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

​CHAPTER 1
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Normally, staring at an ancient door in a dark and musky alleyway would stir unease in the hearts of even the most fearless of men, but not Calum MacAlasdair. As he ran his hefty hand over the much-needed wood-lacquered door, a slow, almost reverent smile escaped his lips. It was good to be back—far better than he had anticipated. The familiar texture of the aged wood beneath his palm seemed to hum with memory, as though the door itself recognised him after all these years.

How long had it been since he had bolted this door shut? Eighty years? Ninety perhaps? What did it matter?

Time had long since lost its meaning to him, blurring into an endless stretch of existence with no true beginning and no foreseeable end. He no longer cared. Living a life of solitude for almost a century, burdened with the tiresome, relentless length of immortality, could do that to a man—strip away the importance of years until they became nothing more than passing shadows.

Perhaps it was good that he had now returned to civilisation. Or perhaps it was foolish.

The thought lingered for a moment before he dismissed it, unwilling to dwell too deeply on decisions already made.

Nonchalantly, he looked around. Even though Fuller City had changed—no doubt grown, evolved, modernised beyond recognition—this alleyway remained unravished by the hands of time. It was as though the world had forgotten this narrow strip of decay. It was the same old dank, stuffy alleyway, heavy with the scent of rot, damp stone, and neglect.

But dank and stuffy was exactly what he needed.

It was an atmosphere that offered, and practically guaranteed, privacy from prying eyes, as not a soul would dare venture down an alleyway such as this unless driven by desperation or madness.

A slight stir from beneath a piece of cardboard box caught his eye, interrupting his thoughts. The movement was subtle, almost imperceptible, yet impossible for him to ignore. Cautiously, and with much suspicion born from centuries of experience, he made his way towards the box and lifted it.

Tiny, frightened eyes glared up at him, wide and shimmering with fear.

A smile softened his features instantly, chasing away the heaviness that had settled there moments before.

“Hello there, little fella, don’t be afraid, I’m not going to hurt you,” he said in a slight Scottish accent, his voice unexpectedly gentle, almost soothing.

Calum picked up the shivering ginger kitten and wrapped it inside his coat for warmth, instinctively shielding the fragile creature from the biting chill of the night. The kitten trembled against him, its tiny body fragile and uncertain, yet it did not resist.

After drawing back the hood of his black cloak, he removed an ancient iron key that hung around his neck—a key that had remained with him longer than most memories—and from inside his pocket, he retrieved a flashlight. He attempted to unlock the heavy door.

The door reluctantly yielded with a long, protesting creak. A whiff of stale air mixed with the odour of antique wood, old leather, and decades of undisturbed dust accosted him. The scent was thick, suffocating, and yet strangely familiar.

He coughed sharply as the dust filled his lungs.

Then he stepped through the doorway, crossing the threshold into a place that had once been his sanctuary—and perhaps would be again.

His footprints left a perfect imprint of his boots in the thick layer of dust which had lazily settled on the cement floor over the century, marking his return as though the building itself had been waiting for him to claim it once more.

A heavy breath escaped his lips, long and burdened.

Before he did anything else, he would have to clean up this place first. Even though he could not succumb to illness in the way ordinary men did, his body still reacted to neglect and decay, and living in this dust would be highly prejudicial to his sinuses.

The thought almost amused him—an immortal inconvenienced by dust.

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

Then he descended the creaky stairway, each step groaning beneath his weight as if protesting his long absence.

White sheets were strewn over his furniture but had turned brown with dust and age, hanging like ghostly remnants of a life paused in time. Frowning, he removed the sheets and was immediately rewarded with a flood of awakening memories. They came uninvited, vivid and sharp, stirring emotions he had long tried to bury.

It brought up a contrasting emotional mix of bitter regret and the sweet, almost painful feeling of familiarity.

He exhaled slowly.

“Welcome home, Gingi.”

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

Gingi gave him a questioning gaze, as if unsure whether to trust this strange new world or the stranger who had brought him into it.

“Don’t worry, Gingi, there will be a fire burning once I get wood, and then we’ll both be warmer.”

With one last reassuring pat, he went about his business, moving through the space with purpose.

An hour later he flopped down on the couch beside Gingi, who immediately sprang onto his lap seeking warmth, and meowed loudly for attention, as though demanding acknowledgment of their newly formed companionship.

Calum sat back and relaxed for a moment, despite the cold that seeped into his bones and lingered stubbornly. Getting rid of all the dust in his loft had taken him far longer than expected.

Oh well, it’s just one of those things, he mumbled, though even that simple thought carried a trace of exhaustion.

After settling comfortably, his stomach started to complain, reminding him that he hadn’t had a bite to eat since the previous night. The sharp pangs twisted within him, persistent and unrelenting.

Ignoring the hunger pains that stabbed at him incessantly, he tried to sit and relax for a while longer until Gingi started eyeing him strangely. Gingi was probably wondering about the strange sounds coming from his stomach.

With a grunt, Calum finally stood up.

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

Gingi merely glared up at him with round, adorable eyes, offering neither judgment nor encouragement.

“We need to eat, don’t you agree?”

Gingi’s affectionate gaze remained glued to his.

