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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!
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        Hidden Danger (Dark Court, 2)

        Hidden Desire (Dark Court, 3)

        Hidden Game (Ancient Court, 1)

        Hidden Magic (Ancient Court, 2)
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      You’d think it would be an easy choice between Light and Dark. I mean, who would choose darkness?

      It’s frightening, filled with the unknown, with unseen dangers ready to trip and capture and corrupt.

      The light is warm. It’s comforting and right. No one ever questions your sanity when you step into a bright room, go out on a sunny day, turn down a well-lit street.

      But to a creature born of the dark, doesn’t it also embody a certain rightness? A sense of safety?

      A freedom to be who you truly are because no one can see or pass judgment.

      And there is excitement in the unknown.

      Like a theater when the lights go out just before the show begins. Like a secret whisper. Like a kiss in the dark.

      Anything can happen.
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      The first time I saw her, I thought she was the most beautiful girl in the world. It was the last time that messed me up.
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      I move silently through the treetops, taking care to balance my weight with the additional burden of the two sacks strapped across my back.

      Finding my footing on the rough bark, I glance up at the patches of sky visible between the thick leaves, pastel colors mixing and changing as the sun slowly sinks toward its evening resting place.

      My whole life is a balancing act now—my duty to my people, my relationship with my betrothed... and those rare moments I get to spend with her.

      Ryann will be almost to the spring-fed pool by now. It’s the natural choice for a meeting spot.

      It’s always been our place—the site of our reunion this past spring—the place I finally found her again after years of longing and searching, after having all but given up on my childhood dream.

      But then one afternoon there she was—a vision, a miracle—bathing there, wearing almost nothing, driving me out of my mind. She was more beautiful, more perfect than I ever could have imagined.

      Thinking of that day, of all that has happened between us since, my heart gains weight until it’s a stone in my chest, threatening to drag me from these branches and hurl me to the ground below.

      Don’t think about it. Keep your mind on your job.

      My job today is delivering the saol water Ryann needs to make the sweet tea that saved her family’s land and my people’s home as well. Bringing her the necessary ingredient is my responsibility because the other Light Elves don’t mix with humans and don’t know how to communicate through spoken words.

      And I want to be the one to do it—in spite of the pain. Continuing to see her like this, keeping our conversations limited to small talk and business, is the greatest torture. But it’s also the best part of my week because it’s the only time I can be close to her.

      If Ryann only knew the effect seeing her has on me... well... it’s best she doesn’t know.

      I reach the clearing and, as expected, she is there waiting. I should say something, announce my arrival.

      And I will.

      But first I take a moment to observe from the concealment of the thick summer foliage. My heart thumps hard from the guilty pleasure of watching her.

      She sits at the edge of the pool, trailing the fingers of one delicate hand through the water. Her long chestnut hair drapes over one shoulder, exposing her neck on one side.

      She lifts her dripping hand to rub it, and the cooling water runs down over her collarbones and chest into the neck of her tank top.

      So beautiful. I reach out and grasp the air just in front of me then draw my hand back to my side where it closes around the emptiness, forming a hard fist.

      No. Not mine. Not anymore.

      If all goes as planned, maybe all of this will be over soon. But will it be soon enough? Is it already too late? Every day she’s with Nox is another day she steps further from my reach.

      Is she happy with him?

      Does she love him? Sickness builds in my gut at the thought.

      During the plane ride home from Los Angeles, I started to hope that maybe she still cared for me. There was something still there in her eyes. A wistfulness in her voice.

      Or maybe it was just wishfulness—on my part. Until I can tell her everything, I won’t know.
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      One month earlier

      “You need to break up with him, Ryann.”

      “What?” I had to make sure the words I’d just heard had actually come out of Lad’s mouth and not from some exhaustion mirage or in-flight-doze-off dream.

      After all, I’d had perhaps the longest day of my life, starting with joining Reggie’s fan pod, then being ogled, groped, and held at gunpoint, forced into a trunk, all followed by witnessing Nox being shot and then being whisked away myself to the airport for the flight home.

      I glanced around. No, not dreaming. We were on the plane.

      The hum of the engines beneath the wings, the faraway lights below, barely visible through the night-dark windows, the sound of Emmy’s soft snore from the corner where she’d burrowed into her pillow and blanket all assured me I was neither asleep nor delusional.

      For the first two hours of the flight, Lad had sat alone while Emmy and I talked.

