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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 (FREE when you join my list!)

        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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      Ryann Carroll thought she knew who she was… a small-town Southern girl just trying to survive her parents’ messy divorce and find some peace for herself. She thought she knew what she wanted… a summer job, a car, a first date that didn’t suck, and NO complications from a serious relationship—any guy in her life would simply be icing on the cake.

      But now… she’s not only in love, her boyfriend Lad is a member of an ancient race that’s lived secretly among humans for thousands of years, mentioned only in flawed and fading folklore.

      Things could hardly get more complicated than that.

      More importantly, she’s learned the world’s top celebrities… those actors, musicians, athletes, and politicians who seem a little too beautiful and talented to be true… actually are.

      They’re not human, and they’re using their glamour and the increasing popularity of fan pods to control more and more humans. But why?

      With her best friend Emmy leaving soon to join the fan pod of a famous actor, Ryann has to find out the answer. And she can’t do it alone. But after a shocking murder, Lad can no longer fight his destiny or his duty, and Ryann’s not sure whether his top priority is their relationship or his people.

      In this second book of the Hidden Saga, true friendship will take Ryann from rural Mississippi to the glittering city of Los Angeles. And true love will take her to places she never expected to go…

      Enjoy the story…

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      It was her, or at least it might have been her, if she’d cut her hair and gotten major highlights, which she probably had.

      The girl turned and I saw her face. Another false alarm.

      It was my first big Hollywood party, and I was the lame zebra trying to keep up with the stampeding herd, moving through a sea of designer dresses, and beautiful faces, and crystal champagne flutes.

      Emmy was here somewhere.

      She had to be, because if she wasn’t, I’d have no idea where else to look.

      Having already searched the first three floors of the massive, glass-walled modern art museum of a house, I walked out onto the roof deck where the sounds of a slick alternative band filled the moist salty air, pumping up the party guests to an even higher pitch.

      Scanning the scene, I finally spotted what I was looking for—not Emmy, but the next best thing.

      The one person who knew for sure where she was, where she’d been the past few weeks.

      He was leaning against the balcony railing, his perfect form framed by a backdrop of stars over the Malibu beach, and naturally, surrounded by a crowd of adoring teenage girls and twenty-something women.

      Adrenaline surged through my veins like the surf pounding in the background. Finally, after everything I’d gone through to get here, I was so close to finding her.

      Preparing to charge Vallon Foster—huge Elven bodyguards be damned—I planned to demand Emmy’s whereabouts and immediate release.

      A strong hand gripped my shoulder and slid down to my waist. I was pulled back against the solid warmth of a large male body.

      “Calm down, Ryann,” a smooth familiar voice murmured at my ear. “And let me handle this.”

      With considerable effort, I reeled in my emotions and pasted on a smile. We approached the movie star together, hand in hand.

      “Sweetheart, I’d like you to meet my good friend, Vallon Foster.”

      The voice of the beautiful guy beside me was comforting, full of loving assurance.

      I forced myself to appear something less-than-hostile as Nox introduced me.

      “Vallon, this is Ryann… the newest member of my fan pod.”
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      One month earlier

      Nox walked beside me, keeping up, seemingly oblivious to the fact I was ignoring him.

      I was embarrassingly winded from my attempt to leave him behind, but naturally, he was unaffected by the brisk pace. I slid a narrowed glance to the side.

      “You really can’t take a hint, can you?”

      Glancing over at me with a half-smile, he said, “No, I understand very well you’d rather be with anyone else on the planet right now. But I’m still not letting you walk home alone.”

      I gestured toward the peaceful woods surrounding us, the sun-dappled leaves, the quiet underbrush, the dusty narrow path leading to Grandma Neena’s log house.

      “This is ridiculous. I’ve walked alone on my grandma’s land a million times. I think I can manage to make it back to the house in the middle of the day without a chaperone.”

      Nox shook his head. “You don’t know what’s going on back there in Altum. Things are crazy. Besides, I’m only following orders from your beloved Lad—my new king.”

      I shot him a dirty look and attempted to walk even faster as if that would make it more difficult for him to keep up.

      “Just… don’t talk, okay? I don’t want to hear anything you have to say.”

