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      The blood rushed to my head, making it hard to think.

      All I knew was one minute I was sitting at one of the three stoplights in this dinky little town, and the next my car was being blown across the intersection as if it was a cardboard paper towel tube rolling in a windstorm.

      I wasn’t hurt—at least I didn’t think I was. I was still strapped into my seatbelt. In fact, it constricted my chest and ribs uncomfortably as I hung suspended from it, my hair in my eyes, my trembling hands still clenching the steering wheel.

      Trying to get my bearings and figure out what was going on, I glanced to the right—oh God. The passenger side was crushed. That’s why the car was tilted to one side. I seemed to be in the one pocket of the front seat that remained intact.

      Chunks of glass protruded from the frame of the windshield like the few remaining teeth in a bare-knuckle fighter’s mouth. Through the opening, the upside-down view of the street portrayed a chaotic scene. Debris was strewn across the road—things that did not look like car parts. And people running. Everything looked orange. Maybe I had a head injury after all. No—the orange glow was fire. I could smell it.

      Something—a building, or maybe a huge truck—was engulfed in flames. I could feel the heat of it, though I didn’t have a clear view of exactly what had exploded. Yes—an explosion. That was what it was. Had to be. I remembered something slamming the car, rocking it up onto two wheels. And then, just as the car righted itself again, another blast hit and sent me rolling side-over-side.

      Maybe one of those big fuel trucks had crashed into a power pole and blown up. I strained to see more but in my restricted, and increasingly uncomfortable, position, I couldn’t spot what was burning. What if it was a fuel truck and it was right next to me? My car could catch on fire, too. That thought brought me out of my dazed state and spurred my heart rate into an agitated clip.

      I need to get out of here.

      Pressing one hand against the ceiling for support, I fumbled for my seatbelt clasp, pressed the button. Nothing. Ugh. It was stuck or something.

      There was a metallic screech as someone wrenched open my car’s door, which now that I was looking at it was oddly bent.

      “Ava? Ava!” Asher’s face peered through the opening, shockingly pale and creased with concern. His sea-blue eyes were huge and wild. Then his expression relaxed. “Oh thank God you’re alive. When I saw your convertible on its top…”

      Elation and relief rushed through me in a cool stream. “Hi,” I said. “Can you get me out? My head feels like a water balloon that’s about to burst.” My voice was shaky. Before I’d seen his face, there had been no tears threatening, but now it was all I could do not to lose it.

      “You bet. Just hold on a minute, baby. I’m gonna getcha.”

      Dropping to his knees, Asher slid an arm under me, taking some of the pressure off of my chest. I drew in a breath, the first full one I’d been able to take since the crash. The influx of oxygen was heavenly.

      As I had done, Asher pushed the seatbelt’s release button then pushed it again. He turned his face toward mine. At this angle, our noses practically touched and his eyes were a bit out of focus. Beads of sweat covered his forehead.

      “I’m gonna have to get something to cut this with, okay? I’ll be right back. You hang in there.”

      “Ha ha.”

      He smiled at me. “That wasn’t meant to be a joke, but I’m glad to see your sense of humor didn’t suffer any damage.” His eyes scanned me quickly. “Anything else hurting?”

      I shook my head, jostling what felt like the entire volume of my body’s blood content. “No. I’m just shaken up. And it’s a little hard to breathe.”

      The creases came back to his face. “Okay. I’ll be right back.”

      “Don’t take too long, okay?” The words were an anxious whine.

      “I won’t. I promise. You can time me if you want.”

      He withdrew from the car, and I watched as he got to his feet, watched his boots retreating. Because I had nothing better to do and I was starting to feel a bit claustrophobic and panicky, I did count. “One, two, three, four…”

      By the time I got to twenty, Asher’s boots were back in sight. At twenty-five, he was once again crowded into the squashed front seat with me, this time holding an open pocketknife.

      “How’d I do?” he asked as he slid the knife under the seatbelt near the clasp and began moving his hand in a sawing motion. His other arm was beneath me again, I supposed ready to catch me when the belt was severed. I could hear his rhythmic breathing as he worked.

      “Twenty-five seconds. Not bad.”

      He grinned and shook his head then paused in his sawing motion. “You know, before I finish up this heroic rescue, I’ve got to say something.”

      I furrowed my brow. “What?”

      “Well, correct me if I’m wrong, but… I do believe you’re having a problem.”

