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Love Forever (Scottish Gaelic)

Ailsa Montgomery thought she had everything in life figured out. 

As a nurse, she thought she’d seen everything possible. Until one night when a patient is brought in who’s been attacked by some kind of animal and dies on the operating table.

While the animal attack isn’t completely unbelievable, she’s shocked when the deceased patient, Brochan Braxley, miraculously shows up at her place.

Ailsa will discover that her world is nothing as she thought it was.

When the people after Brochan come after her, she’s forced to run with him. Can Ailsa stop her growing feelings for Brochan or is she willing to risk everything for a man she barely knows?
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Brochan Braxley ran, heart hammering in his chest, feet pounding the cracked concrete of the alley crowded with dumpsters and piles of garbage. The last thing he wanted was to be caught here, in a strange city, alone. Away from everything. 

Yet here he was, cut off from anyone who could help him. Exhausted, the adrenaline fueling him earlier long gone, he was running on empty. In fact, if it hadn’t been for the adrenaline pumping steadily through his veins, providing him with some much needed energy, he would’ve crumpled in a heap right then and there. Exhaustion clung to him like a second shadow, refusing to leave him be. He couldn’t remember ever being this tired. 

The footsteps of his pursuer echoed against the brick of the buildings that rose above him, joined by the sound of a second, and then a third person, running toward him. Panic flooded Brochan’s veins and he pushed himself, lungs burning, heart thundering in his chest. You can do this, Brochan. Just a little further, he thought to himself, praying fervently that he wasn’t wrong. He doubted he could last much longer if he didn’t find shelter soon, preferably before his pursuers ganged up on him. 

The alley turned sharply to the left and he rounded the corner and then skidded to a halt, his eyes widening into saucers. He shook his head back and forth in disbelief, his mouth moving wordlessly. The alley ended in a brick wall. Brochan ran up to it, hands on the brick, searching for any kind of handhold. Even though the bricks were old they were smooth, the mortar between them solid. He looked up at the windows above. Some were lit, some dark and abandoned-looking, but all of them were too high for him to reach. Even the rusted metal fire escape was too high. He swore under his breath, refusing to believe that he was trapped like a rat in a cage.

Behind him the footsteps suddenly stopped, but Brochan knew better than to think they’d given up the chase. He turned, rain pelting his face, his back pressed against the dirty bricks, and faced his attackers. Taking a deep breath to force his heart rate to stop. Panic was the last thing he needed at the moment. His thoughts needed to be clear and sharp if he were to get out of this alive. He released the breath he’d been holding and forced himself to unclench his hands, wincing as he noticed that the nails had dug into his palms, leaving crescent-shaped marks. 

Two wolves, eyes gleaming yellow in the darkness, blocked the entrance to the alley. Their lips pulled back to reveal their teeth, gleaming white underneath the pale moonlight, and they let out low snarls—a warning that he should not move. Behind them stood a single man, hidden in the shadows and driving rain. A flash of lightning lit the alley and he briefly caught the hard glint of the man’s fathomless dark eyes before the wolves demanded Brochan’s attention. Brochan tried to keep the man in his peripheral vision, knowing that it would be a mistake to let all of his attention be consumed by the more immediate threat. The wolves advanced, stiff-legged, hackles raised, fangs bared, cutting off his escape. They yapped and snipped, letting him know exactly who held the power here. Not only was Brochan outnumbered but he was also cut off from any kind of help, his back pressed up against the wall. His heart skittered around inside his ribcage.

Brochan had no choice if he wanted to live. Before the wolves got any closer he shut his eyes, the ancient power of his kind rising up inside his body, filling him with primal energy. He braced for the brief, intense pain he hated—and loved—to fill him. Then he dropped down on all four paws, baring his teeth at them.

He thought he caught a flicker of surprise in the man’s eyes, but it was gone as quickly as it came and Brochan had no time to dwell on it. Normally, he didn’t resort to shifting unless he had no other choice, and he was convinced that his own imminent death was enough of a reason to risk transforming out in the open.

