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For my daughter, Anastasia,
May you always be brave enough to seek the unknown,
and wise enough to know that your fate is in your own hands.
This story, like you, is full of wonder and possibility.

“It is not in the stars to hold our destiny but in ourselves.”

 

— William Shakespeare
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—Digitised from page 559 of Memorials of Edinburgh in the Olden Time by Sir Daniel Wilson. —

— Plan of Edinburgh & Leith, 1848 —
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 — Plan of Edinburgh & Leith, 1848 —

—  Digitised from page 559 of Memorials of Edinburgh in the Olden Time by Sir Daniel Wilson.

Zoomed-in view of the historical city plan, revealing details such as Charlotte Square and Dean Village, both clearly visible in this mid-19th-century depiction of Edinburgh. —
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— Scotland North (1848) —

— SCOTLAND NORTH: Shows castles & kirks. Inset former county names. SDUK, 1848 map. —
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—  SCOTLAND SOUTH: Shows castles & kirks. Inset former county names. SDUK, 1848 map. —

 — Scotland South (1848) —
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 — Scotland South (1848) —

 — SCOTLAND SOUTH: Shows castles & kirks. Inset former county names. SDUK, 1848 map

Zoomed-in cartographic rendering of southeastern Scotland, featuring the Firth of Forth and a dense network of historic towns, including Edinburgh, Leith, Prestonpans, Haddington, and others.  —
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 — Scotland South (1848) —

 — SCOTLAND SOUTH: Shows castles & kirks. Inset former county names. SDUK, 1848 map

Zoomed-in cartographic rendering of southeastern Scotland, featuring the Firth of Forth and the road from Clackmannan to Inveraray. —

Prologue

 

There was a time when symbols held more than meaning— they held power.

Etched into metal, stone, or bone, these ancient runes could be bound to objects through a forgotten craft known as Runebinding. In doing so, they became more than tools; they became artifacts, capable of altering the course of history.

Kings and warriors, mystics and commoners alike once sought these Runebound Artifacts, believing them to be keys to shaping fate itself.

But that time has passed.

The knowledge of Runebinding faded into legend — scattered, silenced, buried in ash and ruin. Only fragments remain carved into forgotten places, whispered in old songs, etched into objects whose power still hums beneath time.

Yet the runes endure.

Hidden in the shadows of the world, the artifacts remain— potent, waiting. And now, in an age that turns its eyes to progress and reason, the old forces begin to stir once more.

Those who remember have begun to search again — not for knowledge, but for control. For the power to bend the threads of destiny to their will.

But fate, once bound, does not yield easily.

And those who seek to tame it may discover too late that fate, once bound, cannot be undone.

Facts

 

For all the historical events referenced in this tale, supporting details are provided to enrich the reader's understanding of the socio-economic and geographical landscape that shapes the lives of the characters.

By 1848, Scotland was firmly immersed in the Industrial Revolution. Major cities like Glasgow, Edinburgh, and Dundee had become thriving industrial centers, with booming sectors in shipbuilding, textiles, ironworks, and coal mining.

Edinburgh, while primarily known for its focus on printing, education, and legal professions, also experienced industrial growth during this time. Nearby Leith, with its bustling port and shipbuilding industry, played a significant role in the region's economic development.

The rise of industry led to rapid urbanization, drawing many people from rural areas into the cities in search of employment. This influx resulted in overcrowded conditions in cities like Edinburgh, which faced severe challenges such as poverty, disease, and inadequate living standards. The working class lived in cramped tenements, often with entire families confined to a single room. Poor sanitation contributed to frequent outbreaks of epidemics, including cholera.

In stark contrast, the wealthy resided in the elegant Georgian2 houses of the New Town, far removed from the dire conditions of the Old Town.

Scotland was renowned for its dedication to education and intellectual advancement. Edinburgh, often called the “Athens of the North,” was home to prestigious institutions like Edinburgh University, as well as prominent scholars, scientists, and writers. Printing and publishing were thriving industries, and by 1848, the city hosted numerous newspapers and periodicals, contributing to the spread of political ideas and public discourse.

Adding to the economic hardships of the time, the Highland Potato Famine3 devastated many rural communities across the Highlands. Similar to the Irish famine, it was caused by a potato blight that ravaged crops—the staple of the Highland diet. The resulting starvation and poverty accelerated mass emigration, as countless Scots were forced to leave their homeland in search of survival in America, Canada, Australia, and beyond.

During this same period, the effects of the Highland Clearances4 — marked by forced evictions to make way for sheep farming — compounded the crisis. Entire communities were uprooted, and many Highlanders, already struggling with famine, saw emigration as their only chance for a better life. Together, the Clearances and the famine reshaped the Highlands and drove one of the most significant waves of Scottish diaspora in history.
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“Protect this man, for he is your knight—forged by your will, bound to your vision. And you, his maker, are the hand that shapes his fate.”

 

— Éliphas Dravari

Chapter I
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A Moth to a Flame      

 

Edinburgh, 1848.


The cold, gray dawn crept through the narrow alleys of Edinburgh, casting long shadows across the worn cobblestones. The city lay still, its people not yet roused from their slumber. But down by the Firth of Forth, in the shipyards, the day had already begun. The rhythmic clang of hammers and the rasp of saws biting through timber filled the air, merging with the distant cries of gulls wheeling above the mist-cloaked harbor. To Alexander MacEirden, these sounds were as familiar as his own breath—a steady rhythm that had guided him through countless early mornings.

He stood at the edge of the slipway, where the vessel he had poured his soul into was slowly taking form. Breathing in the salt-laced air, he let it fill his lungs, grounding him. Before him, the skeleton of a ship rose from the earth—half-formed, yet already magnificent. It loomed like a sleeping giant, poised for its first breath of freedom.

Alexander MacEirden was a rugged, resolute man in his early thirties, his frame forged by years of labor beneath Edinburgh’s gray skies. Wind-tousled dark hair framed a face of grit and introspection, marked by sharp blue eyes that rarely missed detail. Though sparing in speech, Alexander's silence held meaning, and his manner carried the quiet dignity of a man who had endured, and still dreamed. Beneath his calm exterior burned a fierce yearning—for freedom, for the sea, for something more than duty and repetition.

