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      Gordan Quarrie had been fighting out of control bushfires for close to two months when they finally came.

      He was riding on the back of the backup tanker from Lidcombe—a suburb west of Sydney—when he saw it lingering amongst the charred eucalyptus forest.

      Leaning out the window, he looked back at the shadow. It’d been years since he’d caught the scent of them and this time, they were closer than ever.

      Thumping his fist on the side of the truck, he called, “Can you pull over here?”

      “Here?” The driver eased up on the accelerator and pulled off the road, the truck’s wheels bumping over the uneven ground beside the bitumen. He turned in his seat and peered at Gordan, his protective helmet askew on his head.

      “The front is still a click away,” the man beside him said.

      “I want to check the containment lines,” he told the crew.

      “On your own?” the driver asked. “We’re not supposed to go solo.”

      “I know, but there’s another unit up there.” He tapped the walkie in his coat pocket. “I’ll radio.”

      He leapt out of the tanker and sent them on their way. Checking for traffic in both directions on the highway, he legged it across and into the already burned fire field.

      No matter how many seasons he served, Gordan was always startled by the lack of traffic where there would usually be a stream of holiday makers heading to the Blue Mountains.

      Today, the road had been closed on either side of the range and nothing was getting through, save for those fleeing the fire front and the firefighters rushing towards it.

      He adjusted his coat, cursing as his slick fingers rubbed against the inside seam of his gloves. The gear they had to wear was thick and cumbersome, and he sweated like a pig, but it protected his skin from the radiant heat—which was much more of a risk than open flame or stray embers.

      In the distance, about half a kilometre away, he could see the telltale flash of yellow and red—the back-burning crew checking their containment line.

      But between him and them, he saw the shadow waiting.

      Their luck had finally run out. It’d been quiet few decades, but deep down, he knew it was only a matter of time before someone came looking. She was too important for them not to. In a world where creatures of power were desperate for domination, they’d never be safe. At least, not for long.

      The creature flashed through the charred trees, leaving glowing footprints in its wake. Embers flared and he cursed. It was an elemental soldier, its power unhindered now that the Witches had allowed the way to their twisted realm remain open.

      Human in shape, its soul was nothing but fury. A shadow of the world it had once come from, the soldier was a pawn in an ancient war for dominance that would likely rage for all of time. A war that would continue to claim innocent lives, no matter the consequences. It was a tale as old as the hills—the never-ending cycle of violence. The lust for power through dominance was a corruption he could never stomach.

      Gordan knew it was an idiot move coming out here to face it, but if he hadn’t, it would have followed him to the front where he wouldn’t have been able to stop it from killing him and the others on the Lidcombe crew. Then, with him out of the way, nothing would stop it from finding Elspeth.

      He wouldn’t let it happen. He couldn’t.

      “Your time has come,” the soldier said, the words dripping from its blackened mouth. “Where is the girl?”

      “Go back to your master and tell them she doesn’t belong to anyone,” he snarled. “She is not theirs.”

      Its black eyes began to glow—crimson at first, then bright orange as the temperature rose around them.

      Flame flickered, emerging from underneath the already charred surface layer of the burned undergrowth, and the creature drew the embers into the air. They began to swirl, gathering more sparks, and a front erupted with a loud woosh.

      Gordan held up his arm to shield his face, calling on his Colours to deflect the radiating heat.

      “You can’t have her!” he shouted over the roaring flame. “You hear me? You can’t have her!”

      The creature stalked towards him, pitch-black and menacing, unafraid of Gordan’s power. “She needs to be with her people, fealltóir,” it rasped, speaking in a stranger’s voice. “You can’t hide her forever.”

      “You can’t have her,” he snarled again. “You can send all the soldiers you want, but I will be there to stop every one of them. Every failed attempt will leave you empty-handed and another of your evil kind sent into the void.”

      The creature stood before him, twisting with flame. “Is that so?”

      The screech of sirens broke through their tense stand-off and they both looked into the smoke at the same time, both with different intents.

      Through the haze, Gordan could see a crew of firefighters race towards him, hoses in hand with the truck creeping behind. They were trying to save him, dumping a torrent of water on the approaching flames, but they couldn’t see the enemy hiding within the firestorm.

      Blue and red lights flashed through the haze as he shouted for them to stay back, but his cries went unheard. His radio chirped—the desperate calls distorted by static.

      The fire roared behind him, spurred on by the elemental force twisting in the tornado. They’d all be killed if he couldn’t stop the soldier. It had to die here and now before it could get to Elspeth.

      “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” he murmured as if she could hear him. He took off his helmet and tossed it to the ground. “There’s so much you don’t know, but I have to keep you safe. This is the only way. I’m sorry.”

      The creature lunged and he leapt into its searing embrace, pouring his Colour into the twisted monster. It screeched in agony as Gordan’s essence drove into its core, shattering the soul that helped its impure body cling to life.

      Fire raged around them, engulfing their bodies.

      He knew he was only buying her time. Destiny would lead her home. He just hoped he’d taught her enough that she would understand how to find her way.

      With his last breath, he sent his love to his daughter…and a prayer for her future.
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        * * *

      

      I’ll never forget the sound of that knock on the door.

      A man and a woman stood on the porch, both wearing navy-blue police uniforms—their vests laden with radios and cameras, and light-blue shirts underneath their bulletproof vests.

      “Elspeth Quarrie?” the woman asked, taking off her cap.

      I nodded, the scent of burning eucalyptus thick in the air. The air quality had been terrible for the last month, the smoke haze from the fires covering Sydney from top to bottom.

      “I’m Sergeant Peters and this is Constable Guthrie. May we come inside?”

      Yeah…I’d never forget that day. What I was doing. Who I was waiting for. What I’d been dreaming. The Christmas Day I’d just spent with my dad. Just the two of us.

      I’d just graduated university and my whole life was ahead of me. The television was turned onto the news, my mobile phone was open on the government emergency app, and the air conditioning was running at a breezy twenty-two degrees Celsius. I should have been working on my resume, but my mind was elsewhere.

      I’d never dealt well with the heat. Neither had my dad, but we lived in one of the hottest and driest climates in our changing world—Australia—and with it came certain dangers. Venomous snakes and spiders were one thing, but the constant threat of drought and fire was a reality no one could escape. Not even the big cities could ignore the looming smoke on the horizon anymore.

      Bushfires had been raging across most of the country for months, and my dad was out there, fighting the impossible inferno with the thousands of other career and volunteer firefighters.

      As an environmental scientist, Dad’s skills were in high demand during the emergency. He could predict shifts in air currents and weather patterns that were useful on the ground. He could look at the growth in a forest and the curve of the land to know where to best put in containment lines. He coordinated back burning that saved towns from being completely wiped off the map. Knowing where the fire would leap or where the embers would blow was crucial in saving homes and lives.