“You’re such a cute little thing, aren’t you?”

Calum leaned over, smiling warmly at the kitten and rubbed behind his ears, lingering in the simplicity of the moment.

Calum’s smile soon faded as the thought of having to venture into the city brazenly intruded into the moment, darkening it instantly. For practically a century he had become somewhat of a recluse. He hated being around people—the noise, the unpredictability, the reminders of a life he no longer truly belonged to.

A snarl escaped his lips as he regarded his attire.

First, he would need to change out of these travel clothes, especially his black hooded cloak. Reluctantly, he opened his old antique wardrobe and scoffed. His clothes were laughably outdated and if he did dare venture out wearing them, he would most certainly arouse unnecessary attention.

And attention was the last thing he needed.

Why hadn’t he just heeded Brad’s advice when his young friend had urged him to take a suitcase of clothing?

Damn Brad for always being right.

The thought carried a strange warmth, quickly smothered by irritation. But carrying baggage around with him, the literal kind, was not his thing. Unfortunately, he could not say the same for the emotional baggage that constantly burdened him—an unfortunate consequence of strolling through centuries.

Bitterness flooded him, thick and suffocating. How much more of time could he endure?

Life had lost its lustre and offered him little to look forward to, other than endless, unyielding torture. There was nothing left for him to live for. Yet he had not been given a choice, and there was no end to this curse.

The weight of that truth pressed down on him, as it always did.

As he reluctantly glared at his clothing, he shook his head grimly. Once, so long ago, he had moved in the circles of high society, dressing fashionably, and had enjoyed the best that wining and dining could offer, and his cupboard bore testimony of that. It was loaded with far too many outrageous outfits. There were multiple three-piece suits and a couple of bowler hats.

With a grimace, he glanced at some of his old jackets. They were narrow with small, high lapels. They were most certainly not appropriate for today’s times. Then his eyes caught sight of his old shirts with cuffed sleeves, waistcoats, and cravats—he frowned.

Then his attention fell on the tail jackets and trousers, most of the latter needing suspenders to hold them up, and he almost laughed out loud.

Fashion was an absurd creature and forever changing, thank heavens for that.

He regarded the pants and frowned again. They were far too loose at the ankle for his liking. The worst thing about the fashion of those times, he decided, was the dreary dull colours. It made him cringe just staring at them.

And finally, a chuckle escaped his throat when his eye caught sight of a pair of his old knickerbockers.

A quiet breath escaped his lips as the dilemma of what to wear settled heavily on him.

Finally, he opted for his old-time favourite, a subtle plaid trouser with a narrow waistband, strap and buckle at the back, which thankfully required no braces. He then donned one of his white shirts, even though the cuffed sleeves would be regarded as a spectacle in today’s fashion.

But it would have to suffice.

The dust from his pants, as he shook and dusted them off, made him sneeze uncontrollably.

After reluctantly slipping into his clothes, he regarded his travel cloak and bowler hat. Pity he couldn’t just wear that, but he guessed it would make him look like Sherlock Holmes.

A grin escaped his mouth, brief and fleeting.

But when he gazed at his reflection in the mirror, he grimaced.

His long hair was in desperate need of a cut, and his beard had grown so wild, he feared someone might mistake him for a caveman. The man staring back at him looked less like someone returning home and more like someone who had been lost to the world entirely.

Grunting, he finally trooped out of the cramped, dimly candlelit bedroom with its oversized cupboard, and made his way to the living quarters which housed a tiny kitchenette in one corner.

If he could locate a pair of scissors and perhaps a razor to trim his beard and cut his hair, he would look less ominous.

Despite a diligent search, scratching through the drawers and cabinets, he couldn’t find either item.

Darn it.

Now he was left with no choice. Those items would need to be purchased too. Just another reason he was forced to go outside and face the world—a world he had spent decades avoiding.

Then another reminder sprang to mind. Not only did he need wood to make a fireplace, but he would also have to go downtown to get the water turned on and electricity installed.

A positive to all the negatives was that having decent lighting instead of candlelight was going to be a real treat in this loft.

When he last visited this loft, there was no electricity available to homes yet. This was an exciting prospect, and it would be extremely interesting to view the large hidden chamber beneath his feet under proper lighting.

The thought of browsing through all the possessions he had accumulated through the centuries and which he had stored in the chamber beneath him sent an emotional mix, coupled with memories and a burst of adrenaline soaring through his veins.

A long breath escaped his lungs as he thought how fortunate he had been for having located and then purchased this building.

Fortunate indeed, for memories and memorabilia were all that he had left of his loved ones.

From outside, this building appeared to be a small run-down warehouse but, unseen from prowling eyes, a vast secure chamber lay hidden below, filled with immense treasure—treasures not merely of wealth, but of time, history, and lives long gone.

Even with the gentle force which he used to try to pry open the tiny window above the kitchenette, the window’s frame was so badly rusted that the glass nearly toppled out.

“Just another thing to fix,” he grumbled out loud.

Once he opened the window just wide enough for Gingi to get in and out of the building, he nodded to himself, pleased with his handiwork. It was just wide enough for Gingi and small enough for no one to notice.