He ran a calloused hand along the smooth curve of the bow, fingers tracing the wood as if reading it like a sacred text. Every inch of the ship had passed through his hands and those of his crew—from the keel to the mast. The timber, handpicked from the forests beyond the city, was fine Scottish oak: dense, resilient, noble. The Seraphine’s keel was fashioned from Fife oak, her frames of seasoned larch, her planks caulked with tar and oakum by men whose fathers and grandfathers had done the same along the Leith shore. Every plank had been shaped with care, every joint secured to weather the sea’s wrath. This vessel was no mere commission—it was the embodiment of his longing, the answer to a call he had felt in his bones since youth.

He had named her the Seraphine5—a name chosen for its resonance, its sense of divine distance. She was meant to be bright, untouchable, ethereal. A guardian of hope. A bearer of dreams. The Seraphine would not simply sail; she would carry those within her toward new beginnings and across the darkest waters. A vessel both physical and spiritual, built to navigate the currents of both sea and soul.

As the first light of morning pierced the mist, it touched the water like a blessing, turning it into molten gold. Reflected in its surface, the ship shimmered with life. For a fleeting moment, the Seraphine seemed to breathe. The sight stirred something deep within Alexander, a feeling both old and new—a hunger that had been growing stronger with each day she rose from wood and iron.

He had learned this craft from his father, and his father before him. The MacEirdens were known throughout Edinburgh for building ships that were not just vessels, but legacies. Yet despite the pride he took in his lineage, Alexander had always felt confined. The ships he built belonged to others—merchants, nobles, the Crown. They sailed under foreign banners, bore the names of men who had never touched timber with their own hands. But this ship was his. This ship was meant for more.

He could feel it, deep and certain. The Seraphine was destined to sail into the unknown, to chase the horizon to places no map dared show. She would not be bound by port or law. She would be the vessel of a new life—his life.

Alexander closed his eyes, letting the dream fill him. He saw the vast open sea, the wind full in the sails, the horizon endless and inviting. The vision stirred him more deeply than anything had in years. But then—unbidden—another image came.

A woman.

Red-haired, with eyes like moss-lit emerald—Lady Evelyn Edeglair.

The thought of her sent a tremor through him. He had only glimpsed her a few times, always from afar, but those fleeting moments had marked him. There was something in her—an ache he recognized, a longing he shared. Beneath her poise and noble bearing, he had sensed a spirit as restless as his own. And in her green eyes, there lingered a sadness—a silent plea for something more than the life she had been born into. It was that unspoken yearning that had drawn him to her, like a moth to flame.

She was everything he was not. Refined, untouchable, born to a world that would never accept a man like him. Yet her presence lingered in his mind like a haunting melody. She was the moon over water—beautiful, distant, impossible.

And yet, part of him still reached for her.

He opened his eyes. Around him, the shipyard stirred. Men filed in with tools slung over their shoulders, their breath fogging in the morning chill. The hammering began again—the music of creation. But something had shifted in him. He no longer felt part of it. The world he had built his life in suddenly felt too small.

The men worked diligently, their movements practiced and confident. They were good men—honest, loyal, skilled. But they didn’t see what he saw. To them, the Seraphine was a job. To Alexander, she was prophecy.

And still, beneath the sound of hammers and saws, a silence remained. A silence only he could hear.

A silence filled with the whisper of waves beyond the horizon.

The Seraphine was calling.

And one day soon, he would answer.

As the morning deepened, Alexander found himself drawn back to the ship, unable to tear his eyes away from it. The more he looked at her, the more he felt the pull of the open sea—the call of the unknown. It was as if the ship itself was speaking to him, urging him to take that leap of faith, to sail away and leave everything behind.

But there was still so much to do. The ship was not yet ready—and neither was he. There were provisions to gather, charts to study, and a thousand other details that needed to be addressed before he could even think of setting sail. And then there was the question of what—or who—he would leave behind.

Alexander shook his head, trying to clear the weight from his mind. There was no use in dwelling on what might be. He had work to do, and the day was slipping away. With one last glance at the Seraphine, he turned and walked back to the shipyard office, his mind already focused on the tasks ahead.

But even as he busied himself with the details of construction, the image of Lady Evelyn Edeglair lingered in the back of his mind—a constant reminder of the life he could never have.

As the day wore on, the shipyard stirred into full motion. Iron struck iron in sharp, percussive bursts. Saws carved through timber with steady hunger. Voices rose and fell in low, purposeful murmurs. To a passerby, it might have seemed chaotic—raw noise and splinters—but to Alexander, it was harmony. The living breath of creation. Each worker moved with the instinct of long practice, a cog in a machine older than memory, and no less sacred.

Alexander moved among them quietly, offering a word here, a nod there, a brief correction where needed. He had earned their respect not through commands, but through sweat. Through calloused hands and a back as sore as theirs. He asked for nothing he wouldn’t do himself. His coat bore the same resin stains, his boots the same dust and grit. He was a shipbuilder—by blood, by choice, by soul—and he wore that title like armor.

But today, something was missing.

His body remained in the yard—his eyes alert, his voice calm—but his heart wasn’t there. It drifted, unmoored, caught between the half-born silhouette of the Seraphine and the memory of a woman whose image refused to leave him. Try as he might, he could not cast her aside. Lady Evelyn Edeglair—red-haired, green-eyed, and impossibly distant—lingered in his thoughts like a song unfinished.

He tried to focus. He tried to bury himself in timber and iron. But the pull toward her—and toward the ship—was stronger than duty.

By midday, the sun had broken through, burning away the mist and drenching the yard in hard, unforgiving light. The heat pressed down, sticky and relentless. Men paused to drink, wiping their brows with the backs of their hands. Alexander leaned against a stack of oak beams, drawing a deep breath. Sweat clung to his temples, but it wasn’t the sun that weighed on him—it was something else. A longing that lived deeper than the skin.

He turned toward the slipway.

The Seraphine stood as she always had, proud in her incompletion. Ribs exposed like the bones of some slumbering giant, she waited—silent, patient, inevitable. 

His pulse quickened.

He stepped forward, drawn as if by tide and moon.

The workers looked up as he passed. Some offered nods. He barely noticed. His hand met the smooth hull, and for a moment, he closed his eyes.

He saw her as she would be—cutting through wild waters, sails straining, the sky vast and clean above. The wind in his face, the world behind him. No rules. No past. Just the open sea, and whatever waited beyond the horizon.

This ship was not built for war. 

Nor for trade.

It was built for freedom—a quiet rebellion clad in oak and iron.

A declaration against the world that had always sought to keep him tethered, to hold him in place like an anchor in calm water.

The others in the yard didn’t feel that pull. They were good men—honest, steady, content with the rhythm of labor and rest. They earned their coin, returned to their families, and found peace in routine.