      It hadn’t been easy to explain what was happening without giving away too much of the closely-guarded secret, to come up with a cover story for how I’d happened to be in California at the same time she’d been suddenly kicked out of her fan pod.

      Or for how I had access to a private plane.

      Or for why in the heck Lad was there with me.

      Let’s just say by the time she’d fallen asleep, I’d used up my yearly allotment of truth-stretching and creative license. Now Lad and I were, for all practical purposes, alone. And he was giving me dating advice.

      “You need to break up with Nox,” Lad repeated. “The sooner the better.”

      “I can’t…” My words sputtered in furious indignation. “I can’t believe you actually just said that to me. What makes you⁠—”

      “I care about you.”

      He took my hand and rubbed his thumb across my knuckles in tense strokes.

      “And I care about him. And you’re not right for each other. You need to end it—for both your sakes.”

      I tugged my fingers away, folding them against my stomach. “Your right to weigh in on my love life ended on the day you sent me away and told me never to contact you again. Remember that little chat?”

      His green eyes pooled with pain. “That was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do, believe me. I’m so sorry, Ryann. I had to send you away. I had no choice.”

      “So you’re saying you didn’t want to do it? I’m sorry, but I was there. You said it was over, and you meant it. I saw it in your eyes. I felt it. I’ve discovered one of my glamours is emotional acuity—you meant it when you told me not to contact you again. You said there was no point. And in that moment I knew in my heart you meant every word.”

      “You’re right. I did. I thought I was doing the right thing.”

      The admission was breathed out on a long sigh.

      Lad closed his eyes. His chin dropped to his chest as his fingers clenched into fists on his spread thighs as if he were gathering strength.

      Finally he opened his eyes again and pinned me with a tortured stare.

      “I don’t know what to do, what I can say. I know you hate me—I don’t know how to fix that Ryann, but I want to try. Will you let me try to explain?”

      My heart thumped hard, and a tremble began deep in my core, working its way outward to my hands. I’d thought there was nothing Lad could ever say that would affect me again.

      Now, here I was, an emotional mess after a few words from him. What was the matter with me?

      I folded my arms across my chest, suddenly cold in the plane’s air-conditioned interior. “So what—now you can suddenly tell me everything?”

      “Well, no. Not exactly. But I can tell you some things—I need to tell you some things... if you’ll let me.”

      My gaze left his face and drifted to the dark rectangle of the plane window as I replayed our devastating breakup. He’d said he wished he could glamour me into forgetting we’d ever met. He’d told me he didn’t have time for my “jealousy and insecurities.”

      Why was he doing this to me now? Hadn’t my heart been jerked around enough? Did I even want to hear what he had to say? Screw him, I wouldn’t listen. A long moment passed in silence.

      “All right. I’ll listen,” I said. “But only in the Elven way.”

      If he talked to me mind-to-mind, at least it would be impossible for him to lie to me. At this point, it would be the only way I could believe anything he said.

      Thank you. As I told you... that day....

      He had the grace to look ashamed at the memory of that brutal conversation.

      It was a dangerous time. The Light Council was calling for blood. Murder is our highest crime, and the murder of a king is unthinkable. Or it was. At first they refused to consider that another member of the Fae might have been responsible.

      He lifted a hand toward me.

      As an outsider, a human intruder in our world, you were the most likely suspect, especially in light of the wedding. Many wanted to act first and ask questions later. There were threats on your life. When I intervened, some Council members questioned my ability to lead, in spite of the fact I was heir to the throne. They believed my objectivity was tainted because... because I loved you. For a terrible moment, I wondered myself if that were true. Because Ryann, I did love you so much I could hardly think straight.

      I turned my head away, letting my gaze bounce from Emmy, to the cockpit door, to the magazines in the seat-back pocket in front of me.

      Hearing him say it in the Elven way was overwhelming.

      Unnerved by a powerful wave of emotion, I squeezed my eyes tightly shut to hold in the threatening tears.

      I will not cry in front of him. Not after what he did to me.

      I rolled my hand through the air in a silent gesture for him to continue.

      Of course I knew better—I knew you had nothing to do with his death. But I had to lead my people, and I was afraid to relinquish control, even temporarily, because the head of the Council was calling the loudest to have you brought to Altum and interrogated. I had to show strength, to stand firm, to quash the fears that I was unfit to lead because of my preoccupation with a human. And I was warned that there were those who’d strongly disagreed with my father’s decision to let you leave the kingdom in the first place. In order to protect you, I made a vow to them—that my involvement with you was over.

