amazing here. You are so lucky.”

      “Uh yeah. I guess so.” I don’t think I’ve ever once noticed how the air “feels” outside my building. It’s owned by the Dark Court, and most of its residents are Elven. I live here because it was available and easy. I’ve lived near the ocean my whole life, so it doesn’t seem all that special to me.

      Laney’s comment makes me wonder what the weather is like where she’s from. Maybe if I ask a few questions, she’ll let the location slip and I can arrange speedy transport for her back home.

      “So, it’s cold where you live then?”

      “Oh no—right now it’s boiling hot. And the air’s so still you can hardly breathe. This sea breeze is incredible. I’ve been to the Gulf Coast before with my family, but the air there is warm, too. The Pacific is different, isn’t it? Is the water cold?”

      “I don’t know. I guess so. I never really go in.”

      “You live at the beach, and you don’t go in the ocean?” she asks incredulously.

      “I’m busy. Come on, I’m going to take your arm and escort you up the walk to Brenna’s door. Let’s hope she’s home.”

      Still smiling, Laney allows me to walk her to the door. I ring the bell and then knock, suddenly nervous about what I’m going to say to my neighbor. I know her only casually. Brenna’s a friend and former roommate of Ava’s. She’s always been friendly, and from what Ava told me about her, she’s not overly devoted to the Dark Council. She’s got a live-and-let-live attitude toward the humans, working with them on a regular basis in the jobs she does here and in New York City. Hopefully she won’t mind one small one underfoot for a day or two while I locate some suitable housing for Laney or figure out how to send her home.

      The door opens, and Brenna’s eyes pop wide at the sight of me. Like everyone else, she sees what she wants to see when she looks at me. I read attraction in her eyes, but it’s my favorite kind—there’s no intent behind it. I’m like a nice piece of scenery to her—pleasant to look at—but she’s not interested in pursuing anything. One of the reasons I’ve always felt comfortable with her.

      “Hello neighbor,” she says. “What’s up?” She slides her glance to Laney, then to the kitten, then a questioning one to me.

      “Brenna, this is Laney. She’s new to town and looking for a place to rent.” Don’t worry, I assure Brenna mind to mind, I know you don’t want a human roommate. Or another feline one. “I was hoping you’d have a spare bed for a night or two until she finds one.”

      “Hi Laney.” Brenna extends a hand toward Laney, who naturally does not see it.

      Laney lifts her own hand in a tentative wave. “Hello. It’s nice to meet you. It’s very nice of you to take me in.”

      Brenna shoots me a concerned look. “Oh, well… about that. Listen, step inside for a minute and let me get you something to drink. Do you like tea, Laney?”

      “Oh yes. Thank you. That would be nice. I am thirsty.”

      I hold Laney’s elbow. “There’s one step up.”

      “Thanks,” she says, and we walk into the condo together, following Brenna toward the kitchen.

      Immediately inside the doorway is a pile of suitcases. I’m starting to get a bad feeling. Brenna busies herself setting out glasses and getting a pitcher of tea from the refrigerator. She fills a bowl with water and puts it on the floor for the kitten, who squirms from Laney’s grasp and goes right to it, drinking thirstily. Afterward, it helps itself to some dry food from a bowl belonging to Brenna’s Persian cat, who’s about five times Cupcake’s size and thankfully the laziest animal I’ve ever seen.

      “Where are you from, Laney?” Brenna asks. She directs a silent question at me as well.

      She’s blind? Where did you meet her?

      Yes. We… ran into each other while I was working this evening.

      I’m not sure if Brenna knows what I do for my father, but I think she suspects. I spend most of my nights out at clubs and travel a lot, and I’ve been vague about it when she’s asked directly.

      “From a small town… pretty far from here.” Laney smiles. “Call it Nowheresville, U.S.A.”

      “What brings you to L.A.? Are you hoping to break into show business?”

      “Oh no… I came to volunteer at a clinic. Of course I’ll also need to find some kind of paying job in addition to an apartment. And… I’m looking for someone.”

      “Sounds like a lot of searching,” Brenna says. “Who are you looking for?”

      “Just… someone. I owe him something.” Laney stops there and takes a deep drink from her glass. “Thank you—this really hits the spot.”

      “Well, okay then. Tell me what kind of place you’re looking for, apartment-wise. I can check around and see if anyone I know needs another roommate. That is, unless you prefer to live alone.”

