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This story was inspired by a true event which happened at Culross, Scotland in 1675 where four witches were burned at a stake, Katherine Sands, being one of them. She was an alleged witch who was said to be part of a demonic occult pact together with her three friends. The rest of this story is fictional.  
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PART 1 – The Beginning of the End
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CHAPTER 1 

[image: ]




Normally, staring at an ancient door in a dark and musky alleyway would stir unease in the hearts of even the most fearless of men, but not Calum MacAlasdair. As he ran his hefty hand over the much-needed wood-lacquered door, a smile escaped 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. Living a life of solitude for almost a century, burdened with the tiresome length of immortality can do that to a man. Perhaps it was good that he had now returned to civilisation. 

Nonchalantly, he looked around. Even though Fuller City had changed, this alleyway remained unravished by the hands of time. It was the same old dunk, stuffy alleyway, but dunk and stuffy was exactly what he needed. It was an atmosphere that offered, and practically guaranteed, privacy from prying eyes, as not a soul would dare venture down an alleyway such as this.

A slight stir from beneath a piece of cardboard box caught his eye. Cautiously and with much suspicion he made his way towards the box and lifted it. Tiny, frightened eyes glared up at him. 

A smile escaped Calum’s lip. “Hello there, little fella, don’t be afraid, I’m not going to hurt you,” he said in a slight Scottish accent. 

Calum picked up the shivering ginger kitten and wrapped it inside his coat for warmth. After drawing back the hood of his black cloak, he removed an ancient iron key that hung around his neck and from inside his pocket, he retrieved a flashlight. He attempted to unlock the heavy door. 

After the door reluctantly opened with a heavily protesting creak, a whiff of stale air mixed with the odour of antique wood, old leather, and decades of dust, accosted him. After coughing violently, he stepped through the doorway. His footprints left a perfect imprint of his boot in the thick layer of dust which had lazily settled on the cement floor over the century. 

A heavy sigh escaped his lips. Before he did anything else, he would have to clean up this place first. Even though he couldn’t fall ill, he was sure living in this dust would be highly prejudicial to his sinuses. 

With a heavy push, he shoved the door shut behind him before locking it.  No reason to tempt uninvited guests. Then he descended the creaky stairway. 

White sheets were strewn over his furniture but had turned brown with dust and age. Frowning, he removed the sheets and was immediately rewarded with a flood of awakening memories. It brought up a contrasting emotional mix of bitter regret and the sweet feeling of familiarity. 

Again, he sighed. “Welcome home, Gingi.” He gently stroked the cat he had just baptised with a name that bespoke his ginger-striped fur coat before placing Gingi on the bulky two-seater couch which faced the cold, stark fireplace.

Gingi gave him a questioning gaze. 

“Don’t worry, Gingi, there will be a fire burning once I get wood, and then we’ll both be warmer.” With one last pat, he went about his business. 

An hour later he flopped down on the couch beside Gingi, who immediately sprung onto his lap seeking warmth, and meowed loudly for attention. 

Calum sat back and relaxed for a moment, despite the cold. Getting rid of all the dust in his loft had taken him far longer than expected. Oh well, it’s just one of those things, he mumbled. 

After settling comfortably, his stomach started to complain, reminding him that he hadn’t had a bite to eat since the previous night. Ignoring the hunger pains that stabbed at him incessantly, he tried to sit and relax for a while longer until Gingi started eyeing him strangely. Gingi was probably wondering about the strange sounds coming from his stomach. With a grunt, Calum finally stood up. 

“Well, Gingi, I guess it’s time for me to stop delaying the inevitable. I need to pluck up some courage and get out there.” 

Gingi merely glared up at him with round adorable eyes. 

“We need to eat, don’t you agree?” Gingi’s affectionate gaze remained glued to his.

“You’re such a cute little thing, aren’t you?” Calum leaned over, smiling warmly at the kitten and rubbed behind his ears. Calum’s smile soon faded as the thought of having to venture into the city brazenly intruded into the moment. For practically a century he had become somewhat of a recluse. He hated being around people. A snarl escaped his lips as he regarded his attire. 

First, he would need to change out of these travel clothes, especially his black hooded cloak. Reluctantly, he opened his old antique wardrobe and scoffed. His clothes were laughably outdated and if he did dare venture out wearing them, he would most certainly arouse unnecessary attention. And attention was the last thing he needed. Why hadn’t he just heeded Brad’s advice when his young friend had urged him to take a suitcase of clothing? Damn Brad for always being right. But carrying baggage around with him, the literal kind, was not his thing. Unfortunately, he could not say the same for the emotional baggage that constantly burdened him – an unfortunate consequence of strolling through centuries. Bitterness flooded him. How much more of time could he endure? Life had lost its lustre and offered him little to look forward to, other than endless torture. There was nothing left for him to live for. Yet he had not been given a choice, and there was no end to this curse. 

As he reluctantly glared at his clothing, he shook his head grimly.  Once, so long ago, he had moved in the circles of high society, dressing fashionably, and had enjoyed the best that wining and dining could offer, and his cupboard bore testimony of that. It was loaded with far too many outrageous outfits. There were multiple three-piece suits and a couple of bowler hats. With a grimace, he glanced at some of his old jackets. They were narrow with small, high lapels. They were most certainly not appropriate for today’s times. Then his eyes caught sight of his old shirts with cuffed sleeves, waistcoats, and cravats he frowned. Then his attention fell on the tail jackets and trousers, most of the latter needing suspenders to hold them up, and he almost laughed out loud. Fashion was an absurd creature and forever changing, thank heavens for that! 

He regarded the pants and frowned again. They were far too loose at the ankle for his liking. The worst thing about the fashion of those times, he decided, was the dreary dull colours. It made him cringe just staring at them. And finally, a chuckle escaped his throat when his eye caught sight of a pair of his old knickerbockers. 

A sigh escaped his lips as the dilemma of what to wear shouted at him. Finally, he opted for his old-time favourite, a subtle plaid trouser with a narrow waistband, strap and buckle at the back, which thankfully required no braces. He then donned one of his white shirts, even though the cuffed sleeves would be regarded as a spectacle in today’s fashion. But it would have to suffice.  

The dust from his pants, as he shook and dusted them off, made him sneeze uncontrollably. After reluctantly slipping into his clothes, he regarded his travel cloak and bowler hat. Pity he couldn’t just wear that, but he guessed it would make him look like Sherlock Holmes. A grin escaped his mouth, but when he gazed at his reflection in the mirror, he grimaced. His long hair was in desperate need of a cut, and his beard had grown so wild, he feared someone might mistake him for a caveman. 

Grunting, he finally trooped out of the cramped, dimly candlelit bedroom with its oversized cupboard, and made his way to the living quarters which housed a tiny kitchenette in one corner. If he could locate a pair of scissors and perhaps a razor to trim his beard and cut his hair, he would look less ominous, he thought. 