      “Fine.” Nox dropped back a step but stayed at my heels for the remainder of the brittle, silent march.

      Reaching the steps of Grandma Neena’s back porch, I attempted to go inside without another word to Nox. He was in front of me and blocking the door before I could get a foot past the threshold.

      “I’m coming in.” His tone said deal with it.

      I laughed in his face. “You most certainly are not. You carried out your orders—now get lost.”

      “Lad said to take care of you.”

      “He said to take me home, and now I’m home. Goodbye.”

      His eyes narrowed and a grin sneaked across his face.

      “Well, if you want to be perfectly technical about it, Ryann, he said ‘take her.’ There could be many interpretations of that particular phrase… if you’d care to start exploring them.”

      My face burned at his raised eyebrow, insinuating tone, and annoying persistence—so familiar—so infuriating. I pushed at his chest, and he stepped back, allowing me into the kitchen.

      “Go away, Nox. I don’t need a babysitter, and I really don’t want to spend any more time talking to someone whose native language is lies.”

      Shutting the door, he turned to face me, his dark hair messy and curling where it touched the tops of his ears, his intense hazel eyes imploring me for understanding. I glared back at him.

      Perhaps deciding not to waste his time arguing with me, he shrugged and simply walked past me into the living room, his large body brushing the front of mine as he passed.

      He collapsed onto the brown leather couch, his long legs and arms flung out comfortably as if he was used to hanging out here after school every day.

      The scene was so unlike the first time Lad had come inside my house, the first and only time Lad had ever entered a human’s house.

      Was Nox this comfortable everywhere in the human world?

      His band, The Hidden, played a steady circuit of nightclubs and small concert halls. He ate all of his meals in restaurants or bars. He must have stayed in hotel rooms when they were on the road.

      We’d gone to school together this past year, but with all of that, did he have any human friends?

      Or was there only me?

      As long as I’d known him, I’d naturally assumed him to be human. I didn’t know anything about his Elven life, whether he still even lived in Altum.

      He’d been there earlier today, but that might have only been because the Assemblage was going on—the gathering drew Elven tribes from across the continent every ten years.

      I certainly wasn’t going to engage him in further conversation about it. The only thing I wanted to talk about was his immediate departure.

      “Are you moving in? Should I make up a bed for you?”

      There was nothing playful in my sarcasm or rude tone, but he grinned at me anyway.

      “Yes, that would be lovely. And I think I’ll have a snack, too. I’m starved.” He rubbed his flat belly.

      I gave him a saccharine smile. “How does a nice big plate of ‘Get out’ sound to you?”

      Nox sat forward, resting his elbows on his knees. His deep hazel eyes looked up at me from under black brows.

      The smile dropped from his face, which suddenly looked tired.

      “I told you Ryann—I’m supposed to take care of you. Things at Altum are… not good at the moment. It’s chaos. Everyone’s running around making accusations.”

      A long pause. “Your name came up more than once.”

      Shock pushed all the breath out of my lungs. I dropped back into the chair behind me.

      “My name?” The words were a whisper. “So then, they’re going to come after me?”

      A fierce light came into his eyes, and his hands clasped together in front of him.

      “They might try. Don’t worry. I’m not going to let anyone get near you. That’s why I went to find you and Lad in your little love nest. I didn’t want the two of you to come strolling back hand-in-hand. Who knows what would have happened to you?”

      My palms came to the sides of my face, the gravity of the situation sinking in.

      “Poor Lad. Poor Mya. What could have happened?”

      I shivered in spite of the warmth of the room.

      Nox shook his head, his shoulders sagging heavily.

      “I don’t know. I’d just come back to Altum, I saw Lad running,” he said.

      “I knew he was going after you—I told him where to find you, and he left. About ten minutes later, all Hell broke loose. Apparently, Ivar’s servant found him in his room.”

      Nox stopped and swallowed. “His body was still warm. I didn’t hear what else was said about that part—there was this sudden hurricane of thoughts flying around. Lad told you how we—yeah? Okay, well, all these questions and accusations were coming from every direction. ‘Was it Audun? Lad himself? The human girl? The outcast Neena?’”