But Alexander had never been one of them. Not really.

Even as a boy, he had stared out at the water with a yearning that felt older than he was. The sea didn’t just call to him—it haunted him, sang to him in dreams and silences. Something vast and unnamed waited beyond that horizon, and he had always known he would go to meet it.

He had always known he was different from the others. While they could be satisfied by what the world gave them, he had always wanted more. Not gold, not status—truth. Something real. Something unshaped by expectation or birthright.

Now, standing before the Seraphine, he understood: this ship was that more. She wasn’t just a way out. She was the beginning of everything that could be.

But no man sailed alone. The sea demanded more than strength. It demanded trust. Vision. A kind of madness. And somewhere in the corners of his mind, in the pulse beneath his ribs, a name kept surfacing like a breath held too long:

Evelyn.

A woman of the land. Refined, brilliant, born into a world of chandeliers and silks. But her eyes—emerald and unguarded—had held the same ache he felt in his own chest. A restlessness. A hunger. When she’d stood on the shipyard’s edge, wind lifting her copper hair like firelight, she hadn’t looked at the city behind her. 

She had looked at the sea.

Their conversation had been brief, careful, and proper. But beneath every word, there had been a current neither of them could ignore. She had asked about the Seraphine, and he had answered more than just her questions. He had spoken to the part of her that longed for escape.

And when she had turned to leave, something inside him had gone with her.

He had watched her disappear into the stone maze of Edinburgh, and had known—utterly, terrifyingly—that she was the one. Not just a companion, not just a muse. She was the missing piece of the journey. The soul who could walk beside him into the unknown.

But she was a lady.

And he was a shipbuilder.

The distance between them was measured in more than miles. It spanned class, circumstance, and the unspoken rules of a world that had long dictated who could reach for what. And yet… he could not let her go.

The thought of Evelyn had taken root in his mind like ivy through stone—quiet at first, but with each passing day, it climbed deeper, stronger. Fiercer.
Like the Seraphine herself, waiting to be unmoored and cast into the great blue beyond.

Alexander exhaled sharply, shaking his head as if to dispel her image. He had no room for such foolishness. He had a ship to finish, a future to forge. Dreams were dangerous distractions, especially dreams wrapped in emerald eyes and flame-red hair.
And yet, as he turned to leave, his feet faltered.

He paused.

The unfinished ship loomed before him, silent and expectant.

As the afternoon sun stretched long shadows across the shipyard, Alexander made his choice.

He would finish the Seraphine.

And when she was ready, he would leave Edinburgh behind. But he would not go alone.

Somehow, some way, he would bring Evelyn with him.

He didn’t know how. He didn’t know if she’d come.

But he knew he had to try. Because without her, the sea—no matter how vast, how free—would feel empty.

He turned back toward the ship with a resolute gaze. The future waited on her deck. He would make this dream real, no matter the cost. If he had to gamble his name, his livelihood—even his life—then so be it.

Some dreams, he knew, demanded everything.

And this was one of them.

A surge of purpose filled him. For the first time in years, his steps were light, his heart alive with anticipation. The Seraphine would sail. And when she did, she would carry them both far from Edinburgh’s iron grip, into a future written not by birthright, but by choice.

He turned away, each step pulling him from her shadow. But it felt like leaving a piece of himself behind, as if his soul remained tethered to the wooden frame by invisible threads. The ship stood silent behind him, proud and unfinished, her polished beams catching the fading light like a beacon.

He walked through the winding streets of the city, frost crunching beneath his boots, his breath clouding the air in slow, misted plumes. Edinburgh was changing around him—winter giving the old stones a solemn hush, as though the city itself had paused to listen. Gas lamps flickered against stone walls slick with ice, casting long, wavering shadows. The hum of commerce had faded, replaced by the cold hush of dusk and a quiet that felt almost sacred.

Every footstep echoed—lonely and deliberate—through alleys he had known all his life. But tonight, the city felt distant. A place of memory, not belonging.

The chill deepened as he neared the edge of town, and with it, a familiar weight settled on his shoulders. The weight of duty. Of blood and history.

His father.

Duncan MacEirden.
A man once forged from iron and salt, whose hands had coaxed vessels into life with nothing but will and timber. Now, those same hands lay still—withered by illness, robbed of their power.

The old house emerged ahead, squat and weatherworn, its stone façade darkened by decades of wind and smoke. A single candle burned in the window, casting a feeble but persistent glow—like a heartbeat in the night.

Alexander paused at the door.

He closed his eyes.

Gathered himself.

And stepped inside.

The scent of peat smoke wrapped around him like an old blanket—rough, but familiar. The floorboards creaked their welcome beneath his weight, every groan a memory. The house was steeped in silence, the kind that clings to the walls when time has slowed.

In the parlor, his father sat hunched in a threadbare armchair, swaddled in blankets that couldn’t quite chase away the chill. The fire crackled weakly in the grate, casting flickering shadows across Duncan MacEirden’s worn features. His once-broad frame had thinned to angles and bones, but his eyes still held the keen fire of the man who had taught a boy to carve dreams from oak.

“Back from the yard, are ye?” Duncan’s voice was low, rasped by illness, but tinged with something like pride.

“Aye, Da,” Alexander replied, approaching. “The men are wrapping up for the day. The Seraphine’s coming along.”

Duncan gave a slow nod, gaze settling on the fire.

“She’ll be a fine ship. One of your best.”

Alexander felt his throat tighten. There were things he longed to say—truths, fears, hopes—but none would come. So instead, he rested a hand on his father’s shoulder, feeling the frailty beneath his touch.

“Thank you, Da,” he murmured, voice thick with meaning.

The silence that followed was not empty. It was full—of memory, of firelight, of the quiet understanding between two men bound by the same calling.

Outside, the wind whispered down the alleys of Edinburgh.

But inside, by the hearth, a legacy sat burning low, and a dream burned brighter still.

The future would come soon enough.

But for now, Alexander sat beside the man who had shaped him—and let the moment hold.

 

☙❧

Christmas Eve.

 

On the next day, in Scotland, Christmas carried no holiday meaning in those years. The 25th was a working day like any other, and the eve before it little different, save when it happened to fall upon the Sabbath. So it was in 1848: a Sunday, the bells of St. Cuthbert’s calling the faithful to worship at the foot of Castle Rock.

For once, Alexander set aside his labors. No hammer rang in the smithy, no cart clattered over the bridges to Dean Village. The kirk was full that morning, pews crowded with townsfolk drawn from the New Town, the closes, and the winding lanes along the Water of Leith.

