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      A HERO CAN COME FROM THE UNLIKELIEST OF PLACES...

      

      After a year-long separation and a search across continents, Macy and Nic have found each other again. Now they must find her family—the birth mother who abandoned her at the hospital and fled back to her people’s secret sanctuary—if they are to beat the clock and save the human race from the onslaught of the coming Plague.

      

      Alessia didn’t intend to activate the deadly virus, but after determining that Nic betrayed her, she’s almost glad she did. The only problem? She won’t be around to enjoy the aftermath—she’s being held captive on a remote, windswept island by a mysterious guy who’s completely immune to her Sway and won’t let her get close enough to use her deadly glamour on him.

      

      Give in to the Glamour once more as the end of the human world looms, an ancient secret is unearthed, and a hidden hero emerges.

      Enjoy the story…
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      Immunity.

      According to my online dictionary, the word had several meanings. It could refer to exemption from criminal prosecution or liability. It might reference a condition that permits resistance to disease. One of the definitions of the word was “special privilege.”

      I certainly didn’t have many of those in my life.

      At least I eat well. Turning off the blue flame underneath it, I slid the heavy iron skillet off to one side and reached for a dinner plate. Saliva spiked in my mouth as I spooned the fragrant chicken and vegetable mixture onto the rice already on my plate, and my stomach let out a hearty growl of anticipation.

      A pile of sugar cubes to one side of the dish completed the culinary tableau. It looked good. Too bad I was the only one who’d see it.

      I let out a heavy sigh as a hollow ache unrelated to hunger permeated my body. Lifting the plate with one hand, I grabbed a full mug off the counter with the other and headed for the back door.

      I had precious few pleasures in this life, but I did have plenty of food and ale here in my “fortress of solitude.” Weekly deliveries from the village market kept me stocked up on fresh ingredients, and one of my chief entertainments was trying to surprise myself with different flavors and new combinations to satisfy my appetite.

      Of course a guy had other appetites, but as I lived alone at the edge of an island whose population totaled less than a hundred people, there was no point in thinking about that. Using my elbow to depress the handle, I nudged the door open with one hip.

      Whoa. The wind is brisk tonight. Storm coming, I think.

      I used the bottom of my boot to close the door behind me before beginning my trek downhill to the barn. Reaching it, I looked back up the hill to An Sgurr—or The Notch—a four hundred meter tall sheer rock mountain that rose from the center of the island and overshadowed my house and property.

      Sure enough, dark clouds boiled over the top of it. I’d have to keep my dinner “date” on the short side tonight.

      Stepping inside the old wood and stone stable, I set my plate on the flat top of a tall wood barrel to one side of the doorway and reached for the gas lantern hanging from the rafter above it. Within seconds, warm, golden light filled the cozy space. Four sets of equine eyes stared back at me when I turned around.

      “Hello all. What are the chances you have a table for one available this evening?”

      The horses offered their usual greeting, nodding their long snouts and nickering softly, anticipating their favorite treat.

      “Hold on now, let me get settled.”

      Moving my dinner plate to the small, rickety round table in the corner next to my chair, I took a long draught from the mug before placing it beside the plate. A few stomps joined the chorus of whickers behind me, and a grin crossed my face.

      “All right, all right. I know what you want. I’m not sure whether you lot are horses… or hogs.”

      I plucked a sugar cube from my plate and approached the closest stall, holding it out in the flat of my hand to Scarlett, a roan mare who looked a bit rough around the edges but acted more like a lapdog than a horse.

      She nibbled the treat, her velvety lips grazing my hand as I lowered my forehead to the white patch between her huge brown eyes. “Tell the truth… you only love me because I’m your sugar supplier, don’t you?”

      Lifting my hands to her neck, I patted and rubbed then moved down to the next stall.

      “Hello Atticus, old boy. Aren’t you a patient one?” I offered him a sugar lump, laughing when the highland pony contradicted the praise I’d just given him by snatching it instantly from my hand.

      I moved down the row of stalls, greeting and treating each of the horses in similar fashion. “Hello Owain. Hello Clovis.”

      Last—but far too large and intimidating to ever be least—was Sebastian. He stood, tall and silent in the fifth stall, choosing to remain at the back in his enclosure like a dark shadow instead of hanging his nose out of the opening like the other horses.

      “Okay, my friend. You win. I’ll come to you.”

      I stretched my arm toward the enormous, black thoroughbred. At three years old, he was far younger than the other horses and the only one with anything resembling good bloodlines. He lifted his head and turned it to one side, eying me with a baleful glare, as if I offered him a bit of bitter ragwort instead of an enticing sugar lump.

      I laughed. “Are we to go through this every time, then? It’s a good thing you’re a challenging ride—you cost twice as much to feed as any of the others, and you’ve got the personality of a bee-stung boar.”