      In spite of my bizarre circumstances, I laughed. Which hurt my ribs. “Maybe,” I conceded.

      “No, come on now. Admit it. You’ve got a problem, and as promised, I’m helping you solve it.”

      “Are you going to leave me hanging here all day if I don’t play along?”

      “Maybe.” He smiled.

      “Then yes, Asher, I have a problem. Now would you please get me the hell⁠—”

      Before I could finish the sentence, he made the last cut and sort of dived beneath me so when I dropped the short distance from the belt, I fell onto him and not the car’s roof or the shattered windshield. For a second we lay there, his arms wrapped tightly around me.

      “I got you,” he said into my hair. “I got you. You’re okay now.”

      I allowed myself to soften against his chest and breathe deeply. He smelled like freshly cut grass and yummy guy shampoo and smoke. Oh yeah, the fire. I lifted my head and looked around.

      “We should move⁠—”

      “It’s okay,” he said. “The fire’s across the street—the factory. You lie still. I’m going to slide out and bring you with me, in case you’ve got a broken bone or something and don’t realize it yet. You may be in shock. Just pretend I’m a stretcher.”

      I nodded and clung to him, feeling my pulse recede and wondering for the first time why a teenaged boy was performing my rescue instead of a firefighter or someone more qualified, someone with an actual stretcher for instance. Not that I was complaining—I couldn’t let human paramedics examine me anyway.

      And then we were free of the wreckage, and I understood.

      The scene outside the car was utter pandemonium. Gingerly, I got to my feet, taking inventory of my own body before looking around. The beautiful church I’d been admiring was blackened on one side, those multi-colored windows in jagged pieces or missing altogether. Across the street, a low, stretched-out building was fully engulfed in flames. It looked like a factory or a one-story warehouse.

      Several other wrecked cars were scattered on the street, in various stages of annihilation. Mine hadn’t gotten the worst of it. Or the best.

      I turned to look at the wreckage of my little convertible and all the air deserted my lungs at once, leaving me struggling for breath once again. It was smashed. How had I even survived it? Feeling dizzy, I rocked on my feet.

      Asher’s arms came around me again. “You okay? You should sit down until the EMT’s can take a look at you.” He walked me to the nearest curb and guided me to sit, his supportive arm still around my back.

      “What happened?” I finally thought to ask the obvious question.

      “I’m not sure. That’s the Magnolia Sugar Tea Company. I was down the road near the park when I saw the blast. I drove up as close as I could and got out to see if anyone needed help, and then I saw your car. That’s as much as I know.”

      I stared at the flames, the black smoke pouring from the open roof of the building. The heat of it was immense, even here across the street. It was hard to look at it without squinting.

      “Do you think anyone was inside?” If they had been, it was unlikely they’d survived.

      He shook his head. “No. I don’t think so. It’s closed for the night. My buddy’s checking inside the church.” Lifting his eyes, he scanned the fiery scene. “Oh man, Ryann’s gonna be torn up. Her grandma, too.” He turned back to me. “She’s one of my classmates. It’s her family’s business.”

      A cold sensation seized my heart. Ryann’s tea factory. Culley’s mission. Was that what he’d been talking about? Had he been sent here to take out the source of the tea that was freeing humans from Elven influence? I twisted away from Asher and dry-heaved over the sidewalk.

      His hands came to the back of my head, sweeping my hair back from my face. After waiting for my spasm to pass, he said, “I’m gonna see if I can get somebody to check on you. They’ve got their hands pretty full, though. God this is a mess. You’ll be okay here for a minute?”

      I nodded weakly, but I was not okay. How could Culley have done this? I didn’t know him well, but after spending the past week or so with him, I didn’t think he had this kind of evil in him. Yes, he’d advised me to simply do my job, not to “think about whether it was right or wrong.” He said that was what he always did. But this was so extreme. He might have killed people tonight.

      Asher hustled toward a nearby ambulance, where uniformed paramedics were loading a writhing man into the back. I glanced around again. It seemed like everywhere I looked there were shocked faces, some people crying, others running toward the destruction or away from it. A mother shielded her young child’s eyes from a pool of blood in the street near another one of the ruined cars.

      Within two minutes Asher was back, kneeling in front of me. With a hand under my chin, he tipped my face up so our gazes met. Those incredible turquoise eyes were so serious, so full of concern.