Alexander slipped inside, his breath a pale cloud in the chill air, the stone walls holding more cold than warmth. The minister’s voice rose solemnly, plain and unadorned — no carols, no greenery, no sign of feast or festival. Only the stern words of scripture, urging endurance, humility, and steadfast faith.

As he bowed his head, Alexander’s eyes lifted for but a moment. Across the nave, seated among her family in solemn order, was Lady Evelyn Edeglair. Candlelight touched the curve of her face, her hands folded in quiet reverence. She seemed distant, untouchable, yet when her gaze strayed from the pulpit it met his.

For an instant the world fell away — no sermon, no crowd, no storm pressing against the kirk’s old windows. Only the silent exchange of two pairs of eyes, each carrying what could not yet be spoken aloud. In that fleeting glance there was both solace and promise: that though hunted, though parted by station and peril, they were bound together.

The minister droned on. 

Alexander lowered his gaze again, his jaw tight. But the memory of Evelyn’s look — steady, brave, and full of mysterious fire — remained with him long after the service ended, as the bells tolled out over the grey December day.

Outside, the congregation spilled into the yard, the sharp air biting at their cheeks. Alexander lingered a moment by the gate, only to see Evelyn stepping into the grand private carriage of the Edeglair family. Her gown, rich and majestic, shimmered faintly in the pale light, and to him she seemed almost angelic — a vision carried away in a gilded vessel, sealed off from the common world. The driver cracked his whip, the horses stamping restlessly, their breath rising in clouds of steam.

Alexander stood rooted in silence as fellow worshippers pressed past him — neighbours, coworkers, even men from the shipyards nodding their greetings. He returned none of them; his eyes were fixed only on the carriage. For a fleeting moment, the lace curtain shifted. He caught the impression of a figure watching — slender, veiled by shadow — and his heart leapt. Then the carriage lurched forward, wheels crunching on frost and stone, and Evelyn was gone, swallowed by the mist curling down from the Castle Rock.

He did not linger. But as he turned to go, his eye caught upon a broadside nailed to the kirk wall, its ink smeared by the damp. He stepped closer, reading the words hastily scrawled beneath the printed proclamation: a warning of the influx of Irish families fleeing the famine, urging vigilance, cautioning of overcrowded closes and the spread of sickness. Some read it with pity, others with scorn — evidence of how swiftly a stranger in Edinburgh might be branded an outcast. 

“Poor souls…” Alexander murmured. Folding his coat tighter against the wind, he bowed his head and walked on, his steps carrying him back toward Dean Village—and whatever fate awaited him there.

 

The Irish Famine! 
⸻⸻⸻⸻⸻⸻
WORKS STOLEN — WAGES LOWERED!
DISEASE AT OUR DOOR!
═══════════ ❖ ═══════════ 
For every hungry Scot, ten starving strangers arrive.
For every honest workman, an Irish hand steals his pay.
Our children cough while theirs fill the almshouses.
═══════════ ❖ ═══════════ 
Shall we starve while the Irish crowd our docks and mills?
Shall we see sickness spread through our closes and wynds?
ENOUGH IS ENOUGH!
═══════════ ❖ ═══════════ 
We demand protection for our own, fair wages, and clean homes.
Keep the work of Scotland for Scotsmen!
Resist the spread of famine AND disease!

JOIN TO RESIST THE FLOOD.
⸻⸻⸻⸻⸻⸻⸻⸻⸻
Printed by
The Caledonian Voice
1848


Chapter II

[image: Image]

The Lady of Edinburgh

 

Lady Evelyn Edeglair stood at the tall windows of her family’s townhouse on South Charlotte Square, her gaze sweeping across the frost-dusted rooftops of Edinburgh. The city shimmered beneath the pale hush of a winter morning, wrapped in that peculiar light that made everything seem both sharper and more dreamlike. In the distance, past the delicate spires and chimney smoke, the bare trees of Princes Street Gardens6 stood silent and silvered. And beyond them, rising from the mist like something half-remembered from legend, loomed the dark silhouette of Edinburgh Castle—ancient, proud, and still.

It was a view that had inspired painters, poets, and kings.

To Evelyn, it was a cage gilded in poetry.

The townhouse itself was the embodiment of privilege: high ceilings, marble fireplaces, and rooms adorned with imported silks and priceless art. Every corner of it echoed with generations of power and wealth. The Edeglairs had spared no expense in cultivating their legacy—this was the seat of their influence, the theatre of their perfection.

And she, Evelyn, was the lead actress in a play she had never chosen.

The Edeglair residence stood proudly on South Charlotte Square, the crown of the New Town’s west end. It was one of the grand Georgian terraces designed by Robert Adam in the early 1800s, its symmetrical façade and classical elegance speaking of wealth, status, and permanence. Once dubbed the most fashionable address in Edinburgh, Charlotte Square housed the city’s elite—judges, surgeons, generals, ministers of state. And nestled among them, behind immaculate black railings and a polished door, was Evelyn’s world: refined, controlled, and suffocating.

She had been raised to be impeccable—graceful, composed, untouchable. From the moment she took her first steps, she had been molded: curtsy with precision, speak only when spoken to, smile without revealing too much. Her education had been thorough—languages, music, embroidery, the art of conversation, the choreography of high society. She could dissect the politics of a dinner party as deftly as a diplomat could a treaty.

And yet…

There was something wild beneath the surface.

A quiet, gnawing ache that refused to be silenced. A yearning for a world not measured in chandeliers and etiquette.

It lived in her bones—coiling tighter with every passing season of balls, hollow suitors, and carefully curated smiles.

She pressed her fingers to the glass, breath misting the pane.

Outside, the city glistened in winter’s hush, but the reflection that stared back was what held her captive: mid-twenties, porcelain skin, vivid green eyes that flickered with a fire most mistook for quiet decorum.

Her red hair was gathered in an elegant chignon. Her gown—pale blue silk, laced with silver embroidery—caught the light like ice on water.

She was everything society expected.

And none of what she longed to be.

What they didn’t see—what no one ever saw—was the ache in her chest.

The hunger for a world that pulsed beyond drawing rooms and marriage contracts.

A longing fed in secret by the books she devoured beneath candlelight: tales of distant lands, of ships cleaving the waves, of cursed forests and forgotten runes and stars that whispered to those brave enough to listen.

Her father, Lord Edeglair, had made her path clear: marry well, fortify alliances, keep the family’s legacy intact.

It was a duty Evelyn had never openly questioned.