Despite a diligent search, scratching through the drawers and cabinets, he couldn’t find either item. Darn it! Now he was left with no choice. Those items will need to be purchased too.  Just another reason he was forced to go outside and face the world. Then another reminder sprung to mind. Not only did he need wood to make a fireplace, but he would also have to go downtown to get the water turned on and electricity installed. A positive to all the negatives was that having decent lighting instead of candlelight was going to be a real treat in this loft.  When he last visited this loft, there was no electricity available to homes yet. This was an exciting prospect, and it would be extremely interesting to view the large hidden chamber beneath his feet, under proper lighting. The thought of browsing through all the possessions he had accumulated through the centuries and which he had stored in the chamber beneath him, sent an emotional mix coupled with memories and a burst of adrenalin soaring through his veins. An exorbitant sigh escaped his lungs as he thought how fortunate he had been for having located and then purchased this building. Fortunate indeed, for memories and memorabilia were all that he had left of his loved ones. He still held the Title Deed to the place. It was safely tucked away in the hidden safe below. 

From outside, this building appeared to be a small run-down warehouse but, unseen from prowling eyes, a vast secure chamber lay hidden below, with immense treasure. 

Even with the gentle force which he used to try to pry open the tiny window above the kitchenette, the window’s frame was so badly rusted that the glass nearly toppled out. “Just another thing to fix,” he grumbled out loud. Once he opened the window just wide enough for Gingi to get in and out of the building, he nodded to himself, pleased with his handy work. It was just wide enough for Gingi and small enough for no one to notice. The last thing he wanted was to invite someone to break in. Not that anyone would. Hell, the place was so run down, that he doubted anyone would dare venture near this place. And they certainly wouldn’t consider anything worth stealing. Hah, if they only knew. 
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CHAPTER 2
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Calum stood facing the world and found himself enjoying the chilly fresh air, despite his attire, which he realised might not look very appealing. He probably looked like he had just walked off the set of an old movie which was cast in the nineteenth-century period. But that would change once he had purchased a few items of clothing and toiletries, and once he got rid of his overbearing facial hair. Being a recluse in the countryside for almost a century, he had shamefully allowed himself to let go, becoming unkempt and wild. If it hadn’t been for good old Brad, his one and only friend, whose duty it was to plague him, and who had forced him to return to civilisation, he would still be lounging around in his undergarments, reading books or watching the odd movie. Thanks, Brad! he grunted sarcastically, still not sure why he had finally succumbed to the young man’s pesky persistence. With reluctance, he pasted a smile on his face hoping that it would eradicate any untoward looks that his outward appearance might evoke. 

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

As he emerged into the sunlight of crowded streets and unbearable noise he was tempted to turn right back. But his anxiety soon lifted a little, as he took in all the new buildings and interesting shops. One thing he appreciated was the many appealing architectural structures now dawning the blue skies which were not there before. Times sure were changing fast. If he wasn’t careful, he would not be able to keep up. Making a mental note he told himself to become more mindful of change and to try and mingle more. Fat chance of that! Solitude had its advantages. For one thing, it helped him to remain inconspicuous. But then again, perhaps he just enjoyed wallowing in self-pity, having little distractions to lull him away from his state of despair and regret.  Guiltily, he let off a half-smile as he scoffed at his dramatic flair. But then the sad reminder that past deeds always carried dire consequences, allowed his self-pity to erupt further, encouraging him to bathe in it. And his self-pity had a rightful place, he convinced himself. Especially considering that those deeds that were committed for which he was suffering the consequences, weren’t even his doing. Nonetheless, whether those deeds were committed by him or by those closest to him, was immaterial. The fact remained; that he was the one who had paid the ultimate price. And he was still paying for it, even though those deeds were committed so long ago. This blasted immortal curse! A frown creased his face. 

Hours passed as he scoured the streets all the while his relentless thoughts and mood sucked him deeper, casting him into a vacuum of gloomy despair which spouted bursts of unrelenting anger. This curse was not his doing. Why was he the one who had to suffer? Angrily, he shook his head, pressing his lips firmly together. Despite the long passage of time, he was still unable to process the consequences of his curse, and neither had he been able to accept the dire fact that he would live forever. How could anyone be so cruel as to curse an innocent kid? After all, he had had absolutely nothing to do with the whole purging of witches’ affairs back in 1675. He had been but eight years old at the time when the witch had cursed him for his parents’ deeds. She knew it wasn’t his fault that they were burning her at the stake, yet, she had cursed him and only him.  

Although, the idea of living forever had appealed to him at first, once he started losing all those near and dear to him one by one, that appeal slowly flaked away. First, his father had died, then his mother, followed by his grandparents. Then his first wife and their son, then later, his second wife and his two daughters, until finally his lustre for life and immortality had been extinguished in the flood of sorrow and anguish. Withdrawing into a life of solitude was the only way he could escape the pain. Living in solitude was his attempt to escape life. 

He mocked himself at the irony of it all. Solitary self-confinement in the wilderness seemed like a good idea at the time. But Brad had been right – he was slowly going mad, losing not only his mind but his identity as well because of it.  Now he was back in the city but instead of hope, he was drenched with perplexity and apprehension. With clenched fists he wondered angrily to himself, there must be a way to end this blasted curse! There has to be. If he had to endure another hundred years of living like this, wandering the earth, squandering life, he would implode. Brad said he would become a monster if he didn’t get out and socialise, but little did Brad know that time was slowly turning him into a monster either way. A knob lodged in his throat. Life was supposed to be precious. Not that he could call his existence, life. No, he was alive but not living and his appreciation of life had slowly turned to ashes.

A horn blasted him right out of his sombre mood. Caught in his journey of inner turmoil, he had aimlessly wandered through the city, and without realising it, had accidently stepped onto the road of oncoming traffic. 

“I apologise!” Calum raised his hand apologetically before jumping back onto the sidewalk. But his apology was drowned out by the driver’s vulgar language. Calum merely shrugged his shoulders and walked on, ignoring the driver’s further protests. Although his heart was pounding fast, he refused to show it, nor did he wish to remain in a battle with the driver and add fuel to the man’s distasteful storm of words. 

The few cars that he had encountered in his life, in the small town near the countryside where he had hibernated for too many decades, had not prepared him for this new experience. Those cars were minuscule in number compared to this. Not to mention the exhaust fumes and air pollution that clung in the air here. It almost made him choke. Disgusted, he shrugged his shoulders as if that would eradicate the toxins clinging to him. Surfing the net or watching the odd movie here and there had not adequately prepared him for the reality of city life in this century. It was overwhelming. Movies were inaccurate in that they buffered out the endless noise of traffic and chatter, and they had no way of preparing one for the intoxicating air pollution as one’s lungs slowly suffocated, or the intensity of the noise, all of which contributed to the sudden onset of a headache. 

Irritated, he rubbed his temples to alleviate some of the throbbing. It didn’t help, and he grumbled. Arriving on a small aircraft in the early hours of that morning, followed by the taxi drive to his alleyway loft had not prepared him properly for the intensity of twenty-first century city life. How had things changed so drastically in such a short passage of time? For hundreds of years, things had practically remained the same, until this last century or so. It was as though the entire planet had been fast-forwarded into the future. Maybe technology was not such a good thing. 