      The wary beast edged forward, his eyes staying on me rather than on the treat. Finally reaching me, he plucked it from my outstretched hand without even making contact with my skin then back-stepped into the dark corner again. The spark of hope that had bloomed in my chest fizzled out.

      “Fine,” I said casually. “Suit yourself. The others and I are going to enjoy a romantic dinner and some good conversation. Join in when you’re ready.”

      Chuckling to myself, I settled into my chair and pulled the plate onto my lap.

      After a few bites, I said, “You won’t believe what I found today. There’s a cluster of DNA fingerprints from a remote village in the Peruvian Andes that closely resembles the Black Death of the fourteenth century. Can you imagine? The ECDC is completely baffled. I’ve had more emails and phone calls today than I’ve had in the past two years. I’m supposed to speak with someone from the American Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta in a few hours when they get into the office.”

      The horses stared at me, jaws working steadily, offering no comment on my daily job report—as usual. Their appetites awakened by the sugar, they had each started nosing into their hay buckets, and their rhythmic chewing was the only sound other than the wind outside the stable.

      “Well, maybe you disagree, but I find life as a microbiologist is never boring. There’s always an outbreak somewhere. If there wasn’t, I’d be out of a job—and you’d be out of oats and hay.”

      Thanks to my medical condition, I no longer worked in a lab as I had throughout university. Not only was it hazardous for me to be around specimens of infectious disease, my immunodeficiency prevented me from working anywhere in close proximity to other people.

      But my current job as a data analyst for the European Centers for Disease Control allowed me to continue using my expertise in the fields of epidemic intelligence and public health, tracking patterns of sickness all over the European Union and even around the globe.

      The hours could be long, but I had nothing if not time, and the mental stimulation kept me from going crazy in my forced isolation.

      The work was my life. That, and the horses. I finished up the last few bites of my dinner and went to give them each a goodnight pat. “So long, Owain. I’ll be back in the morning to let you out for a run. Good night, Scarlett girl.”

      Clovis, a twenty-five year old Clydesdale plow horse, whinnied at me and nudged my arm with his substantial nose, making it clear he was ready for desert.

      “No, no more sugar for now, old fellow. I’ll see you in the morning. Then I’ll turn you out so I can muck the stalls, and you can have a nice snack of fresh grass.”

      Not one of the beasts was worth a pence. Quite the opposite, they were all cast-offs, aging rejects from the few other farms on the island, or in Sebastian’s case, an expensive but unsuitable mount who was headed for the rendering factory if I hadn’t offered to take him in. He was my most recent acquisition.

      After my first couple of “adoptions,” word had traveled quickly around the isle of Eigg’s meager population that there was a sucker—I mean, horse lover—now in residence at the old Easterly estate. As it was far cheaper than ferrying the creatures to the mainland or continuing to feed them themselves, the owners of these no-longer-useful animals were more than happy to send them my way for pence on the pound.

      “So long everyone,” I said to my dinner companions. “Good talk as always. Sleep tight.”

      As I went to extinguish the gas lantern, a flash of white lit the bit of sky showing through the windows high in the stable walls.

      “Fantastic. I’m going to get soaked.” I opened the door, bracing myself for what could turn out to be a wet run up the steep hill to the house.

      Sure enough, the second I stepped out onto the heather-dotted lawn, the dark sky opened, and cold rain beat down on my head. The wind had turned ferocious, whipping the surf at the base of the sloping backyard into a frenzy and flinging stinging raindrops against my face as I sprinted uphill.

      “Next time, bring a mackintosh, genius,” I muttered to myself.

      Pumping my arms and legs harder, I squinted against the onslaught and kept my gaze trained on the large, warmly-lit windows of my kitchen and study, which occupied the first floor rooms facing the ocean. When I got there, I’d have a nice, thawing glass of brandy and strip off my wet clothes in front of the fireplace before making that call to the States.

      The idea of discussing an infectious disease outbreak with a stuffy American colleague while stark naked made me snicker and lifted my spirits a bit. Doing contract work from home did have its advantages.

      And then I was down, my knees barking hard against the cold, wet ground, just barely getting my hands in front of me in time to save myself from a full on face-plant. The empty plate and mug had been discarded in favor of self-preservation and now lay scattered somewhere on the grass.

      Momentarily stunned, I stayed on the ground, looking around. What had I tripped on?

      I knew this land like the back of my hand, every rocky outcropping, every stone wall left behind from the ruins of the old sheepherders’ village that used to stand here. I had traversed the sloping lawn between the house and stable more times than I could count, and there were no obstacles along this path. Usually.

      Something was definitely under my shins and ankles now—something large, like a branch or log, but that was impossible because there were no sizable trees on the oceanfront estate—I had to have my firewood shipped from the mainland to the harbor village of Galmisdale and delivered to a collection box at the end of my driveway.