      After the first month, he came home looking like he’d aged a decade. Soot was permanently caked under his fingernails and his eyes were… Well, he looked haunted by the things he’d seen.

      Two days later, on Boxing Day, he was packing up his uniform to hit the ground again. He was the only person I had in the entire world. Why did he have to go?

      I have the power to help, he told me. And when the Earth and her creatures cry out in pain, we should answer with our whole hearts.

      So when the knock came on the front door, I already knew who stood on the other side.

      The visitors the family of firefighters dreaded most during the summer.

      It was the sound of your entire life being torn out from under your feet.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      That night, I lay in bed and stared at the ceiling. Things went that way for a couple of weeks, even as flowers began to show up at the house, along with letters from the government and casseroles from the neighbours.

      We’d kept to ourselves, but it seemed Dad had been loved by many—no matter how secretive he thought he’d been.

      Dad never spoke about my mother or his home in Scotland. He never talked about his family or what his life had been like before we came to Australia. I never knew what happened to my mum or why we’d come here. It was as if our lives had begun the moment he carried me off the plane.

      I’d shared everything with him. Not just the adventurous Scottish spirit that ran through our blood, but the things I dreamed about and the future I saw for myself. It was him and I against the world, but I was all grown up now and with age came the unfortunate responsibility of knowledge.

      I searched through his things, looking for a birth certificate, a photograph, or a scrap of paper that would tell me where he’d come from or who my mother was. I found nothing—not even a secret diary or a hidden compartment. For all his accolades and achievements, my father was a ghost.

      I was a ghost.

      I stopped looking for work. I stopped caring. I didn’t know how to go on without him.

      So, I walked. At first, I took the train into Sydney and wandered around the markets and the harbour.

      I watched people go about their business, wondering where they were going in such a rush. Did they have someone to go home to? Friends? Family? Kids? None of those things had ever been in my life…at least, not for very long.

      I was a terrible friend, always enjoying my own company over that of others. Any friendships I did have fizzled out pretty quickly, and it was the same with boyfriends. Either they were only interested in one thing or I couldn’t connect with them. Life was a mould, but I couldn’t bend far enough to fit inside the white picket fence.

      As I walked the city streets, I had a sudden sense that I never really belonged here. Australia had been my home, but I wasn’t a part of it. My dad had been my anchor to this place. Now that he was gone, I was adrift.

      There had to be something else…this couldn’t be it.

      That’s when I saw it.

      Standing outside the travel agency, Flight Centre, I stared at the poster in the window, my eyes drinking in the rolling hills of the Scottish Highlands like they were an oasis in the middle of a charred forest.

      The world fell away, and I imagined myself walking through the wild landscape, the cool wind on my cheeks, the drizzling rain misting through the greyish sky, and the trickling of a creek feeding into a vast loch. The absence of people and the pull of the Earth.

      The blood in my veins hummed and I pressed my palm against the window. An unfamiliar longing was rising, charging my body with an almost electric excitement.

      The sound of a car horn blaring broke me out of my daze and I blinked, snatching my hand away from the window. I rubbed my palms up and down my arms, chilled as if the heat of the summer day hadn’t reached me at all.

      I glanced at the people walking past, my cheeks heating with embarrassment, but they didn’t seem to notice me at all.

      A daydream, I thought. Just a daydream.

      I glanced at the poster of the Scottish Highlands again and my heart skipped a beat. Hardly understanding what I was doing, I opened the door to speak with the travel agent.
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      The first thing I noticed about Scotland was the cold. Then how green and lush everything was compared to the dry, dead brown of the drought-ravaged Australian countryside.

      I stood outside the large grey building on the Royal Mile, in Edinburgh’s Old Town, looking up at the stone façade. The sign above the door read, Campbell’s Serviced Apartments. At least I was in the right spot.

      Rolling my suitcase behind me, and following the directions on my printed booking confirmation, I went into the foyer. The lines were all wobbly, the last of the ink made the picture of the building look like an old-fashioned sepia portrait. That’s what I got for making last-minute travel arrangements based on a hallucination.

      The instructions said to knock on the door of the ground-floor apartment, so that’s what I did.

      The door opened, revealing a robust older lady. Her short grey hair was a wild mop and her brown, cable-knit jumper looked handmade, but her eyes were warm and friendly.

      “Mrs. Campbell?” I asked. “I’m Elspeth Quarrie. I—”

      “Ah, there you are,” she declared, her accent almost musical to my ears. “You’re a pretty lass. Let me look at you.”

      “Uh…okay?”

      She’d obviously set the bar low, considering I wasn’t anything special to look at. My hair was mousey blonde with touches of auburn—the flecks of red brought out the green in my eyes. I was on the taller side, but neither overweight nor slim. I was simply a normal woman. Average, unremarkable, but passable if looks was what it came down to.

      “I thought the fairies had taken you,” she went on, completing her assessment without comment. “I was expecting you hours ago.”

      “Uh, no fairies, just a long line at customs.”

      “The fools,” Mrs. Campbell scoffed and gestured for me to follow her up the stairs. “I gather their computers were broken again or some such. They usually are. There’ll be a scathing write up about it in the newspaper tomorrow.”

      “Yes, they were.” I gathered she wasn’t a fan of technology. “Everyone had to wait to get an old-fashioned stamp.”

      The stairs creaked as we began to climb.

      “There are three other apartments in the house,” Mrs. Campbell said, leading me up the narrow flight. “You’re here for a month, but if you want to stay longer, let me know as soon as you can. It’s winter and past Hogmanay, but people still want to stay on the Mile. You seem like a sweet lass, and a sight quieter than the regular louts that rent the place, so I’d rather give it to you. But as I said, you’ll have to let me know.”

      “Oh no, I won’t be any trouble, Mrs. Campbell,” I told her, dragging my suitcase up the stairs behind me.

      “So, what are you? Writer? Artist? Please don’t tell me you’re one of those digital nomads.”

      “What do you have against digital nomads?”

      Mrs. Campbell turned and gave me the evil eye. “They’re the worst, lass. They pretend to ‘work’ on their computers, eat up all the WiFi with their streaming, and come in at all hours pissed up past the eyeballs! And all of it captured with a camera on a long stick pointing at their own faces.”

      I bit my bottom lip to stop myself from laughing and shrugged. “I’m just looking to find some information about my family and maybe a little sightseeing.”

      “Oh!” she declared. “You’re a historian, then? How lovely!”

      “Sure.” I didn’t know what I was, but I didn’t want to burst her bubble. I’d graduated with one of those useless Arts degrees in the hopes of one day doing something creative like work in an art gallery or a museum, but that day seemed like it belonged in another life.

