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Edinburgh, August 1644 
I ducked through the worn doorway of the house we were lodged in and stepped out into Craig’s Close – the wynd where my kin and I had lived for as long as I could remember. Twas a dreary morning, and I’d had to be careful no to wake my pa on my way out – though I had my story prepared should I need it, and planned to tell him I’d gone to fetch some old wool scraps for work in the shop. To my surprise, I’d had no need to explain myself. Yet.
Across the wynd, a fresh red cross marred the door of the MacNabs’ home, visible even in the dim blue-grey light of the pre-dawn. Without thinking, I touched the pouch of rosemary and rue I wore about my neck, crushing the herbs between my fingers till the rich, clean scent reached me, masking the other – considerably less pleasant – smells of the alley. If the plague had made it this close to the house, it didnae bode well, even for those of us up on the third floor. Pa would want to move us all – myself, my ma and my grandmother, who I still called Luckie though I was a man grown – maybe to the shop, or mayhap he’d try his luck with one of his more friendly customers. Either way, it winnae bode well for my plans to leave. No that he knew what I was planning, and I had nae intention of him finding out.
Pulling my green, woollen doublet tight against the chill mist on the air, I headed up the cobbles toward the entrance of the close, my calves long accustomed to the ache that came along with the many hills of Edinburgh. I couldnae help but glance back at the red cross. The MacNabs were good people, though I didnae ken them all that well these days. I hoped the plague hadnae taken all of them – or if it had, that it had at least been quick.
Though the sun hadnae quite breached the horizon, I was already late. Twas my plan to meet with Robert at the market, but I had a feeling he’d likely still be causing mischief in a tavern somewhere, and no likely to remember our arrangement, so I didnae hurry myself. Still, I thought, ducking once more to avoid hitting my head on the stone lintel at the wynd’s entryway, I could manage without him. And he was already aiding me in so many other ways these coming days that I’d do well to forgive his lapse of memory.
The high street was almost empty so early on, though the usual drunken stragglers were about – the sort that made me want to avert my eyes, where in truth I stood a wee bit taller at their approach. And I was already tall for my age, at nigh on six foot, so this had the desired effect of deterring anyone who might be considering approaching. In all honesty, Edinburgh wasnae made for a lad so tall as I was, but I kent t’would be to my advantage, tomorrow, when Robert and I put our admittedly underhanded plan into motion.
On my left, the great shape of St. Giles Cathedral loomed, casting its claw-like shadow on the dim street below. I strolled right past and up the hill, winding my way between a couple of overturned stalls that hadnae yet been set right.
It might have been the dreich morning or my nerves a-jangling that sent a shiver through me as I walked, my leather shoes making all but no sound underfoot on the damp cobbles. The purse tied beneath my shirt didnae make much noise either, since there were few enough coins inside it, but that didnae stop my thoughts from wandering to thieves at this hour. I had only enough for the one purchase – a horse, pre-arranged with a questionable trader – and twas likely more than I’d ever carried on my person at one time, even if the horse in question was likely to be a gaunt, mistreated thing worth less than I intended to pay for it. But Robert had assured me that the trader was eager to get rid of the thing, and with it likely being stolen, he’d take less for it than he might have any other time. With the plague, he winnae be the only man simply trying to make his way with what he could. And a trader such as this one wasnae likely to ask too many questions about why a tailor’s son might need a stolen horse.
Turning west along the High Street, my long stride soon had me at the mouth of West Bow – a steep, winding street that curled down from the ridge. The air grew cooler as I descended, tall houses pressing in on me protectively from either side. At the bottom, the world opened out once more and the Grassmarket spread before me, broad and muddy, the air thick with the lowing of cattle and the sharp tang of dung and smoke – though the plague restrictions meant the market was but a ghost of what it had been in previous years. Above, the grandeur of the castle loomed as the day’s first traders began their work at the pens.
A few people were already about, hoping to grab an early bargain before the rest of the world awoke, but Robert was nowhere to be seen – though glancing past the gallows and over at the old White Hart, I had an inkling I might know where he could be.
I sighed and pushed a hand through my dark hair – the hair that pa had demanded I cut as recently as last night. I didnae need Robert by my side for so simple a task as bartering for a mare, but still… I was already uneasy with the idea of spending coin I hadnae fairly earned – and I’d sold my pa’s silver thimble to get enough. Though I didnae think he’d miss it, the guilt weighed upon my heart. The sight of a friend and soon-to-be comrade would have bolstered me a wee bit, and helped me to forget, I reckoned.
Making my way between the stalls and pens of the market, I feigned interest in the traders’ goods here and there until I spotted the man I was after. Robert had described him to me in considerable detail, and it was true he didnae exactly blend in with the usual folk.
Weather-beaten and ancient, I couldnae help but take in his appearance with a tailor’s eye: patches in his hose, a well-worn linen shirt much like my own, but likely more costly when it was new. Leather boots in much the same condition. All in all, the picture of a man who’d once had plenty of coin to his name, though he’d worked a hard life, likely outdoors – now brought low and selling off what he could until his situation changed.
The chill set deeper into my bones as I scanned the surrounding area. The mare I’d come to purchase was nowhere in sight. Instead, I noted a shaggy Highland garron – likely stolen – tied beside him. Twas the only animal he had with him, and there wasnae a chance in heaven or hell of this fierce old bloke accepting the four shillings I had on me for a garron like that – stolen or no. And no likely I’d be able to scrape together any more before the morn, either.
It was too late to change course now. I had nae choice but to try and talk the man down to an affordable price, though I kent going in twas a fool’s errand. But my only other option was to take one of my father’s prized horses without permission, and I had – perhaps foolishly – thought to avoid stealing away the verra thing that aided him in his livelihood, offering him the means to reach wealthier clients outside of the city who had fled the plague-ridden streets. Twas bad enough that I was to abandon him – and my ma, and Luckie – without my help at the shop, but the life of a tailor wasnae for me. I knew it, and so did my pa, deep down. I was fated for war. I yearned for it.
I drew up beside the trader, taking in his one, slightly milky eye and rough, unshaven face. He gave me an equally appraising look, and I wondered what he made of me. I was a good fit or so taller than he was – than most were – and I towered above him, already broad for my age.
“You the Murray lad?”
“Aye,” I nodded, folding my arms and leaning against the stall beside the garron. “But this isnae the mare ye promised to bring.”
The trader cleared his throat, rubbing at his stubbled jaw. “You’re a keen one, eh? The mare’s gone. Sold. But tis a fine horse here, he’ll do you well.”
“I dinnae doubt that’s the truth of it, but it wasnae the deal you made.”
“He’s a bargain. Seven shillings and he’s yours.”
That’s the end o’ that then, Murray.
I tried not to let my disappointment show – in the trader, and in Robert. If he’d turned up, we might have been able to come to some sort of arrangement. I didnae want Robert’s charity, but in a tight spot I’d take it, should he offer it.
“You must think me daft,” was all I said. “He’s no worth more than four.” I could tell before I’d even finished speaking that the trader saw right through me. Mayhap my disbelief came across in my tone, but I couldnae leave it be. There was nae harm in trying, to save myself from a bad deed later.
The trader chuckled, his laugh low and rough. “You’re no too familiar with bartering at the market, eh? He’s worth twice what I’m offering, lad, and I’m only keen to trade as to get rid of the thing. Seven’s my lowest, and that’s a kindness.”
I stood up straighter and did the only thing I could – I swallowed my pride. He wasnae wrong, of course – my pa hadnae often let me come along to purchase fabrics and the like, and most of his better-paying customers preferred to provide their own anyway. I’d ne’er come close to trading for livestock before.
“I dinnae have seven. Ye ken I dinnae have seven, since Robert likely said as much.” I shoved my hands deep into the pockets of my breeches. “If you’re so damned desperate to get rid o’ him, you’ll take four shillings.”
“Look, lad—” he started.
“Nick! You’re here!” Robert appeared out of nowhere and slapped me on the back in greeting, throwing an arm around me though he hardly reached three inches above my shoulder. Despite that, he cut a striking figure in a well-cut blue doublet I remembered stitching myself, matching full breeches and a lace collar. His sword belt was mercifully empty, which seemed for the best considering the scent of ale he’d brought with him. No doubt he’d been in the tavern, as suspected.
“Aye, I’m here.” I couldnae help but smile at Robert’s easygoing enthusiasm – though he was almost five years older than me, I didnae recall a time when we hadnae been friends.
Pa had worked for his father, also Robert Balfour, the 2nd Lord Balfour of Burleigh, for as long as I could remember, travelling out to Burleigh Castle for various reasons. I’d accompanied Pa since I was a child and become close friends with Robert in particular – though I had a grudging respect for his older brother John, too – training with the sword and generally getting up to the sorts of mischief young lads will when left together. Twas, I suspected, part of the reason Robert had remained in the city despite his family fleeing to the countryside when the plague hit again. If I was honest, I appreciated the company.
The trader looked first to me then to Robert. He wasn’t the only one either – someone who looked and dressed like Robert Balfour drew attention wherever he went. It was clear to even a dullard that he didnae belong here, amongst the working lower classes. But twas his decision to remain, and he’d been having a merry time of it, as far as I could tell.
A broad grin split his face. “So, are we to buy a horse?”
I shook my head. “It doesnae look like it.”
His face fell as he turned to the trader. “What of the mare we discussed yesterday?”
The old man shrugged. “Sold. And your friend isnae willing to part with seven shillings for this fine garron,” he gestured toward the shaggy creature, which looked decidedly less than fine by any man’s reckoning.
I could tell from the frown on Robert’s face that he was thinking fast, but we both kent that this was our last chance. While his family provided him with a generous allowance, he was hardly in good standing with his father given the low company he kept here in the city, and generous as Robert may be, even he couldnae afford an expense of seven shillings at short notice. So turning my back to the trader, I grabbed him by the shoulder and pulled him away.