He growled, a sound that tore through his throat, and reared up on his hind legs, hoping the show of strength would be enough to scare away the wolves. The wolves just faced each other, some kind of silent message traveling between them as they decided before they advanced on him.

Crap.

He’d hoped it wouldn’t come to this, but it appeared he had no choice. He would have to face them, and he doubted it would end well. They came for blood, he could tell that much, and he knew that before the night was over his blood would be spilled all over the dark alley. The question was how much. 

He faced the wolves, one a shaggy gray, the other with a matted yellow coat, for a brief instant. Then Brochan let loose a terrifying howl of rage, the sound ripping from his throat. The two wolves hesitated for a split second. Brochan grabbed the advantage and charged, lowering his head.

The shaggy gray wolf took a step back and Brochan veered away from him, hitting the yellow wolf low, knocking it off its feet. The sudden deviation from the course caught both wolves by surprise and the gray wolf stood still, surprised as it surveyed the damage. The yellow wolf sprawled on the ground, kicking out, catching Brochan with its sharp claws, slicing open his underbelly from neck to back legs. The sickening scent of blood filled the air, hot and heavy, and Brochan could taste it on the back of his tongue. The cold metallic taste of it, and the realization that it was his own blood, filled him with rage. 

The gray wolf recovered and charged, its jaws closing on Brochan’s shoulder, filling him with a sudden sharp pain that had him yelping. He gritted his teeth, refusing to show any weakness in front of them because he knew they would use it against him. They assessed him carefully, filing away any weaknesses they could find, and Brochan did his best not to reveal any.

Brochan struggled, snapping his jaws at the wolf, but he wasn’t able to reach it. The wolf twisted its head, tearing Brochan’s flesh with its teeth. Brochan howled, thrashing in the wolf’s grip. Red-hot pain coursed through his veins, coloring his vision and making it hard to draw a deep breath.

Yellow light suddenly spilled down into the alley from above and the gray wolf froze, staring up at the source of the light with beady eyes. “Hey, damn dogs! Get out of the fucking alley!” A beer can came hurtling down, bounced off a garbage can, rattled the lid, and then rolled into the shadows. 

The wolf clamped down on Brochan’s shoulder then released him without warning, skittering away into the shadows. Brochan scrambled to his feet, claws scratching across the pavement. He looked up at a man in a dirty white t-shirt, glaring down at them from an open window. Brochan gulped, each breath making his lungs feel as if they were on fire. His wounds dripped steadily, causing his vision to blur around the edges. He shook his head and pushed himself up on his paws, studying the situation. 

In a split second, Brochan made the decision that would either save his life or end it. He prayed that it would work, for he had no other choice. He shifted quickly, letting his body go limp, falling to the dirty pavement in his human form. Hoping the man would take pity on him once he spotted Brochan’s injured body on the pavement.

A large part of his plan depended on whether or not the man had any compassion, and it was a huge risk to take when his own life was at stake, but the human man could be the key to walking out of this life. As much as Brochan hated putting his life in someone else’s hands, he knew it was a necessary and calculated risk. From the cold pavement he looked up, letting out a small groan of pain, and saw the man staring open-mouthed from his window. Brochan clutched his sides and winced, exaggerating his moves just a little to convey the urgency of the situation.

“Holy shit! Jackie, call 911! The damn dogs attacked a man in the alley!” The face disappeared and Brochan closed his eyes, listening to more shouts from above. The wolves whined indecisively for a moment, knowing that it was imperative that their presence stay hidden. They shot Brochan a withering look, a promise that this wasn’t over—far from it—then then their footsteps retreated down the alley. 

Brochan let out a deep shuddering breath, a small whimper escaping his throat as he realized just how much damage they’d inflicted. He’d been so caught up in drawing blood first that he hadn’t noticed how badly he was bleeding.

Brochan let himself believe he’d gotten away this time. His blood was running onto the ground, mixing with the rain, but he knew his wounds would heal. They just needed time, a luxury he wouldn’t have were it not for the man who’d poked his head out to silence the dogs. Somehow they’d managed not to kill him. Either they were novice assassins or just plain lazy. But he didn’t care. In a few minutes he’d get up, sneak away and find some place to hide for the night, allowing his body time to heal and the commotion to die down. Then tomorrow, he’d go home to Scotland.