      “Listen, they know you’re here, and they’re going to get to you as soon as they can. There are a lot of people who need help—a lot of people hurt. I need to help out—there aren’t enough emergency personnel to handle it all. You stay right here, okay? Don’t get up and wander off. You need someone to check you out. I’ll be back for you as soon as I can.”

      I nodded, but he wasn’t satisfied.

      “Promise me Ava. Don’t leave before I come back.”

      “Okay. I promise.” It wasn’t a hard vow to make. I had no way to leave. My car was a lopsided pancake in the middle of the road. I didn’t feel like moving anyway. I was sort of numb and disconnected. This was horrible. And I felt responsible, like I should have prevented it or something.

      Maybe it had been an accident? My spirit lifted for a second then immediately sank again. Not likely. It was too coincidental that Ryann’s factory had blown up the night after Culley left Altum. He must not have headed for L.A. right away as he’d said he would.

      I’d been wondering how he planned to get home anyway. I had picked him up from the airport in Memphis last week after driving cross-country myself. He’d had a modeling gig in New York City and couldn’t drive out with me from the west coast—not that I’d wanted to share a three-day car trip with him. Now I was hoping I never saw his face again.

      From somewhere behind me I heard the screech of car tires. Another town resident getting a first look at the carnage, no doubt. At the sound of footsteps hitting the pavement at a dead run, I turned at the waist to look. I’m not sure why. I guess that’s just what you do when you hear someone running toward you.

      It was Culley. Great. I got to my feet, now feeling stiff and sore all over, prepared to walk away from the devil approaching me with his designer clothes and tense expression and treacherous beauty.

      With his unnaturally good looks and tall, athletic physique, he resembled an actor on the set of an action movie more than a real person happening upon a real disaster scene. Of course he wasn’t a person, not in the literal sense of the word.

      When he spotted me, Culley’s pace slowed to a saunter. And I didn’t walk away. No, I wanted to confront him, make him account for what he’d done.

      By the time he reached me, his face had lost all traces of concern and displayed his typical nonchalance. His eyes roamed over me, assessing, perhaps checking to see whether his plot against the humans would lead to any unfortunate collateral damage. Then his gaze slid to the side, taking in my destroyed car, and back to me.

      “Good thing you dumped me, Angel. If I’d been in that passenger seat, the world would be minus one Culley Rune.”

      “Yes, that would have been tragic,” I deadpanned. “What are you doing here, Culley? I thought you’d be long gone by now.”

      “I was. I made it to the airport in Memphis.”

      “But then you decided to come back to the scene of the crime. I guess criminals do that sort of thing—I’ve seen it on cop shows.”

      His eyes flared. “Criminals? You think I had something to do with this?”

      “Didn’t you? Wasn’t this your mission?”

      For a moment, I thought I saw a glimpse of hurt in his eyes, or insult, but then it was gone, replaced by flinty blue obstinance. “I did not. It was not.” He reached toward me, laying a hand on my arm. “So, you’re okay? You’re not hurt?”

      I shrugged away from him. “No. I’m fine. I was lucky. Which is more than I can say for a lot of people here tonight.”

      Across the street, someone yelled for help, and a couple of girls Asher’s age ran toward him. Culley didn’t even turn his head. He was still focused on me.

      “And what about back at Altum with the Light King? And Nox? They didn’t punish you? Or did they just throw you out?”

      I shook my head. “They did neither. Listen, I don’t really have anything left to say to you, okay? You’ve verified that your bomb worked, or whatever, so you should probably get back on the road.”

      Now Culley’s eyes narrowed. “I didn’t do this, Ava. I’ve already told you that. Do you really believe I’m a… a terrorist?”

      The word no leapt to my mind, but what other explanation was there? Why else would he have come back here? “I believe you do what your father commands you to do. And I know you’re good at making people see what they want to see.”

      I’d discovered Culley’s unique glamour on the day I’d met him—we’d been on a shoot together, and it quickly became obvious why he was the world’s most in-demand male model. He wasn’t just attractive. He’d explained it fell along the lines of the old adage “beauty is in the eyes of the beholder.” No matter who was looking at him, male or female, child or adult, human or Elven, they all saw their ideal—he was literally the best-looking guy they’d ever seen.

      Culley smirked. “Believe it or not, Ava, my glamour and my moral center are two separate things. I’d think you would understand that, if anyone would.”