“How’re we to leave if you dinnae have a horse, Nick?” Robert muttered. “Twas a done deal. The man had all but agreed to the sale…”
“Dinnae fash, Rob. We’ll think o’ somethin’ afore the morn,” I tried to reassure him as we left the edges of the still quiet market behind, our feet taking us in the direction of the White Hart without much thought. “And if I’ve no choice, then I’ll take my pa’s horse.”
“He’d ne’er forgive ye.” His stricken expression likely matched my own.
“Aye, but then I’m no likely to be returnin’ any time soon, either. No if we’re to go to battle with Tullibardine’s men. We’ll likely be called along to another no long after, anyway.” I was trying to convince myself as much as him, but I wasnae doing much of a job of it.
I stooped my head down as we stepped into the tavern navigating the all-too-familiar low doorway. Inside, the space was dimly lit and filled with murky smoke from the open hearth – the smell of burning peat ever present beneath the mingled scent of ale and human sweat. Taking a deep breath, I felt a wee bit of the tension drain from my shoulders, and I followed Robert to a rough-hewn wooden table at the back of the room, fresh sawdust rustling beneath my feet with every step.
A pretty young blonde lass caught my eye as she wove her way between the tables, her hair escaping from beneath her linen cap.
Robert raised a hand to call her over, and she changed direction, heading straight for us.
“A jug of your best ale, if you please, Jenny,” he grinned up at her, and she blushed furiously, backing away without a word. More than one of the serving girls in the White Hart had taken a fancy to Robert, what with his striking clothing and generous nature.
The murmur of early morning patrons created a quiet hum in the air, broken by the bark of a wee terrier at a table by the front door, who was eyeing up his master’s pie with a look of pure canine calculation. Twas much warmer here than out in the market, and despite the dire situation with the horse, I already felt better than I had all morning.
Jenny returned a moment later, balancing a battered jug and two tin tankards with practiced ease. She set them down between us with a deftness that made me wonder if she’d ever spilled a drop in her life. And of course, Robert, ne’er one to waste an opportunity, flashed her that grin of his – the one that worked on serving girls and nobleman’s daughters alike.
“Thank you, Jenny,” he said, leaning in close, all honey and mischief. “You’ve a finer hand for ale than any in Edinburgh.”
She tried to hide her smile, blushing once more, but it tugged at the corners of her mouth all the same. “Aye, and a quicker hand for a clout if you try your luck, Robert Balfour.”
I poured myself a tankard full, and raised it to her with a solemn nod. “Ye mock, but he’s right, Jen. If the ale’s as strong as your tongue, I’ll be lucky to see noon upright.”
She laughed, a bright sound in the smoky gloom, and shook her head at me. “You’ll be lucky if you’re standin’ at all, Nick Murray, if you drink it as quick as you talk.”
Robert elbowed me, serving his own drink. “He’s only quick with his tongue when there’s a lass to impress. Otherwise, you’d think him struck dumb.”
I snorted into my ale. “That’s rich, comin’ from a man who’s empties his purse afore he’s even filled it. I’d wager ye’ve spent more keepin’ me in drink than you e’er have on yourself.”
Robert raised his tankard in mock salute. “Aye, but it’s worth every penny to see you try and keep up.”
Taking a deep swig of my ale, I leant back against the wall, making myself comfortable on the rough bench. Jenny lingered a moment, her eyes twinkling with amusement as she watched the pair of us, before she was called away by another patron. I watched her go, feeling the warmth of the fire and the ale settle into my bones.
For a moment, my worries about the horse faded into the background. With Robert at my side and a wee bit of laughter in the air, it was almost possible to believe the world outside hadnae changed at all. But I couldnae while the day away in the tavern. Like as not, Pa would be up and expecting me at the shop already – and since I kent I winnae be about on the morn, it seemed only fair to put in a day’s work before I abandoned him.
✽✽✽
Twas a long day of work, dodging Pa’s endless questions about where I’d been that morning – since of course, I hadnae a scrap of wool or anything the like to back up my story, and I’d arrived at the shop on Cowgate already smelling of the tavern.
Pa and I got on well enough most days, but of late he’d seemed less and less pleased with my friendship with Robert. I kent that he sent letters back to Robert’s father from time to time, keeping him informed of all that his son was up to in the city – but in recent weeks he’d been more vocal in expressing his disapproval, and my patience for it was wearing thin. Robert Balfour might have been the son of a nobleman with a streak of rebellion in him, aye, but he was also a good man. And I kent that more than most.
The day passed in a blur of needle and thread, my fingers working almost without thought as I stitched together a waistcoat for one of Pa’s regulars. The familiar motions – the push and pull of the thread, the careful measuring – were comforting in their own way, even as my mind wandered to tomorrow’s journey. Each time Pa’s shadow fell across my work, I schooled my features into casual concentration, not wanting him to read the unease in my eyes.
“Ye’ve a steady hand today, Nicholas,” Pa remarked, inspecting my stitching with a critical eye that missed nothing. He was a man of few words, my father – stout and greying at the temples, with green eyes much like my own but none of my height. What I lacked in his precision and patience, I made up for in the broader strokes of creativity – a fair trade, I’d always thought. But no as useful.
“Tryin’ to make up for my late start,” I replied, which seemed to satisfy him.
By the time we made it home after dusk, the close was thick with the evening smells of boiled cabbage and peat smoke, and I’d fielded more questions than a man ripe for hanging. The familiar aromas of home – the woody scent of Pa’s tools mixed with the lingering trace of the rosemary, sage and lavender Ma hung from the rafters – greeted us as we climbed the narrow stairs. I ducked through the doorway, far too small for my frame, noting how the worn wood was smoothed from years of hands and shoulders passing through. I’d been noticing that sort of thing today, mayhap since I wasnae sure when I’d see it next.
I was silent and sullen through dinner, though I’d hoped to enjoy my last evening with Ma, Pa and Luckie in peace. Of the three of us, Luckie was the only one at ease – Ma had had a tough time bartering for the crock of fresh butter she’d laid out on the table for supper, but Pa hadnae even noticed, as far as I could tell. Still, the thin broth and day-old bread tasted better for that bit of butter. He wasnae the sort to comment, though – ne’er had been, though Ma hadnae caught on to the fact.
Ma bustled about, her thin face still pretty though lined with the strain of recent months. Her fingers, once nimble with a needle like Pa’s, had grown stiff, but she managed the household with the same quiet efficiency she’d always had. Tonight, though, her movements were sharper than usual, her eyes darting to the window more often – the plague had a way of making everyone nervous, even within the safety of their own walls.
“More broth, Nicholas?” Ma asked, ladling a wee bit more into my wooden bowl before I could answer. Her hand brushed my shoulder with unexpected tenderness.
“Thank ye,” I murmured, though I couldnae meet her gaze. Did she ken? Had she sensed the weight of my decision somehow? Ma had always had a way of knowing things – no like Luckie with her second sight, but a mother’s instinct that hadnae led her astray yet.
Our rooms on Craig’s Close were modest enough, but well-kept: the main chamber was low-ceilinged, the beams darkened by years of smoke. The walls had once been green or ochre – though I didnae remember them that way, faded now as they were. A single, deep-set window let in the last purple of the gloaming as we ate supper, the glass wavy and cool to the touch. Twas the colour that marked the time each night when Pa would tell us to hush and Luckie told her stories while she darned in her thrice-mended chair, the soft click and scrape a comfort I’d kent all my life. There was always a glint of mischief in her gaze, as if she carried secrets from the sea and the old country, and tonight she seemed more watchful than usual.
“Give us a tale, then,” Pa said to Luckie once our meal was done, settling into his chair with a sigh. His hands rested on his knees, the calluses and tiny scars of his trade visible even in the firelight. My own calluses were a wee bit different these days after so much sword practice with Robert. “Somethin’ to chase away the chill.”
Luckie’s eyes crinkled at the corners as she smiled, her face a map of wrinkles that told of a life well-lived. She settled more comfortably in her chair. She’d come from Orkney as a young woman, bringing with her tales of the sea and ancient powers that had filled my childhood with wonder. Though her accent had softened over the years, it still carried the lilt of the islands when she told her stories. I’d miss it more than I cared to admit when I was gone.
I sat on a stool at the battered table as I listened, writing in my journal as was my habit. It had started as a way to practice my letters and numbers, and I had to admit my handwriting had improved for it… but I’d found that getting my thoughts down had a way of alleviating them from the mind, in a way that talking them through – even the secret ones – didnae.
The familiar scratch of my quill against the paper kept time with Luckie’s voice as she spun tales of selkies slipping from their seal-skins beneath the light of the moon, and of ancient bargains made with powers beyond mortal understanding.
The fire crackled in the hearth, casting dancing shadows across the worn floorboards, and the weight of all that would come on the morrow pressed down on me – these last hours all the more precious since I didnae ken if I’d make it back here after. But for a while, I could almost believe I was a wee lad again, with no thoughts of war or duty.
I glanced up from my journal to find Luckie’s eyes fixed on me, knowing and sad all at once. She’d always had the sight, or so Ma claimed – a gift or curse from her island ancestors that let her see more than most. Whether true or mere fancy, I couldnae say, but then, with her gaze piercing through me, I felt as if she could read every thought in my head; every plan I’d made.
The shadows grew long, the fire burned lower, and the city outside fell quiet. Ma soon fell asleep in her spot by the fire, and even Pa’s eyes were drifting closed when Luckie’s tales came to their natural end, and she began to hum a tune to herself.
Twas a song I knew well from my youth, one she’d whistled and hummed and sang all my life, though I’d ne’er heard the words that went with it. Except tonight, her voice low and ancient, she began to sing:
“The flame-haired lass shall cross your path,
when darkness shadows day and night.
In her your heart will find its match,
through her, your soul shall come alight.”
Luckie’s voice was rough and somehow sweet, as she sung her song over, weaving a spell the likes of which I’d ne’er felt. The fire in the hearth sparked and flamed higher, and a heat like molten iron burned in my veins, filling me with strength and a longing that spread from my heart to the tips of my fingers and toes. Her words danced in the air until it began to feel charged, and a barrage of sensations flooded through me; the whisper of hands on my skin, the ghost of velvety laughter, and the scent of the sky after a summer storm: fragrant and fresh and beyond powerful. The force of the impression pinned me to my chair, and I surrendered to it, allowing the strange and miraculous awareness to consume me. I hadnae a name for it, and yet I kent twas mine – it belonged to me, and I to it.