The wail of a siren and urgent shouts broke into his thoughts. He’d waited too long and now the police had arrived. Someone had told him the police took forever to show up in America. So much for believing that bit of rubbish.

He heard the sounds of rattling wheels on pavement, probably a gurney, coming down the alley. The shouts grew louder and then someone was shining a light in his face. There was nowhere for him to go, no place to hide. Brochan did the only thing he could do: he played dead, hoping it was enough to convince the EMTs not to raise any alarms. 

* * *
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AILSA MONTGOMERY GLANCED up at the clock on the wall. Twenty past midnight, twenty minutes past the end of her shift. She pushed her hair back behind her ears and sighed, the sound noisily leaving her mouth. She glanced around and pressed her fingers to her temples, massaging gently. Her entire body ached and she wanted nothing more than to crawl into bed, pull the covers up to her head and sleep. Even now, the desire to rest tugged at her, trying to lure her away with sweet promises of clean sheets and soft pillows.

The Chicago Mercy Emergency Room hummed with activity around her. There was a full moon, it was Friday; plus a storm raged outside, which added up to a rash of bar fights and car accidents. Since the beginning of her shift over eight hours ago, she’d been swamped with patients and paperwork. She let out the breath she’d been holding and glanced at the stack of papers in front of her, taunting her with their presence. The end was in sight. She could see it, and it gave her a renewed sense of purpose.

Just get me through this last stack of charts and out the door before something else happens.

“Ambulance!” Jane, the night-shift ER clerk, leaned around the corner into the nurse’s station where Ailsa sat, shouting the last word Ailsa wanted to hear right now. She swore under her breath and jumped up from her chair, heading toward the large double doors that led to the ambulance bay.

“What is it?” She grabbed a pair of latex gloves from the box by the door, then hit the automatic door opener with her hip. Lightning streaked overhead, followed by a crack of thunder. She could see the flashing red lights approaching, the thin wail of the siren rising above the wind and rain.

“Suspected animal attack. Male, mid-twenties, unresponsive. Vitals dropping, significant blood loss, lots of lacerations. IV started en route.”

“Dog?”

“Not sure. Animal was all they said.”

Ailsa turned to Jane. “Get Dr. Morris. I think he’s in the on-call room. And get Metro Police on the line, tell them we have a possible dog attack. They’ll need to follow up, if they haven’t already.”

“Got it.” Jane grabbed the nearest phone, punching in numbers. The siren grew louder then abruptly cut off, replaced by an incessant beeping noise as the ambulance backed into the bay. 

The doors opened and the guys inside quickly slid out the stretcher, snapping down the wheels of the cart. Ailsa glanced at the cart and had the brief and irrational thought that they’d replaced the regular white ambulance sheets with red paisley ones. Then she realized she was looking at the blood-spattered covering over the patient. 

Rain pelted her face, soaking through her scrubs. One of the EMTs began rattling off vital signs as Ailsa grabbed the handrails of the gurney and they pulled the stretcher inside the building. Over the clatter of the wheels and the voices surrounding her, she registered enough of what the EMT said to know this guy was in pretty bad shape. A hell of an animal attack by the looks of it. She wondered how the poor man had stumbled into this bad situation to begin with, but there would be plenty of time for questions later.

Right now, the focus was on saving his life. 

“Trauma One!” Jane waved them toward the nearest trauma room. “Morris is on his way down.”

“I’m here.” Morris’ deep baritone rode over the rest of the noise in the room as he strode through the door behind the gurney, snapping on gloves. His hair was sticking up in tufts, and his eyes were bloodshot but eerily focused. “What do we have?”

“Male, some kind of animal attack. Vitals dropping, blood pressure en route was...” The EMT’s voice cut off as Ailsa stuck the ear tips of her stethoscope in her ears. She quickly fitted a blood pressure cuff around the man’s arm, inflated it and listened. There was nothing. 

Her eyes drifted to the man’s face. He was startlingly handsome. She’d seen enough guys come through the ER that she was immune to their looks, but something about this man drew her
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