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PART 1 – The Beginning of the End
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CHAPTER 1 
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Normally, staring at an ancient door in a dark, musky alleyway would stir unease in the hearts of even the most fearless men—but not Calum MacAlasdair. As he ran his hefty hand over the weathered, much-needed lacquered wood, a smile tugged at his lips. It was good to be back.

How long had it been since he had bolted this door shut? Eighty years? Ninety, perhaps? What did it matter? He no longer cared. Nearly a century of solitude—burdened with the tiresome length of immortality—could do that to a man. Perhaps returning to civilisation was a good thing after all.

He glanced around nonchalantly. Though Fuller City had changed, this alleyway remained untouched by time. It was the same old dark, stuffy passage—and dark and stuffy was exactly what he needed. The atmosphere promised privacy, practically guaranteed it. Not a soul would dare venture down an alley like this.

A slight movement beneath a piece of cardboard caught his eye. He approached cautiously and lifted it. Tiny, frightened eyes stared up at him.

A smile softened his expression.

“Hello there, little fella. Don’t be afraid—I’m not going to hurt you,” he said, his voice edged with a faint Scottish lilt.

He scooped up the shivering ginger kitten and tucked it inside his coat for warmth. Drawing back the hood of his black cloak, Calum removed an ancient iron key from around his neck and retrieved a flashlight from his pocket. He worked the key into the lock.

The door opened reluctantly with a protesting creak. A rush of stale air—laden with the scents of antique wood, old leather, and decades of dust—assaulted him. Coughing violently, he stepped inside. His boots left perfect imprints in the thick layer of dust blanketing the cement floor.

He sighed heavily. Cleaning would come first. Even if illness held no power over him, living in this filth would surely wage war on his sinuses.

With a firm shove, he closed and locked the door behind him. No need to tempt uninvited guests. Then he descended the creaking stairway.

White sheets lay draped over the furniture, now browned with age and dust. He pulled them away and was immediately flooded with memories—bitter regret tangled with the comfort of familiarity.

Another sigh escaped him.

“Welcome home, Gingi.”

He gently stroked the kitten—newly christened for his ginger-striped coat—before placing him on the bulky two-seater couch facing the cold, lifeless fireplace. Gingi regarded him with a questioning stare.

“Don’t worry,” Calum murmured. “There’ll be a fire once I get some wood. We’ll both be warmer.”

An hour later, Calum collapsed onto the couch beside Gingi, who immediately sprang onto his lap, meowing loudly as he sought warmth and attention. Calum leaned back despite the chill. Clearing the loft of dust had taken far longer than he’d expected.

“Oh well,” he muttered. “One of those things.”

His stomach growled, sharp and insistent. He hadn’t eaten since the previous night. Ignoring the hunger, he lingered until Gingi began eyeing him oddly—likely puzzled by the strange noises.

With a grunt, Calum stood.

“Well, Gingi, time to stop delaying the inevitable. I need to pluck up some courage and head out there.”

Gingi only stared back with wide, adoring eyes.

“We need to eat, don’t you agree?”

Calum smiled and scratched behind the kitten’s ears. The warmth faded quickly as the thought of facing the city intruded. For nearly a century, he had lived as a recluse. He despised crowds—people in general.

His gaze dropped to his attire, and a low snarl escaped him.

First, he would need to change—especially out of the black hooded cloak. Opening the antique wardrobe, he scoffed. The clothes were laughably outdated. Wearing them would draw attention, and attention was the last thing he needed.

Why hadn’t he listened to Brad and packed a suitcase? Damn Brad for always being right. Carrying literal baggage had never been his style—unlike the emotional kind that came with centuries of existence.

Bitterness surged. How much longer could he endure this endless stretch of time? Life had long since lost its lustre. There was nothing left to live for—only the curse, unending and unavoidable.

Once, long ago, he had moved effortlessly through high society. His wardrobe bore witness: three-piece suits, bowler hats, narrow jackets with high lapels, cuffed shirts, waistcoats, cravats, tailcoats, trousers that required suspenders. He almost laughed. Fashion was an absurd creature—thank heavens it never stood still.