      We reached the landing and I leaned against the wall, catching my breath. This city was making me feel severely inadequate in the fitness department and I’d only been here an hour.

      “Here we are.” Mrs. Campbell unlocked the door and handed me the key. “Now, everything you need is inside, but if you have any questions, read the book.”

      I gathered that was my cue that she was releasing me into the wild, so I thanked her and pushed open the door, my suitcase wheels bumping over the threshold.

      The apartment was a one-bedroom with a little bathroom. A living area made up the rest of the space with a kitchenette, couch, TV, and a two-seater dining table by the window.

      Outside, I could see the Royal Mile and the little bus stop below. The building was situated at the bottom end, away from most of the noise, but it was busy enough for the middle of the afternoon.

      A book and a box of shortbread biscuits—obviously bought from one of the many souvenir shops downstairs—sat on the dining table. I left my suitcase by the bed and slid into a chair and sighed. I was going to get strong thighs walking up all those stairs…and the hills! Edinburgh had so many inclines to traverse it was almost a punishment, or a cruel joke at tourists’ expense.

      I picked up the book—which turned out to be a plastic display folder—and flipped through the pages. Liking my new surroundings already, I smiled at the thought the landlady had put into the information. There was even a bus timetable slipped into one of the pockets.

      Mrs. Campbell seemed like a nice old lady, but I got the feeling I shouldn’t cross her, otherwise her inner dragon would appear.

      I looked out the window again as jet lag tried to pull me towards the bedroom. Shaking my head, I rubbed my scratchy eyes and grabbed my bag. I’d just spent thirty hours either on an aeroplane or queuing up to get on one, and now that I was finally here, I wanted to explore.

      Secretly, I wanted to find my father.

      I hesitated at the door, my hand pausing on the handle, and I sniffed my armpit. Cringing, I dumped my bag back onto the table. First things first, Elspeth. A shower to wash your stink off, then exploring.

      It was only polite, after all.
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        * * *

      

      Greyfriars Kirk was nestled at one end of Edinburgh’s Old Town, and while it didn’t look far on the map, my lungs were burning by the time I found the gates.

      Thick grass covered the lawns and there was a gravesite, headstone, or plaque everywhere I looked. They were even set into the walls of the cottages backing onto the kirkyard. At the centre was the church itself, complete with modern upgrades. They still held services and a light shone from within. It calmed me a little knowing someone else was about and I wasn’t the only fool wandering in a graveyard full of ghosts at twilight.

      Many of the headstones were large and ornate, with statues of angels and crosses. Some were buried underground, and others—who were obviously rich and important—had mausoleums with locked doors.

      I stopped at the end of the row and looked up at the carvings on the last gravesite. I studied the skull and crossbones—and the dancing skeleton—wondering why anyone would want to put such a thing on their tombstone. They were a morbid lot in the sixteenth century—I wondered why. Underneath, the words memento mori were carved into the stone. Memento Mori, remember you must die.

      I thought of my dad, and the news the police had brought with them on New Year’s Eve. There wasn’t anything left to bury. He was swallowed up by the fire in the blink of an eye. There was nothing the crew could do to save him. We’re sorry for your loss.

      There would be no grave. No place to go and mourn. Nothing but memory.

      I shivered and buried my hands into my coat pockets, realising a mist had begun to form in the lengthening shadows.

      Turning away, I walked along the path, my boots crunching against the damp gravel. A plaque on the stone wall told me all about the city’s original outer defences—the Flodden Wall.

      After the Scottish forces were defeated by the English at the battle of Flodden in 1513—and resulting in the death of their king, James IV—Edinburgh’s officials were frightened that the victorious army would besiege the city. The wall was built to defend their territory.

      I pressed my palm against the stone and imagined the army on the field and the people in the city—who must have been terrified of what would become of them without a monarch on the throne. Maybe they didn’t care. Food and shelter must have been more pressing matters for the common folk of the time, rather than who governed them.

      I walked under the arch, finding another stretch of gravesites beyond. The mist seemed to thicken, and I glanced over my shoulder. It was spooky without anyone else around and I began to wonder if the kirkyard was closed. I checked my watch, finding it was almost four, but being winter, it was already dark.

      Streetlights were turning on, bathing the kirkyard in orange light and the sudden change was eerie. Must be the dancing skeletons and ghost stories creeping me out.

      The row of gravestones shimmered and began to lengthen, multiplying into the distance. The city faded and disappeared, leaving me standing in an unknown world.

      I stumbled and my heart began to race. What in the world…?

      Frightened, I turned and almost smacked into a man standing behind me. I yelped as his smile widened, his pointed teeth glimmering in the orange glow of the lamplight.

      I was frozen to the spot, staring at him in shock. His eyes were black; there were no whites or iris’—just two pools of pitch-black nothingness.

      He grabbed me, moving like a bolt of lightning, and his hands bit into the flesh of my arms. I screamed as my knees buckled, terror gripping my senses as blinding pain tore through my head.

      A shadowy shape leapt out from behind a headstone, barking and baring its teeth. The dog latched onto the man’s leg, growling and shaking its jaws back and forth.

      The force of the dog’s attack dislodged the man’s grip on me, and I staggered back a few steps, my breath catching as I held my throbbing head.

      A second man loomed behind them—dark and tall amongst the tendrils of the mist—and his gaze fell onto mine. He almost looked startled to see me there, but it was only for a moment before his expression turned thunderous. He moved towards me faster than my eyes could follow, but it was enough to snap me back into reality. The reality where I was being attacked by monsters in a misty graveyard.

      I fled through the kirkyard, passing underneath the arch, desperately searching for the church where I’d seen the light on inside. Mist swirled around my ankles as I ran, but all I found were more tombs.

      Stone skeletons and menacing angels stood silent in the gloom, fuelling the terror in my heart. Skidding to a stop, I turned around, searching for a way out of my nightmare.

      The mist had swallowed the city and the sounds of the men…and the dog. It’d been a huge thing, like a German Shepard, only all black. No wonder I hadn’t seen it.

      But that man… His teeth… His eyes.

      Spotting the gate through the mist, I took off again, crossing the grass. It was muddy and I almost slipped on my arse, but I made it without falling. My fear began to ease as the city appeared.

      A car whooshed by on the narrow road, reminding me that I wasn’t alone. No one else was around, but there had to be people in the houses. I fumbled in my bag, wondering what the emergency number for the police was in Scotland.

      “Where are you going?”

      The sound of a male voice caused me to spin and I came face to face with the second man—the one with the dog.

      Before I could react, he’d grabbed my arm and nearly pulled me off my feet.

      “Let me go!” I cried as he began to drag me towards a narrow lane.