      When I heard you’d gone to Los Angeles, my first impulse was to feel relief that you were out of their reach. Of course when I spoke with your grandmother and discovered the rest of it—that you’d gone in search of Emmy and immersed yourself in the Dark Elven world—my relief turned to fear.

      I stared at him, reading the honesty in his eyes, remembering he had left his precious people behind to come after me in L.A. and warn me about Davis and my mother.

      So maybe he had still cared for me when he sent me away. But why had he made it so permanent? Why had he stripped all hope and warned me not to wait for him and never to contact him?

      Why had he hurt me?

      I gave him a hard look. You could have told me all this then. I would have understood. You knew I would have waited for you until you’d found the murderer and settled everyone’s fears. I would have waited for you—forever if necessary.

      There was a flicker of deep emotion in his green-green eyes. He swallowed, making his Adam’s apple move under the smooth, tanned skin of his neck.

      I couldn’t ask that of you. And moving on was the best thing—for you. It was clear that my people would never accept a human, and I could not leave them. I could no longer hold onto the childish hope of avoiding my birthright. I realized I was stuck with it—forever. There is no one else to rule the Light Court.

      I searched his sincere expression, his pleading eyes. What did he think was going to happen here? That he would apologize and I would sigh and throw myself into his arms?

      Not going to happen.

      Good intentions or not, he had decided what was best for me without any input from me—without even telling me what was really going on. He’d hurt me too deeply. And I was building a life with Nox now.

      “Why are you telling me all this? Do you expect me to say I still love you?” I huffed a bitter laugh. “I’m never going to say those words again. To anyone.”

      “Ryann—”

      “And you can’t really believe, after all that’s happened, that I would throw Nox aside and get back together with you.”

      His shoulders sagged. “No, of course not. I’m not asking for that.”

      Now that I thought about it, he hadn’t asked me to come back to him—just to listen to him.

      “Oh. So... just what are you asking for?”

      “Your forgiveness... for the things I said to you. For the way I handled the breakup... and Vancia.”

      I flinched at the mention of her name. He had been minutes away from marrying the Dark Elven princess when I’d showed up in Altum that day.

      Somehow, they’d gotten re-engaged since then, though he now was claiming he had been in love with me. And then a stinging thought flashed through my mind.

      “Are you still engaged to her?” I asked quietly.

      Lad visibly winced and his jaw tightened, though he held eye contact. “Yes.”

      Pain ricocheted through me. “I don’t understand. Why do you care what I think of you if you’re planning to marry her? Why bother telling me you loved me and that I should break up with Nox? Is it like, some kind of sham engagement or something?”

      He stared at me with serious eyes. His voice was very quiet. “No. It’s real.”

      A fresh wave of hurt washed over me. Why were we even talking then? The last thing I needed after this day from hell was mind games.

      The thing was—I could feel his sincerity, his desperate desire for me to understand him. We stared into each other’s eyes in a standoff of bruised silence.

      I was the first to crack.

      “So that’s it? You have nothing else to say about it? You’re just going to keep sitting there looking like you want to throw yourself from the plane with no parachute. Or… maybe you’d like to elaborate a bit?”

      “I can’t. Ryann, I’m sorry. Can you please just think about what I’ve said and trust me?”

      I stood up and moved into the aisle. “Um... no. You’ve just told me I should break up with my boyfriend… who loves me by the way… and you refuse to explain. Not exactly trust-inspiring. And you’re an engaged man—we shouldn’t even be talking. To borrow from our last conversation in your nest hideaway, ‘I don’t have time for this.’”

      Marching toward the back of the small plane, I put as much distance between us as I could manage.

      How was I supposed to trust him again? Mom might miraculously have faith in love after betrayal and heartbreak, but that wasn’t me.

      I was fresh out of trust these days.

      Though I’d burrowed into the back row of seats, it wasn’t far enough. I could still hear Lad’s pleading words loud and clear in my mind.

      Please, Ryann. There’s still more to talk about. I’m worried about you.

      Worry about yourself, I said. And get out of my head.
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      Today

      I pulled into my spot in the parking lot of the Magnolia Sugar Tea Company, the nerves in my stomach boiling like the sweet tea brewing inside the sprawling white building.