His eye caught a pair of knickerbockers, and a chuckle escaped him.

With a weary sigh, he settled on a pair of subtle plaid trousers with a narrow waistband and buckle—mercifully requiring no braces—and a white shirt. The cuffed sleeves would attract notice, but they would have to do.

Shaking dust from the clothes sent him into a fit of sneezing. Once dressed, he eyed his cloak and bowler hat. Pity—he’d look like Sherlock Holmes. The grin faded when he saw his reflection. His hair was unruly, his beard wild enough to invite comparison to a caveman.

Grunting, he left the cramped, candlelit bedroom and searched the kitchenette for scissors or a razor. No luck.

“Damn it.”

Another reason to go out. And then there was the wood, the water service, the electricity. At least modern lighting would be a blessing. The thought of illuminating the vast hidden chamber beneath the loft—its treasures amassed over centuries—sent a rush of adrenaline through him.

He sighed deeply. How fortunate he’d been to acquire this place. Memories and memorabilia were all he had left. The title deed still lay safely hidden below.

From the outside, the building appeared to be a derelict warehouse. No one would suspect the immense chamber concealed beneath it.

When he tried to open the small window above the kitchenette, the rusted frame nearly gave way.

“Another thing to fix,” he muttered.

He opened it just wide enough for Gingi to pass through and nodded, satisfied. Too small for notice. Too insignificant to invite thieves.

Not that anyone would bother. The place looked worthless.

If only they knew.
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Calum stood facing the world, breathing in the chilly, fresh air despite his attire—which he suspected was anything but appealing. He likely looked as though he had wandered straight off the set of a nineteenth-century film. That would change soon enough. A few items of clothing, some toiletries, and the removal of his overgrown facial hair would go a long way.

After nearly a century of seclusion in the countryside, he had shamefully let himself go, becoming wild and unkempt. If it hadn’t been for good old Brad—his one and only friend, whose self-appointed duty was to plague him relentlessly—he would still be lounging around in his undergarments, reading books or watching the occasional movie.

Thanks, Brad, he grunted inwardly, still unsure why he had finally succumbed to the young man’s pestering persistence.

With reluctance, he pasted a smile on his face, hoping it might deflect any unwanted stares his appearance invited.

“Okay, Gingi, I won’t be long,” he bellowed through the open window before stepping out of the dark alleyway.

As he emerged into the sunlight, the crowded streets and relentless noise nearly sent him retreating. Anxiety prickled beneath his skin—but it eased slightly as he took in the new buildings and curious shopfronts. One thing he appreciated was the architecture: elegant, daring structures now pierced the blue sky, things that hadn’t existed before.

Times sure were changing fast.

If he wasn’t careful, he wouldn’t keep up.

He made a mental note to be more mindful of change—perhaps even mingle more.

Fat chance of that.

Solitude had its advantages. For one, it kept him inconspicuous. Then again, perhaps he simply enjoyed wallowing in self-pity, free of distractions that might pull him from despair. Guiltily, a half-smile tugged at his lips as he scoffed at his own dramatic flair.

But the reminder returned, sharp and merciless: past deeds always carried consequences.

His self-pity surged anew—and he convinced himself it was deserved. Especially considering that the deeds he was paying for hadn’t even been his own. Whether committed by him or those closest to him was irrelevant. The truth remained—he was the one who had paid the ultimate price. And he was still paying it.

This blasted immortal curse.

A frown creased his brow.

Hours slipped by as he wandered the streets, his thoughts spiralling deeper into gloom, anger flaring in sharp bursts. Why was he the one condemned to suffer? He shook his head, lips pressed tight. Even now, after all this time, he couldn’t accept the reality of eternity.

How could anyone curse an innocent child?

He had been only eight years old when the witch burned in 1675—eight—when she cursed him for his parents’ sins. She had known it wasn’t his fault. Yet she chose him anyway.