      Ouch. The comment jabbed my insides and left a stinging gash. But he was right. For years, I had used my own glamour to hurt people in service of Culley’s father Audun, the head of the Dark Council. I’d erased their memories or implanted new ones, and it had made me feel like scum. I was seriously hoping that just because a glamour could be used for evil purposes, that didn’t mean it had to be.

      In fact I was making my break from the Dark Court and setting off on my own when my car had been caught up in the crossfire of this tragedy.

      “It doesn’t matter what I think. You should be worried about what these deputies milling around here are going to think,” I said. “You’re a stranger in a very small town at the wrong time. So am I. We both need to go.”

      Culley stared at me for a moment. Then he took my hand. “Come with me.”

      I yanked my fingers from his grasp as Asher walked up. His eyes went from me to Culley, back to me again, clearly taking in the unfriendly body language.

      He slid an arm around my shoulders. “Everything okay here? This guy bothering you?”

      Culley bristled at his words—and his familiar handling of me—straightening to his full six-foot-three height. It put him at only an inch taller than Asher.

      “This guy…” he said, his light Australian accent suddenly more pronounced. “… is her fiancé. So you can just nick off, farm boy.”

      Asher’s hand on my shoulder tensed. “I wasn’t speaking to you.” Turning to look directly into my eyes, he asked again, his words gentle and low, meant only for me. “Are you all right, Ava?”

      My heart pulsed hard, a sweet pain that tightened my throat. “He’s not my fiancé.” I wasn’t sure why it was so important to make the clarification at that moment. “He was, but he’s not anymore. It’s complicated.”

      Asher nodded. “Okay. I want you to go sit in my truck and wait for me while I check with the EMT’s. I think they’re about to transport some people. Did anyone get to you?”

      “No, but I’m fine.”

      His eyebrows lowered, and his lips stretched into a thin, displeased line. “I’m driving you to the hospital, just in case. Here are my keys. Go get in—I’ll be right there.”

      He held out his keys, expecting me to take them. Expecting me to allow him to take care of me—keep taking care of me. I couldn’t do that. And I couldn’t go to the hospital. Before I had the chance to tell him that, Culley spoke up.

      “Listen mate, I’ll take it from here. You’ve been all Johnny-on-the-spot and whatever—good on ya. But I’ll look after my girl.”

      Asher took a step forward, insinuating his body between me and Culley. “I believe Ava’s already made it clear she’s not your girl anymore.”

      My gaze bounced between the two aggressively positioned guys, and my pulse quickened. This wouldn’t do. And though I would not be leaving with Culley, I couldn’t leave with Asher either. I couldn’t go to the hospital. I couldn’t allow him to get more involved in my life than he already was. The burning building on my right was a perfect example of the reason. My world was too dangerous for a human interloper. I was dangerous to him.

      I touched his arm lightly. “Asher. Can I speak with you a minute?”

      He glanced over his shoulder at me, then took a breath and fell back from his standoff with Culley. Together we walked a few feet away as Asher muttered, “That guy’s mouth is going to break his nose one of these days… as my granddaddy would say.”

      “I know. I know. He’s kind of full of it.” Asher dipped his head to listen as I spoke to him in a low voice. “It’s okay. I’ll handle him. He’s harmless.”

      He glanced to the side, where Culley stood watching us with clenched fists and a scowl. Even now he was ridiculously good-looking. What did Asher see when he looked at him? Some kind of threat, obviously.

      “Harmless,” he repeated, not sounding convinced. “Did he have something to do with the reason you climbed that tower the other day?”

      “Um… not directly. I can’t really explain. Just… don’t worry about me, okay? I’ll be fine. I can handle him.”

      Asher’s big hands enveloped mine. His sincere eyes bored into mine. “You don’t have to handle anything—not alone. My friend Richie owns a body shop and a tow truck. I called him to get your car out of here and find you a loaner. In the meantime, I’ll take you wherever you need to go.”

      Culley stepped close, butting into our private conversation. “She’s going to California, mate. You planning to saddle up your plow horse and take her there?”

      Asher slid an acid glance over at him. “If that’s what she needs,” he growled.

      Culley reached out and grabbed Asher’s shoulder. Asher knocked his arm away. This was getting out of hand. I stepped in between them and held my arms out to either side like a boxing referee.

      “Wait a minute. Asher—thank you, but no. I don’t need your help. And Culley… I’m not going back to California. You know why.”