Overwhelmed, he turned around to head back home but dismally realised that he was lost. Just great! With the help of his compass, he could easily have found his way in the countryside, but here in a city, and without his compass, he was hopeless. Confused, he abruptly stopped walking.

Just then a woman bumped into him. 

Suddenly an electric bolt tore through him, thrusting him mercilessly into the air and he landed with a thump on the hot tar road. The impact of the landing, together with the bolt still coursing through him, knocked the breath right out of his lungs. 

What the hell? When he finally regained his composure, he gazed around quizzically. The woman who had bumped into him was lying on the sidewalk, looking just as dazzled as him. Calum quickly stood up and hurried over to her. Just as he was about to help her up, she threw him a threatening glare.

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

Calum was shocked at her insinuation. “Look, whatever just happened, that wasn’t me,” he defended himself.

“Yeah right.”

“No, I swear,” he assured her.

“Well, it wasn’t me,” she snapped at him. 

When she noticed how shocked he also appeared, she shrugged her shoulders. “Whatever, just don’t touch me again.”

“Hey, you walked into me, remember?” he reminded her, agitatedly. 

“Well, you just stopped walking. So, it’s not my fault,” she barked at him. 

Then her attention fell on his attire, and he noticed her frown with disgust. 

He was painfully aware that his clothes were old and tacky, but still, a woman had never regarded him with such distaste before. Usually, in his experience, it was quite the opposite. Women were usually obsessed with him, which he found to be quite annoying at times. But now that he was being scrutinised with such repulsion, he realised it was not something he particularly enjoyed. Especially when the woman doing the scrutinising was so exquisitely beautiful – almost intoxicatingly so. Her long red locks, curly and ferocious, were nearly as fierce as the glint in her emerald-green eyes, and the few freckles dancing in the sunlight on her pale skin made her even more appealing. With mounting desire, his gaze moved from her eyes to her lips. They were so red and luscious that he was tempted to run his fingers over them. 

Cat Sands met his glare with bold reprise. The bold intensity of his stare, a stranger who was dressed in clothes that she was sure her grandfather if she had known him, would have scoffed at, almost unnerved her. Despite the nagging voice in the back of her mind warning her to run as far away from him as possible, she remained glued to the spot. And it was not because flight mode was as unusual to her nature as a wild dog befriending a ferocious lion, but there was something else drawing her to him. Was it the crisp depths of his striking olive-green eyes encapsulating her, or his long locks of dark brown hair that froze her in time, or was it his faint smell of leather, burnt timbers and musk that allured her senses? Maybe it was the mystery of the electric bolt that aroused her normal curiosity which was trying to override her instincts. Despite all of this, an inner voice within her was still screaming for her to run. 

Calum was reluctant to let her go and for the life of him, he couldn’t fathom out why. Just walk away. She’s trouble, a voice inside his head echoed. Seriously? How dangerous could a beautiful woman with a feisty personality be?  The debate continued as he continued to argue with himself. Besides, it’s not like she could kill him! He almost laughed out loud at that thought, despite its bitter roots. 

Cat finally managed to regain control of herself and pulled free from the alluring yet dangerous tether drawing her to him. 

At the same time, Calum snapped out of his hypnotic state and grinned sheepishly before clearing his throat. “Well, whatever that was, I do apologise, Madam.”

Cat’s brow rose with interest. Not only did he dress weirdly, but the way he spoke was a little outlandish as well. There were certain similarities he displayed that she noticed which reminded her of the dear old man who had lived next door to her apartment some years back. If Joe had still been alive, she did not doubt that he would have thoroughly enjoyed this man’s company. Although, by a closer inspection of this tall, olive-skinned, and grizzly-looking man, he couldn’t be more than a few years older than she was. So why the strange attire? Then again, she might be wrong. How could anyone be sure of his age under all that ghastly facial hair?

“May I make it up to you?” Calum tried hard to remember to vocalise colloquial speech congruent to current times, just as Brad had taught him, even though, at the time of learning it, it had annoyed him endlessly. He much preferred the elegant, respectable, and proper use of the English language. But dismally, he realised that if he wished to remain inconspicuous to the world then he would just have to change along with the times. 

“Don’t worry about it.” She turned to leave. Perhaps she should allow her screaming instincts to override her usual curiosity for once. 

Calum stopped her. “Before you go, would be so kind as to give me directions?” He was reluctant to see her go and quickly thought of a plausible excuse to keep her there. “I seem to have lost my way.” And it wasn’t a lie; he was lost. “I haven’t been in this city for – well, for a very long time – and everything’s changed. I’m embarrassed to admit it, but I’m inexplicably lost.”

The distinct olive hues in his eyes were so earnest in his pleading that coinciding with his roguishly handsome smile made a convincing statement that she couldn’t resist. He didn’t appear to be homeless. He smelled clean, his wavy hair was clearly washed, and his teeth, which were all accounted for, were perfect and white, so he was probably not lying to her. What harm could it do if she assisted him? Just as long as he didn’t touch her again. The last thing she needed was another fierce bolt of electricity coursing through her body. 

“Where do you live?” she asked him curiously, ignoring the voice still screaming inside her mind. 

Calum frowned. Okay, he had not thought this through. He couldn’t reveal where he lived to her, and he still needed to purchase a few things before he returned home. 

“I’d be grateful if you could just direct me towards a grocery store close to Clover’s End.” His warehouse-type loft was only a few blocks away from Clover’s End, so that should be safe to mention, and he could easily find his way home from there.

“Jeepers, Clover’s End is several blocks away. You sure did walk quite a distance,” she surmised.

“Really?” Being lost, both to his tormenting memories and the allure of the city’s facelift had blatantly distracted him. Hurriedly, he made a mental note to bring his compass along the next time he ventured out into the city. Hopefully, he would be able to navigate his way around the city with that.

“Wait, I have a map of the city in my purse. I promised myself that this summer I would visit every part of this city...” As her words trailed off, she zipped open her purse and retrieved a colourful booklet, which she then offered him with a curt smile.

“Much obliged.” When he reached for the map, his eyes drank in the soft, delicate appearance of her hands. Then his eyes landed on the mark just above her right hand, which aroused his curiosity. Quite a strange place for a birthmark? But the temptation to caress her skin surged through him, and he forgot about the birthmark as his body displayed internal electrical currents of its own. Electric currents! Darn it! The memory of the electric bolt quickly eradicated his sexual arousal. What had caused the bolt, anyway? And would it happen again if he touched her? 

“Don’t mention it,” she replied, and he noticed that she was regarding him curiously as much as he was regarding her.

“The name’s Calum McAlister.” Although he preferred his family’s Gaelic name, MacAlasdair, he had changed it a long time ago, to stay with the times and to remain inconspicuous. 

As he extended his hand outwards to greet her, he hurriedly pulled it away again and frowned.

She laughed at that, a sound that was as spellbinding as her looks were enchanting. “I guess a handshake would be a shocking experience.” And she laughed again at her pun. “I’m Catherine, but everyone calls me Cat.”

Cat. Cute. And he liked the sound of her laughter too, and the sound of her voice. Hell! Was there anything about her that he didn’t like?