At first, immortality had seemed appealing. But as the years wore on and death claimed those he loved—his father, his mother, his grandparents, his first wife and their son, then his second wife and daughters—that appeal withered. Eventually, even his lust for life was extinguished beneath the weight of grief.

Solitude became his refuge. His escape.

He scoffed at the irony. Retreating into wilderness had seemed wise at the time—but Brad had been right. He had been losing not just his mind, but his identity. Now he was back in the city, yet instead of hope, he felt only confusion and dread.

There had to be a way to end this curse. There had to be.

Another hundred years of this—wandering, wasting—would destroy him. Brad warned that isolation would turn him into a monster, but time was doing that regardless.

A tight knot formed in his throat.

Life was meant to be precious. But his existence—no, it wasn’t life at all. He was alive, yet not living. His appreciation for life had turned to ash.

A blaring horn jolted him from his thoughts.

He had wandered into traffic.

“I apologise!” Calum raised a hand and leapt back onto the sidewalk, his words swallowed by the driver’s shouted obscenities. He ignored them and moved on, refusing to engage.

Cars here were nothing like the few he’d known in the countryside. The fumes clung thickly to the air, choking him. Disgusted, he shrugged as if that might shake off the toxins. Movies and the internet hadn’t prepared him for this—the noise, the pollution, the crushing sensory overload.

He rubbed his temples, fighting a pounding headache.

The city had changed more in the last century than it had in all the centuries before. It felt as though the world had been hurled into the future.

Overwhelmed, he turned to head home—only to realise he was lost.

Perfect.

A compass served him well in the wild, but here it was useless. Confused, he stopped abruptly.

A woman collided with him.

An electric bolt tore through his body.

He was flung backward, crashing onto the hot tar, the shock stealing his breath. When he recovered, he stared in disbelief. The woman lay on the sidewalk, equally stunned.

He rushed to help—but she glared at him.

“Don’t you dare touch me again,” she snapped.

“That wasn’t me,” he protested.

“Yeah, right.”

“I swear.”

“Well, it wasn’t me either.”

She studied him, then shrugged. “Whatever. Just don’t touch me again.”

“You walked into me,” he said, irritation slipping through.

She scoffed. “You stopped walking.”

Her gaze dropped to his clothes, her expression twisting with disgust.

He was painfully aware of his appearance—but the look stung nonetheless. Especially because she was breathtaking. Red curls framed a pale face dusted with freckles; emerald eyes flashed with fire. His gaze lingered on her lips—lush, tempting.

Dangerously tempting.

Cat Sands met his stare, unnerved yet unable to look away. Something about him drew her in—the depth of his olive eyes, the scent of leather and smoke, the mystery of the electric shock. Every instinct screamed at her to run.

Calum felt it too—the pull, the danger. Walk away, a voice warned. Yet he couldn’t.

Finally, both snapped free of the trance.

“I apologise, Madam,” he said stiffly.

Her brow lifted. He spoke strangely. Dressed oddly. Yet beneath the wild beard, he seemed... normal. Intriguing.

“May I make it up to you?” he asked, struggling to sound modern.

“Don’t worry about it.” She turned to leave.

“Before you go—could you give me directions? I’m lost.”

His earnestness disarmed her. Against her better judgement, she helped him. Clover’s End, she noted, was far away.

She handed him a map.

When he took it, his eyes caught a mark above her hand—then the memory of the shock stopped him cold.

“No handshakes,” she laughed lightly. “That would be... shocking.”

“I’m Calum McAlister.”

“I’m Catherine. Call me Cat.”

And then she left—running from him, from herself, from the pull she didn’t understand.

Calum watched her go, torn between pursuit and warning.

With a sigh, he unfolded the map and continued on.

Forget her.

Love was torture. He had learned that long ago. The only ones who knew his secret were gone—save Brad, and the Dawsons, who had guarded his secret for centuries.

Cat’s image tried to surface again.

He shoved it down.