All the while, Luckie’s gaze held onto me as she sang the words through a third and final time. Nothing in her charm was myth or legend. Twas no meant to warn or teach or entertain as her stories might be, but a truth, for my ears alone, that she had waited to tell me until now.
As her song faded quietly into the dark corners of the room, I realised… she kent what I was planning. It wasnae a secret from her – and in truth, she’d always been able to read me better than most. She didnae believe I’d be a-coming back to hear her words – her prophecy – again. And if anyone were to ken such a thing afore they possibly could, t’would be Luckie.
“Who is the flame-haired lass?” I asked, keeping quiet so as no to wake Ma and Pa. I could feel the power of her words still reverberating through the small chamber, the air itself still heavy. I didnae think I’d ever forget the feeling – the inexplicable ache and sense of belonging – and I already kent I’d fight all my days to feel it again. “What shadows, Luckie?”
She picked up her needles again, still humming the tune to herself. “I cannae say, lad, ye ken that.”
“O’ course ye can! Ye dinnae come out with a thing like that and no have anythin’ to say!” Twas all verra well telling me my heart would find its match, and making me feel such things, but shadows? I didnae like the sound of that. Not the night afore I went to war. “Who is she? Where will our paths cross?”
Luckie smiled to herself, but she wasnae going to answer my questions. She rarely did, on such occasions – though there’d been few enough, twas true. And naught quite like this.
“Ye only need take care o’ yourself, Nick. Take care wi’ your heart and dinnae go chasing shadows and darkness and the like. They’ll find ye well enough, anyhow.”
✽✽✽
Luckie’s words stuck with me as I tried to sleep that night. I kent I wasnae like to get much real rest, since I’d decided leaving early on would be the best approach if I wanted to sneak out unseen. There winnae be any goodbyes for me – I didnae have much choice in the matter, since if my Pa kent what I was planning, he’d have put a stop to it afore I could get a foot out the door. But regret hung heavy over me, ne’ertheless.
Dawn hadnae yet broken when I rose from my pallet, gathering the few belongings I hadnae already smuggled to the Balfour townhouse in the Canongate. My journal, a small knife Luckie had given me years ago, and a spare shirt – the rest of my meagre possessions were already waiting for me. Robert had been generous beyond measure, providing me with a fine basket hilt sword and dirk with his family crest on that had belonged to a cousin who’d died last winter. The leather armour we’d acquired had been trickier, and try as I might I hadnae been able to forget the wee ‘adventure’ we’d had to endure to get it.
I moved quietly through the small chambers in my soft leather boots, pausing only to cast a final glance at Luckie’s sleeping form. I wasnae sure if I saw her eyes flicker open in the gloom – but if she was awake, she didnae make a move to stop me. Mayhap she truly did see what was to come.
The stairs creaked beneath my weight as I descended into the pre-dawn darkness. At the bottom, a fine mist hung in the night air, the cobblestones treacherously slick. I made my way through Craig’s Close, keeping to the shadows as best I could. Edinburgh was ne’er truly asleep, but at this hour, only the night watchmen and the occasional early-rising tradesman were about.
Pa kept his horse stabled behind Mistress Campbell’s wool shop on Cowgate, no far from our own shop. The wee stable yard there housed four horses belonging to various merchants who paid her husband a small monthly fee. The lock on the gate was simple enough to manage – I’d watched Pa open it countless times.
The stable was dark and smelled strongly of hay and horse dung as I slipped inside. Pa’s gelding – a sturdy bay he’d named Rabbie after the stablemaster who’d helped him acquire it – whickered softly at my approach. I stroked his muzzle, whispering calming words as I slipped the bridle over his head.
“Easy now, lad,” I murmured. “We’ve a bit o’ a journey ahead o’ us.”
With practiced movements, I saddled Rabbie and led him quietly into the yard. Every shadow made my heart skip, certain I’d be caught at any moment – no that I was exactly doing anything wrong. But the streets were still empty.
Leading Rabbie through the narrow closes would be nigh on impossible, so I took a longer route around by Cowgate and up toward St. Mary’s Wynd, heading for Robert’s family townhouse. Twas a grand three-story building with ornate stonework around the windows and a small courtyard accessible through an arched entry. Grand as it may be, Robert had spent as many nights sleeping on our floor as I had enjoying the comforts of his father’s homes since his father and brother had left the city. No that they exactly kent that, like.
The sky was lightening to a pale grey as I approached. Robert was already waiting in the courtyard, his horse saddled and packed with provisions. His own mount was a magnificent chestnut stallion that worth more than my pa would see in several years hard work.
“Ye’re here!” Robert’s grin was contagious, and I grinned right back at him as I took in another pack of provisions waiting for me. His eyes fell to Rabbie, and his expression softened. “Had to do it, then?”
“Aye. Had nae choice in the matter,” I replied, tying Rabbie to a post. “And I’ll send coin back to Pa if I can… to make up for it. Enough to buy him a better one than this old nag.”
Robert clapped me on the shoulder. “Aye, and by then ye’ll be a decorated soldier with tales to make the lassies swoon.” He nodded toward a leather bundle waiting atop a barrel. “Armour and weapons are in there. I’ve packed bread and cheese enough for three days, and a wee flask of usquebaugh for when the nights grow cold.”
I glanced at the townhouse windows, half expecting to see a servant peering down. “What if someone notices you’re gone, Rob? Will they write to your father?”
Robert laughed. “The servants think I’m off to join my father. By the time anyone kens otherwise, we’ll be well on our way to Tullibardine’s encampment.” His expression sobered. “Are ye certain about this, Nick? There’s no shame in—”
“I’m certain,” I said, fastening the sword belt around my waist. The weight of it felt right, like something I’d been missing all my life.
As I transferred my few belongings to saddle bags, I thought again of Luckie’s prophecy. What shadows awaited me? And who was this flame-haired lass who would match my heart? Would she bring the fire and strength I’d felt before, listening to Luckie’s song? Where was she, and how could I find her? Questions swirled in my mind like the morning mist, but I pushed them aside. War was calling, and I was finally answering.
Robert mounted his stallion with the quick ease of years spent on horseback. “Ready, then?”
Swinging up onto Rabbie, I settled into the saddle. I cast one last look back toward the spires of Edinburgh rising above us in the growing light. I’d see it again.
“Aye,” I said. “Let’s be off.”
4: Fire, Fair and Fierce
"Nick, I need you to listen to me. Izzie is on the warpath, and I have no interest in trying to control her – it’s been six years. That’s quite long enough. I don’t know what happened in London, but since I haven’t heard from you, I simply don’t have the truth to defend you with. I assume you’re getting these dratted voice messages, so I’ll tell you now – she thinks you’re behind the killing of a young man in Edinburgh, and there was another death here, too. We’re in Yorkshire, attempting to investigate. I know you wish to stay away, but I fear your presence has become unavoidable. These murders… they match your own crimes. And there’s a hunter here – a woman. I think you might like her.”
I raked a hand through my hair, deleting the message and returning my phone to my pocket. Adam meant well, but he was a wee bit behind the times – I kent about her all right, and hardly a moment had passed since I’d first seen her that I’d thought of aught else. The murders should have concerned me more, but I didnae have the capacity for it. I was consumed with other matters – namely, the kind with wild locks and a mouth that I already believed could start wars or end them, depending on her mood.
I’d avoided thinking about events in London after they’d happened – when I’d almost slipped. Yet here I was, pulled in again, wondering… and something dark and wild in my heart knew that this time, I’d found her. The steady rhythm of her heartbeat called to me, a sound I’d memorised these last days.
A silhouette shifted in the window above, and I stepped back into the shadows beyond the light’s reach, concealing my position on the street below. The shadows welcomed me as they should – as they had for centuries. From here, I could pick out every detail of her profile against the warm glow within. She hadnae seen me or sensed me despite what she was – but I’d followed her since my arrival, absorbing her grief and heartache, catching her wry smiles and the way she pursed her lips in thought or frustration. I kent I was stalking her like a lovesick lad of sixteen – which was ironic, considering who and what I was. I should be far too old for such games and rise above my predatory needs – or so Izzie would have said, I’m sure. But I couldnae help myself.
The night air carried her scent to me even from this distance – spearmint and thyme from her earlier shower, mixed with the summer storm bouquet of her heated blood. Twas a sweet aroma I’d known only a few times in my life, each time accompanied by words as familiar as my own soul. Though here and now, she made my throat ache with each breath, and it took every ounce of control I had to stay back – though my control was mercurial at the best of times. I wasnae sure how long it would last. Ne’er had been.
The single pane of glass between us did naught to muffle the soft pad of her feet across the floor or the whisper of fabric as she moved. She tugged the curtains across the window, and for a moment I caught the moonlight on her face, gilding her shapely mouth into a sweet cupid’s bow. I’d dreamed of that mouth – those verra lips – a thousand times, though more than once I’d thought them an imagining of old Luckie’s words, no a real, live woman. A light switched on, and the outline of her small, human form became a silhouette against the fabric – fragile, though she carried herself like the warrior she was.
T’would be a tough evening for her – and from the set of her shoulders when she’d arrived home, she knew it, too. Tonight was to be her meeting with my great-great-something-or-other-nephew. I had no interest in the man personally, despite our blood connection. He’d proved a dour bloke, and I’d let the responsibility of keeping an eye on him fall to Adam decades ago. Though I’d had my work cut out in persuading him, if I recalled.
Jonathan had been a curious one, though – enough I’d checked in several times over his short thirty years. If I’d known he was acquainted with a woman such as her, I’d have been far more attentive. The severing of that last tie to my mortal life had drawn me here, but had I sensed her presence, I’d have come running like the lovelorn fool I was.
“Erin!”