      His eyes narrowed in a warning look. “They’ll find you, you know. Even with a head start. ” Slanting a glance in Asher’s direction, he added, “Even with a beefed-up bodyguard. You can’t win this one, Ava.”

      I lifted my chin, hoping he was wrong, even though I suspected he was right. “I can try. They don’t own me. It’s a free country.”

      Culley shook his head, his lips twisting in a sad smile. “Not for us, Angel. Not for us.”
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      I couldn’t decide whether Asher’s expression was baffled or offended or maybe a combination of the two as he watched us. My attention was ripped away from his face by the sight of a brand-new Mercedes speeding up to the accident scene. The dealership sticker was still on the window.

      Ryann. She was driving. Lad sat in the passenger seat. My heart twisted at the horrified looks on their faces as they caught sight of the burning factory. When the car stopped, they got out and ran toward the building.

      Culley must have spotted them, too because he backed away quickly. “I believe I’ll go grab a cup of coffee. I’ll be around—if you need me just call.”

      “I will never need you,” I assured him, watching his retreat. He’d be back—I knew it. And he was probably right about my escape plans.

      How would I evade Audun’s lackeys if he sent them out to search for me? How could I even flee without a car? And how would I support myself? If I continued modeling, it would be very easy for Mother and Audun to find me. A rising tide of fear threatened to swamp me. I couldn’t think about it right now. I’d figure it out later. All I knew was I needed to get away from this horrible disaster scene and from Asher’s troubled gaze.

      “Don’t go with that guy, Ava,” he said softly. “I get a bad feeling from him. I don’t know what happened between you two, but I don’t think you should trust him.”

      Letting out a weary sigh, I turned toward him, looking up into Caribbean blue eyes that had no doubt caused many a smart girl to turn stupid in his presence. “Should I trust you? Who I know nothing about and have talked to three times in my life, including today?”

      Without hesitation, Asher responded, “Yes.” He pulled me close and whispered against my ear, “You should. You should also let me do this.”

      Then he shocked me by taking my face in his hands and kissing me—soft, sweet, the kind of first kiss I’d read about but could never have imagined. Because my imagination didn’t know something like this actually existed—this tingly, floaty feeling, the warmth and softness of his lips, the heavy thump of my heart that forced my lungs to work overtime and my head to spin.

      “Um… Ava?”

      The familiar voice jerked me back to reality. I pulled away from Asher and blinked several times, battling to regain my grasp on the world around me. I felt sort of disconnected and wobbly, grateful for Asher’s supportive arm around my back.

      Ryann stood in front of me, Lad close by her side.

      “Asher?” she said, her voice sounding even more incredulous this time.

      “Hey Ryann.” He stepped toward her but kept a hold on me. “I am so sorry. Did someone call you?”

      She shook her head in a dazed sort of motion. “No. I… we saw the explosion and came to see what had happened. I didn’t know you two… knew each other.”

      Now I spoke up, snapping out of my stunning-kiss high. “We met a few days ago in town. And he got me out of my car just now.” I hooked a thumb toward the wreckage that had been my Corvette.

      “Well…” she said, her gaze still bouncing between the two of us, trying to figure out our apparently close connection. “I guess I’d be pretty grateful, too. I’m glad you’re okay.”

      “Do you know if anyone was hurt?” Lad asked Asher.

      “A few people were transported to the hospital—they were also in their cars during the blast. I don’t know if anyone was in the church.”

      Both guys looked toward the damaged building.

      “Do you know who did it?” Ryann asked me. Her voice was quiet, deadly serious.

      “Do you mean… are you asking if I did it?” Cold pain cramped my insides. Did she really think I was capable of such an atrocity?

      I noticed Asher’s eyes slide to the side, back toward me. He’d obviously heard the odd question.

      “No—of course not,” Ryann said. “I’m asking if you saw anything… or anyone.”

      Culley, she added silently.

      I answered her without speaking. I saw him. He denies it. I don’t know.

      Asher squeezed my hand. “Richie just showed up. Listen, I’m gonna go talk to him and see if he found you a rental. I’ll be right back. You should get anything you might need out of your car before he scrapes it up and takes it to the junk yard, okay?”

      I nodded and watched him walking toward the large tow truck that was coming toward us, carefully weaving between the disabled vehicles on Main Street.

      Following his suggestion, I went to my car and got down on my knees to peer inside through the open driver’s side door. The back seat was less squashed than the front. Reaching an arm into the open space, I was able to snag the handle of my overnight bag and drag it out. My suitcase was in the trunk. No way I’d be able to retrieve it until the vehicle was flipped right-side-up again.