He had made a promise—never to love again.

Because eternity wasn’t life.

It was punishment.
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Cat’s cries tore through her apartment.

Hot tears streamed down her flushed cheeks as her body convulsed, her nightgown soaked with perspiration. Though she knew—somewhere deep within—that she was dreaming, the nightmare refused to loosen its grip. It was as if invisible claws held her fast, scorching and relentless, denying her every attempt to escape.

“Burn the witches!”

The villagers spoke with thick Scottish accents, yet Cat understood them effortlessly.

They dragged the prisoners’ cart to a halt, threatening the jailer for the key—promising to burn him alongside the witches if he refused. The cage was flung open. Four women were hauled out and thrown to the ground. Spat upon. Kicked. Dragged through mud and filth as the crowd hissed with hatred.

“Stay back!” a villager cried. “They’ll curse you—those demonic creatures!”

Chains clanked as the women were hauled toward four execution piers erected beyond the village. They were bound to the stakes, iron holsters cinched cruelly around their necks.

Then one of the witches lifted her head.

Her eyes locked onto Cat’s.

Cat gasped. Her scream tore from her throat—but she could not wake.

The witch turned her gaze to the crowd, mockery gleaming in her eyes, a wicked smile curling her lips. Then her expression hardened. Vengeance ignited. Her stare fixed on a single man.

“You, Owen MacAlasdair—and your imperious clan,” she spat, “have betrayed me. I will not curse you. Nor them.”

Her finger shot toward a trembling child hiding behind his mother’s grey skirts.

“I curse your son. Calum MacAlasdair.”

The child clutched the fabric, terror etched into his small face.

“Calum MacAlasdair,” the witch intoned, her voice slicing through the air, “you will walk this earth for all eternity. You will lose everyone you love. You will curse your existence with every step you take. You will endure undying torment, and the more you flee your immortality, the deeper despair will root itself within you. Even when you can bear no more, there will be no escape from eternity’s grip. You will know hell on earth—and living hell shall be your companion forever.”

Her laughter—malevolent and unbreakable—rang out, chilling the spectators to their core.

“Executioner!” Owen roared. “Do it. Burn them. Let no further curse escape her foul lips!”

Cat’s tears burned as they spilled from her closed eyes. Her heart thundered wildly. She couldn’t breathe. As the iron tightened around the witch’s neck, Cat felt it constrict around her own. She choked. When flames licked at the witch’s flesh, Cat coughed violently.

The smell.

The pain.

The rage—fused with something colder, darker, unspeakably evil—wracked her body and twisted her soul.

Then, suddenly, she was free.

Cat bolted upright, deathly pale, drenched in sweat, gasping for air. She staggered to the bathroom and vomited violently.

Sleep did not return.

Later, she sat on her sofa, cradling a cup of tea, staring into nothingness as she tried to steady her trembling body and racing mind.

That morning, when she unlocked the doors of the city library, the familiar faint scent of vanilla and aged paper greeted her—usually a comfort. Today, it barely registered.

She moved mechanically through her routine: opening windows, switching on lights. Even the sunlight failed to stir her. Not even the box of new arrivals waiting beside her desk sparked excitement.

She stared blankly at her computer screen. The blinking cursor tempted nothing. Only one question consumed her:

What did that dream mean?

Her grandmother believed dreams were guides—but this couldn’t be that. It depicted events centuries old. Witch burnings. Curses.

Vampires next? Werewolves? she scoffed inwardly.

She searched her memory. No horror movies. No books on witches. Reading was her refuge—her escape from thoughts of her past—but she was certain she hadn’t encountered anything like this.

Then the memory of the electric bolt returned.

Calum.

But that explained nothing.

What unsettled her most was the witch’s face.

It had been her face.

A chill crawled down her spine. Maybe something inside her had been awakened—by the dream, or by that impossible shock.

If only she had taken his number.

She shook her head. Back to square one.

Frustration built. A headache bloomed. She rubbed her temples—then paused.