The last thing he wanted was to invite someone to break in. Not that anyone would. Hek, the place was so run down, that he doubted anyone would dare venture near this place. And they certainly wouldn’t consider anything worth stealing.

Hah, if they only knew.
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​CHAPTER 2 
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Calum stood facing the world and found himself unexpectedly enjoying the chilly fresh air as it brushed against his skin. The cold carried a strange vitality with it, a quiet reminder that the world was still moving, still alive—even if he often felt detached from it.

He probably looked like he had just stepped off the set of some nineteenth-century film.

That would change soon enough.

A few items of clothing. A proper shave. A return to something resembling normality.

After nearly a century of isolation in the countryside, he had let himself go—unkempt, untamed, as though time had stripped away not only discipline, but the need to care at all.

If it hadn’t been for good old Brad—his one and only friend, whose sole purpose in life seemed to be pestering him—he would still be hiding away, drifting through endless days of books and silence.

Thanks, Brad, he muttered inwardly, the sarcasm thinly veiled.

With reluctance, he forced a smile onto his face, hoping it might soften the strangeness of his appearance.

He doubted it would.

“Okay, Gingi, I won’t be long,” he called through the open window before stepping out of the alley—the last place that felt remotely safe.

The moment he emerged into the street, the world hit him. There was too much noise, far too much movement, and too many people.

It crashed over him in a relentless wave, sharp and disorienting. For a moment, he considered turning straight back. But then he paused and looked around.

The city had changed.

Towering structures pierced the skyline where none had stood before. Glass, steel, motion—everything sharper, faster, louder. Times had changed. Too fast.

If he wasn’t careful, he would fall behind completely.

Try to mingle more, he told himself and then almost scoffed.

Fat chance of that. Solitude had always served him well. It kept him hidden. Unnoticed and safe. Or perhaps, he admitted bitterly, it simply allowed him to sink deeper into his own self-pity without interruption.

A faint, humourless smile touched his lips but faded.  The truth followed quickly behind.

His past. It always did. The weight of it pressed in, familiar and suffocating. Those deeds that were done—not his, and yet—He bore the cost. And still bore the cost centuries later.

“This blasted curse...” he muttered, his jaw tightening.

Hours passed as he wandered. Not with purpose. Not with direction. Just movement. Lost in his thoughts.

Then his thoughts began to spiral, pulling him deeper into a familiar darkness—anger, resentment, despair.

Why him? Why had he been the one forced to carry it?

He clenched his jaw, trying to suppress the rising storm within him. It didn’t help. It never did.

Even now, after centuries, he could not accept the idea of living forever still felt unnatural, unbearable, as it had the day it was forced upon him.

He exhaled sharply. How could anyone curse a child? He had only been eight years old. Eight. He had done nothing to deserve what had been placed upon him.

The witch had known that. And still she had chosen him.

The memory stirred, unwelcome but persistent.

At first, immortality had seemed intriguing. A gift, perhaps. Until the losses began.

One by one, his parents, his two wives and three children. 

Each loss stripping something from him, leaving behind emptiness where life once existed until there was nothing left to lose and nothing left to live for.

Solitude had become his refuge. Not from the world but from the pain of it. A bitter irony—escaping life by continuing to live.

He let out a quiet breath. Brad had been right. Too much isolation had begun to erode him.

His thoughts, his sense of self. But no matter. Now he was back.

But then instead of hope, there was only unease.

“There has to be a way to end this...” he muttered under his breath.

There had to be because another hundred years of this—He wouldn’t survive it. Not truly

Brad feared he would become a monster.

Calum almost laughed. Time was already doing that.

A tightness formed in his throat. Life was meant to be lived not endured. And yet—that was all his existence had become.

A horn blasted suddenly, tearing him out of his thoughts.

Startled, he realised he had stepped into the road.

“I apologise!” he called, stepping back onto the pavement.

The driver’s response was less forgiving.

Calum ignored it. His heart pounded hard in his chest, but he kept walking, unwilling to engage.

The sheer volume of traffic unsettled him. The few cars he had encountered over the decades had not prepared him for this—this endless stream of noise and motion.

The air itself felt heavy and polluted. It caught in his throat, making him cough lightly as he moved.

He rubbed his temples as a headache began to form.

Too much noise. Too much... everything. This world moved faster than he remembered.

He exhaled slowly. Maybe technology wasn’t such a blessing after all.

Overwhelmed, he turned, ready to retreat but then realised he was lost.

He stopped walking and frowned. Just brilliant! he cursed, frowning.

In the wilderness, he would have found his way easily but here, it proved completely useless.

Just then—

Someone collided with him and everything changed.

The moment their bodies made contact, a violent surge exploded through him.

Not like pain. Not entirely. It was something sharper, deeper. It tore through him, lifting him off his feet and hurling him backward. He hit the ground hard, the impact knocking the breath from his lungs.

Air refused to come, his chest seized and his body reacted instantly—but not normally.

Not like a man who should be injured. The force had been real, but the damage—fleeting.

Still, the electric sensation lingered. 

“What the hell...?”

He pushed himself upright, breath still uneven, and looked around.

The woman who had collided with him lay on the pavement, just as stunned.