      I lurched to my feet. “Grandma? Oh my God, Nox. I have to go to her—what if they⁠—”

      At the squeak of the back screen door opening, Nox sprang from the couch. Stepping in front of me, he stretched to his full six feet, four inches.

      He relaxed as Grandma entered the room from the kitchen.

      Relief flooded her face as well. “Ryann. Thank God you’re here.”

      I ran to my grandma, throwing my arms around her skinny shoulders.

      “Lad’s father,” I began, but she pulled back, and her face showed she knew already.

      “It’s terrible. I can’t even believe it. After all this time… to see him again. And now he’s gone.”

      “What happened? Were you there? Did someone really kill him? Maybe he had a heart attack or something?”

      She shook her head. “No. Elves don’t suffer from human diseases. Something violent must happen to end our lives and our immortality. Someone definitely did it. But they don’t know who yet. I was in my family’s quarters when it happened, but the news travelled quickly.”

      “Did you see Lad? Can you take me to him?”

      She grabbed my upper arms and looked right into my eyes. “No, sweetheart. You must not go to Altum. Ever again. Not unless Lad himself takes you there when this is all over. It’s not safe now.”

      “But—”

      “I saw him—he told me to tell you to stay away. He’ll come to you as soon as he’s able.”

      “When?” My voice sounded panicky.

      “He didn’t say. He’s got a lot to deal with, Ryann. Try to understand.”

      “I do understand. But it’s so horrible, and he’s hurting. I want to help him.”

      “You can—by staying away so he can do what has to be done without worrying about your safety.”

      She glanced across the room, lifting her chin in Nox’s direction. “What’s he doing here?”

      “Annoying me.”

      “Protecting her.” Nox and I spoke at the same time, our words overlapping.

      Grandma Neena wrapped her thin arm around my shoulder and nodded to Nox.

      “Thank you, son, but you can go now.”

      As he began to protest, she continued. “We’ll be fine. I don’t think anyone will come, but I’ll be aware of it if they do. You go on home.”

      I echoed her instructions but with considerably more enthusiasm.

      “Go, Nox. I don’t need you.”

      He grimaced and didn’t move, only stood completely still for a few moments with his hands clenching and unclenching, his lips pressed together, staring at me.

      Finally he went to the door and opened it, but he didn’t step outside. He turned back, and our eyes met.

      Later.

      I heard the word in my mind as clearly as if he’d said it aloud. Then he walked out the door, slamming it behind him.

      Grandma and I looked at each other. “That was your friend Nox? The boy you’ve been spending time with? When you spoke of him, I had no idea he was Elven.”

      “You and me both,” I grumbled.

      “What happened between you two?” she asked.

      “Nothing. Nox walked me home, and I tried to get him to leave, but he was being stubborn about it. He says I’m under suspicion in Altum for Ivar’s murder. And you might be, too. Is it true?”

      She nodded with a grim expression before turning to go into the kitchen.

      Opening the refrigerator and pulling out the tea pitcher, she gestured for me to sit at the old farm table.

      “I’m afraid it is. Not about me,” she said. “I was in my family’s quarters with them, so I have an alibi. But about you—yes. That’s why you mustn’t try to go back there. Promise me you won’t. Even if… even if he never comes to you. Even if you never see him again. I’m not even sure if it’s safe for us to stay here.”

      “No.” I practically shouted the word.

      More quietly, I said, “I’m not going anywhere. And he will come. We’re together now. We have to be together.”

      Grandma dropped the plastic tumbler she’d taken from a cabinet and whirled around. Her face was white.

      “You didn’t bond with him, did you?”

      Heat flooded my cheeks and ears as my gaze dropped to the scarred wooden tabletop.

      “No. We didn’t. But we’re in love. We’re together now. And Ivar said⁠—”

      Standing right in front of me now, Grandma Neena said, “Ivar is dead, sweetheart. Everything is different now—for my people—certainly for Lad, and most likely for you, too. I’m sorry to say it, but I don’t want you to be surprised.”

      “Surprised?”

      “If Lad… ends things between you.”

      I jumped up from my chair, heart hammering at the suggestion. “No. That will never happen.”

      Her answering look of sympathy drove me from the room.

      In my own room behind closed doors, I paced and worried until I thought I might go crazy.