      First him and his dog were saving me from whatever that other guy was, and now he was trying to kidnap me? I didn’t have a clue what was going on. It was a jet-lag-induced psychosis brought about by my repressed grief over my dad’s death. It wasn’t right not to cry when your only parent died. This was my punishment, right?

      “Don’t fash yourself,” the man said. “I’m only trying to help.”

      “By dragging me into the alley so you can—” I choked on my words and began to panic. I didn’t come all this way only to be kidnapped, assaulted, and murdered. There was no way in hell I was going to become another number.

      “Who are you?” he asked. “Where did you come from?”

      “Your worst nightmares, creep!” I shouted.

      With a cry of rage, I swung my fist at the man’s face, startling him enough so I could stamp my boot on his foot. He yelped in surprise and his grip on my arm loosened. I wrenched myself free and took off, sprinting down the road with energy I never knew I had.

      And I didn’t look back.
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      I didn’t know how long I’d been running before I saw a police station up ahead.

      Why was it so hard to find a cop shop in this city? Budget cuts, I thought. It’s always budget cuts.

      I hurtled through the front door and slapped my palms down onto the counter, startling the young man at the desk. He spilled his coffee, the brown liquid dripping onto his trousers.

      “Christ Almighty,” he exclaimed in a thick accent. “Will ye watch the door, lass!”

      “I’d like to report a crime,” I declared between heaving breaths. “Someone just tried to kidnap me.”

      “Attempted kidnapping, ye say?” He looked at me with a raised eyebrow. “Please take a seat.”

      My mouth dropped open. “Take a seat?”

      “Yes,” he said, brushing at the coffee stain on his trousers. “Take. A. Seat.”

      Behind the partition, a man rolled a chair across the room and leaned back so he could see me. He seemed to be in his early thirties, lean and muscular, and dressed in a navy suit with an off-white shirt and loosened black tie. He smoothed his palm through his close-cropped hair and smiled at me.

      “Don’t fash yourself, lass,” he said. “I’ll hear your report.”

      The officer at the window looked taken aback. “But—”

      “I said, I’ll listen to the lass’ report, constable,” he snapped. “Now bugger off and get yourself a stale doughnut to go with that shite you call coffee.”

      The constable scowled and scurried away from the desk, cursing under his breath as he disappeared through the mostly empty offices.

      “I apologise for my colleague’s briskness,” the man said, standing and moving towards the counter. “There’s a reason some people are assigned desk jobs.”

      I’ll say.

      “Detective Murray,” he added, holding out his hand. “And you are?”

      “Elspeth Quarrie,” I replied, shaking his hand. “I, uh…” His grasp was firm and confident—everything I wasn’t—and I flushed.

      “You look like you’ve had quite the fright, lass. Can I get you something warm to drink?”

      “No, I…” I sighed and nodded. “Yeah. That would be great.”

      “Tea? Coffee?”

      “Tea.”

      The detective smiled and rounded the front counter. “Let’s go into one of the interview rooms, hey? It’s warmer and a little more private.”

      He ushered me down the hall into a back room. Inside, it looked just like interview rooms did on TV. There was a stainless-steel table bolted to the floor with two chairs on either side and a mirror covered one end of the room, which was likely two-way mirror. A surveillance camera was also built into one of the corners, where it was out of reach by the unfortunate interviewee.

      There was nothing else in here for obvious reasons.

      “Have a seat and I’ll be back in a moment,” Detective Murray said. “The chairs are quite cold, I’m afraid.”

      “Oh…” I blinked, and he flashed a smile before he left to fetch my tea.

      I sat on the chair, frowning when I found it to be ice cold. The chill spread through my arse cheeks and I snorted. A brilliant end to a brilliant day of disasters. First the airport was on the fritz, then…

      Oh hell, what was I doing here?

      How was I meant to tell the police I’d been grabbed in a dark, misty graveyard by a man with pointy teeth and black eyes? And that was only the half of it. They’d think I was crazy, send me to a hospital for a psychological evaluation, and I’d be deported back to Australia.

      I looked at the mirror and studied the reflection of the interview room, avoiding myself. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up and I shivered. Shoving my hands into my coat pockets, I began to wonder if coming to Scotland was a mistake. After all, Dad had left for a reason.

      When Detective Murray returned, he held a disposable cup in one hand and a notepad and pen in the other. Suddenly, I felt extremely foolish.

      “The longer I sit here, the sillier this all seems,” I told him. “I don’t want to waste your time.”

      I went to stand but he shook his head. “Don’t worry about that,” he said, setting the cup down in front of me. “If it puts your mind at ease, then I’ll listen. It’s my job.”

      I sighed. Well, if it was his job.

      He sat on opposite side of the table and clicked the button on the pen in his hand. “Are you a tourist or do you live in Edinburgh?”

      I blinked, the night’s events and my exhausted state started to catch up with me.

      “Your accent,” he prodded.

      “I, uh… I’m a tourist, I suppose. I have a UK passport, but I live in Australia. My dad was Scottish.”

      “Was?”

      I hesitated. “He died recently.”

      “Oh, I see.” He frowned and leaned back in his chair. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      I looked down at the paper cup, watching a stray tea leaf float in the milky drink. He didn’t press for more information and I was thankful. I didn’t want to talk about my dad’s death. Ever.

      “How long have you been in the UK?”

      “I got here this afternoon.”

      The detective paused for a moment then said, “Only a few hours? What a welcome. I personally apologise on behalf of the Scottish people.”

      I managed a tiny smile and looked up at him. His eyes sparkled and an eerie calmness flowed through me.

      “What happened tonight, Miss Quarrie?” he asked, his tone gentle. “Take your time. We’re in no rush.”

      I reached for the tea, but my hands began to shake so I pulled back and glanced at the two-way mirror. The image was distorted—a fault in the glass most likely—and the detective’s reflection wavered as he leaned forwards.

      “We’re alone,” he said, following my gaze. “No one’s watching. Everything you tell me is confidential, for the report.”

      “Well, I… I was excited to see the city, even though I was tired,” I began. “Am tired, I mean. I heard it’s better to stay awake until your regular bedtime in a new time zone to stop jet lag. So, I went to Greyfriars Kirk. I heard it was beautiful there, and it didn’t seem far on the map… But the light faded faster than I realised, and it was hilly…”

      “It gets dark quite early here during the winter,” Detective Murray explained. “Most visitors don’t realise.”

      “It’s the country’s location in correlation with the North Pole,” I said. “The closer to a pole, the shorter days become in wintertime. They’re longer in the summer.”

      The detective chuckled. “That’s right. Are you a scientist?”

      “Uh, my dad was. He taught me a lot of things growing up.”

      “I see.” He gestured for me to continue with my report.