Calum got to his feet and moved toward her, instinctively reaching out—

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

He froze. “That wasn’t me,” he said quickly. “Whatever that was—I didn’t—”

“Yeah, right.”

“No, I’m serious.”

“Well, it wasn’t me either,” she shot back.

They stared at each other. Both shaken. Both uncertain. 

Then she straightened, brushing herself off. “Just don’t touch me again.”

“You walked into me,” he muttered.

“You stopped walking.”

That was a fair point.

“I'm Calum MacAlasdair,” he introduced himself politely but when her gaze dropped to his clothes and her expression shifted he shrugged.

Ah. There it was. Judgment.

He was aware of how he looked. Outdated and completely out of place. But the look she gave him—that was new and he didn’t like it. Not one bit. And yet—he couldn’t stop looking at her.

She was striking. Her red hair caught the light, wild and vivid. Her green eyes sharp. Alive.

For a moment, he forgot everything else.

She responded, “I'm Cat sands,” hesitantly, but held his gaze, feeling equally unsettled. Something about him felt... wrong. Not dangerous exactly but not normal either. And then there was the shock.

That moment—It hadn’t felt like an accident. It had felt connected. 

A quiet warning stirred inside her. Leave, right now.

But she didn’t. Something held her there. Curiosity perhaps? Or was it something else entirely?

Calum frowned slightly. Why couldn’t he just walk away? There was something about her that pulled at him. It unsettled him.

Walk away, he told himself but instead—he stayed.

“Well... whatever that was, Cat” he said, clearing his throat, “I do apologise.”

Her brow lifted slightly. His speech, his manner—it was strange. Out of time.

“Don’t worry about it,” she said, turning to leave.

“Wait—” he said quickly. “Could you... perhaps give me directions?”

She hesitated.

“I seem to have lost my way,” he added.

That part, at least, was true.

“I haven’t been here in... a long time.”

She studied him. He didn’t look homeless. Just—Out of place. And whatever had happened, he had felt it too.

“Where do you live?” she asked.

Calum hesitated. He hadn’t thought that far ahead. 

“A grocery store near Clover’s End would do,” he said.

Her brows rose. “That’s several blocks away. You’ve walked quite a distance.”

“Have I?” he muttered. He hadn’t even noticed.

“Wait,” she said. “I have a map...”
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Cat’s cries tore through her apartment, echoing off the walls in sharp, fractured bursts that seemed almost alive, as though the very space around her recoiled from the terror gripping her. Hot tears streamed down her flushed cheeks as her body convulsed beneath the damp weight of her nightgown, soaked through with perspiration. Yet still, the nightmare would not release her. It held her fast—relentless and unyielding. Though some distant part of her mind recognised that she was dreaming, she remained utterly powerless within it, unable to wake, unable to escape, as though something far older than a dream had found her and taken hold.

“Burn the witches!”

The words rang out thick with a Scottish accent, and yet Cat understood them without effort. Not as though she were translating them, but as though their meaning had been placed directly into her mind, bypassing language entirely and striking something deeper, something disturbingly familiar. 

The prisoners’ cart lurched to a halt as voices rose sharply, villagers demanding the key from the trembling jailer, threatening him with the same fate as the accused if he refused. The cage was flung open, and the four women were dragged out and hurled into the dirt. Kicks followed. Spittle. Rage surged through the crowd, fuelled as much by fear as by hatred.

A villager cried out in warning, her voice trembling as fear thickened the air. “Stop, they will curse you. Move away from those demonic creatures.” But the warning went unheeded. Chains scraped through the mud as the women were dragged forward, their bodies pulled relentlessly toward their fate. Ahead, four execution pyres stood waiting outside the village, grim and silent. The witches were bound tightly to the stakes, restraints fastened cruelly around their necks.

Then one of them lifted her head and looked directly at Cat.

A sharp gasp tore from her throat. The face was unmistakable. Not merely similar, not a resemblance—exact. Cat tried to scream, but the sound would not come. It caught somewhere between sleep and waking, trapped and useless. The witch’s mocking expression twisted as her gaze shifted through the crowd and fixed on a man. In an instant, the faint amusement vanished, replaced by something darker—something cold and absolute.

“You, Owen MacAlasdair, and the rest of your imperious clan,” she spat, her voice thick with repugnance, “have betrayed me.” Her gaze swept over them, lingering with quiet contempt. “But I will not curse you... nor them.” Her arm rose slowly, deliberately pointing to those around her. “I will curse your wee lad.”

She pointed.

A small boy clung to his mother’s grey skirts, his hands trembling as they gripped the fabric. His innocence stood in stark contrast to the darkness gathering around him. 

“Yes... your son,” the witch continued, her voice sharpening, “Calum MacAlasdair.”

The name struck with dreadful force.

“Calum MacAlasdair,” she declared, her voice ringing with terrible certainty, “you will walk this earth for all eternity. You will lose everyone you love. You will curse your life with every step you take. You will live in undying torment.” Her words deepened, each one pressing heavier than the last. “The more you try to run from your immortality and the memories you will be forced to carry, the deeper your despair will take root... until you can bear it no more.”