She lingered. She should leave right now. It was so strange. There was something about this man that seemed to lure a part of her to him, like a moth to a flame, but then another part of her was clearly repelled by him. There was something peculiar about him, but she could not figure out what that could be. And despite her usual curiosity, she had a feeling she should rather not hang around to find out what that something was. Her instincts were warning her that he posed a threat. Not that she was the type to easily be afraid of things or people and she was most certainly not the type to adhere to inner warnings, which she rebelliously regarded as a form of fear. But now, a part of her felt afraid of him. But why? Perhaps, just this one time, she should not tempt fate and find out. 

“Well, it was nice meeting you, but I need to go.” She stared at him briefly before cantering off, not leaving him much of a chance to greet her in return. 

Again, a part of her wanted to change her mind and go back to him and speak to him for a while longer, but her legs seemed to have a mind of their own and were already fast on the move as adrenalin pumped through her veins, fuelling them to run even faster. Her heart pounded as mixed emotions pumped her full of adrenalin. Coward. No, you’re not. Rather safe than sorry. Run. Get as far away from him as possible and as quickly as you can. No, stay.  

She practically sprinted away from him, or more aptly, from her divided self. 

Only once she rounded the corner and when he was no longer in sight did she stop and pant, leaning over to catch her breath. What was going on with her? Her contradicting emotions were tearing her apart inside. So absurd. Then she recalled the strange electric bolt. Where did that come from? Perhaps she should go back to find out more, just for curiosity’s sake, she tried to trick her fear. But just as she was about to turn around and go back to him, she noticed a black cat watching her from across the road. Okay, that’s not ominous at all. Her grandmother would say it was a sign. Of course, she didn’t believe in such stuff. But just for today, she would heed the sign too, and with that, she dashed home before she could change her conflicting mind again.

As he watched her go, Calum was strongly compelled to run after her, but a part of him warned that he should let her go because she was dangerous. Yeah, in what world could such a beauty be dangerous?  But arguing with himself didn’t help, so instead he focused his attention on going about his tasks. There was much to do. With a sigh, he unfolded the map Cat had given him and followed the directions to the grocery store. 

Despite trying to focus on his multiple tasks at hand, his thoughts kept drifting off to Cat. Forget about her! he cursed under his breath. One thing he had learned through the ages was that entertaining emotions such as love were pure torture. Love and romance were a thing of the past for him. Seeing your loved ones die all around you was just too painful to endure. How many times hadn’t he had to fake his death for fear that his immortality would become known? It was one thing to see death claiming those around him, but another to see the pain that he inflicted on them; thus, he made a promise to himself never to go through that again. The only people in his life who knew about his curse were his parents and Brad Dawson. The Dawson family line had come a long way with him. From the beginning, they had been close friends with his parents. Being witnesses of the witch burnings and the curse, they had agreed to keep his secret. And for centuries the Dawsons had kept his secret well. Then an image of Cat crossed his mind again but this time he agitatedly shoved it into the deep corner of his mind and sealed it with his previous promise. The promise he had made a very long time ago that he would never inflict that kind of pain on anyone to fake his death and never to fall in love again, which only brought about insufferable pain. Although that kind of pain couldn’t kill him. But that was what he was afraid of. The pain, the torment, the guilt and the bitterness – all stuffed into the everlasting bag of memories and emotions which was his burden to carry around with him for all eternity. If only he could suffer memory loss, or his memories could fade over time but that too was impossible as he could never fall ill either. Ironically so, for the one thing that human beings wanted most other than immorality, was a body that would never succumb to illness or disease, and sadly, that was just another thing that added heavy rocks to his bag of torture. 
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CHAPTER 3 
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Cat’s cries tore through her apartment. Hot tears poured down her flushed cheeks, her body convulsed, and her nightgown was soaked with perspiration, yet her nightmare continued. It was as if the claws of her nightmare held her in its scorching grip by some unseen force from which there was no escape, despite her futile attempts. Although she was instinctively aware that she was just dreaming, she was still rendered helpless, unable to escape its relentless clutches...

“Burn the witches!” 

Even though the villagers spoke in a heavy Scottish accent, Cat somehow easily understood what they were saying... 

They pulled over the prisoners’ cart and threatened the jailer to give them the key or they would burn alongside the witches. They flung open the cage and hurled the four female prisoners out. Then, with hatred and disgust, they dragged the four women through the dirt, kicking and spitting at them as they went.

“Stop, they will curse you. Move away from those demonic creatures,” a villager cried, as fear loomed over her like darkness. A handful of villagers dragged the witches by their chains through the mud, until they reached their destination. Four execution piers were erected outside the small village, and they dragged the witches towards them before tying them to the stakes, binding holsters tightly around their necks. Then one of the witches raised her head and looked directly at Cat...

Cat gasped as she saw her face and started to scream in her sleep. But still, she could not awaken from her nightmare...

The witch then glared at the villagers with a mock taunt in her eyes and a wicked grin on her face, and then her eyes fell on a single man in the crowd, and instantly her mockery turned to vengeance and her smile morphed into a grimace of pure hatred. 

“You, Owen MacAlasdair, and the rest of your imperious clan-,” she spat with repugnance, “-have betrayed me. But I won’t curse you, nay, nor them. I will curse your wee lad over there. Yes, I herewith curse your son, Calum MacAlasdair.” She pointed her finger at the frightened child who hid behind his mother’s grey skirts, gripping it in fear with his small hands. 

“Calum MacAlasdair, you will be forced to walk the earth for all eternity, losing everyone you love, cursing your life as you tread, and you will live in undying torment. The more you try to run from your immortality and the harsh memories you will forever have to endure, the deeper the roots of your despair will grow until you can bare it no more, but even then, there will be no escaping eternity’s relentless grip. You will know what hell on earth is and living hell will be your partner for all eternity.” 

The witch’s impermeable spirit and malevolent laughter cut through the late afternoon air, instilling fear into the hearts of the spectators and gasps wafted through the air like a tidal wave.

“Executioner, get on with it, man! Burn the witches and be done with it, let not another curse escape her foul lips. Let the flames purge her and the other witches from this earth.” Owen commanded the Executioner...

Tears scorched Cat’s cheeks as they escaped from her sleeping eyes, and her heartbeat pumped vigorously as adrenalin coursed through her veins. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t escape. As the holster tightened around the witch’s neck, Cat felt it tightening around hers. She choked and then as the flames started to lick the witch’s skin, Cat began coughing. The smell - the dreadful smell. The pain – the excruciating pain. The emotions – the unfathomable mixture of anger, hatred, and something else, something so cold and evil it made her body convulse and her soul writhe in her sleep. Then, unexpectedly she was flung out of her nightmare. Bolting upright, her face deathly pale, she sat and stared at the blank wall in front of her, sweating and panting. Then she stormed to the bathroom and puked violently. 

After that, she couldn’t get back to sleep. Drudgingly, she headed to the kitchen and made herself a cup of tea and then sat down on her sofa. For a long while she just sat there staring into space as she tried to control her trembling body and still her restless mind. 

That morning when Cat unlocked the doors of the city library, a familiar whiff of feint vanilla from the books greeted her before escaping into the city. 