      Today was a big day for all of us. Needing a momentary escape, I hit the music app on my phone.

      The sound of Nox’s unearthly voice flowed from the speaker, filling the car’s interior, and like a junkie getting a fix, I relaxed. It was impossible to feel bad while hearing something so beautiful.

      Out in L.A., I had fought against being subjected to Nox’s singing—I had no defense against his musical glamour.

      But now, forced to be away from him, I had to take what I could get. I found myself turning to his songs, his videos, even interviews with him on You Tube, more and more.

      They were so addictive, they were almost as good as the real thing.

      Almost. A song couldn’t hold you, kiss you⁠—

      A car pulled in and parked beside me, reminding me where I was and what I was supposed to be doing. I wrenched myself from the hypnotic memory of his kisses and opened my car door, stepping back into the real world.

      It had taken nearly the whole summer to get the factory set up and running, but the abandoned Rebel Cola bottling plant across from the First Baptist Church on Main Street had been transformed and repurposed and was once again functional and employing many of the citizens of Deep River, Mississippi.

      A good number of them had turned out to help celebrate the grand opening today, which wasn’t surprising.

      In a town with three stoplights and 3600 residents, there wasn’t that much else going on. Plus, we were passing out free tea samples, and people couldn’t seem to get enough.

      Grandma Neena greeted me as I stepped onto the factory floor, lifting one hand toward the balloons and the Grand Opening banner stretched between two giant vats.

      She rubbed my arm. “It’s looking good, darlin’. You’ve done a fine job.”

      I grabbed her hand and squeezed it, my belly tumbling in dread of the speech I was expected to make in a half hour.

      “We’ve done it—together. I’d never have made it if you hadn’t laid the groundwork while I was scrambling around L.A. looking for Emmy.”

      She puffed a dismissive noise but blushed as she grinned.

      “It gave me something better to do than worry about you every minute. Everything’s ready for the party. As for production, we’re running low on saol water. We’ve got enough for this batch, but no more.”

      “I know. I’m meeting Lad later for a delivery.”

      Her face softened in sympathy. “You going to be all right with that?”

      I met her questioning eyes. “Yes. We’re fine. We’re... friends now.”

      My mind flashed back to our conversation on the private plane on the way home from L.A., but I snatched it back to the here and now. I couldn’t go there.

      I’d never get through the day if I allowed myself to dwell on what he’d said that night.

      Still wearing that soulful look, Grandma nodded. “Speaking of friends... Emmy and Shay still planning to come today?”

      I glanced over my shoulder at the factory’s front doors. “Should be here any minute. And Mom just called.” I grimaced. “She’s on her way.”

      Things were weird with Mom and me. As soon as I had gotten home I’d tried talking to her about Davis—as much as I could without revealing the secret—but she refused to listen.

      Of course. He was rumored to have the strongest Sway of all the Elven people, and she was totally under his glamour.

      She seemed so happy. I wished I could just let her be. If only her new fiancé, my biological father as it turned out, wasn’t the leader of the Dark Elves, maybe I could have.

      The heavy steel door creaked open, flooding the interior with bright sunlight, and for an instant I was filled with irrational hope of seeing a six-foot-four, hazel-eyed god enter the manufacturing plant instead of my mother or my two best friends.

      Maybe Nox managed to get away from Los Angeles after all?

      One decidedly short silhouette bounced into view, followed by another, slightly taller and curvier one. The door closed behind them, and I smiled and crossed the factory floor to greet Emmy and Shay.

      “Wow, girl. This is amazing. You’re like, for real.”

      Hugging Shay, I said, “Thanks. It’s getting there. I need this place to be basically running itself by the time school starts, so we’re not quite done.”

      “Is it selling yet?” Emmy asked, wandering over to inspect the nearest production line.

      Retro shaped glass bottles with their magnolia-themed labels rolled by on a conveyor belt, heading for the machine that would affix caps to the top before they were placed into shipping cartons and loaded onto delivery trucks.

      “Yep. The first shipment went out to stores three days ago. I hear it’s doing well so far.”

      I had started selling my own special recipe of sweet tea this past spring out of desperation, when our family land was threatened by an IRS debt. First at Deep River’s main street diner The Skillet.

      Then, nervous as all get out, I had taken it to the manager of our local Food Star, where Nox had persuaded the man to give it a try.