      I left the curtains wide open and obsessively checked the darkening window every few minutes for fireflies or any other sign of Lad’s arrival.

      Climbing into bed, I opened a favorite book to occupy my mind until he came to me, as I knew he would.

      He will. He has to.

      After reading the same paragraph four times in a row, I finally gave up on the book and turned on the television. A re-run of a popular crime drama was on, and though I’d never been a huge fan, I recognized the actors. F

      or the first time, I studied them—their idealized faces, their long muscular limbs in perfect proportion to their remarkable height.

      It was so obvious to me now the majority of the people on the screen were not human, but Elven.

      Ignorant that Elves even existed, I’d never realized before how many actors, and musicians, and athletes, and even political leaders displayed the unnaturally perfect physical attributes of Elves.

      And the glamour they all possessed—the glamour Dark Elves freely used on humans—well, it was no wonder celebrity worship was overtaking society, dominating social media and newscasts, and even the conversations of my closest friends.

      Which brought me to Emmy.

      Unless I found a way to stop her, in a few weeks she’d be leaving to join Vallon Foster’s fan pod in Los Angeles.

      One more reason I needed to see Lad again as soon as possible.

      Though he was a Light Elf, he certainly knew more about Dark Elves than I did. Together we’d find a way to protect Emmy. Together we’d deal with his family’s tragedy.

      Together. We have to be together.

      When midnight came and Lad still hadn’t come, I finally turned off my lamp and went to pull the curtains. I startled as my eye caught a flash of movement high in a tree at the edge of the yard.

      My heart leapt. Lad. He’s here.

      Then I heard his voice. Not Lad’s. Nox’s.

      Sleep. You’re safe.

      Nox was concealed just inside the tree line, watching over the house.

      That didn’t make me feel safe. It made me uncomfortable. I didn’t need him, and I didn’t want him.

      I wasn’t sure if my own fledgling Elven communication skills were up to the task, but I sent him a return message.

      Not with you.
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      The summer before my senior year should have been my happiest yet, but instead I felt like I was sleepwalking through it.

      Day after day passed with no word from Lad, and I went through the motions while my mind stayed fixed on him.

      I could barely stand it, waiting, worrying, not knowing what he was doing, how he was doing.

      Days, I worked at The Skillet. Nights, I went to the ballpark with Emmy and Shay. I was trying to spend as much time as possible with Emmy before she left for Los Angeles to join the fan pod.

      Actually I needed to find a way to keep her from going.

      All my efforts to persuade her against it so far had failed epically. My celeb-obsessed lifelong friend was more determined than ever, and she’d said if we were going to remain friends, I’d better not make any more negative remarks about her dream-come-true plans.

      If only I could tell her the truth about why I was afraid for her—that she’d be unknowingly enslaving herself to a Dark Elf.

      They were different from Light Elves—they considered themselves superior to humans and longed for the days when humans would once again serve and worship them.

      And based on the way they surrounded themselves with young, attractive fan pod members, they didn’t bond the same way—limiting themselves to one partner for life.

      “Admit it—he broke your heart,” Emmy said when she spotted Nox’s car pulling into the ballpark one night in late June.

      Shay nodded in agreement as if this was a subject the two of them had discussed.

      “That is so not true,” I protested.

      Nox hadn’t broken my heart. He had broken something just as difficult to repair—my trust.

      “We were only friends.”

      Being my best friend since preschool, Emmy had naturally picked up on my near-constant funk. But I couldn’t explain to her—or anyone—what had happened with Lad, so I couldn’t blame her for trying to fill in the blanks.

      She and Shay assumed I was depressed about the obvious rift in my relationship with Nox.

      “Sure, okay,” she said, clearly unconvinced.

      I couldn’t explain the truth about Nox either. I couldn’t say anything that might expose his secret—Lad’s secret.

      Protecting it was the number one rule of the Elven race.

      Revealing it could put Lad and all his people—possibly Emmy, too—in danger. Even if I could have told her, she would’ve thought it was just another attempt to keep her from pursuing her dream.

      Who would actually believe such a crazy thing?

      “Well, he broke Savannah’s heart. They only dated for a week, and I swear the girl hasn’t been the same since. He must be some kind of addictive substance,” Shay commented, craning her neck to see Nox getting out of his car and sounding like she wouldn’t mind a hit herself.