As she did her rounds, including opening the windows, she moved in an autonomous mode, her mind still trapped in the torment of the previous night’s dream. Her body trembled, she felt weak and unresponsive, even to her favourite scent in the world – the scent of books. How she loved books. For as long as she could remember, since she had become the librarian for one of the city’s most formidable libraries, excitement had bubbled inside of her every morning when she unlocked the double doors to the library. As soon as she let the rays of sunshine peep into the dark library and after turning on the lights, she would also allow the rays of joy and excitement to stir her heart, while her love for books engulfed her. But not today. This day, the joy and excitement escaped her. Not even the sight of the box of new arrivals waiting beside her desk could spark her enthusiasm or flick the switch of her machinelike mode back into responsive.  

When she sat down at her desk, she switched her computer on and stared blankly at the screen. The flickering cursor on the Google browser failed to tempt her usually insatiable curiosity for knowledge, nor was she interested in reading the latest news reports. The only thing that occupied her thoughts was the frightful question of what possible interpretations, messages, or dire implications that dreadful dream could hold for her. Her grandmother firmly believed that dreams were a guide through life. But there was no way that this dream was one of those dreams. It couldn’t possibly be, as this dream played events that were centuries old. A witch burning at a stake. My gosh, Cat, what next? Dreams of vampires and werewolves? She scrounged around her memory bank for clues. Perhaps she had read a book on witches recently? Watching a horror movie would never be on her list, as the number of movies she had watched this past year alone tallied to a total number of zero. Reading was her love, and perhaps her Achilles heel, but it was certainly her preferred medium of relaxation or mode of escape from reality, which she needed if she wished to remain free from thoughts of her past. She contemplated her reading list again. No, she was sure she had not read a book on witches. So, what then had conjured up her nightmare? If it wasn’t something that lingered in her mind as an aftermath from reading a book, and it was not a warning of something to come, as the images were depicted in the past, then what could the dream possibly mean? Maybe it had something to do with the bolt of electricity that had, the previous day, shocked her into oblivion when that Calum guy had touched her. But that still didn’t explain what the message behind the dream meant to her, and most troubling of all was the witch’s face. It was her face. She cringed just thinking about it. It was like looking into a mirror.  Maybe her inner self was trying to tell her something. And perhaps that electric bolt had awoken something inside of her. 

If only she had taken down Calum’s telephone number, she could have demanded answers from him. Then again, he might not have answers as he seemed just as oblivious to the source of the electricity bolt as she was. Or maybe he just pretended to be oblivious but had planned the whole thing. Maybe he was a stalker? Oh, come on, Cat, don’t be absurd. How could she accuse him of that? She remembered how they had both been hit hard by the shock. Sighing, she shook her head and drew her eyes together sharply. Back to square one. Answers - nada. Possibilities – many.

“Ohh!” She almost cursed out loud. This was all so frustrating.  A headache began to loom, and she rubbed her temples trying to relieve the pressure. Well, at least she was starting to feel like her old self. Slowly her modus operandi was coming back to her normal function capacity, probably because she was in the free flow of entertaining several possible theories at once. It seemed to have filtered life back into her senses. At last, her curious nature was restored. Hooray! 

The blinking cursor on her screen caught her attention. It shone like a bright beacon, or was it more like an invitation to step into Alison’s rabbit hole? Yep, Google was her rabbit hole – but boy oh boy, did she love it. Blinking cursor – it’s you and me now. She rubbed her hands together before typing the words witches burnt at the stake. 

Shrugging, she hit the enter key and it immediately set her heart galloping with a potent mixture of excitement and trepidation. Excitement to acquire new knowledge but trepidation for fear of what she might discover.  

‘Witch trials in early modern Scotland - Wikipedia’.  She clicked on the link.

As she scrolled through the article her eyes landed on the name Katherine Sands, and her heart stopped beating. No ways! The witch that burned at the stake and had cursed that poor child bore her name. Anxiously, she read further, and as she read, she gnawed on her lip lower lip subconsciously, her eyes wide open with anticipation. The article confirmed that Katherine Sands had been a witch who was part of an alleged demonic pact, and she and her three occult buddies were burnt at the stake at Culross in 1675. 

Suddenly Cat’s breathing became jagged, and her fear catapulted through her veins when she noticed a specific part of the article. According to the article, the witch with her namesake had received the devil’s mark on her right hand. She gulped as she looked down at her own right hand, where her birthmark was located. Was it a mere coincidence that she had a mark right there? Of course it is, don’t be such a turd! Nervously, she bit her thumb nail as she re-read the article. Katherine Sands claimed to have had sex with the devil. No ways! This was just too much. 

Cat jumped up and headed to the kitchen to make herself a strong cup of coffee, all the while telling herself there was no connection between the devil-worshipping witch Katherine Sands. Nope – no connection at all, whatsoever. Whatsoever, no connection - at - all!  This is purely a coincidence. But as she repeated the words to herself in her mind, she ardently shook her head, as if her denial would eradicate the doubts that were taunting her. “Besides, my name is spelt with a C, not a K!” Feeble, Cat, feeble. 

As she sat down again, sipping her extra strong, extra hot coffee, and trying to process the information, she finally concluded. She was going to just let this go. Just forget about the dream. It was just a dream after all. Her continuous bopping of her head, as she nodded to herself, would have drawn attention to her if there had been anyone in the library. Fortunately, it was still empty. Grinning sheepishly at herself, she stood up, shook her shoulders, as if to shake off her stress, and then went about her day with eagerness and enthusiasm that was blatantly determined not to allow any fragments of her dream to seep its way into her thoughts.

But that night, the exact dream played out again. When she awoke, she was coughing and trembling as if she had, merely seconds before, been strangled, while flames had engulfed her. It was as if she had just stepped off the stake and walked back into the real world. 

And this time, the remnants of the dream plagued her thoughts throughout her day until she could take no more of the ardent torture. Infuriatingly, she grabbed her cellular phone.

“Hi, Mum.”

“Cat. Oh, my heavens! What a wonderful surprise.”

“I was wondering if I could come visit, perhaps this weekend?” The sooner the better. If she had to endure another soul-wrenching nightmare, she wouldn’t last. Even if that meant she would have to go home and suffer a different type of torture - spending time with her mother and grandmother. I can do this! How long had it been since she left? Three, almost four years. Not long enough!

“You’re coming home? Oh, sweety, what wonderful news.”

That was surprisingly easy. Good. Now to get someone to stand in for her at the library. That shouldn’t be too hard, Beth, one of her on-call assistants, an eager young woman who adored books as much as she did, was always willing to help out in the library and she had proven herself to be more than capable. 