      Pushing back onto my haunches, I squatted and peered through the rain-soaked darkness at the tripping hazard, trying to make out the odd, lumpy shape of it. Then I put my hands out in front of me to investigate. My fingers encountered something soft and plush and then… skin.

      I leapt back, landing on the balls of my feet with my arms stretched out in a defensive blocking pose. There was a body on my land. A body. Adrenaline exploded through my veins. My heartbeat roared in my ears.

      What the hell? Think. Think.

      Remembering it had been pliable and not stiff, I edited my earlier assessment—not a body. A person. Apparently an unconscious one, since the body—person—hadn’t moved throughout the process of my tripping and falling and then poking at it—him. Was he bleeding, perhaps dying?

      Shock morphed into urgent concern, my sprinting pulse slowing a tic and allowing my brain to resume normal functions. I turned back and ran for the stable, wiping my fingers on my wet jeans.

      It was just a second—incidental contact, I assured myself. And his skin was wet, washed clean by the storm. No need to panic. You can scrub up when you get to the house.

      I retrieved the lantern from the stable and hurried back to the dark, outstretched shape. Sinking to my knees, I held the lantern aloft over the unconscious man. And gasped. It wasn’t a man.

      It was a woman—a beautiful one.

      What. The. Bloody. Hell.

      Who was she? And what on earth was she doing here? No one visited my estate. No one. Ever. The entire island had a population of only eighty-seven people, give or take a few. They all knew my story.

      This woman had to be a tourist, a hiker who’d gotten lost somehow on the twelve square mile island—I supposed it could happen if you lost sight of the main road. Which would be hard to do. But something had gone wrong, obviously, because here she was.

      And she’s lying unconscious on the cold earth in a driving rainstorm.

      I searched the sky, taking a direct hit in the eyeball from a particularly large raindrop. There hadn’t been a second flash of lightning, but it stood to reason another was soon to come. The weather here on the exposed island could be extreme. This bare hillside wasn’t a safe place for either of us to stay.

      I shook her shoulder, careful to avoid the bare skin of her arm this time. “Hello. Can you hear me, miss? I say, can you move?”

      Nothing. No response from her. Not even an eyelid flicker. She might actually be seriously hurt. Perhaps she’d fallen while hiking and hit her head on a rock—she could have a concussion. At the very least, she was probably hypothermic.

      There was only one thing to do. Sliding my hands beneath her, I rolled her limp body onto my forearms and then stood, holding her securely against my chest as I ran toward the house. She wasn’t heavy, but she wasn’t holding onto me at all, and the dead weight was a bit awkward to manage.

      In spite of the slippery footing, I made it to the back porch without spilling us both back down the hillside. I righted the woman and clenched her to me with one arm around her waist so I could get the door open and do it without letting her fall.

      Her head lolled back, and her face pressed into my neck. Instinctively, I held my breath and turned my nose and mouth away from hers as I turned the handle and kneed the door wide.

      Scooping her up again, I rushed to the sofa and laid her on it. Then I shambled back, finally allowing myself to breathe.

      Wow.

      My breath caught, and my knees felt as if someone had turned a screwdriver and loosened the joints. For a moment, I just stood and stared, taking in the sight of her now that there was proper lighting from the floor lamp and nearby fireplace.

      She was tall, slender, shapely. Her skin was an olive-tone and exceptionally smooth and clear. Long, dark hair streamed over one shoulder and hung down over the side of the sofa until it grazed the floor. Thick black lashes rested on the tops of high cheekbones, and her nose and lips could not have been more perfectly formed.

      It had been a while since I’d seen a woman in real life, but if memory served, they didn’t usually look like this. She resembled the models I’d sometimes get distracted by online when I was supposed to be working.

      Who is she?

      She wasn’t even wearing hiking-type clothes. Her clothing looked rather posh. She had on a pair of high-heeled leather boots and a high-necked wine-colored sweater dress that at the moment had ridden up to expose nearly the full length of her legs. Spectacular legs.

      I blinked a few times and shook my head, coming back to reality. Right, then. Whoever she was, there were things I needed to do. I went to my desk where the phone receiver flashed to let me know I had a message. I looked at the readout on the screen. Mum.

      Well, she’d have to wait. I had to call someone from the village to come and get the girl—then I’d carry her up to the main road to meet them and let them arrange for medical care.

      Mobile signals only being available in the center of Eigg, I used a landline as almost everyone in the outlying areas of the island did. I checked my directory of island numbers and began pressing digits. My finger froze in mid-air over the keypad.

      Even after two years here, I sometimes forgot the reality of where I lived. There was no resident doctor on Eigg. Instead, a visiting doctor from Small Isles Medical Practice traveled to the island every Tuesday, weather permitting. This was Saturday night. Fantastic.