The shout came from the young lad cooking downstairs. Though a man by human standards, he seemed but a youth to someone approaching four centuries. From what I’d gathered, he and Erin owned the coffee shop together with Jonathan. I desperately hoped their relationship was merely friendly. I kent I could turn a head when I wanted to – hell, I’d had enough practice over the years – but I wasnae sure that would be enough with Erin.
“I’ll be five minutes! He’s not here yet, is he?” Her voice, even raised, was like rich velvet – arousing feelings in me I’d half-forgotten. As if summoned, a dark grey Volkswagen pulled up outside the house, its engine struggling with the steep hill. The man who climbed from the driver’s seat was tall, well-built despite his age, and looked a wee bit like, well, me. His scent carried on the wind – Edinburgh bred and born, as I had been. The blood connection was faint, but unmistakable. He climbed the steps to the front door and knocked, and I heard Erin’s breathy “Shit!” through the open window.
I wasnae trying to listen in. I wasnae even trying to follow her every move – but I almost had to. From the second I’d seen her, I’d been drawn to her – the woman fate had deemed I was meant for, had forced me to search for across the centuries.
Even at a distance, I could feel her. I remembered, clear as day, the overwhelming sensation the first time I’d heard of her: the whisper of her hands on my skin, the sound of her laughter, the fire in her heart, the scent of her hair… And aye, she was a fierce beauty, too… but I wanted more. I needed – after all this time – to truly know her, and in more than just the carnal sense.
My phone buzzed again in my pocket, pulling me back from such thoughts. T’would be Adam calling once more, knowing full well I winnae answer. It didnae matter. For now, I was where I was supposed to be.
✽✽✽
The evening went as well as it could have, or so it seemed. From my limited perspective, Erin appeared to eat and drink heartily, grew sad, and then grew tipsy – and I couldnae blame the lass. Her friend, Tomal, seemed keen to sober her once the old Scot had left, and I had to agree twas wise as it seemed she intended to go out hunting.
T’would be the biggest test of my control so far – since I’d arrived almost two days ago, she’d kept herself out of harm’s way. Here, now, she was subdued and still grieving – but her fire drove her to hunt heedless of her own concerns. I’d almost call it noble, but my unbeating heart was afeart for her still – and it was only right that I keep a close eye on her. At least until the sun rose.
She stepped from the house and stood, breathing slowly on the doorstep, taking in the frosty night. The pale moonlight drew out the deepest auburn shades in that tantalising hair of hers, the wind carrying the heat and scent of her across to me, hidden still. I could smell the alcohol in her, though it didnae mask the melody of her blood as it sang beneath her skin – a song I’d long yearned for, but could ne’er consume.
Dressed all in black, her clothes fit her neatly, highlighting the gentle slopes of her hips and breasts, the small corners of her shoulders and the neat muscles of her calves. I smiled despite myself when I caught sight of the heavy, almost military-style boots she wore – she’d have made a sexy wee punk back in the 70s, though what she’d have made of me back then, in my torn clothes and eyeliner, I wasnae sure I wanted to think on. Ever again, actually.
She made her way down the hill, and I kept my distance, taking in the night’s frost-covered scenery. Adam had been right about my avoidance of Yorkshire. But Sheffield wasnae the place where my darkest memories lay, and though unfamiliar, the bursts of greenery and life amongst the humdrum of the city were comforting – almost like home. It seemed Erin was heading toward a nearby park, which – given the ever-predictable habits of young vampires – was appropriate. What she likely hadnae yet learned was that resilience to the cold was an earned ability, and no one the youngest of my kind were granted upon rebirth. As such, they were as likely to be tucked away in a warm den as any human might be on a dreich November night.
I didnae need to follow her closely to trace her scent along the icy paths, but I couldnae allow her out of my line of sight either – no on a night like tonight. She walked the perimeter, passing the main gate and pulling her fingers up into the sleeves of her soft jumper. I reckoned the cold might have been deeper than she’d been expecting, and I wondered if she – a hunter – felt it like another human might. I’d known other hunters, over the years, but ne’er to have much in the way of conversation. In my earlier years, I’d run from them – and in more recent encounters, they’d run from me.
At the park entrance, she pursed her lips as she stared up at the locked and bolted iron gate. A small smile spread across her face as she reached up to grasp the rail, and pulled herself up and over the barrier in one swift move. She landed lithely, like a wee kitten, crouching before she stood and brushed off her hands.
Bold as brass, this one.
As she set off down the main path, I hesitated. Following too closely might alert her to my presence – I wasnae like the young vampires she usually hunted, but I wasnae ready to reveal myself yet, either.
By sheer luck, the dim lamps provided enough shadow for concealment while the heat of her blood on the air allowed me to track her movements. She headed toward the largest of the crumbling buildings – an Adamesque mansion whose grandeur had long faded, leaving only the beauty of dark things that lingered in the night… like the night-blooming jasmine escaping from its hidden walled garden. When she pushed through the curtain of flowers, releasing their fragrance into the crisp air, I waited a moment before following.
She’d already entered the lodge that adjoined the garden by the time I caught up, its doors and windows empty in a way that allowed the sound of her breathing to carry back to me. I could hear the sweet melodic rhythm of her heart, too, a little faster as she cautiously explored the ruin.
Ach, lass, what are ye thinking? Wandering into ruins with nae backup and nae clue what might be lurking inside. Twas brave – and a tad reckless – but I then I’d always admired a woman who’d walk into danger and dare it to blink first. Then again, I already cared too much for her safety to no be worried at the verra thought.
Still, even from this position, twas clear to me that the lodge was empty. A bird nestled on the topmost floor, resting. Several mice had made a den in one of the walls. But there were no vampires here – no creatures for Erin to hunt. So what was she looking for? Had she sensed something I hadnae? Could she?
I folded my arms across my chest and leaned against the far wall of the garden, my long coat brushing against a veil of ivy that perfectly concealed me from any searching eyes peering from the lodge – I could see the building well enough, but no watcher would see me.
I wasnae certain what she hoped to achieve here. Though I’d observed her closely, I’d yet to learn what manner of hunter she was – one who had learned her skills, or one who was born to the art. I suspected the latter since her measured movements around the lodge’s interior implied she sensed something – which wasnae a skill most hunters I’d come across were blessed with. Mayhap it was the faint sense of me, at a distance, she was feeling.
It was several moments before I felt it. Faint vibrations ran through the building long before the echoing crack of wood reached my hearing, the earth around me reverberating with the change in the environment.
Erin cried out, and I moved without thinking, flitting to the doorway of the lodge as my instincts dictated, heedless of my desire to remain unseen. The ground floor room was empty still, and despite myself, I hesitated at the base of the stairs – if she needed me, I must proceed. But this wasnae the way I’d wanted us to meet. I hadnae planned this, and I–
A charged tension filled the lodge, an edge in the air that spoke of damage and destruction. Before I could decide to follow her, another resounding groan filled the space above my head and I felt the break as the supporting beams in the ceiling above me splintered. I flitted out of the way, avoiding the worst of the dust and debris, and hastily brushed the rest from my clothing.
As the haze cleared, I saw her. Up close. Finally.
Erin. Her left arm was bent awkwardly around her head, protecting her from the worst of the impact – though the lass would undoubtedly be injured from a fall such as that. Though her eyes were closed and her breathing laboured, her heart beat strong and steady still – if harder than usual. This close, her scent was almost overpowering – sweet and heady and more inviting than anything I’d ever kent. Twas the closest to inebriated I’d been in… well, decades.
I steadied myself against the cold, hard stone of the lodge wall as the faint but unmistakable scent of her blood heated the air.
“‘The pith o’ sense, an’ pride o’ worth, are higher rank than a’ that.’” The words came to my tongue unbidden, as they always did, and I released them almost silently. Despite that, Erin stirred and let out a low moan. Her eyes squeezed tightly closed, she pulled herself upright, swearing all the while.
In my long years I’d seen falls that would shatter a mortal’s bones to pieces – in castle keeps, from battlements, and from heights less than this one. Yet here she was, brushing herself off like a bairn who’d tumbled from a tree. There was steel in her.
I should speak, but Gods, what to say? ‘Hello, I’ve been lurkin’ in the shadows, and by the by, you’re the most captivating thing I’ve ever seen?’ Aye, that’d go down well. Navigating bloody clan rows was simpler than this, and right when I needed it, my blood… well, it wasnae exactly rushing in the direction of my brain.
Keep it simple, Murray. Try not to stare at her lips like a starvin’ man.
“Easy there, lass. Best stay still a moment while we make sure you’re in one piece.”
She startled and turned toward me. Even in the gloom, I could see every feature close to for the first time. As I watched her and she watched me, her eyes – a warm grey, like the North Sea on the bright mornings of my youth – widened, pupils flaring as a small frown mark appeared between her brows. I took a step toward her, fighting to keep my hands in check, though all I wanted to do was smooth the crease away and hold her. Even in the dark, her pulse danced at her throat, a rhythm I couldnae just see, but hear: a forbidden network of veins beneath her alabaster skin.
Erin continued to stare, and I understood – she didnae see me at all. She was seeing her friend. Jonathan.
“Are you okay?” I asked, assessing her for injuries I hadnae yet seen. All seemed well enough, but it was hard to tell with humans – and her blood in the air was almost overpowering, though the cuts to her face were superficial.
Moonlight poured through the empty window, illuminating her as if the glow came from within. Her rich, auburn waves, though damp, fell about her face, creating shadows that drew my attention to the soft, angled planes of her cheekbones; her small, pointed chin; soft, sooty lashes and the constellation of freckles across her pale skin. Her lips, sweet and sinful at once, parted a wee bit as I watched her, and if I’d had it to catch, I’d have caught my breath.
Erin was a woman beyond beautiful. Beyond words.
The lass didnae answer, though, and I worried. Could she sense what I was? Who I was, and could be to her? Or had she hurt her head more seriously than I’d thought? I crouched to her level, medical knowledge from decades past resurfacing from nowhere.
She shook her head, and closed her eyes. After a fall like that, her world was likely spinning.