      “There weren’t any other people around, but lights were on in the church, so I thought nothing of it.” I went on to tell him how the man came out of the shadows and grabbed me, carefully omitting the part about the eyes and teeth. Then I added everything that came next with the second man and the dog.

      Detective Murray was thoughtful for a moment. “Did it seem to you that they knew one another?”

      “I don’t think so…”

      “And the dog. A black German Shepard?”

      “This all sounds so silly,” I said lamely. “I don’t know why I—” I swallowed hard, fighting back tears.

      “It’s not,” Detective Murray said. “If a woman is threatened by two men on the street, we want to know about it. Don’t be afraid of sounding silly. The police take these matters extremely seriously, Miss Quarrie. We want more women to speak up about violence against them. It’s how progress is made.”

      I began to worry the hem of my jumper. “Well, uh, when you put it that way…”

      “I’ll have the constable file your report and the descriptions of the two men. We’ll do what we can to track them down.”

      “Are you sure you want to give it to him?” I wondered out loud.

      “Aye, an astute remark.” Detective Murray laughed. “Serves him right for speaking to you the way he did.” He looked at his watch and clicked his pen. “It’s the end of my shift. How about I give you a ride back to your hotel? It wouldn’t be very policeman-like of me to send you out there on your own in the dark. Not after the night you’ve had.”

      “Oh, I can get a taxi. It’s fine.”

      “It’s no bother, Miss Quarrie,” he told me. “It would be my pleasure to end your first day in Scotland on a brighter note.”

      I paused a moment. It wasn’t likely he was going to be the third predator I’d meet today. Besides, he was a cop.

      There are crooked cops, Elspeth, I thought. Oh, shut up.

      “That would be great, if it’s not too much trouble,” I said. “I don’t really know the way back.”

      He grinned and gestured to the door. “Not a problem at all, lass. It would be my pleasure.”
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        * * *

      

      Detective Murray was true to his word and saw me to the front door of Mrs. Campbell’s serviced apartments on the Royal Mile.

      When he pulled his unmarked police car into the end of the bus stop, I was surprised when he got out the car with me. Parking illegally and a little presumptuous… I’d have to remember that.

      “Well, here we are, Miss Quarrie,” he said, looking up at the building. “Safe and sound.”

      “Elspeth,” I said. “Miss Quarrie makes me sound like a schoolteacher.”

      “Elspeth then.” The detective chuckled, his breath vaporising in the chilled air. “Then it’s only fair you stop calling me detective and call me Owen.”

      I nodded a little awkwardly.

      “Well, we’ll keep an eye out for the perpetrators,” he told me. “If we find anything, I’ll let you know, and if there’s anything you need…”

      It took me a moment to realise he was offering services above and beyond what normal cops provided. I felt my cheeks heat and I didn’t know where to look. He was handsome, but my lack of romantic experience was totally showing all over my face. I mean, it wasn’t like I was a virgin or anything; I just didn’t know why anyone would be interested in a mousy woman like me. Oh, shut up, Elspeth.

      “Oh, uh…” I swallowed hard. “Thank you.”

      “Well, here’s my number.” He handed me a white business card emblazoned with the Scottish police logo. “If you need anything, please call. It’s no trouble.”

      Owen flashed me another smile and strode back to his car. I watched as he drove away, the business card still clutched in-between my fingers like it was going to self-destruct in T-minus ten seconds.

      A dot of rain hit my nose and I rubbed it away. Sighing, I pocketed the card and went inside. At least my nerves about the strange happenings in the kirkyard were calmed, but they’d been replaced with a whole other set of unknowns. Either that, or I was overthinking things.

      The moment I stepped into the building, Mrs. Campbell’s door opened and she came charging out.

      “Was that a policeman I saw you with?” She pulled aside the curtain on the foyer door and peered out at the street. “A handsome one, too. Are you all right, lass?”

      “That was Detective Owen Murray,” I told her, realising just how much of a busybody my temporary landlady really was. “I ran into a little trouble and he offered me a ride back.”

      “Must have been a wee bit more than a little trouble to get seen home by a detective.” She clucked her tongue and began to check my extremities. It was a little too personal for a woman I’d just met, and I extracted myself as politely as I could manage.

      “It was nothing, really,” I muttered. “Just walking where I shouldn’t, I guess.”

      “Don’t downplay yourself, lass,” Mrs. Campbell said with a frown. “Times may be changing, but they’re still tough for women, no doubt.”

      I wasn’t going to be able to escape without telling her what had happened, so I told her about the men who attacked me in Greyfriars Kirkyard. Her expression changed throughout my tale, morphing from concerned, to interested, to surprised, and thoughtful in the span of three minutes.

      “My, my,” she said, wringing her wrinkly hands. “What a welcome Edinburgh has given you, lass. A man and a dog you say?”

      “And another weird-looking guy…” I shivered, recalling his pointed teeth and black eyes.

      Mrs. Campbell pressed her hands on my cheeks and frowned. “Would you like me to make you something to eat? You look pale.”

      For a lady I’d only met a few hours ago and was renting a holiday apartment from, she was acting rather grandmotherly right now. Somehow, I doubted she was like this with all her tenants.

      “I’m okay, Mrs. Campbell. I haven’t had a good night’s sleep in a few days. It’s a long way from Sydney, and no one can ever sleep in economy.”

      “Well, you’ll be safe here. I’ll see to it.”

      “Thank you.” I seemed to be saying that a lot lately.

      Mrs. Campbell returned to peeking out the curtains as I made a hasty exit up the crooked stairs. Closing my apartment door behind me, I flicked on the light and heaved a sigh of relief. I’d led a pretty mundane life for twenty-five years, and I’d made up for it all in one day.

      Shuffling across the room, I practically fell into bed, only lingering long enough to change out of my clothes.

      The moment my head hit the pillow, sleep took over and the night’s adventures melted away—but I knew the memories would be waiting for me in the morning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 4

        

      

    

    
      What are you doing here? Get out! Run before it’s too late!

      I woke with a start, the last of my dream fading into nothingness.

      Get out? I rubbed my eyes and looked around the little bedroom, gathering my wits. Exhausted dreams rarely made sense, but it still took me a moment to remember where I was.

      I must have slept for at least ten hours because my limbs were stiff and ached as I rolled over. Through the door I could see the window by the dining table where beyond was a grey sky and the sharp edges of the building next door. A moss-green drainpipe crawled up the side of the dark stone, looking like a thick vine, and disappeared out of view.

      The longer I lay there and stared at the day, the more last night’s chaos seemed like something that had happened to someone else.

      I blinked and a vision of the man with pointed teeth and black eyes appeared like a smack in the face. Sitting up, I rubbed my eyes and kicked my legs out of bed.

      It didn’t make sense. Was it some kind of extreme body modification? Eyeball tattoos? Contact lenses? And why did I think of eyeball tattoos before contact lenses?