      The unconscious girl would need to be transported to hospital on the mainland, but no boats made the trip at night. Even an emergency services helicopter wasn’t an option with a storm raging outside. I spun around to look at her again.

      Sorry, darlin’. Looks like I’m your best bet.

      I had an advanced degree in microbiology, but that didn’t make me a clinical doctor. Still, I was probably the most qualified person available at the moment, considering the innkeepers, and crofters, and artists who mostly populated the island’s tiny villages.

      Retrieving a dry dishtowel from one of the kitchen drawers, I tied it around my lower face as a sort of make-do surgical mask. Then I went back to the woman—girl? Now that I could see her better, I realized she was young, maybe nineteen or twenty—it was hard to tell with women sometimes. In any case, she looked a few years younger than me.

      I laid two fingers on the pulse point in her neck and counted silently. Her pulse was fast but steady. She was breathing normally. There were no obvious wounds on her extremities, but she was still unconscious. She didn’t seem to be in any pain. And her skin was chilled.

      I took a moment to place a fresh log on the fire, then ran up the stairs to the second floor where I took a bath towel from the linen closet. Grabbing the quilt off the bed in the first bedroom I came to, I went back down and laid it over the lower half of her body. Then I knelt beside the sofa and used the towel on her hair, moving the terrycloth over the length of it, squeezing in sections to dry it.

      The dark hair curled as it dried, showing itself to be a rich, dark brown rather than black. A tendril fell across her face, and I lifted it, brushing it back with my fingers to tuck the escaped strands behind her ear. Such a pretty little ear—small and delicate-looking—

      The girl moved, causing my breath to catch and my hand to stop mid-motion. She made a small noise and turned her head to one side, sort of nestling into the sofa cushion beneath her, and then she went still again, except for shivering, which had just begun.

      That got my heart going again. Shivering was a good sign—when hypothermia progressed, a person would stop shivering. She must have been warming up.

      I lifted one of her arms and used both my hands to rub it vigorously, trying to restore blood flow. It was more human physical contact than I’d had since… well, since I could even remember. I might pay for it later, but for now, I didn’t see what choice I had.

      As I began rubbing the other hand and arm, the girl stirred again. Her face at first contracted into a pout, which made me think the brisk massage was bothering her. But then her lips smoothed out into a dreamy closed-mouth smile, and she hummed the way people do when they taste something particularly delicious.

      Or feel something pleasurable. The girl’s body shifted on the sofa, her knees drawing up and her back arching, which had the effect of pushing her chest toward me.

      I scrambled back from the sofa, falling into the armchair behind me, my veins pulsating like the gale force winds I could now hear bellowing outside. I wasn’t sure if the girl’s skin had warmed, but mine was flash-broiling. I worked to get my rapid breathing back under control.

      Not cool, buddy. Not cool.

      The girl was half-frozen, possibly concussed, and I was getting turned on? And what if she were to wake to find me mouth-breathing and touching her? I decided my efforts to this point would have to be enough. Her color looked better, less pale. She obviously didn’t have brain damage—she responded to touch. And boy how she responded.

      I got up, pulled the blanket up to her shoulders, and went to the kitchen to do the surgical hand-and-arm scrub I should have done the instant I got into the house. I would have if my own health had been the night’s top priority.

      Beginning the procedure I’d done countless times in my life, I turned the kitchen sink tap to warm and first washed my hands with a sterile brush and antimicrobial soap, scrubbing each side of every finger, between my fingers, and the backs and fronts of my hands for two minutes. Then, keeping my hands higher than my arms, I scrubbed each side of my arms for one minute.

      After that, I dried using a sterile towel and used packaged anti-microbial wipes to disinfect the sink handles and the back door knob.

      Okay then. It was the best I could do. It might have already been too late, but what was done was done.

      I peeked back into the study. Assured the girl was still resting comfortably, I made myself a cup of coffee and carried it in to sit in the fireside chair opposite the sofa. The crisis seemed to be over. In the morning, I’d turn her over to the villagers to deal with. But for tonight, I figured I should keep an eye on her. For a long while I sat watching her, looking for any signs of consciousness, but she slept steadily.

      So I lifted the book from the table beside my chair, opening it to the old envelope I’d used for a bookmark. As it happened, it was a publication on the legends of Eigg, from the true—such as the MacLeod-MacDonald massacre of 1577, to the fantastical—the reports that the beheading of Christian pilgrim St Donnan and the slaying of his fellow monks in 16 AD was carried out by fierce female warriors who lived atop An Sgurr, the mile-long pitchstone ridge that dominated the skyline of the isle of Eigg.

      There was even a chapter on mermaids, which were purported to hang out on the shoreline at the Singing Sands.