Her lips curled. “But even then—there will be no escape.”

“You will know what hell on earth is... and it will walk beside you for all eternity.”

Her laughter split the air—sharp, merciless, and unyielding—sending ripples of fear through the crowd. Gasps followed, uneasy and uncertain, as though even those who had condemned her now feared what had been spoken.

“Executioner, get on with it!” Owen commanded, his voice edged with urgency—perhaps even fear. “Burn them and be done with it. Let not another curse escape her lips.”

Tears burned down Cat’s cheeks as her body reacted violently within the nightmare. Her heart pounded erratically, each beat hammering against her chest. She couldn’t breathe. As the restraint tightened around the witch’s neck, Cat felt it tighten around hers. Her hands flew to her throat, fingers clawing instinctively at the invisible pressure as it constricted her airway. Panic surged. Her lungs burned as she struggled for breath.

Then the flames rose. Heat surged outward—and through her.

The smell hit first, thick and choking. Then the pain, sharp and consuming, spreading through her body with terrifying clarity. And beneath it all came something else—emotion. Not her own. Rage. Hatred. Something colder. Something ancient and merciless that tore through her as though it belonged there.

This was no ordinary dream. It did not feel imagined. It felt remembered.

Then, without warning, she was wrenched free.

Cat bolted upright, her body jerking violently as she dragged in a desperate breath, her lungs working as though she had just surfaced from deep water. Sweat clung to her skin, her hands trembling as she stared blankly at the wall before her. For a moment she could not move. Then she stumbled to the bathroom and vomited, her body rejecting the experience as though it had been real. Because it had felt real. Too real.

Sleep refused to return that night. Drudgingly, she made her way to the kitchen, brewed a cup of tea, and sank onto the sofa. For a long while she simply sat there, staring into nothing, trying to steady her breathing and quiet the tremors running through her body. But the images remained, clinging stubbornly, refusing to loosen their grip.

That morning, when Cat unlocked the doors of the city library, the familiar scent of books—faint vanilla and aged paper—drifted toward her before slipping out into the morning air like a quiet welcome she had always cherished. Usually, it grounded her. Today, it barely registered. She moved through her routine automatically, opening windows, letting in light, her body functioning while her mind remained elsewhere, still caught in the aftermath of the night.

Her throat felt raw. Her chest tight. As though something had actually happened. Not just a dream. The distinction unsettled her.

She had always loved this place. Every morning, unlocking those doors had filled her with quiet anticipation, with a simple joy that settled deep within her chest. But not today. Today, that feeling was absent. Muted. Even the box of new arrivals beside her desk failed to stir her usual excitement. It was as though something inside her had been switched off.

When she sat down and switched on her computer, she stared blankly at the screen. The cursor blinked patiently, waiting, but her thoughts refused to follow. Instead, they circled back to the same question.

What was that?

Her grandmother believed dreams were guides—messages meant to direct and warn. But this did not feel like guidance. It felt like something had been shown to her. Something that had already happened.

She searched her memory. No books. No films. Nothing she had encountered could explain what she had experienced. So what had caused it?

Her thoughts drifted, unbidden, to the previous day. To him. To the moment their skin had touched—and the violent surge that had followed.

Maybe that had triggered something. Unlocked something. But what? And why her?

Then the image returned. The witch’s face. Her face. Identical. It was like staring into a reflection from another time.

Her stomach tightened. No. That didn’t mean anything. It couldn’t.

If only she had taken Calum’s number. He might have answers. Or he might be just as lost as she was.

Or worse—

Maybe he wasn’t.

She shook her head sharply, trying to dislodge the thought. No. They had both been affected. That much was undeniable. Still, the truth remained.

Answers: none. Possibilities: too many.

A frustrated breath escaped her as she pressed her fingers to her temples, trying to ease the headache forming there. Slowly, her thoughts began to settle, shifting from panic to something more familiar—curiosity. The need to understand.

The blinking cursor caught her attention.

Fine. If answers existed, she would find them.

She typed witches burnt at the stake and pressed enter.

Her heart quickened, excitement and dread rising together as she clicked the first result. As she scrolled, her eyes locked onto a name.

Katherine Sands.

Her breath caught. No ways.

She read further, her pulse quickening with each line. A witch. Executed. Burned at the stake. 1675. The details aligned too closely.

Then came another detail. The devil’s mark on the right hand.

Slowly, almost unwillingly, she looked down at her own, at the birthmark in the exact same place and her throat tightened.

Pure coincidence. It had to be.

“Of course it is,” she muttered, though the words rang hollow.

She reread the article. Again. And again. “No ways...” It was just too much.

She stood abruptly and moved to the kitchen, her movements sharp and restless as she made herself a strong cup of coffee. “There’s no connection,” she insisted under her breath. “None whatsoever.” But the more she repeated it, the less convincing it sounded. “Besides, my name is spelt with a C, not a K!”

She paused. Even that explanation sounded weak.

Returning to her desk, she sat down, gripping the mug tightly as she forced herself to think. Control it. Ignore it. It was just a dream. Nothing more.

She nodded firmly to herself, as though sealing the decision. Then she stood, shook her shoulders, and forced herself back into routine, determined not to let the remnants of the dream take hold.