      What would he have done with me if he’d managed to drag me off? It was a question that didn’t bear answering.

      Who are you? Where did you come from? The other man’s questions rang through my mind and I shivered. I’d like to know the answer to that too, buddy.

      There must be somewhere I could search some historical archives—or births, deaths, and marriages. Maybe Mrs. Campbell would know.

      Determined not to let the city crush my spirits, I decided to go out and resume my mission somewhere a little more populated. I showered and dressed, stuffing some of the shortbread biscuits Mrs. Campbell had left into my mouth.

      I was still spitting crumbs when I went downstairs.

      A man was tinkering with the door, screwing something into the jamb with a power drill. A toolbox was at his feet, and he wore a sweatshirt that read Edinburgh Security Systems PTY LTD.

      Mrs. Campbell was pacing behind him like a restless fox, supervising his work with a keen eye. When she heard me on the creaky stairs, she threw her hands into the air and grinned up at me.

      “Elspeth, there you are, lass,” she declared. “I thought it was past time to get some extra security installed.” She handed me a little grey plastic tag. “Pop this on your keys. The man tells me it’s called a fob.”

      “Uh, thank you.” I wiped the biscuit crumbs from my mouth and took the tag, slipping it into my pocket.

      This place was getting stranger as time went on…and not much time had passed. I wondered what chaos today would bring. Fingers crossed it was a little less menacing than last night’s adventure.

      “Where are you off to today?” Mrs. Campbell asked, slyly ogling the installer’s rear end.

      “I thought I might walk up to the castle,” I said, wondering if I should frown or laugh at her antics.

      “Oh, good. Lots of people up there on the Mile. The castle is expensive, but everyone should go inside at least once.” She turned back to the workman and resumed her staring.

      “Mrs. Campbell?” She looked at me and tilted her head to the side. “Do you know where I might be able to find some public information about births and deaths? And other things like marriages and census records? I’m researching my family tree and—”

      “You can always look on the internet for that kind of thing. I’m a great fan of that Ancestor website, but you can go to the National Records office on Princes Street. It costs money, last I heard.”

      “Thank you. I may as well walk over there and have a look before going to the castle.”

      I gave her a small wave and stepped around the workman and out onto the street. The air was crisp, and I was glad I had the foresight to pack my coat. It was a thin leather jacket, but it kept most of the chill out.

      “She’s such polite lass,” I heard Mrs. Campbell say to the workman. Then she bellowed after me, “Don’t forget it gets dark at half three!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The National Records of Scotland sat directly at one end of North Bridge in the New Town of Edinburgh.

      After five minutes in the place, I was told there was no room available for record searches and I’d have to make a booking online to reserve a desk. The fee was fifteen pounds a day, which was at least thirty Australian dollars—not cheap by any means.

      I thanked the clerk and went outside, feeling a little deflated over the whole thing. I should have done more research, but my trip was so last minute that I’d done nothing but book a flight and the accommodation to go with it.

      Outside was a statue of the Duke of Wellington on a rearing horse, the original brass long turned green due to the weather. I looked up at it and wondered what he would do. Wellington was a general, right? No, he was a prime minister.

      I blinked up at the statue. We were definitely in two different leagues.

      “Elspeth!”

      My heart leapt at the sound of someone shouting my name. I turned to find Owen walking towards me, his imposing stature caused people to dart out of his way.

      “Twice in as many days,” he declared, flashing a five-million-megawatt smile at me. “How are you this morning?”

      My heart fluttered. “Much better.”

      “I’m glad to see you out and not too shaken by your ordeal last night.”

      I didn’t want to talk about it, so I veered the conversation elsewhere. “What are you doing today? I thought you’d be out working.”

      “Oh, it’s my rostered afternoon off today,” he explained. “I was doing a few things in town when I spotted you.”

      My nerves tingled at the vagueness of his explanation. Don’t be so critical, Elspeth. It’s just the lingering shock after what had happened last night.

      That was one of my faults, I supposed. Overthinking, critical, suspicious—all excuses for not putting myself out there more.

      “Don’t worry about your report,” he added. “I spent the morning canvassing Greyfriars with some constables.”

      “Did you find anything?”

      “Nothing, unfortunately. The kirk’s CCTV wasn’t working and it was dark. A lot of tourists visit to see the graves and the grass is all churned up, so there wasn’t much to find.” He smiled in an attempt to reassure me. “Your descriptions of the two men have been circulated, so all of Edinburgh’s officers will be on the lookout.”

      I guess it was as much as I could hope for. Knowing those men were still out there was a little unnerving, but I wasn’t going to let it stop me from enjoying my holiday.

      “This is nice,” he said, plucking the scarf around my neck.

      I looked down at my first Scottish purchase. The scarf was green, blue, and black tartan, supposedly made from lambswool, though it felt acrylic to me.

      “Oh, I didn’t think to bring one so I got it this morning from one of those tacky souvenir shops,” I explained. “It’s summer back home.”

      “It’s called a Black Watch tartan,” Owen told me. “It’s for those who have no family tartan of their own.”

      I snorted at the irony and shook my head. It was the only colour I liked out of the thirty variations on display. Another omen.

      “What did I say?” Owen frowned and looked up at the archives.

      “Nothing… It’s just I didn’t come here to be a tourist. I wanted to learn more about my family.”

      “Your father?”

      I nodded, remembering that I’d mentioned it last night. “He never really spoke about where he came from, only that he immigrated from Scotland when I was a baby. He passed away before I could ask the hard questions.”

      “Oh, I see,” he said thoughtfully. “Was the archive no help?”

      “I had to book a seat to do a day search, or whatever they called it, but all the spots were taken.”

      “So you really don’t know anything?” He raised his eyebrows. “Grandparents? Aunts? Uncles?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing.”

      If he thought it was strange, he didn’t let it show on his face. “So, you want to find out more about your family tree?”

      “Yeah, I’m trying to.” It was beginning to feel like something was stopping me. Dad never talked about his past, and now it seemed Scotland itself was trying its hardest to join the party. “I was hoping to find out something—anything—but it seems like Scotland has a grudge against me.”

      Owen laughed and I scowled up at him. For a guy I’d just met—and a cop to boot—he wasn’t making a good impression right now.

      “You’re laughing at me?”

      “Don’t fash yourself, Elspeth,” he said. “It’s nothing personal.”

      It sure felt like it.

      “Are you busy now?” he added.

      I gave him some serious side-eye. “Not really…”

      “See up there?” He pointed to a hill that sprung up a few blocks away. It was full of greenery and had a tower of some kind built at the top. Behind it, I could see the top of some large Greek columns. “That’s Calton Hill. There’s a wee monument on top and a great view of the city. Would you like to walk up there with me?”