      I glanced over the top of my book at the unconscious girl who had pushed the quilt back down to her waist, obviously feeling warmer now. She was certainly beautiful enough to be a mythical creature.

      “Are you a mermaid?” I murmured to her with a huff of a laugh. “Or maybe you’re a selkie, eh?”

      My mind flashed back to an Irish film I’d seen where a lonely fisherman caught a beautiful unconscious woman in his nets. When she awoke, she had no memory, and he had to keep her and care for her until she recovered it. The man had come to believe the stunning girl he’d captured was actually a selkie, half-woman, half-seal, with an otherworldly singing voice and the power to bring good luck. Or bad.

      This time I laughed out loud. “Wes, my friend, you’ve been alone far too long.”

      I had been. And I’d watched too many movies, read too many books, spent far too much time thinking and fantasizing. A man couldn’t work every waking hour, though sometimes I tried.

      I closed the book again and studied the stranger on my sofa, trying to imagine who she was and where she’d come from. Amnesia was probably too much to hope for—this was real life after all, not the movies—but maybe she’d want to stick around for a while. Maybe, like the mysterious woman in the movie, she’d been running away from something and needed a safe place to stay.

      Of course, all I’d be able to do would be talk to her—and at a distance. But at the moment, that seemed like a grand thing. I wanted to know everything about this girl, what her story was, and how she came to be lying on my lawn in the middle of nowhere.

      It occurred to me as I listened to the sound of her soft breathing, smelled the scent of night air still clinging to her hair and clothing, that this was the first time someone other than Mum or Nanna had been in my house—at least since I’d moved into it. The house itself was very old.

      When I’d come to Eigg two years ago, I’d regretfully informed the locals I would not be a hospitable addition to their tiny island community. I explained I’d been born with primary immunodeficiency, a congenital and incurable antibody deficiency. In short—the immunoglobulin proteins generated by my blood plasma cells didn’t function properly, meaning I had no natural defenses against pathogens—bacteria or viruses that caused disease. Even shaking hands with someone could make me deathly ill.

      That was why the remote, sparsely populated island had been the perfect choice for me to live. And because Eigg generated its own power and had a strong broadband system, working remotely via computer was no problem.

      It wasn’t lost on me, by the way, that I spent all my time trying to protect the world against disease outbreaks while myself hiding from every little germ.

      When I was younger, my mother and grandmother had been able to manage my frequent infections using their folk remedies and healing skills, but eventually my failing immune system had outstripped their ability to keep up, and the doctors were at a loss. Bemoaning the fact they didn’t have more powerful elixir ingredients at their disposal, my family vowed to keep searching for a way to cure me while I faced reality and moved myself to one of the most remote locations in the UK.

      From behind me, the phone rang, making me jump.

      “Oh, bollocks—the American CDC.” With all the excitement, I’d forgotten about the call I was supposed to place to the States tonight.

      I jumped out of my chair and went round to the desk, quickly gathering the notes I needed to discuss with my overseas colleague. When I went to answer the phone, though, the digital readout on the handset did not say Georgia, United States. The call was coming from Bristol, UK. It was my mother again.

      Letting out an irritated sigh, I answered, prepared to get rid of her quickly so I could make the overdue work call. “Hey Mum. Listen, I can’t talk right now, I need to—”

      “Weston,” she interrupted, her tone patient but abiding no argument. “Have you found the girl?”

      My heart slammed the inside of my sternum then ceased beating for a few seconds. I had a hard time finding my voice. “What… girl?”

      “The Italian.” Mum’s voice was clipped, irritated. “She should have shown up on your estate tonight. Don’t tell me she’s woken up and is wandering around the island. I need her.”

      “No. I… found her.” I think. She had to be talking about the unconscious dark-haired beauty I’d found.

      “Oh. Good,” Mum said, her voice calming. “I’m sorry I couldn’t warn you ahead of time, but I did try to call just after we transposed her. You didn’t answer.”

      “I didn’t hear the phone. I was… with the horses.”

      I spoke as if in a daze. Maybe I was actually in one. What did my mother and grandmother have to do with this beautiful stranger? The girl must have somehow run afoul of my family’s powerful magic. Or maybe Mum was sending her to me for some reason?

      It’s not even my birthday.

      “Well, at least you’ve located her,” Mum said. “You should immediately lock her up in one of the outbuildings—before she regains lucidity. And do not let her leave—she could be the key to something incredibly important to our coven and the Earth-wives as a whole. You must guard her until we can get there.”

      “You’re coming here?”

      “Of course. We’ll leave straight away. Now, you know Nanna and I don’t drive. We’ll have to take the train to Mallaig tomorrow. The earliest leaves Bristol at half past twelve, and it’s a thirteen hour trip, so it’ll be Monday before we can get to you.”