      “So, are you all packed for cheer camp tomorrow?” I asked her, trying to change the subject.

      “You know it. And I go right to Girls’ State after that, so I’m going to be gone for three weeks. What about you?”

      She gave Emmy a shoulder bump. “You must be counting down the minutes by this point.”

      Emmy nodded vigorously, hopping as she spoke. “Three more days! In three days I’ll be basking in the California sun, mingling with celebrities, and meeting Vallon Foster. Can you believe it?”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head.

      Shay gave me an elbow nudge to the ribs, and smiling widely, overcompensated for my lack of approval.

      She wasn’t quite as into the whole fan pod hype as Emmy was, but she didn’t share my objections and thought I was being a little harsh about the whole thing. She was supportive of Emmy’s plans and full of contagious excitement.

      “It’s amazing! You have to text us all the time and post pics every day. I wish I was going with you⁠—”

      “No you don’t,” I interrupted before I could stop myself.

      Both of them looked at me like I was unbalanced. Emmy’s crestfallen expression made my heart twist in my chest.

      She thought I was being a bad friend.

      “You promised… I support you about your tea company thing. You support Shay about her cheering and student government stuff.”

      “Sorry,” I said, but I didn’t mean it, and of course she could tell.

      There was no way she could understand what was behind my negative attitude about the fan pods. Cheerleading camp and leadership camp were temporary.

      Shay would be home safe in a few weeks. Emmy might never come home again.

      Not as the same girl anyway. Maybe not even alive.

      Shay let out an uncomfortable laugh. “Okay, we know Ryann’s not a super-fan. But we’re all happy for each other, right?”

      Grabbing each of our hands, she pulled us into a little impromptu friend-circle right there near the snack bar.

      “Let’s just enjoy these last few days we have together, okay y’all?”

      We all smiled and agreed, and I resolved once again to keep my worry to myself while finding a way to save Emmy somehow. As she’d noted, I had three days left.

      Maybe I could call in a bomb scare and ground her flight to L.A.?

      My fear for her—for Lad—for us—was making me a wreck. When I could finally manage to fall asleep each night, it was fitful and full of nightmares.

      Often my dreams featured eyes staring from the woods—not beautiful leaf-green eyes like Lad’s, but harsh accusing Elven eyes, and worse—mysterious hazel ones.

      Each day I grew more exhausted. I begged Grandma to go back to Altum and check on Lad for me, but she refused, saying it was better for all of us to follow his no-contact order, that he would come to me when it was safe or would let us know if it became too unsafe for us to remain in our home.

      “Guess who’s coming this wa-ay,” Shay crooned, teasing me.

      I glanced in the direction of her gaze and frowned at the sight of Nox’s long, lazy stride bringing him closer.

      Since the day he’d escorted me home, our only interaction had been when he brought deliveries of saol water from Altum, where it was produced, so I could continue using it to flavor and sweeten my special recipe tea.

      Whether he’d been selected—or volunteered himself as delivery boy—I wasn’t sure.

      I had only a few months to get the Magnolia Sugar Tea Company up and running and producing enough gourmet sweet tea to stock a hundred and ten Food Star grocery stores across the southeast.

      Working to get the business operational had been a godsend as far as keeping my mind occupied.

      When my facility eventually came on-line and my production increased, I’d need large amounts of saol water, but I knew I’d always have a steady supply—the fate of the Light Elves’ home rested on it—thus the regular deliveries.

      Nox approached the three of us, wearing his trademark cocky grin. No doubt he anticipated a captive audience—not from me—he knew how I felt about him.

      When he came into the Skillet for meals these days, I made sure another waitress took his table.

      Late at night I sometimes spotted him keeping watch over the house in a tree on the border of Grandma’s yard, but I couldn’t do anything about that.

      The forest had belonged to the Elves long before my human ancestors moved here.

      Nox came to a stop before us, nodding to Emmy, then Shay, then locking his eyes on mine, lifting a brow and offering his I’m-too-cute-to-hate smile.

      “Oooh, a triangle. Can I join?”

      The smooth, sexy purr caused an involuntary shiver and raised goosebumps on my skin.