Cat quickly dialled her number and a minute later she hung up the phone and sighed with relief. That was sorted. Now to encourage herself not to back out of her decision to go home.
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Calum sat in front of the embers, lost in thought, while Gingi rested comfortably in his lap. What had happened earlier that day? Where had that electrical bolt come from? Not once in the three and a half centuries of his existence had he ever experienced something so peculiar. Perhaps Cat had something to do with it. Then he reminded himself that she too had been shaken by the incident. Then what had caused it? Another warning tugged at his mind. She looked so familiar, but he couldn’t place where he had seen her before. Perhaps his imagination was running away with him. Yet, he couldn’t shake the feeling that the lightning bolt was somehow related to her. This strange phenomenon had not occurred with anyone else before, only with her. If only he hadn’t let her go before at least getting her telephone number. Now that he thought about it, he hadn’t ever gotten her last name. Images of her beauty flashed in his mind. Impatiently, he swore beneath his breath. Entertaining such fancy thoughts was out of the question. It's a good thing he didn’t get her number.

He sighed. Bombarding his mind with questions that were not going to be answered was a poor way to occupy his time. Then he laughed at the irony. All he had was time. 

Standing up, he eagerly made his way to his bed. Thankfully it was late, as sleeping was at least a way to escape his incessant thoughts about Cat. 

But that night he was engulfed in a dream, one which he had, a long time ago, dreamed regularly. Or more accurately, it was a memory which had seeped into his subconscious to relive as a nightmare over and over for at least during the first hundred years of his life until he had learned to deal with it...

He was a child again, holding onto his mother’s skirts, peering fearfully at the four women tied to stakes as flames engulfed them. But his eyes focused especially on the one woman who glared down at him with purple fury in her eyes, her wild red hair appearing reddish-purple in the flames, and she was speaking out loud and talking directly at him. 

Calum jumped up, shouting as if he were a lad again. He panted and wiped away the sweat on his forehead. This dream was different to the others. In this dream the face of the witch who had cursed him was the face of the woman who had shared the previous day’s electric bolt with him. He now knew he couldn’t let this go. This was no coincidence. Cat was connected to his past, somehow. And why hadn’t he realised the similarities in their faces?  Her last name was surely not Sands, or was it? The witch who had cursed him with immortality bore the name, Katherine Sands. Could they be connected? They must be, or why else would this be happening?

Finally, when he realised that he would not get any further sleep unless he pacified his restless mind, he got up and sat on his couch. As he entertained thoughts on how to track Cat down, an idea sprang to mind. After he had sorted out the electricity and water at the loft, he would visit the city library where he was sure they would have computers and internet. Enthusiastically, he retrieved the map from his pocket and studied it to locate the library. Good, it wasn’t too far away. Hope sprung up within him. There had to be something on the internet about the witch who had cursed him so many centuries ago. Maybe, just maybe, if this Cat was related to her, he would find something that could lead him to her. It was reaching, he knew, but what else could he do? The city was a large place with millions of people so knocking on everyone’s door was out of the question. With hope still burning brightly, he went back to bed and shut his eyes, hoping he would get to the bottom of this mystery somehow and soon. But right now, he was so tired, he needed to at least try and get some more sleep in before he went on his quest for answers. 
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The three-hour journey to the home where she had grown up was enjoyable enough, if Cat refused to think about the destination or what awaited her when she arrived. Soft glimmering sunbeams dazzled through gaps in forest leaves at the behest of the breeze. It made the forest, on both sides of the long road, seem enchanting and proved a welcome escape from her reality. The Uber driver was silent, which allowed her to linger peacefully as she gazed out the back window. As she lazily leaned against the window, the shimmering lights fluttered on the birthmark of her hand, she realised that if she weren’t so lethargic from the journey, her imagination would probably be wreaking havoc trying to decipher the meaning behind her nightmare. This birthmark was the same as that reported to be on the witch, Katherine Sands. Surely that had to be coincidental. It just had to be, she tried to convince herself.

She drifted off to sleep and suddenly the witch in her dream was calling to her. “Cat, Cat, Cat.” 

She got a fright and screamed before sitting upright in the backseat. 

“Is everything okay back there, Miss?” the Uber driver asked worriedly.

“Um, yes, sorry. Bad dream. Are we nearly there?”

“Half an hour to go, Miss.”

“Great, thanks.” Cat sighed. If these nightmares continued, she would have to stop herself from falling asleep because whenever she closed her eyes, the nightmare returned, and she wasn’t sure how much more of it she could endure. She truly hoped she would find answers. Sadly, the best place to find answers to her questions was the one place she swore she would never return to. Home. 

The Uber finally turned down the sand road and there it was. The menacing, creepy old family home at the edge of the forest. Was it too late to turn around? 

The wooden door opened and there she stood. The woman that was as overbearing as she was round. Should she turn around and make a run for it?  It wasn’t too late.

With forced determination, she scampered out the car, hauled her overnight bag over her shoulder and watched anxiously as the uber slowly pulled away, and with it, her only means of escape. 

“My, my! It’s going to snow!” Her mother made a gradual attempt to hurry down the stairs to greet her, while simultaneously drying her hands on the dishcloth that hung from the pocket of her well-washed apron. 

“Hello mum.” Cat awkwardly tried to guard herself from her mother’s overpowering hug, while trying to find some memories that could help bring out a shred of enthusiasm for her being there, but she couldn’t find one. 

The familiar smell of herbs clung to her mother, and she wondered what bizarre herbal remedy she was stirring up today. Scratch that. She really didn’t want to know. The mere thought of it brought dread to the pit of her stomach and stirred up memories she’d rather forget.

“Come, come. I have dinner waiting.”

Yay! Cat said silently as she bit her tongue painfully to stop her from speaking her mind.

“You must tell me everything,” her mother begged. “Is there a man in your life yet? Are you pregnant?” As her mother spoke her face seemed to light up at the mention of a possible baby on the way.

Cat cringed. Heaven forbid! The thought of bringing a child into this world that carried her strange family’s genes was totally out of the question.  

A tall lean woman appeared in the doorway as Cat and her mother ascended the wooden stairway that led up to the front door. 

“Has the cat caught your tongue, child? Your mother asked you a question. Speak up!” 

No hello? No welcome home? What did she expect? Her mother was a kitten compared to her grandmother. The shrill sound of her high-pitched voice turned her nerves to ice and the sight of her made her blood run cold. 

“Like I’ve said a million times before, I will always remain single, and will never get married and never have children. Nothing’s changed.”

“Then why are you here?” Her voice now held a tone of cold indifference.

“Um, this is my home too?” Cat defended herself. “Surely I don’t need to have an excuse to visit my mother?”

“There, there! No need to get all defensive, sweetie. Your grandmother only means well. Let’s eat.” 

Things never change! So typical of her mother to always defend her mother-in-law at the expense of her daughter. 

As they sat around the rugged wooden table eating dinner, Cat stole a glance at her grandmother, wondering if her long black hair was naturally still black or whether she dyed it. At her age, the latter was more likely, but somehow, she doubted that any hair on her grandmother’s head would dare to turn grey. Such was the wrath of Ciara. 

They continued to eat in silence, as was their custom. When her mother, Rose, did fall into the temptation of bubbling over with conversation, she would immediately be silenced by Ciara, which always infuriated Cat. 

What was she doing here? Cat cursed herself for the tenth time. This was even more unbearable than she remembered. Escaping to the city three years ago had been the best move she had ever made. And ignoring her mother and grandmother’s protests on the subject had been a delightful cherry on the top. 