      “Right.” My mind was a scramble of confusion. “Why do I need to guard her? Does she need protection?”

      There was a harrumph from the other end of the line. “Her? No—the world needs protection from her.”

      “Why? What has she done?”

      “It’s not what she’s done. It’s what she can do.” Mum paused. “She’s Elven.”

      A jolt of shock was followed quickly by a surge of delight. Elves didn’t carry human pathogens. Possibility unfurled like the purple heather blooms that covered the moorland in summer. Touching this girl would not pose the kind of risk to me that touching another human did.

      Of course there were other kinds of risk.

      I’d been warned about the evil of Elves my entire life. I hadn’t actually met any, but the women in my grandmother’s coven had told me scary stories and warned me to keep my distance if I ever happened to encounter one. They’d even warded me and my baby sister against Elven Sway, just in case.

      As a child, I had never been entirely sure whether their tales were based in tradition and fancy or in reality. As an adult and a scientist, I had come to doubt the existence of Elves at all.

      Yes, Earth-wives like my mum and grandmum were real, but they were human. Elves were… not. But here was this inhumanly beautiful woman who’d appeared out of nowhere. My mind was opening to all kinds of new ideas.

      I shot a quick glance at sleeping beauty. She didn’t look dangerous. She looked helpless. In spite of her height, she didn’t appear to be particularly strong. Her bone structure was delicate, her hands so much smaller than my own. I dwarfed her in every way, in fact. Was it really necessary to lock her up?

      “Wes?” Mum’s voice snapped me back to attention. “You remember the things I’ve told you about them, don’t you? They are powerful, dangerous, and above all, cunning. They have glamours you can’t even imagine. Don’t listen to anything she says. Best not to even have a conversation with her. And whatever you do… don’t let her get close to you.”

      My heart stuttered. “I don’t understand. Elves don’t acquire or transmit human diseases. And you’ve already given me protection against the Sway.”

      Mum’s voice was quiet and deadly serious. “Wes… if you’ve ever listened to your mother in your whole life, listen to me now. Do. Not. Trust. Her. She may be beautiful to the eye, but she is like an apple that’s red and pretty on the outside while beneath the peel, there is nothing but black rot.”

      “You know her?”

      It was an honest question, but my voice came out sounding defiant for some reason. Mum picked up on it instantly.

      “They’re all like that—it’s the very reason they are so beautiful—because they’re so treacherous,” she snapped. “This is Earth-wives business. The less you know, the better. Just let it suffice to say she’s poisonous. And we lock poisons away somewhere safe, so they cannot harm the innocent.”

      Fingers shaking and skin prickling all over, I gave my mother my agreement then hung up, staring at the sleeping woman on my sofa through a new lens.

      I had to remember no matter how sweet she might appear, this girl was lethal.
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      “Will you be having more tea then, love?” The pub waitress pushed a frizzy pouf of orange-ish hair back behind her ear and offered a friendly but harried smile. “Or another pint for you, sir?”

      Nic shook his head in answer. “No thank you. Everything was delicious. Just the check please.”

      A morning train ride through the highlands had brought us from Inverness, where our plane had landed, to Mallaig, a quaint harbor town on Scotland’s west coast. It was the best place to catch a ferry to the Scottish small isles.

      There were four main islands—Canna, Rum, Eigg, and Muck. Most were only ten or fifteen miles off the mainland and very sparsely populated—at least as far as humans were concerned. Could one of them hold a nymph sanctuary? That was what we were here to discover.

      We didn’t have much to go on—a letter written by my mother before she’d abandoned me at a Missouri hospital shortly after giving birth, the handwritten notes of a nurse on my hospital record describing my mother as young, very small of build and stature, and speaking with an Irish or Scottish lilt, and a suggestion from our friend Asher’s Scottish grandfather that we try the small isles because there were residents there who reportedly had “the look” of my people, which I shared.

      After leaving the pub, Nic and I walked the village streets, stopping into shops and coffeehouses, hoping to find some information that might point us to the right island—and my biological family.

      Of course, we had to be more subtle about it than I really wanted to be. We couldn’t exactly walk up to the locals and ask, “Would you kindly direct me to the nymphs?” Humans didn’t know nymphs existed. Elves either.

      They were certainly eying my tall, handsome Elven fiancé, though. Everywhere we went in the village, people stared. Maybe a few recognized him as the former FIFA world player of the year and the French national team’s all-time top goal scorer, but I had a feeling for most of them—the women at least—it had more to do with his tall, athletic build, otherworldly bone structure, and incredible wavy, black hair than his soccer career.

      We stopped into a likely-looking shop. The windows were stocked with collectibles and antiques. Maybe there would be some artifact inside that bore markings similar to the one my mother had drawn on her farewell note next to her initial—the only clue I had as to her name.