      Shay and Emmy gave each other annoyingly knowing looks and stepped away, giggling, leaving us alone to talk. I scowled after them.

      They had no idea how much they didn’t know about me and Nox.

      Turning my attention to him, I sighed. “Keep dreaming, cowboy. What do you want?”

      “Oh, wait a minute, I have a list.”

      He pretended to dig through the pockets of his faded, perfectly-fitted jeans. “No, actually, I was hoping that since we’re in public and outdoors and you can’t slam the door in my face, you might give me a few minutes to talk to you—to explain. You might find yourself interested in what I have to say, as amazing as it might seem.”

      I would have loved to skewer him with a drop-dead stare, but the fact he was about six inches taller than me, not counting his black western boots, made that difficult. And I wasn’t short in anybody’s book.

      I gave it my best try anyway.

      His grin only widened.

      “Assuming I did decide to waste entire minutes of my life listening to your explanation, why should I believe anything you say ever again?”

      He instantly dropped the grin and looked soberly right into my eyes, his expression turning intense.

      “Because I’ll never lie to you again.”

      “You just did.”

      I spun on my heel and looked back over my shoulder as I walked away to join my friends. “And don’t bother with the pushy look. I’m surprised you haven’t figured it out yet—the Sway doesn’t work on me.”

      His stunned expression was the first thing to make me smile all day.
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      The next morning as I was getting ready for work there was a knock at the back door.

      Mom and Grandma had left already, so I went to answer it. Expecting to see Emmy or perhaps Nox making an unscheduled drop off, I yanked the door open.

      And there was Lad, standing on the front porch.

      Heart melting with relief, I shocked myself by bursting into tears. I ran to him and embraced him, expecting the vigorous wrapped-in-his-arms reception he usually offered.

      Lad didn’t move. Instead, he stood like an oak tree with his arms at his sides, allowing my embrace but not returning it.

      Confused, I stepped back and looked up at him.

      His face was stoic and controlled, making him resemble a marble statue some master had carved and dropped off on our porch. Making him look like his father.

      His gaze flickered over me, settling on my face. The unearthly green eyes were more beautiful than ever, but there was a coldness in them.

      I detected none of the emotion that had been there only two weeks ago when he’d said he was willing to leave his home and family behind for me.

      As it turned out, that hadn’t been necessary. His father had released Lad from a forced political marriage to the daughter of the Dark Elves’ leader. Ivar had freed his son to come and find me and tell me the words I’d been longing to hear.

      I love you.

      I inhaled his fresh, woodsy fragrance. God, he still smelled better than any human being I’d ever met. But something about him had definitely changed.

      “Lad?” Was he not going to say anything at all? An anxious pulse thrummed in my neck as I waited.

      He swallowed and finally spoke, his tone careful and polite.

      “Ryann. How have you been?”

      I wanted to laugh. I wanted to scream.

      “How’ve I been? I’ve been desperately worried about you. I’ve been miserable, missing you and wondering if you’re okay. Lad… how are you?”

      I stepped forward again and took his hands in mine.

      He looked down at our fingers, mine small and pinkish-pale against his tanned complexion. When his eyes came up to meet mine, they were bright the way they used to be.

      Something intimate and alive flourished between us, a sense of connection returning.

      And then the clouds came back, blotting out the brightness and leaving me chilled by his once-again-distant expression.

      He slipped his fingers out of mine. “I am well, thank you.”

      So formal. So un-Lad-like.

      “I’m sorry it’s taken so long for me to contact you, but I’ve had… responsibilities. Things are somewhat calmer now. A sense of order has been restored. My mother is still inconsolable, but… life goes on.”

      I stepped forward, desperate to be near him. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know how to tell you how bad I feel for you and how much I’ve been wanting to be there for you. I’ve missed you so much.”

      It would have been natural at this point for Lad to tell me he’d missed me, too, for us to embrace and comfort each other.

      None of that happened. He just looked at me, his expression unreadable.

      Taking a step back, he clasped his hands behind his back and lifted his chin. “I appreciate that. Well… I’m sure you’re busy. You look like you’re getting ready to go out.”

      “Don’t be silly. I’ll skip work.”