Obedience had been stitched into her from birth. But the thought of becoming someone’s elegant accessory—bound to a house, to a title, to a lifetime of small talk and ceremonial smiles—filled her with quiet despair.

Lady Edeglair had tried to reassure her.

“Love will grow,” she had said. “You’ll find comfort in companionship.

Duty and affection are not strangers.”

But Evelyn had seen the truth in her mother’s eyes—how they no longer lit up, how her laughter was rehearsed, how she floated through the house like a ghost in silk.

Once, her mother, Lady Edeglair, had been spirited. Fierce, even.

But the years had worn her down, dulled her edges. Evelyn feared that same slow erosion of self. She feared vanishing.

She turned from the window, heart heavy, the hem of her gown brushing across polished oak as she crossed the room.

The drawing room was perfection—opulent, warm, lifeless.

Velvet armchairs flanked the marble hearth; brocade drapes swallowed the windows.

Even the fire seemed tamed, crackling politely behind the grate.

It was a stage.

And she, the star performer in a play she had never auditioned for.

Evelyn stopped before the flames, but the warmth barely touched her.
Even here, in the supposed heart of her home, she felt the cold—the kind that crept from within.

The kind that no hearth could banish.

Her thoughts, as they so often did, drifted to the sea.

The sea had always called to her.

While other girls practiced their embroidery, she had begged to visit the coast, to run along the rocky shore with her hair unbound, to chase gulls and feel the wind whip salt against her cheeks.

There was a freedom in the tide, in the endless, roaring blue.

It told her there was more. That she was more.

As she grew, so too did her fascination.

She studied maps by candlelight, traced trade routes, and imagined charting her own. She learned the stars and their songs, read captains’ logs and pirate confessions, and memorized the winds.

None of it was considered useful.

None of it ladylike.

But it was hers.

And in a world where so little belonged to her, that meant everything.

Her father indulged her curiosity—within limits. He allowed her brief sails on the family yacht when the weather permitted, and permitted her to observe the ships moored in port. But always under watchful eyes. Always chaperoned. Always contained by the delicate, invisible cage of propriety.

The sea was her escape. But it remained just that—an escape imagined, never fully tasted.

Now, staring into the hearth’s flickering flame, Evelyn felt that familiar pull—the ache for salt air and endless horizon. She longed to break free of the expectations that wrapped around her like brocade and chains. To feel the wind in her hair, the sting of salt on her lips, and the unshakable thrill of being captain of her own fate.

She wanted more.

But such thoughts were dangerous. Treasonous, even.

Her life was not her own. It belonged to her family. To society. To a legacy she never asked to inherit.

She was Lady Evelyn Edeglair, daughter of Lord and Lady Edeglair—an heiress groomed to marry well, smile politely, and uphold a name that stretched back through centuries of wealth and whispers. Her future had been carved in stone long before she ever learned to dream.

And yet—

The dreams persisted.

They filled her nights with visions of tall-masted ships slicing through unknown waters, of foreign stars over unfamiliar shores. By day, they settled into her chest like weightless ache, humming beneath her ribs like the whisper of tides just beyond her reach.

A knock at the door pulled her from the haze of longing.

She turned to see a servant waiting in the doorway, letter in hand.

“A letter for you, my lady,” the young woman said, stepping forward.

Evelyn accepted it with a nod, her breath catching as she saw the seal.

Deep crimson wax. A regal raven, wings half-spread as if ready to strike, perched atop a shield. The lines of the crest were intricate, almost predatory. Interlocking vines twisted around crossed swords, etched with unnerving precision. A glint in the raven’s eye—cold, watchful—seemed almost alive.

Lord Ashford. 

The combination of the raven and the shield conveyed a sense of both intelligence and power, a reflection of Lord Ashford’s formidable reputation and noble lineage.

She hadn’t even opened it, and already she knew.

His intent had never wavered. Nor had her father’s approval.

The proposal was coming. And with it, the closing of every door she’d ever dared to dream open.

Her fingers hesitated, then broke the seal.

The letter was exactly as she had expected—gracious, eloquent, veiled in charm. Promises of comfort, of influence, of a life gilded with wealth and ease.

But beneath each polished phrase, she felt it—the weight of calculation. The certainty of a man who saw her not as a partner, but as a possession. A bargaining piece. 

A prize.

She let the letter fall to her side and turned back to the fire. The flames licked the grate with soft fury, their warmth a poor match for the chill seeping into her bones. What Lord Ashford offered was the envy of most women: security, prestige, and a place at the heart of society. But to Evelyn, it was a velvet-lined cage—one that would quietly smother what little of her spirit still stirred.

Her father would never understand. To him, Ashford was a match of providence. Her resistance would be seen as foolishness, as weakness—an unbecoming whim in the face of duty.

And perhaps it was.

But she could not help it. The dream refused to die.

She set the letter gently on the mantel, her fingers lingering just a moment before she stepped back. She would not answer it—at least, not yet. Not while there was still space to breathe, to think. She needed time. She needed air.

She needed escape.

And then, quietly—dangerously—the thought came:

What if there was another way?

What if freedom wasn’t a fantasy but a choice?

A perilous one, yes. One that might cost her everything. But also one that might, for the first time, allow her to claim something of her own.

Evelyn turned from the fire, her jaw set. She would not surrender—not yet. Somewhere beyond the walls of her lineage, beyond the rules and rituals of Edinburgh, something waited. She didn’t know what. But she felt it in her blood like the pull of the tide.

She walked from the drawing room with measured grace, but inside, something had shifted. The letter remained on the mantel, untouched, unopened again. Its answer could wait.

She would not be given away like property. Not without a fight.

As her footsteps echoed softly through the marble corridors, Evelyn felt the weight of centuries pressing in on her—the portraits, the mirrors, the ancestral silence. The house was a monument to tradition, heavy with the gravity of names. But to her, it had begun to feel like a mausoleum.

She ascended the grand staircase, fingertips grazing the banister’s cold curve. Each step carried the memory of a life rehearsed: lessons in decorum, evenings of forced conversation, the practiced smiles of suitors and mothers. Her mother had taught her to navigate this world with elegance. But it was not hers.

At the landing, she paused before her chamber door. Familiar wood, familiar brass. Yet today, it felt different. Today it felt like the line between confinement and possibility.

She pushed it open.

The room greeted her like a breath held too long. Winter light spilled through lace-curtained windows, brushing the rose-and-ivory walls. A fire crackled low in the hearth, and the faint scent of lavender curled in the air.

It was her space, her sanctuary. A place untouched by the weight of expectation—at least for a while.