      But it was Lad’s contribution—the addition of Elven saol water to sweeten it and enhance the nutritional content—that made the tea something truly special and turned it into a beverage line stocked at more than a hundred Food Star grocery stores across the Southeast. If it kept selling well, the plan was to expand the brand nationwide.

      “Is your mom coming with her hot man?” Shay’s shoulder bumped mine in a teasing gesture.

      “Ew, Shay. Don’t be gross. He’s so old,” Emmy said, cutting her eyes in my direction.

      Neither of my friends had any idea just how old Davis actually was—two hundred fifty-five years, according to Vancia. Like my friends, I’d only seen him on TV, but I had to admit he was very handsome, and of course, he looked young. He was Elven after all.

      I smiled my silent thanks to Emmy. Naturally, I couldn’t confide everything to her about my “real” dad—but on our plane trip back from Los Angeles, I had told her about the shocking discovery I’d made—that the father I grew up with, Michael Carroll, wasn’t my biological father, and that my mom’s “new” love was actually her old lover and my father.

      “That doesn’t change who you are. You’re still the same girl I’ve known since preschool,” she’d said, trying to make me feel better.

      The problem was, it kind of did change who I was. When I left on my rescue mission to California, I believed I was a quarter Elven on my mom’s side. As it turned out, I was only a quarter human. What’s more—my Elven sperm donor was a Dark Elf—the Dark Elf, in fact. Or at least he had been until Nox showed up and displaced him as the ruler of the Dark Court.

      I’d been in sort of a tailspin ever since. It was wonderful to be back home with my best friends again. But my mind kept drifting to my new friends, like Gigi and Kim and Bonnie, back in the fan pods in L.A. I hadn’t been able to help them. I’d felt guilty about it every day since leaving them behind, but what could I really do? I’d barely escaped with my own life, and it was only because of Lad and Vancia’s intervention I’d been able to bring Emmy home.

      I was confident the girls in Nox’s fan pod weren’t being used or mistreated. I couldn’t say the same for the ones unfortunate enough to be under the control of Vallon Foster and Reggie Dillon and the countless other celebrities who were, unbeknownst to their human fans, actually Dark Elves.

      “So where’s your man?” Emmy asked with a silly eyebrow waggle. She had been positively gleeful when I’d told her Nox and I had gotten together in L.A., gloating unmercifully and claiming she’d called it from the first night Nox and I had met at the ballpark.

      “He can’t make it. He’s still in L.A.” The dejection in my voice was impossible to hide. I missed him. I’d been home for a month, and we’d hardly been able to talk since then. I understood, but the sudden separation after such intense togetherness—and all we went through together—was hard to take. “He’s hoping to visit soon.”

      “Well, he better get his tight booty back here quick, or Mr. Hot Homeschooler’s gonna move back in,” she teased.

      Lad. She’d met him on the plane trip, of course. And of course, she was instantly fascinated. In spite of all my protests, Emmy insisted Lad still wanted me.

      “The way he looked at you,” she said, shaking her head. “Like he never wanted to let you out of his sight again.”

      “He’s engaged, remember?” I rolled my eyes at her. “Besides, there’s no room for him in my life, even if he did want to move back in. I’m with Nox now.”

      “Okay, okay. Whatever you say, but it’s not over till the wedding bells ring.”

      “What wedding bells?” Shay returned to our group, holding three paper cups filled with tea. “Who’s getting married?”

      “My mom,” I said at the same time Emmy blurted, “Ryann’s ex.”

      “Ooh, that’s hard,” she sympathized. “I can’t stand it when Tisha even looks at Lance.”

      Shay and her major crush Lance were dating big-time now. She offered a cup to me.

      “Oh—no thanks. I’m kinda burned out on it, you know? It’s like when you work at a donut shop, and you can’t stand the thought of eating donuts. Too much of a good thing.”

      “Well, I love donuts,” Emmy said. She took the cup from my hand. “And I love this stuff. Give it to me. I’ll drink it.”

      I laughed, watching her drain the cup. “I think you’re my best customer.”

      Emmy seemed really happy since returning to Deep River. She’d immediately hooked up with Jake McKee, and she even appeared to be getting over the celebrity obsession thing lately. Of course, people here treated her like she was a celebrity herself since she’d spent time in Vallon’s fan pod this summer and met lots of famous people. That suited Emmy just fine.

      “I only wish I could remember more of it,” she’d admitted to me on that late night plane trip.