      “No. No, Ryann. That’s not necessary. I only needed to see that you’re okay—to tell you I believe it’s safe for you and your family to remain here. You can go to work. I’m finished here.”

      Finished. What the heck did that mean?

      And his tone was so flat, so final. My heartbeats began multiplying, tripping over each other in a race toward a very bad conclusion.

      “What do you mean, you’re ‘finished here?’ I haven’t seen you for two weeks, there’s been a horrible tragedy in your family, we’ve talked for all of two minutes and now you’re ‘finished?’ Like this was a chore you had to check off of your list today? Lad, so much has happened. Come in and sit down. We need to talk. We need to figure out what we’re going to do now.”

      “Nothing.”

      “Nothing?”

      “We are going to do nothing. My life—the life I dreamed of with you—is over now, Ryann. I am leader of Altum. It is my destiny, my responsibility. My feelings for you…”

      He faltered, closing his eyes and breathing in and out slowly before continuing.

      “My feelings no longer matter. My people need me. And though they don’t realize it, your people also need me to be there, doing my duty. These are dangerous, dark times for us all.”

      I shivered with a chill in the warm summer air. “Dangerous. Who’s in danger? You?”

      “Perhaps. The humans are, certainly. And you. If you don’t stay away from me—you are endangered most of all. You must never try to see me or speak to me again. You must forget about me, Ryann.”

      The breath left my lungs suddenly as if I’d been punched in the gut.

      “What? No. No, I can’t do that. Why are you doing this?”

      He shook his head sadly. “I wish you were susceptible to my glamour— then I could force you to forget you ever met me. The way it should have been from the beginning.”

      Pain radiated from my center out through my entire body. How can he say that?

      He didn’t truly wish he’d never met me.

      He didn’t really want me to forget about him, about us.

      Did he?

      “Lad—this is a terrible, terrible time. But it’s going to pass. You’ll find out who killed your father. Justice will be done. Your mom will start to get better gradually—I’ve seen my mom overcome heartbreak—it’s not easy, but your mother can do it, too. I know you need time to deal with everything that’s happened. When things calm down, I’ll still be here. I wish you’d let me be there for you, help you right now. But if not, I understand. It’s okay. I’m not going anywhere. I love you—I’ll wait for you as long as it takes.”

      Finally, some emotion warmed the frosty green eyes, some clue he cared one way or another about what I was saying.

      I saw a spark of hope and maybe… longing? But he refused to give anything away with his words.

      “Don’t wait, Ryann. There is no point in it. Live your life and be happy. That is my wish for you—though I cannot be a part of it.”

      He gave me a sad smile, and in it I saw a shadow of the weariness and strain he must have been feeling nonstop for the past two weeks.

      My heart ached for him. He was overwhelmed.

      He couldn’t see past his current terrible circumstances, but he would in time. I was sure of it.

      “Things worked out before—they will again, Lad. You’ll see.”

      I had to believe that.

      He stood looking at me a moment longer, his eyes deep green and filled with finality.

      Then he kissed me on the forehead, turned, and descended the front steps, walking into the woods without another word.
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      I needed to talk to Emmy.

      Mom had already left for work at the funeral home, and Grandma Neena was at her art class. If I didn’t talk to someone soon, my brain was going to burst.

      And if anyone could give me advice or at least commiserate over a broken heart, it was Emmy.

      I knew she wouldn’t be at work today—she wasn’t on the schedule because she was leaving for L.A. in a couple of days. So I called her.

      No answer. Probably running around making last minute preparations for her trip—a trip straight to a Hell disguised as fangirl heaven.

      I still hadn’t come up with a way to keep her from going, and I was getting desperate. She was my best friend, and she was about to ruin her life.

      Elven rules or not, I might have to tell her the truth about the fan pods and the Dark Elves.

      If that didn’t stop her, I guessed I’d have to risk juvy and slash her parents’ car tires to keep her from getting to the airport in Memphis.

      I didn’t know how else to accomplish it at this point.

      When my next attempt went right to Emmy’s voicemail, I called in sick to work, telling Dory my stomach was queasy—which was absolutely true.

      I was starting to get a very bad feeling about all this.

      As soon as Grandma pulled into the long gravel
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