      “I wouldn’t mind roommates at all. I need someplace cheap, though. I have some money saved up, but Los Angeles is a lot more expensive than I expected.”

      “I see. How cheap are we talking?”

      “Well, I have six hundred dollars left after buying lunch today and paying for the cab ride.”

      Brenna flares her eyes at me, shaking her head in dismay. This poor kid, she adds silently.

      Aloud she says, “I’m afraid that’s not even going to cover first month’s rent, much less last month’s and a security deposit. You’ll have to find a roommate, and one who’ll let you move in without putting you on the lease. And one who doesn’t mind pets. Unless you want to go to Chesterfield or Watts or something,” she jokes.

      “That’s where I was looking until Mr. Busybody came along and made me leave.”

      Now Brenna’s mouth is hanging open in horrified shock. “I was kidding. Laney, Culley was right to make you leave. You can’t live there—you shouldn’t even go to those places.”

      The defiant expression returns to Laney’s face. “Well, I am going back there—tomorrow. That’s where the clinic is.”

      I give Brenna a weary look. See what I’m dealing with?

      “Okay, well, we’ll see. Now, about tonight… Culley, can I speak with you in the other room?”

      Laney stands as if preparing to leave. “Oh no. Am I imposing? I can understand if you don’t want a total stranger sleeping here. I told Culley I’d be fine.”

      “No. Not at all,” Brenna says. “I’ve got some company, that’s all. Actually lots of company. Don’t worry—we’ll work it out. Please, sit down and be comfortable. Culley and I will be right back.”

      Brenna draws me into the living room area. I can see why you brought her here, but I don’t have a single bed available for the next two weeks. Both my roommates are in town—and a bunch of my cast mates from New York arrived this morning. They’re out to dinner right now, but they’ll be back soon. I’ve got people sleeping on every available surface—couches, doubling up in the bedrooms. We only have two bathrooms. There’s just no room for her. Plus, there are bound to be questions and inappropriate conversation, if you know what I mean.

      Shit. I run a hand through my hair. What am I going to do? You’ve seen her. She’s a disaster waiting to happen. I found her on the doorstep of a drug den about to be attacked by gang members. Then she nearly got herself run down in the street.

      Why can’t she stay at your place?

      An acute flutter in my chest makes me cough. With me?

      Of course with you. Unless you’d like to come over and sleep in my bathtub and give her complete run of your place. And I have to say… I’m surprised you even care about what happens to this girl. You’ve never struck me as a human-hugger. Or a lover of small domestic animals.

      I glare at her. I’m not. But I’m not a heartless monster either—contrary to rumor. Someone’s got to look after her. She clearly doesn’t belong here. I’m trying to figure out where she came from so I can put her on a direct flight back to the blessed heartland.

      Well, until you do, it looks like you have a new roomie. Just don’t let your father find out.

      Chill bumps rise on my skin at the mention of my father, Audun. The thought of him in the same room with sweet, innocent Laney turns my stomach.

      The text notification on Brenna’s phone sounds. She checks it then types in a brief response. The look on her face is odd when she glances back up at me.

      Speaking of your father… She holds the phone out to me. Ava needs to talk to you. She says she can’t call you directly because he’s searching for her and your phone is probably bugged, but she says it’s urgent she speaks to you. This is my private number. I use the phone I got through Alfred’s agency only for work. Anything I don’t want the Dark Council to know, I discuss on this line. It’s safe. Here. Her number’s up—press the button.

      “You can’t put it off forever,” she says, encouraging me to call the girl who threw me over for a human.

      There’s nothing I want to discuss with Ava.

      But then my heart leaps, making a liar out of me. I haven’t seen her or spoken to her in four months, and I miss her. I have to admit, if only to myself, I was quite attached to her—she’s the closest thing I ever had to a friend. Maybe I even loved her in my own way. But not enough to give her what she was looking for. Ava wanted epic love, like what we witnessed between Lad and Ryann. She wanted no-holds-barred trust, and fairy tale romance, and family. Family. Ha. I have only the vaguest notion of what that is.

      I’m not fit to be anyone’s bond-mate, anyone’s father. Ever. How could I be? I’ve never had a real father, or a real mother for that matter. The only thing I’ve ever been sure of is my ability to manipulate others using my glamour-enhanced looks.

      Though her paramour is human and will die long before Ava will, I have to admit she still made the
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