Her voice was hoarse when she finally spoke up. “My elbow’s hurt. And my ankle and hip. And, you know, my pride.”
“Ah.” I couldnae help but chuckle with her. “Well, tis to be expected, I should think.” I reached a hand toward her before I realised what I was doing. “The bleeding seems to have stopped already, though–”
Erin’s hand shot to her forehead, coming away dark and stained. She ghosted her hand across the rest of her face, and winced when she brushed at several shards of wood still caught in her skin. Gods, I wanted to touch her – to help her. But I was a stranger. There was only so much I could do without discovery – and it wasnae the time for that yet. She deserved more.
Mayhap my thoughts showed on my face, but the lass met my gaze with a fierce curiosity that filled my chest with a fearsome ache. I steeled myself and reached toward her again. “May I–?”
Her nod was quick, and I ran the gentlest of touches along her spine, checking for anything out of the ordinary. Though nothing was amiss with her physically, she seemed almost to tense beneath my hands. At each point I applied a small pressure, my fingertips coursed with electricity – taking in the damp fabric of her clothing, and the warmth and life of her skin beneath. Each touch was a battle to remain clinical when all I desired was to pull her closer.
Doctor’s orders, lass – strictly professional, unless ye’d prefer otherwise. I bit my tongue to keep quiet. Gods, Murray, get a grip.
Satisfied she was safe for now, I stood and held out a hand to help her up. She took it, her small palm fitting perfectly into mine for a wee moment.
“Where did you come from?” she asked as I stepped back.
I couldnae be honest with her, but I didnae ken the hour either – it may have already been too late for a stroll to fare well as a story. It wasnae like a had a choice, though.
“I saw you disappear into the gardens, before. I didnae know they were here and found myself intrigued,” I shrugged, selling my tale as best I could. “I’m sorry I wisnae following more closely. I could’ve helped.”
Erin looked away, and I followed her gaze as she took in the state of the lodge. It wasnae pretty, and she’d be in a sorry state if she wasnae a hunter, and a born one, too. I supposed that her survival would have to be answer enough for now, but I couldnae let her ken my thoughts on the matter. And I supposed, too, that an ordinary human man in this verra situation would likely be… surprised, to say the least.
“It’s all right.” Her voice was soft, her eyes far away. “Unless you were planning on catching me, it wouldn’t have helped.” She took a few steps forward as she spoke, and her ankle collapsed beneath her weight. Without thinking, I put out an arm, catching her. She took it without hesitation, and I hid another smile.
Dinnae go readin’ too much into the smile of a pretty lass, Murray, you fool.
“Still…” I tried no to stare at her hand, or to focus on the way my skin reacted to her nearness, even through the wool of my coat. “I’m Cole, by the way. And despite the circumstances, pleased to make your acquaintance.” Twas better to go by an alias for now, though I was out of practice at playing Cole, to say the least. The top of her head didnae even reach my shoulder, and I couldnae help but smile, taking her in beneath the moonlight like this. That stunning mouth of hers curved up in response, and I knew I lingered there longer than was… proper. “I must admit, I’m fair amazed you’re conscious. Is that an impolite thing to say?”
She winced. “Oh, I blacked out for a moment there. Don’t doubt it.”
Her pain was like a knife, and I couldnae do a damned thing about it. Instead, I held her steady and we made our way from the lodge and into the gardens once more. From the outside, a passerby winnae ken what had happened – all looked peaceful once more in the cool, bright night.
As we worked our way amongst the trellises of hanging jasmine and along the cracked paths, Erin paused and turned to look at me.
“Are you a doctor?”
I grinned. “That depends on who’s asking, lass.”
She wasnae to know how many times I’d trained. How many bones I’d set, burns I’d wrapped, wounds I’d healed… how many wars I’d fought, and how much death I’d seen. And I didnae want her to ken such things, since the good came with far more ill than I wanted her heart to know.
Leaning back so I could see her properly, my hair fell into my eyes – as it ever did – and I pushed it away, careful no to loose my firm hold on Erin. She seemed to be watching my every move, but I wasnae certain if the inquisitiveness in her eyes was something more. Mayhap more akin to… hunger.
She pulled her eyes away before I could decide. “I can probably manage from here.”
No, she didnae want to leave me, as much as I couldnae leave her, now.
“Ah, but what kind of gentleman would I be, leaving a lady to brave these treacherous paths alone? Another ruin might fall on you. Or mayhap a tree.” I smiled. “I dinnae need the worry of a strange, pretty lass on my conscience. Bold as the moon you may be, climbing in the rafters – but soft as stardust and prone to breaking.”
Blood flooded her pale cheeks, drawing pink spots on her cheekbones as we walked. I could feel the heat of it, and I suppressed a shiver. The pith o’ sense…
A distraction. “Do you mind if I ask what you were doing in the lodge?” I asked. “Seems a bit dreich to be out so late.”
“I needed to clear my head before bed.” Her heart hammered, giving her away. “Exploring sometimes helps.”
I nodded, but the moment had passed – my distraction had done the trick. For now.
“Aye, I know the feeling. When your head’s so full…” Had I checked her head? What had I been thinking? “How is your head?”
“Fuzzy, but not too bad.” She touched her forehead gently, but the cuts there remained unopen, healing more with every passing moment if she was truly a vânător. “My arm took the brunt of it.”
I frowned and stopped. Vânător or no, she was soaked to the bone. “Are you cold? You must be soaked through.”
Twas clear she was trying to hide her shivering, though she replied promptly enough: “I’ll be fine.”
I removed my coat without releasing my support, and draped it across her shoulders, my fingertips tingling as they skimmed her shoulder blades. I didnae need the warmth of the soft, old wool myself, and the coat was older than she was, but by nature of my upbringing, I struggled to let go of good tailoring when I found it. The fabric draped around her, too large and yet ideal for her. Her skin heated immediately, though neither of us said another word.
With each step, her warmth continued to caress my senses, awakening comfort and – though I was ashamed to think it – thirst. Proximity to mortals was a challenge I’d long overcome, and yet her nearness tested my bounds in an entirely new way, helped along by the wee glances she threw me from beneath her long lashes. I could barely keep my eyes from her, and if she kept looking at me like that, I’d be lucky to ken my own name, ne’er mind my manners. Twas a divine torture, and I embraced it.
At the edge of the park once more, it seemed Erin finally realised she couldnae get out the same way she’d gotten in – and despite myself, I had to grin at the apprehension written so clearly across her features.
I held up a hand. “It was open when I arrived, I swear. We’ll find another way out. You cannae climb over a fence like that in this state.”
She released a long breath, and her scent hit me like a wave. I swallowed down the thirst and longing that reached up to take control of my body, and mentally shook myself.
If ye cannae keep ahold o’ your senses, Murray, ye may as well step into the sunrise come dawn and end it all. And I would, if I had to.
“I think there’s a wall nearby where the fence is lower,” she suggested. “I might be able to make the climb.”
I gripped her arm a wee bit tighter. I couldnae let her fall. “A true midnight wanderer,” was all I said, though. “You must spend a lot of time here.”
She didnae answer, though it was likely safer for her no to.
Twas a short walk to the place she’d mentioned, though twas also clear she was struggling by this point. I had to wonder what sort of world would give me the strength to carry her and yet force me no to – to watch her suffer instead. The injustice of it simmered under the surface of my skin, as near as my desire and tentative hopes.
At this moment, I could only help her as a human might – for her sake as much as mine. She wasnae ready to know the truth – and while I wasnae one to keep her from it indefinitely, she needed the room to process the other things in her life too. Her grief was ever-present in the circles beneath her eyes, and I’d watched her closely these last few days – the way she had to work to smile, even when she wanted to. The sadness that turned down her shoulders and slowed her every step.
No, I wasnae here to confuse and hurt her further while she needed room to breathe. I reminded myself of this one more time as I finally released my hold on her arm, and lifted her at the waist – though she was but a doll, really – and helped her through the small gap in the cut down railings.
I glanced at the stumps left in the wall to pull my thoughts from the way her blood pulsed beneath my fingers, warming my cool touch, and briefly recalled days when those small steel sacrifices were made necessary. Twas no a memory for now, though.
“Not exactly my most graceful display,” she murmured.
I had to smile. She was the verra picture of grace and beauty to me, injured or no. “Words couldnae describe it.”
The wind grew ever more biting as we walked the city’s empty streets, climbing the hill toward her home. I let Erin lead the way, feigning ignorance and shielding her from the worst of the elements with my body, but we didnae speak – I was certain she was in more pain than she would admit to, what with that fierce steel of hers. I suspected she might be a stubborn one.
As we passed my earlier hiding place, she paused and pulled away to rest on the wall at the base of the steps to her front door. “This is me,” she said quietly.
I didnae need to look to sense there was no one home – the young lad had long gone and no returned – but a warm light fell from the large bay window, turning Erin’s hair into a shimmering halo of soft waves. My gaze wasnae fair to her – I saw so much more than she could ken, even through the streaks of dirt and blood that marred her face. How could I leave her like this? And yet, I had nae choice.
“How’s your head, now?” I wasnae sure if my concern was too obvious. But then, I was playing a role, was I no? “You mightn’t want to fall asleep yet, in case of concussion and such.”
She pulled herself upright and I resisted helping her once more. “Honestly, I’ve had worse.”
“Worse falls or worse head injuries?” I raised an eyebrow at her as she struggled with her keys. A wee bit flirtatious, aye, but I was genuinely curious. Gods, there was so much I didnae know about her! And so much I’d hate for her to know about me.
She still hadnae found the right key, and I couldnae resist – I took them, shook them out to release the brass one that matched the lock on the front door, and passed them back to her. Twas possible I moved a wee bit too fast for a mortal, but she didnae seem to notice. I grinned as she stared at me, lips parted. If only all life’s troubles could be solved with such a simple flick of the wrist.
“Thanks,” she mumbled, and shrugged off the coat. I took it from her, and forced down the urge to hold it to my face. To breathe in her warmth and scent.