Evelyn crossed to her writing desk, the movement instinctive. The polished mahogany surface bore the detritus of two lives—one imposed, one imagined. Invitations to galas she would not attend. Letters to be answered in perfect script. And between them, her beloved books—poetry, travelogues, folktales in crumbling bindings, their pages whispering of places beyond Edinburgh.

She lowered herself into the chair, her gaze falling on a familiar spine: Jane Eyre7, worn and beloved. Charlotte Brontë’s words had wrapped themselves around Evelyn’s soul since girlhood. The gothic tradition, the fierce integrity, the quiet rebellion of its heroine—they stirred something in her. Not merely longing, but resolve. A belief that she, too, was meant for more than obedience and ornament.

Her fingertips brushed the cover as her thoughts wandered—beyond the walls of her chambers, beyond Edinburgh itself. She remembered the feel of wind threading through her hair aboard the family yacht, the sting of salt on her lips, the wild ache in her chest as the Scottish coast blurred behind them. Those brief voyages were the only times she had felt truly herself, unshackled, awake. But they never lasted. The moment the yacht docked, the mask returned. The life she’d been born into—dutiful daughter, graceful ornament—reasserted its grip.

She opened the book, its scent like memory, but her eyes barely scanned the words. Her thoughts drifted, unbidden, to the Seraphine.

The yacht under construction at the docks. The vessel her father had commissioned, ostensibly for leisure, but for her it had become a symbol of something far greater.

She had accompanied her father to the shipyard weeks ago, claiming interest in the design. But it had not been the yacht that had held her attention. It had been the man.

Alexander MacEirden.

He was unlike anyone from her world. There had been no polished charm, no rehearsed flattery. Only steady hands, calloused and capable, and eyes that spoke volumes even in silence. When he had spoken of the ship—of the grain of the wood, the strength of the keel, the way the wind would catch the sails—he had spoken with reverence. And Evelyn had listened, transfixed.

She had watched him move through the shipyard like a man utterly at home, commanding without arrogance, shaping his world with grit and care. There was a gravity to him, a quiet confidence born not of title or inheritance, but of toil and purpose. And she had felt something stir—something sharp and sudden. A longing not just for him, but for the life he embodied.

A life of creation, of risk. A life she would never be allowed to live.

Still, the memory of that day clung to her like sea mist, persistent and strange. She had not seen him since, but she thought of him often—too often. He had become entwined with the Seraphine in her imagination: both distant, untouchable dreams. She pictured herself stepping aboard that ship, wind in her hair, sails unfurling overhead, Alexander at the helm beside her. It was foolishness. It was fantasy.

But it had taken root.

She closed the book and leaned back, the fire casting golden light across her features. Outside, the city carried on—orders issued, reputations negotiated, marriages arranged like trades at market. And yet, in the hush of her chambers, Evelyn sat still, her heart a quiet rebellion that refused to be bargained away.

The Seraphine.

Alexander.

The sea.

The ache in her chest deepened—not because escape felt impossible, but because, somewhere in the quiet, dangerous corners of her soul, she had begun to believe it wasn’t.

Evelyn rose and drifted to the window once more. Snow had begun to fall again, the flakes soft and slow, spiraling in the pale afternoon light before settling on rooftops like a blessing. The world outside was hushed, blanketed in silence. But within her, a storm churned—a gathering of emotions too long silenced. Restlessness. Longing. Resolve.

She pressed her fingertips to the glass, as if she might push through it and into that wide, waiting world.

She wanted more than this life—more than the carefully measured smiles, the polished dinner conversations, the soft tyranny of expectation. She wanted to be more than Lady Evelyn Edeglair, heir to a legacy carved in stone and manners. She wanted to be Evelyn—just Evelyn—alive, uncertain, free.

But how?

How does one step beyond the life built brick by brick around them since birth? How does one choose freedom, when the price is everything familiar?

The questions clawed at her. Her thoughts were knotted like sails in a storm, each tug of reason countered by the pull of her heart. She was caught—between the role she was born to play and the woman she was becoming.

And yet, as the snow fell—silent, steady—Evelyn made a quiet decision.

She would go to the shipyard. Again.

Under the guise of checking the yacht’s progress, yes—but the truth was far less diplomatic.

She needed to see the Seraphine.

She needed to see him.

Alexander MacEirden—steady hands, sea-swept eyes, a man who built ships as though carving his own destiny plank by plank. He was drawing her like a moth to flame, yes—but not in the reckless, ruinous way of girlish fantasies. No. This was something deeper. 

Older. 

As if her soul had recognized something in him that her mind was only just beginning to understand.

There had been something in his gaze—something unspoken but sure, like the tide—and it had rooted itself inside her, stubborn and luminous.

Perhaps he had no answers.

Perhaps he could offer nothing more than a glance, a word, a silence shared beneath the winter sky.

But perhaps… that would be enough.

Enough to remind her that her heart was still her own.

Her thoughts were abruptly interrupted by a knock at the door.

“Yes, come in,” she called, her voice quieter than she intended.

The door opened with a soft creak to reveal a young maid, her cheeks flushed from the chill of working in the garden. She dipped into a quick curtsy, her eyes lowered with the practiced deference of the household staff. 

“Lady Evelyn,” she said, “Mrs. Porfrie has arrived. Your mother requests your presence in the drawing room.”

Chapter III

[image: Image]

A Monument of Tales

 

Evelyn rose from her chair and drifted once more to the window. Outside, snow continued its quiet descent, softening the sharp lines of the city below. And with it, her resolve took shape.

She would visit the shipyard again.

She would see the Seraphine—ostensibly to inspect the progress of the yacht, as expected of her—but in truth, it was Alexander she longed to see. She needed to hear his voice, to feel again the calm, steady strength that seemed to radiate from him. Perhaps he wouldn’t have answers. But perhaps he would remind her that questions like hers were still worth asking.

Downstairs, her mother was no doubt preparing tea for Mrs. Porfrie—a long, grating visit with one of Edinburgh’s most exacting society women. 

Evelyn couldn’t bear it. 

Not today. 

She wasn’t ready to sit in stiff gowns and tighter smiles, speaking in platitudes while her heart was elsewhere.

With renewed purpose, she turned from the window and crossed to the wardrobe. Her fingers moved over silks and velvets until they found a dress suited for walking—elegant enough to appease appearances, practical enough for the shipyard. As she dressed, her heartbeat quickened with a strange blend of anticipation and defiance. This visit would not change her circumstances—not yet. But it would be a step. A small defiance. A compass point toward a life that felt more like her own.