Her curiosity stirred.

The blinking cursor beckoned.

Google—her rabbit hole.

She typed witches burnt at the stake and hit Enter.

Her heart raced.

She clicked on Witch trials in early modern Scotland and scrolled—until a name leapt from the page.

Katherine Sands.

Her breath caught.

She read on, pulse hammering. The article confirmed it: Katherine Sands, accused of a demonic pact, burned at the stake with three others in Culross in 1675.

Then she froze.

The devil’s mark.

On the right hand.

Her gaze dropped to her own.

Coincidence, she told herself sharply. Don’t be ridiculous.

But doubt lingered.

She fled to the kitchen for coffee—strong, scalding—chanting denials under her breath. Her name was spelled with a C, not a K. That had to mean something.

Eventually, she decided to let it go.

It was just a dream.

That night, it returned.

This time, she woke choking, trembling—as if she had stepped straight off the stake and back into the world.

Enough.

The next day, she grabbed her phone.

“Hi, Mum.”

By evening, arrangements were made. Beth would cover the library.

Relief washed over her.

Now all she had to do was follow through—and not change her mind.
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Calum sat before the dying embers, lost in thought, while Gingi lay curled contentedly in his lap. What had happened earlier that day? Where had that electrical bolt come from? In over three and a half centuries of existence, he had never experienced anything remotely like it.

Perhaps Cat had something to do with it.

But she, too, had been shaken by the incident. So what had caused it?

Another unsettling thought tugged at him. She had looked so familiar—hauntingly so—yet he couldn’t place where he had seen her before. Perhaps his imagination was running wild. Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that the lightning bolt had been tied to her. It had never happened with anyone else. Only her.

If only he hadn’t let her walk away without getting her number.

He frowned. He didn’t even know her surname.

Images of her beauty intruded into his thoughts, unbidden. He swore softly under his breath. Entertaining such notions was foolish. Dangerous. It was better that he hadn’t taken her number.

He sighed. Bombarding his mind with questions that offered no immediate answers was a futile way to pass the time.

Then he scoffed at the irony.

Time was all he had.

Rising, he headed for his bed. Sleep—at least—offered escape from his relentless thoughts, from Cat’s face that refused to leave his mind.

But that night, he was dragged into a dream.

Or rather, a memory.

One that had haunted him repeatedly during the first hundred years of his cursed existence—until he had learned, through sheer endurance, to suppress it.

He was a child again, clutching his mother’s skirts, peering through terror at four women bound to stakes as flames consumed them. Yet his gaze fixed on one woman in particular. She stared directly at him, her eyes blazing with purple fury. Her wild red hair glowed, tinged with violet in the firelight, as she spoke—her words aimed at him alone.

Calum bolted upright with a shout, his heart hammering as though he were a frightened boy once more. Sweat slicked his skin as he wiped his brow, gasping for breath.

This dream was different.

The witch’s face—the one who had cursed him—was no longer faceless or distant.

It was Cat’s face.

Realisation struck him hard.

This was no coincidence.

Cat was connected to his past—somehow. And how had he not noticed the resemblance sooner? The similarities were unmistakable now. His thoughts raced. Her surname—could it possibly be Sands?

Katherine Sands.

The witch who had condemned him to immortality.

Could Cat be related to her?

She had to be. Nothing else explained what was happening.

Unable to sleep, Calum rose and settled onto the couch, his thoughts racing. He needed answers—and suddenly, he had a plan.

He would find her.

First, he would have the utilities restored to the loft. Then he’d get a haircut, buy modern clothes. Tomorrow, he would visit the city library. Libraries had computers now. Internet access. Information.

Hope stirred within him.

There had to be something online—something about the witch who had cursed him centuries ago. And if Cat was connected, even distantly, he might find a thread to follow.

It was a stretch, he knew. But the city was vast. Millions of people. Searching blindly was impossible.

This was the only path forward.

With renewed determination, he returned to bed and closed his eyes, hoping sleep would come quickly this time.