Instead, I reached for her. It was wrong, and I knew it, but I did. Slow this time, I let the tips of my fingers caress her uninjured cheek, savouring the moment and the heat and electricity that came unbidden with the touch. If I could bottle this feeling, I’d ne’er need another drop of blood…
She closed her eyes, almost leaning into my hand, and I swallowed.
Ye cannae stay, Murray, lad. She’s no for you. No now.
Stepping away swiftly, her eyes remained closed, her dark lashes throwing blue shadows onto her cheeks. Again, perhaps I moved too fast for a mortal, but…
“You know, I’d usually prefer dinner and dancing to moonlit adventures in ruins.” I pushed my hands into my pockets, certain she’d see them trembling if I didnae. “But I have to admit, this has been far more memorable.”
Her warm gaze didnae leave my face, and I continued: “Still, if you’d promise no to go exploring another derelict building any time soon, I’d sleep easier, lass. For my peace of mind, eh?”
I dipped my head, and it was all I could do not to beg her to keep safe and sound. But I had to leave her. I couldnae be here. Yet my heart tore as I took those first steps away, the distance like a deep ocean between us already.
By the time I reached the end of the street, my pace deliberately slow, my heart was pounding. In nigh on four centuries, I could count on one hand the number of times my heart had stuttered to life in my chest like this – and the tight ache beneath my ribs was the deepest hurt I’d known in decades. Possibly ever.
If this is what mortals call falling, ye’d best pray you land on your feet, Murray.
I knew I’d return to watch over her. I couldnae let her sleep, alone in that empty house, possibly concussed and hurting bad. And my heart swelled at the thought of seeing her once more. But for this moment, it broke to leave her.
17: A Lover’s Pinch 
I bolted upright, sleep broken by the sweet, metallic tang of blood on the air, snaking its way into the odd trance-like state that characterised a vampire’s sleep. My dreams of her – always her these nights – shattered in an instant. My body caught up with my racing mind in mere seconds, centuries of instinct propelling me from the bed.
Erin.
The scent grew stronger with each step, filling my lungs with its heady, coppery call as I fled down the corridor, no bothering with a shirt. The song of it burned into my nostrils – summer storms and smoke, branded into my very being since the first time I’d caught it. Where was it coming from? The hallway below?
I flitted down the spiral staircase, down the sweeping landings and into the hallway in seconds. There, on the floor beneath the huge oak front doors, a pool of blood was spreading, thick and intense, staining the chequerboard tiles beneath it.
There was no mistaking it. Erin’s blood. So much blood. I kent it even before I wrenched open the door – no one could survive such a loss…
No!
She lay propped against the wall, her arms and legs spread-eagled in a macabre display. Her head lolled forward, fire-bright hair obscuring her face. The posture was deliberate, calculated – a twisted exhibition of death I’d seen before, in another time. Prisoners made examples of. Memories I didnae want to revisit.
Her yellow hat – the one she’d worn on the hilltop – lay beside her.
I fell to my knees, reaching with trembling fingers, heedless of the sun as it burned my exposed skin, my stomach churning with horror the likes of which I’d ne’er kent – and caused many a horror in my time. It cannae be her.
Gently, I turned her face, to reveal dark eyes – open and unseeing, a round face, square chin… relief crashed through me in almost unbearable waves. It wasnae Erin. But the familiarity remained, and a gnawing dread made its way up my throat. The blood was Erin’s, that much was clear. So much of it… but where had it come from?
I backed away from the stranger’s body and into the shade of the manor, my mind racing. At the other end of the hallway, a clock ticked, marking each wasted second. Twas still daylight – late afternoon, but the sun was as high and fatal as ever.
Leaving the door open, I retreated further inside, darting back to my borrowed bedroom. If it wisnae Erin splayed on the doorstep, then where was she? Where had the blood come from? Was this a message of some kind?
Pulling on a black shirt and boots, I grabbed my densest, heaviest wool coat, though I didnae put it on. I might no ken this city well, but I’d heard stories of tunnels beneath the surface from Izzie – and I caught things, out and about. I could reach Erin through them. No an easy journey, but there wasnae a way in hell I’d wait til sundown when she might be—
No. I winnae think such things.
I called for Adam and Isabel on my way back to the door, but I didnae expect a response – Izzie would be sleeping, and I’d ne’er kent quite what Adam got up to with his days.
At the threshold, I hesitated only a moment, scenting the air for any sign of the perpetrator – for someone had left her here for me to find, no doubt about it. Nothing. Whoever had done this had moved quickly, decisively, and hadnae lingered. And neither could I.
The things ye’ll do for love, Murray.
I recalled where Erin lived, but in my mind, the distance stretched impossibly between us: open skies, exposed places, and o’ course, the light of the sun… twas a risk worth taking.
For her, it would ne’er be a question.
Pulling my coat above my head like a shade, I stepped out into the inferno.
✽✽✽
Pain seared through me. My skin smoked and crackled, afire with heat even through the heavy wool as I made a hasty path toward the entrance of a park I vaguely kent, no far from Adam’s home. I hissed against the burning, but my mind was already adapting – pain could, and would be, endured. Her loss couldnae.
Beyond the park, I kent the city stretched before me like a bloody maze – miles of hills, dales, and merciless open ground between the manor and Erin’s home. Trust Adam to settle where twas most inconvenient for my kind, though like as no he’d only been thinking of the architecture. Still, the tree-lined streets between would offer some sporadic sanctuary, though my coat might as well have been tissue paper for all its protection. Beneath its fabric, my forearms took the brunt of the damage, bubbling with blisters in a sickening cycle of agony.
Dashing through the gated entrance, a woman clutching a shopping bag gasped as I passed – at my speed or the smoke trail I left in my wake, I couldnae say. Izzie would have my hide for a doormat if she kent I was flitting in plain sight.
I paused for a moment under a leafy canopy, trying to get my bearings – though I was loath to waste the time when each second could make all the difference to Erin, were she hurt. My heart, usually silent, pounded in my chest, and I willed it to slow that I might think straight.
It hadnae occurred to me when I’d arrived here that I’d need to ken the city well enough to move about in the day. I couldnae even recall the last time, if ever, I’d risked exposure to the sun like this – though I’d come close to trouble just weeks ago when I hadnae been able to resist dropping by Jolt to see Erin once more… All in all, twas no exactly a smart move for a vampire no to learn the lay of the land, but I’d been caught up in the raptures of… well, her, since my arrival.
I couldnae stay still for long, even with the slight protection of the trees. Keeping to the deepest of shadows, I followed the distant sound of a river, calm beneath the discordant but ever-present sounds of a waking city. No a sound I was too familiar with, these days, in truth, but I did ken that the river went east – toward the centre of the city, where I might find my way to the underground culverts that Izzie had mentioned. If only I’d asked her more about them at the time…
An almost imperceptible breeze shifted the leaves overhead, and a streak of sunlight knifed through me. I hissed and pulled away, pressing myself against the rough bark of a sycamore. Every instinct was a-screaming to retreat, run, get away. My body fought me, demanding escape. But my heart told me to continue.
Keep moving, Murray, lad. Ye’ve endured worse by far.
Erin’s face flashed in my mind, the last time I’d seen her – gilded by moonlight, unsure but determined, her lips parted—
I shook it off. It winnae be the last time. The prophecy said… no. It couldnae end like this.
The park’s winding paths were disorienting, but the sounds of the river didnae fail me, and I followed its watery music like a blind man, letting its tune become my inner compass until I had more to go on. Twas more than that though – some sense within tugged at my heart, pulling me toward Erin by instinct alone – which meant right now, I’d follow it anywhere.
I moved like a wraith out of the park and into the core of the city, the sounds and smells of the waking world a discordant background noise that came secondary to the hellfire of my skin. The burning scent of my flesh dogged me, acrid and sharp, but at least age was on my side. My smoking skin healed fast in the moments of reprieve I found beneath canopies, bus shelters and the occasional shadow of a tower block.
Each step felt like wading through treacle – too slow, too human, when all I needed was to be at her side. My mind spiralled with visions of Erin, pale and still… Erin, fighting for consciousness, her light fading… My long-dead heart hammered against my ribs, the unfamiliar sensation adding to my confusion. Aye, I’d faced down armies without flinching, but this – this helplessness – t’would be my unmaking.
Though I moved more quickly than a human might, my progress seemed slow while my mind raced ahead, thinking simultaneously of the next route to safety and the possibilities surrounding Erin. How badly must she have been hurt, to lose so much blood? I couldnae bear to think on it, but I must. There was good reason I’d spent many a year studying medicine, both practical and theoretical. If I could get to her in good time, mayhap I could save her. If I couldnae… then I might have to help her in the way only a vampire might – though like as no she’d hate me for it. She’d live, though.
Still following the distant sounds of the river, now underground but still audible to one such as myself, I slipped down a narrow alley and caught my rapidly deteriorating coat on a broken nail protruding from an old gateway. Tugging it, my strength – usually more a blessing than a curse – tore it from collar to hem. I should’ve learned better than to be fond of my clothes by now, especially when the fashions changed every bloody decade. But a tailor’s training died hard, apparently.
The tattered wool fell away, taking my last connection to sanity with it. I let out a sound that was half snarl, half desperate sob. Another delay, and every obstacle between us was yet more torture. I fought to reclaim my composure, but it wasnae my finest moment. Plagues, war and starvation I could manage, but here I was, defeated by a nail and a bit of daylight.
No. I winnae let it happen. I winnae lose her before I’d truly had her. Twas a trial my immortal heart couldnae endure.
Staying close to the walls, my desperation grew more fierce than ever without the small protection of the coat. I needed to find those tunnels, and fast. I should be close now. Twas simply a matter of finding an entrance…
I smelled the damp and rust before I saw it. An old service grate, discoloured and long forgotten. In moments, I’d torn the gate open, its hinges protesting, and dropped into the sweet, velvety darkness.
The relief was immediate. Cool, dank air balmed my ravaged flesh, and my sigh of release echoed against stone walls – a sound barely more than animal. The absence of pain was almost as shocking as its presence had been, leaving me temporarily dizzy as my senses readjusted.