      I frowned. “Well…”

      “C’mon,” he said, “I’m a detective. What am I going to do?”

      I glanced at the archives. “I guess I don’t have anywhere to be.” It didn’t take much for me to cave.

      Owen and I walked along the street a few blocks, then he led me up some stairs—what was with the stairs in this place?—and through some thick greenery. We passed a sign that read, Welcome to Calton Hill, and by the time we reached the top, I thought I was going to die. My lungs burned, giving away how unfit I actually was. Luckily for Owen, he was gracious enough not to make fun of me this time.

      Before us was a large forecourt with a domed building, the tower I’d seen from below, and an unfinished copy of the Athens Acropolis. Literally.

      Eight Greek columns were erected on one side, and two at either end. They seemed to have forgotten to finish it or maybe they had run out of money. It stood out in the open, shadowed against the sky, a mere glimpse at what it might have looked like if it’d been completed.

      Owen led me across the forecourt to the side of the hill overlooking the newer part of Edinburgh. The city stretched for miles, reaching a large stretch of water, then continued to the horizon.

      “See all that water? That’s the Firth of Forth,” Owen explained. “There are four main bridges. The Forth Bridge, Forth Road Bridge, Kincardine Bridge, and the Clackmannanshire Bridge. The Forth Bridge is the big red one, a suspension bridge, but you can’t really see it from here.” He grasped my shoulders and turned me towards the bustling city centre. “That’s York Place down there—it’s one of the main roads through the city centre. There’s a nice wee art gallery there.”

      The wind whipped around us, buffeting my hair in all directions. I scraped it away and followed his gaze, trying to spot all the places he’d pointed out.

      “What’s the tower behind us?” I asked.

      “That’s the Nelson Monument,” Owen replied. “It’s a memorial for Nelson’s win at the Battle of Trafalgar during the Napoleonic Wars.”

      “There’s a lot of monuments to British people,” I mused.

      “Ach, don’t remind us,” he said with a chuckle.

      Edinburgh was full of so much history, and I knew I’d barely begun to scratch the surface. Royalty like Mary Queen of Scots and many other Stuart Kings. Writers and poets like Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, Robert Burns, and Sir Walter Scott. Artists, scientists, doctors, and so many other historical figures had called this place home.

      My head spun and I turned away from the view just as a shaggy little dog ran up to us and wagged its tail. It was a wiry scrap of a thing, all black and grey with sharp brown eyes. He had no collar and no one seemed to be calling out.

      I knelt down and held out my hand, palm up. “Hey, buddy,” I murmured, scratching behind his ears. “Where are your people, huh?”

      “Careful, I wouldn’t touch it,” Owen said above me.

      I waved him off. “It’s fine. He’s friendly, see?”

      Abruptly, the dog yapped and took off, bounding across the hill like a bat out of hell. I rose, bewildered at its sudden flight.

      “There’s been a problem with strays,” Owen said, taking out his mobile phone. “I should call someone about it. Can’t have the thing bothering people.”

      “Oh no, don’t do that,” I said, craning my neck to see where it’d gone. “It could belong to someone and it’s just lost.”

      The detective snorted and his phone rang. “Seriously?” He took the call and spoke to whoever was on the other end in a clipped tone.

      I turned away, more to hide the uneasiness I felt at the change in his voice more than to give him some privacy.

      “Ach, I’ve been called into the station,” he grumbled, stepping around so he could catch my eye. “Are you fine to make it back on your own?”

      I nodded and tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “Yeah, I remember the way.”

      He frowned and slipped his phone into his pocket. “Sorry to run, lass, but it’s an emergency.”

      “It’s your job, I understand. Thanks for the tour.”

      Owen smiled, the uneasiness between us fading. “You’re welcome.”

      I lingered on top of the hill as he strode away, then jogged down the stairs, and disappeared around the corner. It was really nice of him to show me around a little, but his mood seemed to flip in an instant.

      Maybe I was making it too much of a thing. Yeah, maybe.

      Smiling to myself, I wandered towards the tower—the Nelson Monument—and found a hidden alcove that looked over the southern part of the city. Now I was out of the wind, I combed my fingers through my mousy locks and straightened my scarf.

      I could see Arthur’s Seat—an ancient extinct volcano—and the Old Town right up to Edinburgh Castle. With the help of a sign, I picked out the Scott Monument, the Princes Street Gardens, and the Waverley train station. A large church spire dominated the view up on the Royal Mile and I wondered what it might be.

      I stood for a moment, watching the clouds swirl in the overcast sky as they dumped rain over Arthur’s Seat. I was blessedly calm for the first time since I’d arrived. My father’s death seemed far away, like it had happened a long time ago.

      Four weeks had passed, and I was still numb—no tears, no heartache… Was I that heartless? Was I mourning the right way? Was I morning at all?

      I wiped at a stray tear and straightened my new Black Watch scarf. Maybe I did have a family tartan and just didn’t know it yet. If I could know that one thing, then maybe I wouldn’t feel so alone.

      There. I’d said it. I was lonely.

      “You shouldn’t go out with that guy.”

      I let out a yelp and turned, coming face to face with the man who’d tried to grab me outside of Greyfriars.

      The man with the dog.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 5

        

      

    

    
      The man stood at the end of the path, blocking my only way out.

      In the daylight, I could finally see him with some clarity. Tall, sharp jaw, messy ruddy brown hair, piercing green eyes… he couldn’t be a day over thirty. I took in his black overcoat—noting the hole in one elbow—and his grey knitted jumper, black jeans, and heavy black combat boots.

      He was the complete opposite of Owen.

      “You,” I snarled, overcome with a wave of anger which surprised me. “Get out of my way.”

      He held up his hands. “I just need to talk to you, that’s all.”

      “I’ll have you know that I reported you to the police.”

      “Don’t fash yourself,” he told me.

      “Fash?” I exclaimed. “What is fash? Everyone is telling me not to do it like I’m five years old! I assume it means worry, but I will worry!”

      “Ach,” he said, scratching his head. “You’re a little worked up there, lass. You ought to calm yourself a wee bit. I’m not trying to abduct you.”

      “Then don’t go around grabbing women’s arms and dragging them into the shadows,” I hissed, taking a step towards the fence. It was the only way I could go.

      “I was trying to help you,” he said.

      My hands curled around the bars behind me. “I don’t believe you.”

      The man frowned and ran his hand through his hair. It was clear he wasn’t used to being told no. Well, looking like that, I supposed women lined up around the block just for the chance to hear him say whatever he wanted to them.

      “Perhaps I should introduce myself. Raurich ‘Rory’ Mackenzie,” he said, bowing with a flourish, “at your service.”

      I snorted.

      “This is the part where you tell me your name,” he prodded.