      I was glad she couldn’t. I almost wished I could forget what I knew about the fan pods, especially when I felt helpless to do anything about it here, so far removed from the glittering, dangerous world of the Dark Elves. That’s the way Nox wanted it—me here in Mississippi, far away from the center of the Dark Court’s power in California.

      “I’ll handle it Ryann. I want you to be safe and promise me you’ll stay out of it,” he’d said during our last phone conversation. “Trust me, okay?”

      “I do. I will,” I’d promised.

      The crowd inside the tea plant was beginning to thicken, and I was obliged to greet and chat with all the people who’d come to wish me well or thank me and Grandma for creating a desperately needed new source of employment in our sleepy little town.

      Mr. Marsden, the grocery store manager, was there of course. As were my old Sunday school teacher and Dena from The Skillet, Grandma’s bridge club and quilting group, and so many of my friends from school and around town that we were probably violating some kind of fire department occupancy code.

      “I’m so proud of you Ryann,” my English teacher, Mrs. Wordle said as she sipped from her cup of tea. She added with a wink, “But don’t think I’m going to let you slide in British Lit this fall just because you’re running a business now.”

      “Oh, I know. I doubt if you would’ve let Jane Austen slide. Enjoy the reception, okay? I see my mom coming in.”

      “Congratulations honey.”

      I smiled at her and made my way toward the entrance where Mom had finally arrived, barely in time for my speech. She was alone, and I breathed a huge sigh of relief.

      Maybe he had a change of plans.

      I was in no hurry to meet my “father” in person and certainly not in front of nearly everyone I’d ever known. Besides, I’d spotted Daddy slipping in a few minutes ago, and I had no idea how he’d handle a face-to-face meeting with Mom’s new husband-to-be.

      “Hi Mom.” I hugged her and accepted her latest round of congratulations and happy tears.

      “Baby, this is amazing. My daughter is a business tycoon.”

      “Um, hardly. Not yet, anyway. Give me a couple weeks,” I joked. “Go ahead and get some tea and cookies and stuff. Grandma’s over there, and I’ll be back in a few minutes after I welcome everyone.”

      She poked her glossy bottom lip out. “I’m so sorry Davis isn’t here to see this. His plane was delayed by weather. But he wants to take us out tonight to celebrate. We’re going to meet him in Oxford.”

      I froze in place. After an awkward pause I found my voice. “Okay. Sure. Sounds good.”

      It was inevitable, I guess, that I would have to see him. I’d have been a lot less freaked out about it if I knew how much he really knew about my Los Angeles adventures.

      Lad swore to me that Vancia was on our side, that she’d never tell her adoptive father how I’d infiltrated fan pods and attempted to free Emmy, that I’d essentially worked against him.

      But I didn’t trust her. Sure, she’d helped save me and Nox, but she hadn’t done it for my sake. She and Nox had been close childhood friends.

      At least I knew she was on his side. She’d announced to everyone that he, not her father Davis, was the true heir to the Dark throne and had stayed with Nox in L.A. to ensure he was believed as he owned up to his real identity and claimed his rightful place of rulership. She was still there, in fact. No matter how much she seemed to despise me, I appreciated her for helping him.

      “You ready, girl?” Grandma asked as I joined her near the front of the room.

      I nodded and stepped toward the center of the factory floor, the machinery and huge tanks forming a backdrop for this mini-ceremony. One of the workers turned off the conveyer belts to lessen the noise.

      “Hi everybody.” The crowd’s chatter hushed as I continued. “I’d like to thank you all for being here today. It’s very exciting for me to celebrate this grand opening. I never thought something like this could happen for someone like me, and I certainly could never have done it without a lot of help.”

      Glancing from face to smiling face, I caught the eyes of Mom, Grandma, Emmy, and Shay. Daddy stood near the back wall, far from Mom and raised his arms above his head so I could see his dual thumbs up signs. I had to blink back tears and clear my throat before I could go on.

      “The most special part of today is sharing it with all the people I love.”

      And here I had to stop and swallow back more tears. Not everyone I loved was in this room. And life was not complete without him.
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      Our heated conversation from the plane kept running through my head as I waited for Lad at the natural pool. I really needed to make different arrangements for the saol water deliveries. This wasn’t working for me.

      Sure, Lad was the only one in Altum who interacted with humans, who spoke our audible language. But I wasn’t the only one who could meet with him. I would ask Grandma to do it from now on. That would work. Or maybe we could work out a drop-off sort of arrangement. Yep, that would be even better. Then I wouldn’t be tempted to ask Grandma anything about what he’d said, how he’d acted.