She glanced at the mantel one last time. Lord Ashford’s letter still lay unopened, the seal broken but the message unheeded. Let it sit.

Then she slipped from her chambers, quiet and composed, the fire in her chest warming her against the chill. Quiet as falling snow, her footsteps carried her down the stairs and toward the servant’s door at the rear of the house—unseen, but entirely intentional. Through the servant’s passage, past the quiet bustle of morning duties.

The household moved with its usual polished rhythm—maids murmuring as they changed linens, a butler gliding past with silver trays in hand. Years of service had trained them well; they scarcely looked up as she passed.

That suited her just fine.

Today, Evelyn Edeglair didn’t want to be seen.

She wanted to begin.

The winter afternoon had darkened, the snow outside thickening into a swirling white veil that hushed the city beneath its weight. Yet despite the cold, a strange warmth flickered in her chest—a spark of hope she hadn’t allowed herself in years.

At the back door, she paused, her hand resting on the brass handle. For a moment, she glanced over her shoulder, half-expecting a voice to call her back, to remind her of who she was and what she was supposed to be. But the hall behind her was empty. Only the soft crackle of fire from the kitchen hearth reached her ears.

She took a breath, sharp and bracing, then opened the door.

The cold met her instantly, biting at her cheeks and flooding her lungs with clarity. Snow blanketed the stone steps in a crisp, untouched layer, and flakes danced through the air like ashes on the wind. She pulled her cloak tighter, the thick wool a modest shield against the cold, as she stepped into the fading light of day. 

Just beyond the wrought-iron gates of Charlotte Square, the world opened to the west. There, silhouetted against the dimming sky, stood the solemn spires of St. John’s Episcopal Church—its dark neo-Gothic towers jagged against the pale haze of snow, rising like silent sentinels above Princes Street. The narrow lancet windows glimmered faintly in the dusk, and the carved figures along the façade seemed to peer down through a veil of frost, watching.

Further south, nestled at the foot of the Castle rock8, lay St. Cuthbert’s Church—older, earthbound, its stone walls softened by age and ivy. The Romanesque arches and thick-set bell tower gave it the air of a place outside time, a quiet refuge beneath the looming height of Edinburgh Castle.

The scene looked more like a painting than a city street, a still life rendered in shades of grey and gold and white. Evelyn stood for a moment, letting it settle around her—the snow, the silence, the sacred hush of winter.

Waiting at the edge of the street was a black carriage, the Edeglair crest gleaming on the door beneath a dusting of snow. The coachman, Mr. Dunnett —a loyal man who had served her family for years—tipped his hat as she approached, his eyes betraying only mild curiosity. It wasn’t like Lady Evelyn to venture out alone at this hour—least of all in weather like this. But Mr. Dunnett, seasoned and discreet, knew better than to ask questions. 

“Where to, my lady?” he asked, opening the door with a practiced hand.

She hesitated—then her voice came, laced with a treble of uncertainty. “Let’s take a short walk first… then to the monument, Mr. Dunnett,” she said quietly. “Where we always go.”  

He tipped his hat with a knowing nod. “Very well, my lady.”

There was a hesitation in her voice—a catch, a falter—just enough to betray the frustration behind her calm tone. As the words left her lips, Evelyn felt the weight of them settle in her chest like an anchor. Where we always go. It sounded safe, expected, routine. But it wasn’t the truth.

She had meant to say something bolder—To the shipyard—to give name to the yearning that burned just beneath her ribs. But the words had shriveled before they reached her tongue, pulled back by years of training, of knowing what she was allowed to want. So, she said what was familiar. What was acceptable.

And in doing so, she had let herself down.

She clenched her jaw slightly, irritated not with Mr. Dunnett, but with herself. With her cowardice. The cloak around her shoulders suddenly felt heavier. As she settled into the carriage, Evelyn stared out the window, watching the snow fall in steady silence, and told herself she would not make the same mistake twice.

Not next time.

The carriage door closed behind her with a muted thud, sealing her in velvet and silence. Evelyn settled into the plush interior, the scent of leather and faint lavender clinging to the cushions. A moment later, the coachman mounted his seat, the reins snapped, and the carriage rolled forward, its wheels whispering through fresh snow.

Through the frosted glass, Edinburgh passed by like a dream in motion—its familiar streets blurred beneath the falling veil of white. Snow softened the edges of chimneys and rooftops, the city’s sharp grandeur muted into something ghostly and beautiful. Streetlamps glowed like halos in the dusk, casting golden pools onto the cobblestones, while bundled silhouettes hurried through the cold, faces hidden beneath hoods and hats.

She watched them all, her breath fogging the glass.

The city had always enchanted her with its contrasts: the ancient spires and the rising smoke of progress, the weight of history and the hum of modern ambition. But tonight, it felt like something else entirely—a place suspended between stillness and movement, just like her.

The carriage moved slowly through the thickening snow, its pace almost meditative. Evelyn welcomed it. The rhythm of the wheels, the gentle sway of the cabin, the hush outside—it gave her room to think. To feel.

When the carriage came to a gentle halt, she drew back from the window, breath fogging the glass. Mr. Dunnett descended from his seat with practiced care and opened the door.

“We’ve arrived, my lady.” 

Evelyn stepped out into the cold, pulling her cloak tighter around her shoulders as she looked up—and there it was.

The Scott Monument9 rose before her like a cathedral of shadows and stars.

Towering over Princes Street Gardens, it loomed black against the night sky, its many spires tapering like the fingers of some stone-bound dream reaching for heaven. Snow clung to the crevices of the gothic arches, dusting the carved figures with a powdery frost that caught the flickering light of gaslamps below. The monument looked less like a tribute and more like a story etched in obsidian—a thing of beauty, of mystery, of mourning.

Evelyn stood still, breath held, as if in the presence of something sacred.

Completed only a handful of years earlier, in 1844, the monument was still relatively new in the eyes of the city, its gothic spires dark and dramatic against the pale Scottish sky. With its soaring pinnacles and lace-like arches of blackened sandstone, it was a striking anomaly in the city’s skyline.

The statue of Sir Walter Scott sat beneath the great vaulted canopy, stoic and contemplative, the marble softened by layers of snow. He held an open book in one hand, his beloved dog Maida curled at his feet, forever faithful. Around him, the intricate stonework bristled with life—carvings of characters and muses, knights and kings, villains and outlaws, rising from the stone like whispers from the page.