But that night, the dream returned. The same dream, only heavier, closer, and more invasive.

When she awoke, she was coughing, trembling, her throat raw as though she had only just escaped the flames. As though she had lived it again. But this time, the feeling did not fade. It lingered, clinging to her. It followed her through the day until she could bear it no longer.

With a frustrated breath, she grabbed her phone.

“Hi, Mum.”

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

“I was wondering if I could come visit... this weekend?”

The sooner, the better, she told herself. 

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

That was easier than expected. Good. Next step.

She called Beth to make arrangements for her to fill her post at work.

Now all that remained was not backing out. Because deep down—beneath the logic, beneath the denial, beneath every attempt to dismiss what was happening, she knew—something had been awakened.
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Calum sat in front of the embers, lost in thought, while Gingi rested comfortably in his lap, the small creature’s gentle purring a soft, steady rhythm against the heavy silence of the loft. The faint glow from the dying fire cast flickering shadows across the worn walls, shifting and stretching like fragments of memories that refused to settle. What had happened earlier that day? Where had that electrical bolt come from? Not once in the three and a half centuries of his existence had he ever experienced anything so peculiar—so completely outside the boundaries of what he understood the world to be.

The thought of Cat returned, unbidden. It lingered longer this time. Perhaps she had something to do with it.

He frowned almost immediately at his own reasoning. That made little sense. She had been just as affected as he was—shocked, thrown back, disoriented. There had been no deception in her reaction. No control. Whatever had happened, it had happened to both of them.

And yet—the unease remained.

There had been something about her. Something he could not quite place, but which refused to be dismissed. It wasn’t simply familiarity, not in the ordinary sense. It was deeper than that. More persistent. Like a memory hovering just beyond reach, pressing at the edges of his mind but never fully revealing itself.

He shifted slightly, absently stroking Gingi’s fur as his thoughts circled back to the moment again. The electric bolt. The force of it and the way it had surged through him. 

Three hundred and fifty years—and nothing like it had ever happened before. Not once.

Not with anyone. Only with her. That alone should have meant something.

It had to.

He exhaled slowly, irritation flickering beneath the surface. If only he had stopped her—if only he had asked for her number, her name, anything that might lead him back to her. Now all he had was a first name and a memory that refused to sit quietly.

Cat. Even the name lingered.

He caught himself then, his jaw tightening. This was foolish, dangerous, even.

Allowing his thoughts to drift toward her—toward her beautiful face, her gorgeous eyes, the way she had looked at him—was not something he could afford. Not after everything he had endured. Not after everything he had lost.

“It’s a good thing you didn’t get her number,” he muttered under his breath, though the words carried less conviction than he intended.

He sighed deeply, leaning back slightly as the weight of his thoughts settled over him. Questions without answers were a poor way to occupy one’s mind.

Then again—he gave a quiet, humourless huff of breath—time was all he had. Endless, unrelenting time stretching before him without pause or purpose.

Rising from the chair, he made his way toward the bed, more out of necessity than desire. Sleep, when it came, was often his only reprieve—a brief escape from the constant churn of memory and regret. Tonight, he welcomed it more than usual.

But when sleep finally took him, it did not bring rest, it brought the past. Not as a vague impression or fading recollection, but as something vivid. Immediate. Unavoidable.

He was a child again. Small and helpless.

His hand clutched tightly at his mother’s skirts as he peered out, fear tightening in his chest. The heat pressed against his skin even from where he stood, the flames already rising high around the figures bound to the stakes. The air was thick—smoke, ash, something far worse beneath it.

And the smell—He had never forgotten the smell.

His eyes fixed on one of the women. They always did.

Her gaze found him through the chaos, through the fire, through the noise, as though nothing else existed.

Purple fury burned in her eyes, fierce and unrelenting. Her red hair twisted in the flames, darkening, shifting, becoming something almost unnatural as the fire consumed everything around her.

She was speaking. To him. Always to him.

Her voice cut through the roar of the fire, through the cries and shouts of the villagers, reaching him with terrible clarity.

Calum jerked awake with a sharp shout, the sound tearing from his throat before he could stop it. He sat upright, breathing hard, his chest rising and falling rapidly as sweat clung to his skin. For a moment, he could not separate past from present.

Then it hit him. Something was wrong. This dream was not the same as his previous dreams.

He had lived this memory countless times before, reliving it over and over during the first century of his cursed existence, until familiarity had dulled its edge. He had learned to endure it. To bury it. But this—This dream had changed.

His brow furrowed as he tried to steady his breathing, his mind replaying the details with growing unease.

The witch. Her face. Then he froze.

No. That wasn’t right. It hadn’t been her face. Not as it should have been.

Slowly, a cold realisation began to settle over him.

The face he had seen—It had been Cat’s. The thought did not strike like lightning. It settled over him, heavy and unwelcome and impossible to ignore.

He ran a hand through his hair, his thoughts sharpening, focusing now in a way they had not before.

That had never happened. Not once in all the years he had relived that memory had it ever changed. Not the words. Not the faces. Not even the sequence.

It had always been the same until now.