Once they had finished eating, Cat helped her mother with the dishes, trying to pluck up the courage to broach the subject of her family history, and grateful that her grandmother had left the kitchen. 

“So, mum, I’ve been wondering lately about my heritage. You know, Dad’s family tree, and all. I know you were just married into the family, but do you know anything about the Sands family line?” Cat hoped her mother had answers, for she had no desire to discuss this matter, or any other matter, with her grandmother. 

But before her mother could even reply, her grandmother suddenly burst into the kitchen. “Why do you want to know about our family line now? You have made it quite clear in the past that you want nothing to do with this family or our heritage.”

“Um, well, I – it’s just that - well ...”

“Oh, do stop stammering. Speak up, girl!” 

Cat’s throat formed a knob which made swallowing painful, while she tried to rationalise her fears. Her grandmother was just a woman, not a monster, thus she could do nothing to her. Yeah, tell that to my nerves! Then she remembered her nightmare and suddenly her grandmother was nothing compared to the witch in her dreams. Her curiosity also got the better of her, so she finally found the courage to speak.

“I have been having these dreams lately. Nightmares. About a witch burning at a stake.”

Her mother and grandmother shared a quick but intense look. The cold fear in their eyes did not escape Cat’s notice. 

“What is it? Tell me!”

Ciara shrugged her shoulders and shook her head. “It’s nothing to concern yourself with.”

“Nothing to concern myself with. Are you kidding me?” Cat Blurted. “I just told you I’m having nightmares about a witch, and you say it’s nothing to concern myself with.” Her anger flared up. “I’m unable to sleep. And if I do, I wake up screaming and in a cold sweat, not to mention the vomiting,”

“Heavens child! You’re simply overreacting. Now pull yourself together,” her grandmother snapped. 

“Seriously?” Cat shook her head, anger boiling under her skin now. “Tell me what you know - and I know you know something so don’t even try to deny it.” 

Her mother suddenly seemed very pre-occupied with a spot on the clean dish she had just dried off.

“Hmph, you don’t know what you’re talking about,” Ciara denied. 

“Well let me enlighten you a bit more of what I do know, shall I? That witch looks exactly like me,” Cat exclaimed.

It was clear that her statement clearly had shocked her grandmother to the core. The elderly woman groped the back of a kitchen chair to use it to balance herself before she sat down. Cat had never seen her grandmother so perplexed before. Even her face had turned ashen grey. This worried her, which surprised her. Not in her wildest dreams would she have thought she would be concerned about her grandmother’s wellbeing. 

“Grandmother?”

“Hush child. Leave your grandmother,” Rose insisted. She hung up the dishcloth and hurried to stand behind her mother-in-law, placing her one hand on the old woman’s shoulder. 

After several moments of intense silence Ciara finally spoke, her voice just under a whisper. “Something must have awakened Katherine’s restless spirit. According to my mamma, she has been quiet for almost a century now.”

Gooseflesh spread over Cat’s body like wildfire. She had never believed in ghosts. Yet, here was her staunch grandmother speaking about the restless spirit of a woman who had died over three hundred years before. Perhaps they were just rantings of a superstitious great, great grandmother or something. That would explain it. The people of those days were far too superstitious for their own good. 

“What have you done, child?” This time Ciara glared at Cat with cold accusation.

“What?” Cat shook her head in disbelief. “I didn’t do anything!” she protested. How dare she put this on her. If their family did descend from a line of evil witches, how could this be her fault?

“You must have done something to anger her spirit.”

Cat was aghast. “You speak as if she’s still alive. She’s dead!”

“You know nothing, child!”

“Then tell me,” Cat shrilled, frustration digging into her like claws. 

“I wanted to tell you when you turned eighteen, but you made it abundantly clear you wanted nothing to do with this family, nor our history,” Ciara reminded her bitterly.

“That’s because I thought you were stark raving mad, but that was before that witch started haunting my dreams.”

“Hmph.”

“No, don’t you dare humph me. Tell me everything you know.” Why did she ever think she could escape her roots, her family, or the strange behavioural patterns her grandmother had displayed through the years? 

“Or what? You will run away again?” Ciara laughed cynically but glared at Cat with such aversion that it made her want to shrink into her shoes. 

Justifying herself Cat replied in a voice rife with emotion, “I just wanted a normal life, away from you, away from – from this,” Cat stammered and made a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree turn as she gestured to her surroundings, all of which included not only the strange herbal bottled concoctions and who knows what else those jars contained, but also included her mother and grandmother.

And then added, “Nor did I ever want to be a part of this business of yours.”

Ciara gave her a stern look before responding, “And what business is that?”

“You know. Those awful-smelling concoctions you make and sell to strangers coming to collect them at all hours of the night. And then there’s your odd behaviour and enchantments,” she directed this accusation exclusively at her grandmother, “Including your midnight excursions during a full moon.”

When she noticed the two women staring at each other with shocked surprise, she added, “Yes, did you think I wouldn’t see it when you slipped out at night during a full moon, wearing nothing but a flimsy and transparent nightgown?” Cat continued to only direct her accusation at her grandmother because she was certain her mother had no part in that insane ritual, or at least she hoped she did not. 

Her inquisition was nowhere near finished. “And while we’re at it, I demand to know whose grave that is out in the forest with a blank headstone.” Cat was proud of herself. Not once while living under this roof, had she ever had the courage to confront her grandmother and mother about anything, especially those issues which had plagued her for years. 

When silence was their only response, she clenched her jaws together in frustration before blurting, “I’m not leaving here until I have answers.”

Obstinately, she sat down at the table, folded her arms together and glared at them, waiting for either of them to respond, or both – anything other than this awkward silence.

Ciara looked at Rose and sighed. Her shoulders slumped forward in defeat. “Fine.” Ciara then nodded to Rose.

“Are you sure?” Rose asked, bewildered. 

“Yes. It’s time she knew.”

Rose gave a curt nod before scurrying out of the kitchen, only to return less than a minute later carrying an old-looking and extremely large wooden box.

“What’s in it?” Cat asked, her curiosity exploding, and wondering why she had never seen that box before. Her grandmother must have kept it in her room since she knew Cat would never dare enter.

“This was passed down to me. It’s from the Sands line. It belonged to Katherine Sands.”

The hairs on Cat’s body stood up. So, her dream had not been a dream after all but was the actual event she had read about on Google. Katherine Sands was her ancestor. 

“In my dream, she looked exactly like me,” Cat said gulping, and immediately noticed that her voice had an audible tremble to it.

“That is possible. It was said that she was an enticingly beautiful creature with long red hair and emerald-green eyes, just like yours.”

Was that a compliment? Cat doubted it. Her grandmother’s utterances were prone to sadistic verbal banter. 

“What’s in the box?” She asked again. 

Ciara slowly opened the box to reveal an old leather book lying on top of various other items neatly packed in the box. 

Cat slanted her head to get a better look at the engraving on the cover of the book. “Is that a figure eight lying down?”

“No, it’s an Ouroboros,” Ciara replied,

“A what now?”

“Ouboros. It’s an ancient engraving of a serpent eating its tail.” Ciara informed her. 

“What does it mean?”