      At least my purse was there, though it was nearly empty. It had been tossed pretty thoroughly during the wreck. On my hands and knees I crawled further into the car and gathered my lip gloss, brush, gum, and some loose change. But where were my wallet and phone? Uh oh. I wanted to find my phone of course, but I needed my wallet. It contained all my money and credit cards, my driver’s license, and other identification. I couldn’t rent a car, buy a plane or a train ticket without it.

      After a thorough search of the interior, I determined the missing items must have been thrown from the car, so I walked around the perimeter of the crash site searching for them.

      “Can I help?” Lad said.

      I looked up, spotting Ryann behind him talking to a sheriff’s deputy.

      “Maybe. I can’t find my wallet or my phone. Maybe someone picked them up already and turned them in to the police.”

      “You should ask,” he said and nodded toward Ryann and the officer. “I’m going to hang back here. I’m not exactly a registered resident of the county.”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      Taking his suggestion, I approached the officer and asked if anyone had turned in a stray wallet and phone.

      “Not that I know of. Are you okay, ma’am? Were you in the explosion?”

      “No. I mean, yes, my car was overturned, but I’m fine.”

      “Well, you better get yourself checked out just in case.” He was already reaching to tap the radio clipped to his collar, no doubt to notify emergency services they had another potential patient.

      I darted my eyes at Ryann. Help me out here… please.

      She touched the officer’s hand holding the communications device. “Officer Jefferson—that won’t be necessary. Ava is my friend. I’ll make sure she goes to a clinic and gets checked out, okay? And would you ask the dispatcher to check on that missing wallet and phone? See if anyone’s turned them in?”

      She was swaying him, and I appreciated it.

      The man immediately spoke into his radio. “Hey Mary Lou? This is Marc. I’m out at the scene right now. We got someone who had a wallet and cell phone go missing from their car. Anybody turn anything in there?”

      A static-y voice came back and informed him that no wallet or phone had been brought to the sheriff’s department. He let go of the device and turned his eyes to me. “Not yet, but check back in later in the day. And give the car another look. They’re probably in there somewhere. I doubt anybody around here would steal things from a wrecked car in the middle of Main Street. And make sure you do go by and get yourself checked out, young lady.”

      “Thank you, I will,” I lied.

      By the time I’d made one more fruitless search of the car, Nox and Vancia had arrived. They now stood with Lad and Ryann, the four of them looking like they were ready for a magazine spread. Good thing Ryann had already swayed the officer into moving along to other business—a group like them would definitely draw attention—and unwanted questions.

      “Any luck?” Ryann asked.

      I shook my head.

      Nox and Vancia both wore troubled looks. “You’re okay?” he said.

      “Yes. Thanks. And no—I don’t know who did it. Culley denies it.”

      “Do you believe him?” Vancia asked.

      “I’m not sure. He’s hard to read. I’m starting to think the appearance-morphing may be only part of his glamour.”

      “What do you mean? What is Audun’s glamour?” Vancia turned to Nox. “Davis never told me. Do you know?”

      He shook his head. “I’m not sure,” he said. “It’s not the appearance thing—Culley got that from his mom’s side. Audun told me it was persuasion, something like Davis’s, but I’ve barely spent any time with him—I’ve been back in the Dark Court such a short amount of time. What is it really?”

      Before I could answer, Asher returned, stepping up beside me and resting a hand on my shoulder. He eyed my purse and bag. “Got everything?”

      “My suitcase is still in the trunk—maybe I can get it after Richie lifts the car? And I couldn’t find my wallet or my phone.”

      He kissed my temple. “Don’t worry about that—you don’t need any money right now. I’ll take care of anything you need. So… you know Nox apparently. Who are your other friends?”

      He eyed Vancia and Lad—and his former schoolmate Nox—in exactly the way you’d expect a human encountering three incredibly beautiful Elves to do.

      “Oh, guys, this is my friend Asher. Asher, this is Vancia. She’s also from… California. And this is Lad. He’s Ryann’s⁠—”

      “Boyfriend,” she interrupted before I could utter the word husband. “He lives in Deep River, but he’s homeschooled.”

      Asher sized them up for a moment and extended a hand, shaking each of theirs in turn and offering a polite, “Good to meet you.” Then he shot a side-glance at me, as if measuring me against my companions and realizing we all fit in some strange way.