      “Not on your life.”

      His frown deepened and he shook his head.

      “Why are you hanging around that guy? Can’t you see what he is?” He hesitated, then jabbed a finger at me. “You’re with him, aren’t you? That’s why I’ve never seen you around here.”

      “Of course, I’m not from around here,” I stated. “I’m Australian.”

      “Who are you?” His eyes widened. “Are you from the homeland?”

      “The what?” I inched backwards, looking for an escape route. “I’m sorry, but I can’t help you. I don’t know anything about drugs or homelands. That guy I was with? He’s a police officer. A detective.”

      “Can it be possible?” he whispered, staring at me in shock. “Aye, it is… You don’t know.”

      “Know what?” I demanded.

      “You’re a Druid,” he said. “I can literally feel the Colour bleeding from your skin. No wonder that guy is after you. You’re completely out of control.”

      “I’m out of control?” I raged. “You’re high!”

      “I wouldn’t be rational if I was high.”

      “And everything you just said, that’s what you call rational? Well, Rory, I call it a drug-induced hallucination and I won’t have any part of it!”

      This entire place was crazy. I need to go to the airport and get out of here as soon as possible. I don’t need to know about my dad’s past if this was the trouble it brought. I was going to go home and get a job in retail.

      “It’s the truth,” he said. “You have to believe me.”

      “I don’t have to do anything.” My gaze flickered to the path, but there was still no way around him.

      “They want to take your Colour,” he said, growing more erratic. “Can’t you see?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “If you’re telling the truth, you’ll let me go.”

      “I can’t. It’s not safe for you. They know who you are now.”

      At that moment, a group of people emerged at the end of the path, bustling into the alcove.

      “Help!” I cried, lunging towards them.

      Rory grabbed my arm and wrenched me back before I could rush past him. I faltered as the people didn’t react—not one person looked in our direction. They laughed amongst themselves and huddled around the fence, pointing at the view of Edinburgh behind us.

      “Hey!” I shouted again. “Listen to me!”

      “They can’t see or hear us,” Rory said, holding my arm. “You can scream all you like, but no one will hear.”

      My hands shook and the same panic I felt last night began to rise. “I don’t understand. I-I…”

      “Like I said. You’re a Druid. Like me.”

      Confusion clouded my mind and I didn’t know what to do. I stood there, frozen in the spot, hovering somewhere between terror and hopelessness.

      “Now that I have your attention,” Rory said, standing beside me, “can we please have a rational conversation?”

      I opened my mouth, but nothing came out.

      “We don’t have much time,” he went on. “I used too much Colour and they’ve likely noticed.”

      “Colour?” I blinked. Everything he said confused the hell out of me.

      “It’s what we call our powers,” he explained. “The Colour of nature.”

      “Powers?” I shook my head. “I have no powers. I’m not special.”

      “You still want to believe that after what you just witnessed?” Rory looked a little frustrated, but there was a lot of that going around.

      “You did that, not me.”

      “So you believe me?” He didn’t look convinced.

      “This isn’t happening to me,” I muttered to myself. “This isn’t real.”

      Rory laid his hand on my shoulder. “There’s more to this reality than anyone will ever realise. There are nightmares that don’t bear mentioning, but there are also things that are made from beautiful magic. The human world is just a thin layer on the surface of so much more.”

      Calmness spread through me like a wave of warmth from the sun on a bright, spring day. For a moment, I almost believed him. What if there was more? What if this was what my dad was hiding from me? If that was true, then there must’ve been something dangerous enough for him to take me all the way to Australia.

      I shook my head and knocked Rory’s hand away. “I can’t. This stuff… It’s children’s stories, not real life.”

      No doubt there were people out there who wished they could escape their lives into something otherworldly, but I wasn’t one of them. I believed in science and rational thinking. I believed in evidence.

      “Ach, and she thinks I’m the one who’s doolally,” Rory muttered.

      “What did you just say about me?” I demanded, but he didn’t reply.

      He stood in front of me and held open his hand. For a moment I was confused, then shock began to set in as a blue shimmering light sparked in the centre of his hand…and began to grow.

      Lines sprouted, forming corners and angles, growing and becoming more complex as they folded back on themselves. Along the thread, the colour merged from blue to purple to green and beyond.

      It was a shimmering geometric, holographic cube.

      “It’s the beginning of a prism,” Rory explained. “Weave one of these and you can manifest just about anything.”

      “And you’re saying I can do this?”

      He nodded, completely serious. “Care to tell me your name now, lass?”

      “Elspeth,” I whispered, staring at the shimmering shape in his palm. “My name is Elspeth.”

      “There aren’t many of us in this world, but those who are… Well, we know them all, Elspeth. But you?” He studied my features and shook his head. “I’ve never seen you before.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you,” I whispered as he closed his hand, cutting off the light.

      “Who are your parents? What did they do?”

      “My father was an environmental scientist.”

      “Was?” He tilted his head to the side. “Did he die in a car accident? They usually do in these stories.”

      “He died a hero,” I snarled. “Don’t you go saying things like to that. You didn’t know him.”

      He held up his hands and took a step back. “All right, all right. I never said the man wasn’t good. Dare I ask about your mother?”

      “I don’t know who she was. Dad never spoke about her.”

      He was silent for a moment as the group of people wandered past, leaving us alone in the alcove once more.

      “Well, one thing’s clear,” he murmured. “If you’re determined to walk around Edinburgh, you need to learn how to hide yourself.”

      “Hide myself?” I echoed.

      “That’s how they found you last night. If I wasn’t there…” He shook his head.

      The man with the pointed teeth? I screwed my face up, confused. Who were ‘they’ exactly?

      “Will you come with me?” Rory took my hand and caught my gaze. “Please?”

      I hesitated, conflicted between what I’d seen since arriving in Scotland and what I knew reality ought to be.

      Still, this could be my chance to find out the truth about who I was and where I’d come from, but at what cost? I wasn’t special. I didn’t have any magical powers or mysterious connection with nature. I was just a plain woman with no family.

      I pulled my hand away.

      How could I go with him? He could be luring me into a trap or worse. Maybe I was being conned and was about to fall headfirst into a human trafficking ring.

      Rory had shown me a few tricks, but it wasn’t enough to convince me that magic was real. Those people could have been actors and that light in his hand could have been a projection or hologram of some sort. He’d already tried to snatch me once.

      “No,” I said, shaking my head.

      “Elspeth,” he urged, “you must come with me. It’s not safe.”

      “This is just… It’s not enough.” I stepped around him and he didn’t try to stop me. I walked away, emerging out of the alcove into a changed world.

      While I was talking to Rory, the hill had fallen silent. Rain began to fall, driving away the last of the tourists and I was alone at what
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