      One thing was for sure—seeing him face-to-face was too hard. And this place... it was too full of memories.

      Behind me there was a rustling of leaves. I spun around in time to see Lad’s feet hit the ground with a soft thud. He straightened, giving me a shy smile. And the breath left my lungs.

      Would I ever get past it? The stomach-melting, heart-in-my-throat feeling that happened every time he dropped into my life? It was ridiculous. He wasn’t mine anymore. He had someone else. And so did I— someone beautiful and talented and addictively sexy.

      My mind knew that, but my pulse hadn’t been informed. My body’s instantaneous reaction to Lad hadn’t changed. I told myself it was the shock of seeing him do something so... inhuman. How could I feel normal around him? He wasn’t normal. Normal guys didn’t jump out of huge trees and land without a scratch.

      “Hi,” I wheezed.

      “Hi.” His deep, smooth voice penetrated me, never failing to mess up my nerves no matter how much I tried to prepare myself. His clear green eyes roamed over my face. “How is the factory coming along?”

      I shifted nervously. “Good. Great. We had a grand opening party today, and we’ve already sent out our first shipment.” I wanted to just grab the saol water and go, but I forced myself to be polite. “How are things in Altum?”

      “All is well. The people have accepted me as their king. Things are peaceful there now.”

      “You must be doing a good job.”

      He chuckled. “Either that or the leadership glamour my father always claimed I had has finally surfaced.”

      I nodded. “Good. I’m glad it’s going well.”

      The stilted conversation made me sad. It was so different from the talks we used to have, filled with humor and fun… and love.

      “Did he come for the party?” Lad asked in a tight voice.

      He. Nox. My heart squeezed hard at the thought of him, and I had to take a deep breath before responding. “No. He couldn’t make it. He’s busy.”

      Lad’s response was quick, his face perking with interest. “You haven’t seen him lately?”

      “Not since leaving L.A. He says it’s too dangerous right now. And he’s running a kingdom—you know how it is.”

      “Yes.” Lad’s tone was grim. He knew how it was. His duty to his people in the wake of his father’s murder had been the death of our relationship—the reason he’d sent me away and let me go to Los Angeles on a rescue mission alone, according to his claims. And then of course there’d been the beautiful Elven fiancée.

      He pulled two sacks from his shoulders. The clanking metallic sound from within told me they were filled with the Elven-made flasks that held saol water. He held them out to me.

      “You’ll be needing this.”

      “Thanks.” I took the bags from his hands, sensing the instant contraction of my biceps. Fae metal was surprisingly light, but even with that, the bags kept getting heavier as our tea production increased.

      “Here, I’ll carry them to the edge of your yard.” Lad took the bags back. “You’ll need more soon, I suppose?”

      Here was my opportunity to put an end to this torture. I fell into step beside him, our feet scuffing quietly on the well-worn path through the woods toward Grandma Neena’s house. “Yes, actually. A lot more. In fact… I think we’re going to have to find another delivery method⁠—”

      “Why?” He stopped and faced me, his brows lowered over intense green eyes, his tone surprisingly harsh.

      “Because... it’s just not practical for you to keep bringing it to me like this. Especially with the quantities we’ll need now that we’re ready to produce the tea at full-capacity.” I turned and resumed walking.

      Lad followed. “I don’t mind. And I can carry more. It isn’t heavy.”

      “For you.”

      Lad shifted the bags to his other hand, the muscles barely flexing. “Then I’ll bring it into town for you—to the factory.”

      “No. You have too many other responsibilities. And how would you transport it that far anyway?”

      The Light Elves underground kingdom was deep in the woods on Grandma Neena’s land, miles from town. No way could Lad carry larger quantities of saol water walking or moving through the trees as he usually did to get around. Not without drawing a lot of attention.

      He’d had some limited contact with the human world throughout his life, going back and forth to the library. And of course, he’d ventured way out of his comfort zone when he’d gone to L.A. with Vancia to warn me about Davis. But it wasn’t the way of his people. Unlike the Dark Elves, the Light Elves preferred to remain completely apart from the human world.

      “I’ll manage,” he insisted. “And I like getting away from Altum from time to time.”

      We emerged from the woods into the back yard of Grandma’s log house. “Well, I know you have your duties there, and besides, I
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