He leaned forward slightly, elbows resting on his knees as he stared at the floor, his mind turning over the implications.

Something had interfered. Something had altered it. And the only difference—

Was her. Cat.

The connection tightened in his mind, not as certainty, but as something far more unsettling—possibility. She had been there. Not in the past. But now. And somehow, that had reached back into something that should have been fixed. Unchanging.

“How...?” he muttered quietly, the question barely forming aloud.

He exhaled slowly, forcing himself to think, to follow the thread rather than leap ahead of it.

She had been part of the incident. The bolt. The shared impact. And now—this.

A memory changed. Not imagined. Actually changed.

He shook his head slightly, unsettled by the implication. This was no simple coincidence. But neither could he yet claim to understand it. There were too many unknowns, too many gaps.

Still—the resemblance. He had noticed it before. Felt it, at least. But he had dismissed it.

Now he wasn’t so sure. What was her last name? He frowned again. He didn’t know it. Not for certain. And yet the name surfaced anyway, uninvited. Sands. The same as the witch. Katherine Sands.

He hesitated, tension tightening in his chest as he considered it. It could mean nothing. A coincidence. A common enough name, perhaps. Or—Something else. 

He exhaled slowly. He didn’t know. Not yet. But he needed to.

Remaining here, circling the same thoughts, would lead nowhere. He had learned that lesson long ago. If there were answers to be found, they would not come to him like this.

He pushed himself to his feet and moved toward the couch, sitting down heavily as he began to think more practically. He needed information. He needed to find records. History. Something grounded. Perhaps the city library. There should be computers and internet.  

The thought settled into place with growing clarity. He would start there. But first, he needed to make himself less conspicuous. Clothes. A haircut. Basic necessities.

Then—he would search.

He reached for the map, spreading it out before him, his fingers tracing the streets with renewed focus. It didn’t take long to find what he was looking for. The library was not far.

Good. A faint spark of something unfamiliar stirred within him. Hope—cautious, fragile but present.

There had to be something recorded. Something left behind. Names. Dates. Accounts. Anything that could confirm what he was beginning to suspect—or disprove it entirely.

Because if Cat was connected to Katherine Sands, then this was not chance. It was something far older. Something that had waited.

And now it had surfaced again.

He sat there for a long moment, letting the thought settle, feeling the weight of it shift something inside him.

For the first time in a long while, his path felt... directed. Not endless. Not empty. But moving toward something.

Eventually, the exhaustion returned, heavy and insistent. His body, though it could endure far more than most, still demanded rest in its own way.

With a final glance at the map, he folded it carefully and returned to bed, lying back as he closed his eyes.

Sleep did not come easily but when it did, he held onto one thought. Tomorrow—he would begin and perhaps, at last he would find an answer.
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​CHAPTER 5 
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The three-hour journey to the home where she had grown up passed in a strange, suspended quiet, made bearable only by Cat’s deliberate refusal to think too far ahead. That was the trick—she had learned it long ago. Do not look at the destination. Do not imagine what waits at the end of the road. Stay here. Stay in the moment. Let the present be enough.

Outside, soft glimmers of sunlight filtered through the shifting canopy of leaves as the breeze stirred the forest, scattering light in fleeting patterns that danced across the road like fragments of a half-remembered dream. It should have been beautiful. And in a distant, detached way, it was. The forest stretched endlessly on both sides, thick and ancient, carrying a quiet that felt almost watchful, as though something unseen followed the car’s progress from within the shadows. It offered her a kind of temporary escape, a fragile illusion that she could remain untouched by what lay ahead.

The Uber driver kept to himself, which suited her perfectly. No forced conversation. No polite questions. Just the steady hum of the engine and the quiet rhythm of tyres against the road. Cat leaned her head against the window, her gaze drifting, unfocused, as the passing light flickered across her hand.

Her birthmark caught the light again.

It seemed to hold it this time—not merely reflecting, but lingering, as though the sunlight resisted leaving it. A faint warmth followed, subtle but unmistakable, spreading beneath her skin in a way that made her fingers tense slightly.

She frowned, turning her hand just enough to break the illusion. It had faded far too quickly.  

It was nothing. Just light. Just imagination. Except, her thoughts pressed in despite her resistance. Her peace disturbed by the article, the witch, the same mark. 

It was just coincidence. It had to be.

She closed her eyes briefly, as if shutting the thought out would make it less persistent. She was tired—that was all. Exhaustion had a way of distorting things, of turning small details into something larger than they were.

And yet, the unease remained. Not new. Just stronger than before.

At some point, despite her efforts to stay awake, sleep claimed her. And it came quickly.

And the moment it did, the darkness was no longer empty.

“Cat...” The voice was immediate. Close.

Not like the others before—those had lingered at a distance, indistinct, as though separated from her by something unseen. This one wasn’t.

“Cat... Cat... Cat...” It did not echo. It did not drift. It pressed right beside her ear. Breathing. Waiting. 

Her breath caught. A sharp, involuntary scream tore from her as she jolted upright in the backseat, her heart slamming violently against her ribs, her body rigid with sudden terror, her lungs struggling to pull in air fast enough.