My body, long accustomed to darkness, welcomed it like an old friend. The drip-drip-drip of water echoed against brick walls, each ring different as it hit stone, metal or the shallow stream below.
I plunged forward, ever onward toward Erin. Aye, the stench of stagnant water and decay might be foul as I stirred up unseen things beneath my feet, but twas better than the scent of my own heated flesh. In truth, the tunnels reminded me of the hidden passages beneath Edinburgh Castle, where I’d sought shelter once upon a time. Dark and damp, but merciful.
As I pushed through the labyrinthine passages, my ears caught water flow changes that mapped a vast network in my mind. My fingers traced centuries of history in the stone as I kept forward: Victorian sewage, industrial waste, and beneath it all, the original water that had carved these channels. Now that I was underground, some semblance of direction returned to me, and at each fork, I followed north without hesitation, my heart pulling me along. Even in pitch darkness, I’d find her.
Panic fuelled me faster than I kent I could move, and when I emerged again, the sun hung hardly any lower than when I’d entered – though no low enough. Its light struck like a physical blow after the tunnel’s soothing darkness, though my thoughts remained clearer after some reprieve from the pain.
Here, closer to Erin’s home, I kent the city better. I flew from shadow to shadow, using just about anything for cover. The city’s steep hills – so much like Edinburgh’s – worked against me, exposing me to the dying light… but I was almost to her.
Erin’s street appeared before me, terraced houses climbing a steep hill. Her windows were dark and still. There wasnae a sign of life within.
I flitted the final distance to her door, pounding with my fist, calling her name. Nothing. She had to be here. Gods above and below, I’d trade every year left to me if only I could catch the sound of her heartbeat…
Leaning against the doorframe, I fought to stay upright, pressing close under the lintel. Burns I could heal from, given time. But Erin? Had she lost so much blood there was naught left of her? Was she unconscious, her heart still?
No. My body demanded a reprieve, but I’d have none of it.
Backing away to the other side of the street, where the shadows were deeper, I took in the house with a predator’s eye. I’d been here before, kent where she slept – and though her bedroom curtains were open, there was no movement behind the glass. My pulse beat a rhythm in my ears – a rare occurrence – making it difficult to hear much else.
Nothing for it then, lad.
I glanced left and right and bounded across the street in four steps. My muscles gathered to propel me upward in a quick leap that left me terrifyingly exposed – to the sun and to any human who might step out and witness. Fingers digging into the stone windowsill, I maintained a steady grip while the sun beat down on the back of my head. My skin audibly crackled beneath its wrath.
I worked my fingertips under the paintwork of the decaying sash window – a recently broken seal, from the look of it. Pushing it up, I swung myself around, slipping into her bedroom like a shadow. Seconds longer and I’d have been aflame.
Immediately, her presence assaulted my every sense, and I was drowning in the sweet and heady aroma of a summer storm, just after dusk in the Highlands. Memories pressed in as I breathed deeply – twas no longer just a captivating scent, but something woven into the verra fabric of my being. Each time I encountered her anew, my body recognised what my soul had always kent.
Moving quickly away from the window, the steamy air soothed my skin. As I came back to myself, her heartbeat sang like thunder – first, a subtle vibration through the floorboards. Then a rhythm that filled my ears with force and life. Each beat carried its own scent – the metallic tang of her blood, aye, but layered with spearmint and thyme from her soap, and the faint trace of coffee that always lingered on her skin. That steady rhythm was sweeter than any music.
The ladder to the attic beckoned, and I followed her essence upward like a man possessed. Which, in truth, I suppose I was – by lifetimes of waiting for her.
I flitted toward the sound of her heart, assailed by yet more sunlight the moment I emerged. Clinging to the walls and the meagre shade, I saw – for the first time in the sun’s light – that beautiful fiery halo of hers, all burnished copper and autumn fire.
“Erin,” I sighed, my voice hoarse and almost breaking. The relief was almost a flavour in itself. She was here – and what’s more, she was, it seemed, entirely unharmed.
Sure in the knowledge of her safety, doubt began to return. The fire in my skin wasnae a damn thing compared to the war that had raged within these last weeks. Aye, I’d risked all to reach her – now I could only wonder if I’d a right to be on her life at all, and I kent she’d some doubts of her own…
My presence here put her in danger and had since the moment I’d arrived. Yet I was a fundamentally selfish creature. I couldnae stay away from her – our prophecy foretold as much. Still, my body demanded blood to heal, and a hunger like that would always keep a distance between us.
These thoughts took less than a second to run through my mind. As they did, she spun into a fighting stance, her body flowing into the position like it was born to it – which it might well have been. Fierce and bonnie in equal measure.
Understanding flooded her face as she dropped her fists and rushed to pull down the blinds.
“Shit. Was that you banging on the door?”
“Aye.” I struggled to get the simple word out. “I needed—”
Erin turned back to me, concern written across her features. There was something different about her – a softness in the way she approached me I hadnae seen since she’d learned the truth.
“Burnin’ to see you wasnae quite how I planned it though.” I’d pictured this meeting somewhat differently – mayhap with less smouldering flesh and more smouldering glances.
She edged closer still, her usual hesitation holding her back for only a moment. Twas as though she’d come to some decision as I about our fate – though I hardly dared to hope it a favourable one. I winnae presume, and t’would always be her choice.
Still, the way her hands lingered above the fading red welts on my forearms, already healing now the sun was locked away… I could almost feel her touch, like electricity – absent these last few weeks.
“You’re hurt,” she murmured.
“Tis nothin’. Already healing.”
The faint pink was disappearing fast, and her fingertips lowered, brushing the ghostly burns that were almost gone. I held back a shiver at the feel of her skin against mine, warm in a way that was almost indescribable – calming, seductive and sweet all at once.
Erin’s voice was barely a whisper as she asked: “Is it painful?”
I couldnae take my gaze from her fingers, now sketching bittersweet patterns of pleasure-pain across my skin. “No,” I murmured. “No anymore.”
She glanced up at me beneath her lashes, and I heard the uptake in her heartbeat. Twas all I could do no to reach out and feel that intoxicating tempo for myself. Mayhap she saw the want in my face, since she took a step back.
Her chin lifted, resolve shaping her stance and tightening her muscles, but she didnae meet my eye again.
“So, what’s up?”
The last thing I wanted was to make her uncomfortable, now that I kent she was safe and well.
The pith o’ sense, an’ pride o’ worth, are higher rank than a’ that. I recited the words, anchoring myself as I raked a hand through the hair that had fallen into my eyes. Twas a miracle I still had any after a run through such fire.
Her attic was an unusual space – half-renovated, with plasterboards taped and left bare on the walls and exposed floorboards. A once-yellow sofa filled one side, with an easel, drawers full of what smelled to be paint, and papers strewn about most every surface. It spoke of a love for expression, in any medium. Of a voice that demanded to be heard.
She was watching me now. “Do you mind if I sit down?” I asked.
Erin nodded, her eyes still on me – though ne’er meeting my own. I settled into the worn fabric of the sofa, resting my forearms on my knees. My skin might have recovered on the surface, but I felt far from unblemished on the inside. I needed blood, and right quick. I couldnae stay, no matter how much I might want to.
She broke the silence this time. “Did something happen?”
How to tell her? To keep her from becoming even more afeart of this… this killer we couldnae see or ken?
“I thought you dead.” I couldnae control the break in my voice, but it only seemed to encourage her. She padded across the room and knelt before me, her gaze finally joining my own.
“Tell me.”
Oh, love.
“I was sleepin’, and I could sense the sun going down, when…” I flexed my fingers at my knees, clenching them tight together to keep from breaking. “I caught your scent.”
Erin quirked up an eyebrow in response, a look of something like curiosity and calculation crossing her face.
“I’ve been at the coffee shop all day with Adam,” she shrugged. “He must have had my scent on him.”
“No.” Twas vital she understood the significance of what had happened this afternoon. “This was pure. Twas your blood.”
She leaned in, searching my face for something. “I’m fine, Nicholas. It wasn’t me.”
“It was yours,” I insisted, unable to keep my hands still as I remembered it all. “I went downstairs, and twas everywhere. Under the door, seeping across the tiles… When I opened it…”
“What?” Her voice was barely a whisper.
“She was face down, hair spread like fire. Wearin’ your hat from the hilltop,” I hesitated, but she needed to ken if she were to keep safe. “Someone went to a great deal of effort to hurt me, even for a moment.”
Erin leaned back a little, her breathing measured. Her heartbeat, fluttering away, had returned to a more normal level. This close, I could count the freckles on her nose. See the tightness of her mouth as she thought it through. I wanted to brush the sadness and worry away, but—
“Who was it?” she asked. “Who was she?”
Nobody. Everybody. Anybody who might hurt me.
“Just another victim to them.” I shook my head. “They didnae even feed – only left her there to taunt me. Showin’ me how close they can get…” I couldnae keep a humourless laugh from escaping. “And we still dinnae know a damn thing.”
“What do you mean, how close they can get?” she asked.
She didnae ken. But it had been unmistakable – there wasnae another thing in the world that could wake me from my sleep as well as that. And with nae even a clue who was hunting us, I couldnae think of any way to keep her safe that didnae mean leaving her. The verra idea cut deeper than any blade, but if it meant her safety… better the ache of separation than Erin come to harm.
“Twas your blood, Erin. No just your scent. I’d ken it anywhere.”
Her nose wrinkled, and she looked away at something behind me, her mind somewhere else. A shiver ran through her, and I clenched my hands together again to keep from reaching out.
“We’ll figure it out,” she murmured eventually. Then, more quickly: “What about the accent? My dad told Tom the person calling the house had an accent. If it was the same as yours, that would narrow it down, wouldn’t it?”
I leaned back and rubbed at my jaw absently. There was merit in the idea, but it winnae narrow our search down much. It could take lifetimes again to go over my history for anyone with a Scots accent that might hold a grudge. I’d made my fair share of enemies – probably more than most.
“Ach, that’s no enough to go on. I lived in Scotland for years. Met too many people to count. And as time’s gone on, the dialect’s changed.”