Ciara let out an impatient sigh. “It signifies infinity and the cycle of birth and death.”

“I don’t understand.” Was her grandmother trying to tell her that she was the reincarnated version of Katherine Sands? No, she refused to believe in reincarnation. 

“The soul never dies, it’s infinite. You are born into this world and when you die, your soul merely escapes the confines of the natural body and immediately moves into a more spiritual realm which still coincides with ours before moving on. Most of us just can’t see them.”

“You mean everyone becomes a ghost when they die and then they just linger?” Cat was appalled. The mere thought of having floating dead people all around her made her want to puke. Surely it was not true. 

“It’s more complicated than that, but sadly, many souls do linger, yes.”

“I don’t believe it!” Cat shook her head profusely. “Next you’re going to tell me I’m her – that witch.”

“No. You are you. Everyone who is born has their soul. You cannot be someone else. But a spirit can possess another person’s body.”  

“Oh my gosh, so are you telling me that Katherine wants to possess me?”

Cairo darted a quick and disturbing glance at Rose, who was now sitting beside her daughter and nervously ringing the dish towel with her hands. 

Ignoring the question, Cairo continued, “This is Katherine Sands’ book of spells.”

“I don’t care about a stupid book of spells. I want to know if she’s trying to possess me!” Cat was fuming. There was no way in hell she was going to allow some undying floating evil thing to take over her body. Not going to happen! Family or not!

“Answer me!” she shouted as she pounded the table with her fist. 

Rose jumped up with fright. And then she was astonished, for she had never seen her daughter this riled up before. Cat was not the outspoken type and had mostly kept to herself. That is why it had taken her by surprise when her daughter had informed her three years ago that she was leaving home. 

“I don’t know,” Cairo replied calmly, but the tone in her icy voice still spliced the air with her frosty attitude.

“I think you do know. I wouldn’t be surprised if this was all your doing.”

“Cat!” her mother scolded her. 

“You know what, stop calling me Cat. I hate that name. My name is Catherine. Why you and granny insist on calling me Cat is beyond me. Or maybe I’ll change my name, considering the facts which have now come to light.”

Her mother gasped. Her grandmother grunted. And both glared at her with disapproval. 

“We just didn’t want to associate your name with that witch’s, that’s all,” her mother uttered. 

“Then why did you name me Catherine in the first place?”

“That was your father’s choice, not mine. At least he accidentally spelt it with a C instead of a K.” Rose was almost in tears now. 

She didn’t care. She needed to get out of this house right now. Away from her family, away from this madness and away from Katherine Sands. Perhaps the city wasn’t far enough. Should she move to another country? To any place other than Scotland, where no one, and especially not her wicked ancestral ghost, could find her. 

With her mind made up, she rose and pushed away the chair, then grabbed her bag, and after giving the two women one last glower, she practically sprinted out of the house. 

As she searched for her phone in her bag, her mother and grandmother stormed out of the house after her.

“You can’t run away from your destiny, Missy,” her grandmother bellowed.

Cat turned to give her a warning glare, but an unnerving thought crossed her mind. Maybe her grandmother was also a witch. This had her heart suddenly reeling with fear. She swallowed hard as she dialled for an Uber. Her hands were shaking uncontrollably. Without saying goodbye to her mother, she started walking down the sand road as fast as she could to get away. Soon she found herself running, as if she couldn’t get away fast enough. Tears erupted from her eyes and stung her cheeks. As soon as she got back to the city, she decided she would give her boss notice and move to a faraway town that no one could even pronounce. This goal managed to instil her with some courage, and she inhaled deeply to draw upon its strength. She would flee from this and be free.  
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CHAPTER 6
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Calum wafted through the hefty smell of old books as he entered the massive city library, and a smile creased his face. This was a smell he would cherish forever. The fear that technology would one day deprive mankind of this smell once books finally became solely eBooks had at first disturbed him, but slowly, the idea that saving trees was worth the sacrifice had finally instilled peace in him. But he had to admit, he would still miss reading an actual physical book.

After a brief glance around the library, he headed to the row of computers situated at the far end of the library. The library was empty, which surprised him. With such a treasure cove at one’s disposal, it was a wonder that the place wasn’t overcrowded.  

He sat down and before logging into his email address to retrieve his emails, which mainly consisted of renewals for book subscriptions and the sort, he glanced at the young librarian who sat stamping books at the counter. Her blonde hair was tight in a high ponytail. She looked far too young to be working here. Shouldn’t she be at school? It was Monday after all. Focus! He glanced back at the screen in front of him and noticed he had an email from Brad. 

Hey Cal, 

Hope all is well. Just checking in to see if everything’s okay. Please reconsider getting a cellular phone. It would make both our lives so much easier. Anyway, if you ever need me, just send me an email.

PS. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t!  

Cheers, 

Brad.

If he hadn’t been so hard-headed about everything, he would have purchased a cellular phone by now, just as Brad had suggested he do. Then at least he would have had a phone when he had bumped into Cat and could have taken down her number. That’s if she would have given it to him. Though, he suspected not.  

After an hour of browsing the net for information on the witch, Katherine Sands, he was disappointed. There was very little available, just basically the date of her execution along with a few other pieces of information. What now? The Catherine who had bumped into him would surely have answers, he had to locate her. Then a thought struck him which sent a cold shiver up his spine and into his heart like an icy blade, and all blood drained from his face. It couldn’t be, could it? For a moment he harped on the thought until he was convinced. There was no doubting it. This Catherine was possibly the witch who had cursed him all those centuries ago. It had to be. Which meant, she was immortal like him. That would also explain the lightning bolt. The thought nauseated him and suddenly, he battled to breathe just thinking about the fact that he had been right there, standing face to face with his nemesis. If only he had recognised her at the time, then he would have strangled her with his bare hands and put an end to this curse once and for all. 

A contrasting thought then occurred to him. Although he had been young at the time, he had seen the witch’s flesh burn away in the flames. So surely it was impossible that this woman who had bumped into him was the same as the witch who had burnt at the stake.

Sighing, frustration delved deep into his soul, and he swept his hand through his neatly cut hair trying to make sense of it all. If she wasn’t the same woman, then she must surely be part of the witch’s bloodline. But how was he going to find her? There was no way she could have the same surname, Sands. Women changed their surnames upon marriage. Or could she?

He took a chance and punched the name Katherine Sands into the Google browser.

“Katherine’s name is spelt with a C.”

Being so preoccupied with his thoughts he hadn’t noticed the young librarian hovering behind him.

“Pardon me?”

“Catherine Sands spells her name with a C, not a K,” she offered voluntarily.

A shiver ran down Calum’s spine. “You know Catherine Sands?” 

“Of course. Cat’s the main librarian here. But if you’re looking for her on social media, you can forget it. You’re wasting your time. She’s um, different.”

“Different? What do you mean different?” Perhaps she was a witch after all.

“She’s anti-social. Doesn’t mingle. Not that that’s a problem. I mean, she’s a nice person and all, I’m just saying.” The young assistant stopped speaking and dosed him with a mischievous smile. “If you ask me nicely, I might give you her number.”
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