      A high-pitched bell jingled as we entered, and a man with white hair and red cheeks greeted us. “Hello there. Let me know if I can help with anything.”

      “Thank you, we’ll look around,” I told him, knowing better than to jump right into questioning him. Nic had tried that at the first couple of shops, and the shopkeepers had acted as if we were asking for the combination to their home safes.

      Nic and I both perused the wares—pretty, handmade frames and heavy old furniture, tea sets, and silver flatware, and all sorts of decorative objects. In a glass case near the register, antique jewelry was displayed. That seemed deserving of close study, and I spent several minutes looking over each piece, hoping to see the mysterious distinguishing mark.

      The shopkeeper came to stand opposite me over the counter. “Would you like me to take something out, lass? Are you and the young man shopping for a wedding ring, perhaps?”

      I glanced up at his smile. “No—he’s done a good job with that one already.”

      I held my left hand out for the man to see. Tiny, glittering diamonds were set into the gold band in an ancient Elven pattern. Affixed to the top, a large radiant-cut diamond caught the light as I tilted my hand toward him.

      The shopkeeper leaned down for a closer look. “I’ll say. This is beautiful work. You don’t often see a pattern like this. Custom?” His faded gray eyes went to Nic, who’d come to stand beside me.

      Nic gave him a terse nod and an answer that wasn’t entirely truthful. “Yes. I’m into architecture. I like to draw. It’s my design.”

      The man nodded slowly. “I see.”

      Then he got back to business, quickly pulling other items from the case and laying them on the counter. No one else was in the shop. I imagined it was slow here in the winter months. The weather had been dreadful since we’d landed in the country, overcast and cold, though not raining at least.

      “A bracelet perhaps, then,” he suggested eagerly. “Or some ear bobs? You’ve got wee little ears, haven’t you miss? I think I have just the pair for you.”

      “Oh, no thank you,” I started to protest, but Nic cut me off.

      “Yes. Take them out, if you would.”

      I slid Nic a chastising side-eyed glance and hissed, “I don’t need anything.”

      He only smiled and paid close attention to the selection of earrings the old shopkeeper produced. Pointing to a pair of diamonds set in antique sterling, he said, “We’ll take those.”

      “Well, I havna even told you what they cost now, laddie.” The man gave Nic an amused glance.

      “We’ll take them,” Nic repeated.

      The shopkeeper smiled and scooped up the pricey-looking earrings and turned to get a small black box from the shelf behind him.

      Nic nudged me and tossed his chin toward the man’s back. Now, he mouthed.

      I nodded, finally catching on. My smart boyfriend had warmed up the “audience” for my questions with his purchase.

      “How long have you had this shop?” I asked the man.

      He answered while he boxed and bagged my jewelry and opened the cash register to deposit the stack of bills Nic had handed him.

      “Going on forty years now. I took it over from my da, and his da ran it before him. This shop has stood right on this spot for some eight decades now.”

      “You must have met a lot of people over the years.”

      He chuckled and nodded. “Oh yes—of every sort from every country you can think of. Most of them wander in and look and wander back out again,” he added with a wink. “This is a good day.”

      “I wonder if you might have ever met any of my family,” I said. “I’m told my ancestors came from this area—possibly the small isles. Do you get many customers from there?”

      “Aye,” he confirmed. “We do see quite a bit of the islanders. The ferry runs six days a week. In summers it’s full of tourists, but we get the locals coming here year round for supplies and such. There’s not much shopping on the islands. So what’s your family name then, lass?”

      And this was where the lack of information about my heritage hurt our chances of success.

      “Well, I’m not entirely sure. It might begin with an F. I know it’s not much to go on, but I’m told I have the “look” of people from this region. Maybe you notice a family resemblance between me and some local residents you might have seen?”

      I felt silly asking, but it was worth a shot. Maybe the nymphs were like Nic’s people—hiding in plain sight. Since the humans didn’t know of their existence, their secret was safe as long as they wanted to keep it. Of course, his people didn’t want to keep hiding.

      He was from the Ancient Court. Most of its members were in favor of eradicating the human race, or at least dominating it, so they could stop living in secrecy and rule the Earth as they had in the days before our history books were written.

      The man stopped for a second and studied my face. “Can’t say as I do. Sorry, lass. You should try one of those genealogy services, perhaps. Or maybe a book with some of the local history. There’s a free library in town and a bookstore down the street.”

      “Are you sure she doesn’t look familiar?” Nic said, his voice falling hard from high over my shoulder.

      The way the old man responded, I could tell Nic was using his Sway.

      “Er… yes, well I might have seen some folks of around her size in the village from time to time. Didn’t talk to them. Don’t know them. I wish I could help you more.”