      “You ready to go, Ava? We’ll make a run by the hospital, and I’ll get your suitcase from Richie later. He doesn’t have a car available for you right now—his are all lent out. But he might be able to locate one tomorrow. For tonight—you’ll stay at my house. I’ve already called my mom, and she said it was fine. She’s making up the guest room.”

      As if they’d all been pinched simultaneously, my Elven friends developed shocked looks, their eyes widening.

      You’re staying with Asher? Ryann asked me mind-to-mind. How well do you know him?

      No, I told her. I’m not. Then I turned to Asher. “Could you put my stuff in your truck? I’ll be there in a minute. I need to talk to Ryann.”

      His glance bounced between the two of us then he nodded and picked up my overnight bag, walking away toward Big Red and giving me a few moments of privacy with my friends.

      “I don’t know how this happened,” I explained to her. “But it seems like your alpha-male friend has a hero complex, and for some reason he’s fixated on saving me. I’ll get rid of him. Could I come back to Altum with you tonight?”

      “Of course,” Lad answered for her. “We’ll have a lot to talk about. There’s no way that…” he nodded toward the flaming factory. “… was an accident. We need to figure out who was behind it. If Audun gave the order he’s got to be deposed immediately.”

      “I agree,” Nox said. “But I’ll find out soon enough. Vancia and I are headed for the Oxford airport from here. We’ll take her plane to L.A., and I’ll confront him face to face, ask him mind to mind.”

      “You shouldn’t do that,” I said. “For one thing, your safety could be in danger if you show up there and start demanding answers. There are some things going on that you’re not… aware of.”

      “A coup?” he demanded. I could see in his eyes it was something he’d feared all along.

      And here it was, the moment where I had to decide whether to switch sides completely. I felt like I was walking a tightrope suspended between my own clan and the right thing to do. On one end were these people I’d come to know as good and honorable. On the other, my heritage, my mother’s expectations—and Audun’s terrifying power.

      I took a deep breath. “A plot, yes. To work behind your back and continue Davis’s mission to re-establish Elven rule over humans. Audun… and my mother… and a few others. They were hoping to do it quietly, without violence. They feared outright assassination would be too risky. It might turn our people away from their cause. There’s been much rejoicing about your return from the ‘dead,’ about you taking the throne. Your parents and Vancia’s were beloved, and the people want you to rule. Audun’s plan was to let you be a figure-head ruler while continuing his schemes behind your back.”

      “I don’t get it,” Nox said, shaking his head, his dark brows drawn tightly together. “I mean I believe you, but he swore fealty to me. He told me mind to mind he was loyal to me and had no interest in furthering Davis’s plans.”

      “Yes… well, that’s the other thing. His glamour allows him to say something like that… while doing the exact opposite.”

      “He can lie mind to mind?” Vancia asked, clearly shocked.

      “Yes. To anyone. About anything.”

      “I’ve never heard of anyone with that glamour before,” Lad said, his grimace indicating grave concern.

      “Me either,” said Nox. “Well, now at least we know he can’t be trusted. And he’s got to be taken down.” Turning to Vancia, he said, “I want you to stay here. I’ll go alone. I don’t want you around that pack of vipers. Who knows how many of the Dark Court he’s got on his side? We can’t be sure who’s trustworthy.”

      She grabbed his hand. “No. I want to come with you.”

      Lad spoke up. “Neither of you should go. It’s too dangerous. And barging in there demanding answers will tip off Audun that we’re onto him. It could speed up his plan or even cause him to do something drastic like reconsider the assassination option. I think you should take that plane to an international airport and go abroad again—skip your California trip entirely. Go work on the international tribes and gain their trust and cooperation. It’ll help to have that strength in numbers when we eventually do confront Audun and his co-conspirators.”

      “Do you really expect me to jet off and just let this… this cancer in the Dark Court continue to grow?” Nox said.

      “Be calm, brother. You’ll have your chance to do some ‘surgery’ within your court,” Lad assured. “But you need more information first.” He turned to me. “We need someone on the inside to find out how strong Audun’s backing is, to find out who’s with him. And to figure out his next move. He’s taken out the tea production—for now. We need to know what he plans to do to re-establish Elven rule—bring back the fan pods? Use politics? Physical force?”

      Now all their gazes rested on me. I started backing away, my palms up in front of me, my hammering heart rising up to block my throat.
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