Evelyn’s eyes moved slowly over them, and memories stirred.

She had climbed this monument once as a girl, her governess scandalized by the idea, but her father—smiling with rare indulgence—had let her go. She had stood high above the city then, her small hands gripping the cold stone balustrade, feeling as if she might take flight. It was here she had first understood that stories could outlive walls and names. That fiction, sometimes, could be more enduring than fact.

Each carved figure now seemed to speak to her—the bold expressions, the windswept cloaks frozen in motion. She remembered the tales: Waverley, Ivanhoe, Rob Roy, stories of rebellion and honour, of men and women who defied their fates.

And wasn’t that what she longed to do?

To step beyond the role she had been given. To choose the unknown path. To write a story that was hers alone.

She stepped forward slowly, boots crunching in the snow, and tilted her face up toward the highest spire, where it vanished into the snowy sky. The snow swirled around the monument like ash from some forgotten fire, and the air carried the faint scent of cold iron and distant hearth smoke.

For a moment, she closed her eyes.

She could hear the city breathing—quiet, ancient, watchful.

And in that silence, the ache in her heart turned into something clearer. Not quite certainty, not yet. But something near it.

A direction—to the shipyard.

 

☙❧

Finally, the carriage turned onto the road that led to the docks. The scent of the sea drifted through a narrow crack in the window—brine and woodsmoke mingling in the winter air, sharp and alive. It carried with it the promise of open water, of movement, of freedom.

Evelyn’s pulse quickened. The familiar chorus of the shipyard began to rise—the hammering of metal on metal, the groan of timber settling, the echoing calls of men absorbed in their craft. The clamor was anything but gentle, yet to her, it felt like a welcome.

The carriage rolled to a gradual halt before the yard gates. Evelyn sat for a moment in stillness, listening. The snow still fell, finer now, swept sideways by the stiffening wind. She opened the door, and a gust met her like a challenge. The cold stung her cheeks and rushed into her lungs, but it awakened her, too, chasing away the last of her hesitation.

“Shall escort you, my lady?” Mr. Dunnett’s voice was muffled by the scarf wound tightly around his face.

“No, I’m quite all right,” she said, meeting his eyes with a grateful nod. “I won’t be long.” 

“I must insist, my lady. The hour is late, and it is quite inappropriate for a lady such as yourself to wander unescorted.”

“I insist as well,” she replied with a soft laugh, her green eyes widening in defiance.

He touched the brim of his hat. “Take care, my lady.”

Evelyn turned and stepped toward the gates. The heavy wood groaned softly under her gloved hands as she pushed them open. The yard beyond was alive with movement: men striding across the snow-dusted ground, tools clinking, voices rising in the rhythm of their trade. She drew her hood low over her face and kept her head down, not out of fear, but because this visit—this moment—was hers alone.

The shipyard was another world entirely, forged not of rules and drawing rooms but of sweat and sawdust, of honest labor and raw potential. The scent of resin, salt, and smoke clung to everything. Ships loomed like colossi, caught in varying stages of birth.

And then she saw him.

Alexander MacEirden stood near the bow of the Seraphine. He was turned slightly away, speaking to a foreman in low tones that still managed to carry a weight of authority. The wind caught the edges of his heavy coat, his dark hair tousled and unbothered. His stance was effortless yet grounded—spine straight, shoulders strong, hands moving with deliberate precision.

Even from a distance, Evelyn felt the quiet power of him. He was a man built of sea and stone, shaped not by society but by labor and vision. He didn’t command with volume, but with presence. There was gravity in the way he stood, as though the world itself had learned to adjust around him.

Her breath caught.

What was it that pulled her toward him so? Not merely his strength, though that was part of it. It was his certainty—his rootedness in a world he had carved with his own hands. 

She took a step forward.

Then another.

And the shipyard, with its din and frost and fire, seemed to hush around her.

She lingered at the edge of the yard, uncertain of how to approach. But then, as if drawn by some invisible thread, Alexander turned. His eyes found hers—and for a suspended breath, time unraveled. The clamor of the shipyard dimmed to a distant murmur; the cold bit less sharply. All that existed was the space between them, charged with something neither of them could name.

He didn’t smile. He didn’t bow. He simply held her gaze with a steadiness that needed no words. And then, with the faintest of nods, he beckoned her forward.

Evelyn inhaled deeply and stepped onto the snow-dusted planks, the crunch of her boots sharp against the hush. She felt the eyes of the workers—curious, maybe startled by her presence—but she didn’t flinch. Her world had narrowed to Alexander MacEirden and the questions that burned in her chest.

“Lady Evelyn,” he said when she drew near, his voice low, roughened slightly by the cold—but unmistakably warm.

“Mr. MacEirden,” she answered, her voice even, though her pulse betrayed her calm. “I hope I’m not intruding.”

“Not at all,” he said, eyes calm and clear. “But it’s a rare hour for a lady to be near the docks. What brings you here, Lady Evelyn?”

Evelyn hesitated, her words catching behind a wall of emotion. How could she explain it? The ache that had pulled her from her home, the dreams that haunted her sleep, the magnetic pull that had guided her straight to him? How could she tell him she came not just to see a ship, but to feel something—anything—true?

“I… wanted to see the Seraphine,” she said at last, and though it was not a lie, it barely skimmed the surface of the truth.

Alexander turned slightly, his eyes shifting to the great vessel behind him.

“She’s coming along,” Alexander said, nodding toward the Seraphine. “The hull’s sealed. We’ve begun working on the interior. If the weather holds, she’ll be ready to take the water by spring.”

“She’s beautiful,” Evelyn murmured, her eyes tracing the curve of the vessel’s prow. “You’ve done something remarkable.”

“Thank you,” he replied, sincerity softening the gravel of his voice. “She’s been… a labor of love.”

She glanced at him. In the pale light and drifting snow, something in his expression had shifted—less guarded, more human. The stern lines of his face had eased, and for a flicker of a moment, Evelyn saw the man behind the quiet strength: not just the shipbuilder, but the dreamer.

“I envy you, Mr. MacEirden,” she said, the words surprising even her.

Alexander turned his head slightly. “Envy me?”

“Yes,” she said, with more certainty now. “You’ve built something real. I envy that!”

He didn’t respond at once. Instead, he studied her with that steady, thoughtful gaze of his—the kind that made her feel both seen and stripped bare. Then he gave the faintest nod, as if weighing something silently, privately.

“You have a purpose too, Lady Evelyn,” he said, voice quiet. “But perhaps… it isn’t the one that’s been chosen for you.”
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