“Is everything okay back there, Miss?” the driver asked, startled, his eyes flicking to her in the rear-view mirror.

Cat dragged in a breath, forcing herself to steady, though her hands trembled slightly, her fingers still tingling as though the voice had brushed against her skin.

“Um... yes. Sorry. Bad dream.” She swallowed, pressing her lips together before adding, “Are we nearly there?”

“About half an hour to go, Miss.”

“Great. Thanks.”

She leaned back again, but the position no longer offered comfort. Her pulse refused to settle, and the echo of the voice lingered far too vividly in her mind, coiled tightly in her thoughts. This wasn’t like before. Before, it had been distant. Fragmented. But now—it knew where she was and it was getting closer, more intrusive, more aware.

She rubbed her arms lightly, trying to shake off the chill that had nothing to do with the air inside the car. If this continued, she would have to stop herself from sleeping altogether. Every time she closed her eyes, it returned. And each time it felt stronger and more insistent.

She needed answers and the only place she might find them was the one place she had sworn she would never return to—home.

The car eventually turned onto the sand road, tyres crunching softly as the forest closed in more tightly around them. The shift was immediate. The air felt heavier here. Still. As though the outside world had been left behind entirely... or shut out.

And then she saw the house. It stood at the edge of the forest exactly as she remembered—unchanged, untouched, as though time itself had passed it by without consequence. The structure loomed in silence, framed by towering trees that no longer felt like part of the landscape, but something older... something that had chosen to remain. Watching. Waiting.

A familiar dread settled in her chest. Was it too late to turn back? Before she could answer that question, the wooden door creaked open.

Her mother stood there, framed in the doorway, her presence as unmistakable as ever.

For a fleeting moment, Cat considered staying in the car or running. It wasn’t too late, not yet.

But the car had already stopped, and her mother had already seen her.

With a resigned breath, Cat stepped out, pulling her overnight bag over her shoulder. Behind her, the Uber began to pull away, the sound of it fading gradually into the distance until it disappeared completely, taking with it the last easy escape.

“My, my! It’s going to snow!” her mother exclaimed as she made her way down the steps, wiping her hands on her apron, her face bright with delight.

“Hello, Mum,” Cat replied, bracing herself as the inevitable embrace followed.

She endured it more than returned it, her body stiff, her mind searching for some memory—any memory—that might stir warmth in response. But nothing came. The familiarity felt distant now, like something that belonged to someone she used to be.

The scent of herbs clung heavily to her mother, earthy and overwhelming. Cat suppressed a grimace, already imagining whatever concoction might be simmering inside.

“Come, come,” her mother urged. “I have dinner waiting.”

Cat bit down on the inside of her cheek to keep her response to herself and followed her up the steps.

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

Cat’s expression tightened.

“Still no,” she replied, keeping her tone as even as possible.

Before her mother could respond, a second presence filled the doorway. Sharp. Immediate. Unyielding.

“Has the cat caught your tongue, child?” Ciara’s voice cut through the air. “Your mother asked you a question.”

Cat exhaled slowly, steadying herself.

“Like I’ve said before,” she replied, meeting her grandmother’s gaze, “I’m not getting married. And I’m not having children.”

“Then why are you here?” The question was cold and direct.

Cat hesitated, just briefly.

“This is my home too,” she said, though the words carried less certainty than she intended. “I don’t need a reason to visit.”

“There, there,” her mother interjected quickly. “No need for this. Let’s eat.”

Of course. Things hadn’t changed.

Dinner passed much as she remembered—quiet, controlled, measured. Conversation was sparse, and when it surfaced, it was quickly curtailed. Cat found herself studying her grandmother instead, noting the sharpness in her posture, the unyielding presence she seemed to command effortlessly.

Some things didn’t soften with time, they hardened.

After the meal, Cat helped her mother with the dishes, her movements automatic as her thoughts gathered themselves. This was why she had come. Not for comfort. Not for reconciliation but for answers.

She hesitated only briefly before speaking.

“Mum... I wanted to ask you something.”

Her mother glanced at her, curious.

“It’s about Dad’s side of the family. The Sands line. Do you know much about it?”

The question had barely settled in the air before the atmosphere shifted.

“What do you want with that now?”

Ciara’s voice came from behind them.

Cat turned slowly, tension tightening in her shoulders.

“I was just asking—”

“You made it quite clear,” Ciara interrupted, stepping further into the room, “that you wanted nothing to do with this family or its history.”

“I’ve been having dreams,” Cat said, more firmly this time. “Nightmares. About a witch being burned.”

A heavy silence followed.

Her mother and grandmother exchanged a look—quick, sharp, and unmistakable.

Cat felt it immediately. “What is it?” she pressed. “Tell me.”

“It’s nothing,” Ciara replied after a moment, her tone dismissive—but thinner now. Controlled.

“Nothing?” Cat’s voice rose despite herself. “I’m not sleeping. I wake up shaking, sick—sometimes I can barely breathe. And you’re telling me it’s nothing?”

“You’re letting your imagination run wild,” Ciara snapped, though the edge in her voice no longer held quite as firmly. “Pull yourself together.”

Cat shook her head, anger beginning to break through. “No. You know something. I can see
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