Tomorrow, he would begin his search.

But for now—exhaustion claimed him, and he surrendered to it, clinging to the fragile hope that answers were finally within reach. 
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The three-hour journey to the home where she had grown up was tolerable—provided Cat didn’t think about the destination, or what awaited her there.

Soft, shimmering sunbeams filtered through gaps in the forest canopy, coaxed into motion by a gentle breeze. The light danced across the trees lining both sides of the road, transforming the forest into something almost enchanted—a welcome distraction from reality.

The Uber driver remained mercifully silent, allowing her to drift in her thoughts as she gazed out the rear window. Leaning her head lazily against the glass, she noticed the flickering sunlight glint across the birthmark on her hand. Under different circumstances, her imagination would have been in overdrive by now—searching for meaning, drawing impossible conclusions.

The mark was the same as the one described on the witch.

Katherine Sands.

Coincidence, she told herself firmly. It has to be.

Exhaustion eventually claimed her, and she drifted into sleep.

“Cat... Cat... Cat...”

She jolted awake with a scream, sitting bolt upright in the back seat.

“Is everything all right back there, Miss?” the driver asked, alarmed.

“Yes—sorry. Bad dream.” She swallowed. “Are we nearly there?”

“About half an hour.”

“Great. Thanks.”

She exhaled slowly. If these nightmares continued, she would have to force herself to stay awake. Every time she closed her eyes, the dream returned—and she wasn’t sure how much more she could endure.

The cruel irony wasn’t lost on her: the only place that might hold answers was the one place she had sworn never to return.

Home.

The Uber turned onto the sand road, and there it was—the looming family house at the forest’s edge. Dark. Menacing. Unchanged.

Is it too late to turn around?

The front door opened, and there she stood.

Her mother—overbearing, round, and already advancing.

Cat’s instinct screamed run.

Too late.

She scrambled from the car, slung her overnight bag over her shoulder, and watched helplessly as the Uber rolled away—taking her only escape with it.

“My, my! It’s going to snow!” her mother exclaimed, shuffling down the steps while drying her hands on a dishcloth tucked into her apron.

“Hello, Mum,” Cat said stiffly, bracing herself against the inevitable hug.

The familiar scent of herbs clung to her mother’s clothes. Cat didn’t want to know what concoction she’d been brewing today. The thought alone churned her stomach.

“Come along—I’ve got dinner waiting.”

Wonderful, Cat thought dryly, biting her tongue.

“You must tell me everything,” her mother pressed. “Is there a man in your life yet? Are you pregnant?”

Cat cringed. Absolutely not. The idea of passing on her family’s strange legacy was horrifying.

A tall, lean woman appeared in the doorway as they climbed the steps.

“Has the cat got your tongue?” her grandmother snapped. “Your mother asked you a question.”

No greeting. No welcome.

What had she expected?

Her mother was a kitten compared to Ciara.

“I’ve said this a thousand times,” Cat replied, forcing calm into her voice. “I don’t want marriage, and I don’t want children.”

“Then why are you here?” Ciara asked coldly.

“This is my home too,” Cat shot back. “I don’t need an excuse to visit my mother.”

“There, there,” Rose interjected nervously. “No need to argue. Let’s eat.”

Nothing ever changes.

Dinner passed in silence. Cat studied her grandmother from across the table, wondering if her jet-black hair was dyed. At her age, it had to be—but somehow, she doubted any strand dared turn grey under Ciara’s watch.

Once the dishes were cleared and Ciara left the kitchen, Cat seized her chance.

“Mum,” she began cautiously, “I’ve been thinking about our heritage. Dad’s family line. Do you know anything about the Sands family?”

Before Rose could answer, Ciara stormed back in.

“Why do you want to know now?” she demanded. “You’ve made it clear you want nothing to do with this family.”

“I—well—”

“Oh, stop stammering. Speak!”

Cat’s throat tightened. She’s just a woman, she reminded herself. Not a monster.

But then she remembered the dream.
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