      Feeling sorry for the old man, who looked a bit spooked, I elbowed Nic and spoke quickly, “The library’s a good idea. We’ll do that. Thank you for your help. Have a good day.”

      I pulled my towering fiancé out of the shop. Out on the sidewalk I turned to him. “Did you have to do that? Did you read some sort of bad intentions in him or something?”

      “No. I could just tell his greatest desire was to get us out of his shop. That seemed strange to me for someone who said his business had been slow. I thought it called for a few questions.”

      “Maybe he was hungry and wanted to close up so he could get home to his dinner,” I said. “Or maybe he was afraid we’d change our mind about the purchase.”

      Nic shrugged. “At least we found out he has seen people around town who might have some of your family traits.”

      “Might. And I’m not sure that teensy bit of information was worth a three hundred dollar pair of earrings.”

      “You’re worth a three hundred dollar pair of earrings.” He lifted my hand to his mouth and kissed the back of it. “And so much more than that. I can’t wait until all of this is over and we can live where we want the way we want—as a married couple. I’m going to buy you everything you could desire.”

      I felt my face flush at his adoring expression and laced my fingers with his as we resumed our stroll down the main street. The sky was already darkening. Some of the shops were beginning to put out “Closed” signs. Others—pubs mostly—were turning on their sidewalk lamps. It looked like our search would go into day two because today had been a total bust.

      “All I really want is for my family and friends to be safe. That’s worth more to me than any material thing could ever be. If we can’t stop the Plague, Nic, I don’t know how I’ll live without—”

      “We will stop it,” Nic interrupted, squeezing my hand inside his larger and warmer one.

      I gave him a grateful smile. His strength had gotten me through a lot. “You know, if we do run into a villager with information, they might not be too eager to share it with someone who looks like you,” I told him.

      “You mean they’ll be intimidated by my dashing good looks?” he teased in that appealing French-Italian accent of his.

      I laughed. “No, I mean, if they do know anything about nymphs, they might know something about Elves as well—namely that your people are the natural predators of my people. It would be like giving a prowling lion the name and address of the nearest lame antelope.”

      He leaned down and gave my ear a playful nip, growling with a predatory grin. “I don’t bite. Much.”

      A shiver worked its way through me, my body warming at his nearness and the sultry sound of his voice.

      Taking my hand, Nic continued in a more serious tone. “It doesn’t matter. I’m not letting you do this alone. I’m not letting you do anything alone—ever again. Alessia is still out there somewhere, and the witches may not have given up hope of using you for their own purposes. We must stop the Plague, but your life is the one that matters to me most. We’ll do this together.”

      For centuries, nymph blood was highly prized as a cure for illness and injury, as well as a treatment to enhance male potency. My ancestors had been hunted to extinction—or that’s what everyone had believed until the horrible Dr. Schmitt had discovered my heritage. That had started a whole new nymph hunt—with me as the prey.

      Even after Dr. Schmitt died, Nic’s former betrothed, Alessia, carried on his work with the Plague and his pursuit of me, chasing me down in England to Olly’s house. As far as the Dark Elves in the Ancient Court knew, my blood was the only thing capable of stopping the Plague, and she apparently had no intention of letting that happen.

      Unfortunately my blood wasn’t enough. There literally wasn’t enough of me to go around. That was why we had to find my biological family. By the end of the day, it was feeling like an impossible task.

      Pulling my hand from Nic’s, I dropped onto an inviting sidewalk bench. I was weary from spending all day on my feet.

      “I think we should call it a night. Where is that inn of ours located?” I drew my phone from my purse and looked up the address, intending to find a walking map.

      Nic sat beside me. “A couple streets over, I think. Do you remember if it serves dinner or do we need to pick one of these places? I’m hungry again.”

      “Of course you are.” I laughed and leaned my head against his chest, rubbing a palm over his flat belly. “You should weigh four hundred pounds with the way you eat.”

      He chuckled. “The Elven metabolism has its advantages—and disadvantages. I’m not kidding. If we don’t eat soon, I’m going to get cranky.”

      Thoroughly amused, I sat up, shifting so I could see his face straight on. The word “cranky” said in his beautiful accent was hilarious.

      “Cranky? Well, we can’t have that now, can we?” I teased.

      I was leaning forward and stretching up to kiss him when something in the store window just over his shoulder caught my eye. It was a book—an old one. My insides vibrated with a current of excitement. Etched into its cover beside the illegible Gaelic title was a symbol.

      I leapt off the bench, gaping at it. “Give me the letter.”

      Wearing a confused expression, Nic got to his feet as well and drew the envelope from his jacket’s inner pocket, offering it to me. “What is it?”

      “The symbol… there on the book. See it?”

      Pulling a small rectangle of paper from the envelope, I held it up and scanned to the bottom
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