“It wouldn’t be someone from that far back, though. They’d have to have spent time with you since then,” she kept going. “It would be someone who knows your history well enough to use it against you.”
Shaking my head, a lock of hair fell into my eyes before I pushed it away once more. “I’ve never made a secret o’ my past. Tis my present that concerns me. It’s only a matter of time before they come for ye properly.”
She drew her hands to mine, her small fingers covering my own and bringing them to stillness. Every touch was warmth and heat – nothing like the sun, but full of something I hadnae thought to find again in this life. There was peace in Erin’s touch, and it flooded through every inch of my form as her fingertips followed the smallest of marks on my skin, taking in the details like no other had in years.
She brushed the uneven patches on my thumbs, and I watched her curiously. “From the sword,” I explained, though I didnae ken what she was searching for. “Back when I was human. Some marks are… too deeply ingrained for immortality to fade.”
She nodded, and a small, secretive smile broke her face, like the full moon parting the clouds. Every slight shift of her body near mine sent signals racing through me like lightning across the Scottish moors – wild, untamed, and impossible to ignore.
Erin glanced toward the wee light still escaping from under the blind behind her. “The sun’s almost down.”
Let it stay up and keep burnin’.
“Aye.” I shouldnae linger. I could feel the hunger building, my body demanding nourishment to feed its unnatural strength. But tension charged between us. Her skin touched mine, fuelling my thirst and my heart alike, fit to burst. All hesitance faded away, leaving only blessed heat.
“We should get to the manor. We can find out what Adam and Isabel think about all this.” Her eyes met mine, determination tightening them. “Identify the victim at least. She deserves that much.”
As noble as ye are beautiful. Could ye be mine, love?
I wanted her, and with that thought, all semblance of sanity fled.
The air between us shifted, laden with an unspoken promise. Her scent bloomed richer, sweeter – its smoke-like quality intensifying as her pulse quickened beneath her skin. I could feel the subtle changes in her body’s warmth, a heat that called to the coldness in me like a beacon. A delicate flush spread across her collarbone, hardly visible, though it told me all that her words didnae. Even her breathing betrayed her – faster, shallower, its soft sound filling my ears. Everything about her invited me closer, and I could taste her desire.
My restraint, long held in check, surrendered as I claimed her mouth with mine. She tasted like a late summer storm, and the heat of her scorched through my flesh, awakening every dormant sense.
As she moved up and against me, the soft weight of her breasts pressed against my chest, and her hands found my face. I sank back into the sofa, drawing her with me until she straddled my lap. Blood rushed south in a dizzying wave, an exquisite tension building as I hardened against the restraints of my jeans. I couldnae hold back, and I didnae want to. Devouring her mouth, I memorised the sweet slide of her tongue against mine, just as I’d imagined it. Sliding my hand up her side, I cupped her breast through her jumper, and her heart raced beneath my palm.
Erin’s hands pushed through my hair as her scent encompassed my senses. A groan escaped me as she pressed closer, each slight movement sending fireworks of pleasure through my flesh. Twas the sweetest of torments – her heat against my aching cock, making all coherent thought impossible.
My fingers tangled in her auburn locks, freeing it across her shoulders while my other hand held her firmly against me. I couldnae take my eyes from her in the semi-darkness, lost in the miracle of her fire, the perfect weight of her in my lap. Every movement sent a fresh wave of need coursing through me, the pressure and need within growing with each subtle shift of her body against mine.
The prophecy hadnae mentioned the fierce ache of wanting a lass such as her, and how she’d feel once I found her. Her quick, uneven breaths matched the rhythm of my need as she moved against me, the exquisite friction making my body throb with desire. Twas enough to stir things that rarely stirred within me, and my heart, usually so stoic, stuttered beneath her palm. Three beats that shook me to my core. She pressed deeper into my body, the divine pressure against my hard cock almost undoing all control, hunger flaring within me as I traced my lips along her collarbone.
“Gods, love,” I murmured against her skin, “What’re ye doin’ to me?”
If I didnae pull back now, I ne’er would.
It took everything I had to break away, and I lifted her gently aside to stand. In truth, every fibre of my being protested the loss of contact. And Erin’s eyes, open now, told me she wanted more as much as I did. But I couldnae. No tonight. No with what I had planned. Her lips, swollen from my kisses, curved into a wry smile as she looked up at me, and with that one look I almost gave in again.
“We should get goin’,” I managed, though my voice was still coarse with wanting. “I’ll meet you there.”
24: Then I Defy You, Stars! 
The manor was uncharacteristically cold and empty as I made my way downstairs after waking, the hallways left unlit. I kent the place well enough by now, but the darkness had been my sanctuary these many years – I could move as well in its embrace as I could in the light. The faint scent of Adam’s Brazilian coffee lingered in the air, hours old but still detectable.
The chill followed me to the kitchen, where my stomach drew me immediately to the fridge that Izzie kept well stocked with my preferred AB+. Adam had more than once expressed his irritation that there was hardly room for his vegetables and milk, but he hadnae purchased an additional cool box – as he’d done several times over the years – which made me wonder if he was planning on leaving, but had failed to mention it.
Our friendship had largely picked up where we’d left off over half a decade ago, when I’d fled the capital for some peace and quiet. Adam had usually been one to hold a grudge, so twas a wee bit surprising that I’d received such a warm welcome upon arrival – but then Izzie could be hard company when left alone with her, and the lass had ne’er made a secret of her distaste for my favourite immortal friend.
I tore into a bag from the fridge with my teeth and gulped down the cool blood. Its metallic tang filled my mouth, rich and coppery, but lacking the vital heat that made fresh blood so much more satisfying. It wasnae as satiating as the warm kind, either, but I intended to see Erin as soon as she closed the shop, and I didnae have time to hunt first.
A shiver of anticipation ran through me at the thought of her. This morning – when I’d seen her last before turning in – had been something… new. There was a peace in her I’d no kent, heedless of all that was going on. In the minutes we’d shared, alone for the first time in weeks… ideas I’d long dismissed as impossible had come to mind once more. Of a life I might share with another. What was it the prophecy had said? ‘In her your heart will find its match.’ It hadnae seemed it could be reality til now.
I didnae linger in the kitchen, but paused in the hallway, listening. The house creaked and settled around me, Georgian wood and stone adjusting to the evening’s changing temperatures. Izzie wasnae home – I could hear no sign of her in her room nor anywhere else in the house. But a single heart beat slowly and surely across the way, in the music room. I’d expected to find Adam in the library at this time of the evening – his favourite refuge – but I was no opposed to an idle hour listening to records while I waited for Erin. Still, twas unusual. And there was a faint hint of salt on the air that set my nerves on edge as I entered.
The fireplace was empty and unlit – odd, for a December night – and Adam sat in the dark, the faint light of the brushed steel sound system behind him shining pale blue on his white blonde hair. As I took the armchair opposite him, the look he gave me was a bizarre mix of sadness and fear that immediately set my teeth on edge.
It cannae be her. I’d ken.
“Adam?” I asked, the word hanging between us like a fog.
He stared at me with that strange expression. The scent of citrus and clove he carried with him was tinged again with salt and something sour.
“I cannae tell what’s wrong wi’ ye, but spit it out, eh?”
Adam shook his head. “I don’t know how to tell you—” he cut himself off. “Please, try to remain calm, Nick. I’ve only just heard myself, and…”
The shiver that ran through me this time wasnae from anticipation.
“Is it Erin? What’s happened?” Fear crept up my throat like bile, still an unfamiliar sensation.
He leaned forward, and his usually well-groomed hair fell forward, hiding his face. He wrung his manicured hands together.
“I had a phone call from Tom, around twenty minutes ago,” he began, his words measured. “It seems when Erin left here this morning, she went for a drive. Alone.”
Get on wi’ it, lad.
“Aye, she was headed to work, was she no?” My fingers gripped the arms of the chair, the wood of the frame beneath creaking in protest.
“Yes. It would seem she took a detour along a less-travelled road, and somehow lost control of her vehicle on her way into a particularly steep valley. Perhaps due to the brightness of the dawn this morning, or given the current situation… there may have been foul play.”
A tightness spread through my chest, growing fiercer with every syllable. Twas painful, aye, but…
She’s no dead. I’d have felt it, would ken in my bones if her flame had been extinguished.
“She’s dead, Nick.” Gentle but firm. True or no, he believed it.
I stood, shaking my head, the blood bag discarded on Adam’s sofa and staining the leather.
“No. I’d feel it, Adam. I’d—” My voice cracked.
“Another driver called the police when they came upon her car. It was burnt beyond recognition – she was—” He choked on the words, and I found myself grateful he couldnae finish.
“It cannae be. These people, this poisonin’ lass and whoever the other bastard is… they know how to fake a death. Change a body.” The desperation in my voice was entirely foreign.
Adam nodded slowly, his blue eyes following my every move like he thought I might shatter or explode. “Yes. But the – she – was identified. Her clothing, her belongings, and I believe they’re matching her dental records as we speak.”
My heart said no. My head said no. Something in my soul knew. She was alive.
“Tom called, ye say?” It wasnae denial to get all the facts from the source. “We should speak to him. He must have missed somethin’.” I raked a hand through my hair, tangling my fingers in the waves. “There’s got to be more to it.”
“Of course. Yes, let’s…” Adam trailed off as he stood up, turning to the door. “Should we inform Izzie?”
“No, no yet.” If Izzie was out running her own errands, twas unlikely she’d be happy at being disturbed. And when this all turned out to be a misunderstanding, it winnae matter anyway.
It wasnae Erin’s body. These killers, they’d played such foolish games before. But if they’d hurt her…
I’d become the darkness that devoured stars, and the Gods above and below would weep.
✽✽✽
Tom wasnae what I was expecting. Of course, I’d spied the lad before, and heard plenty about him from Erin. I’d even corresponded with him via electronic mail these last few days. But when Erin spoke of him, she spun a tale of a true friend – smart, loyal, perhaps a wee bit misguided in his lack of trust and morality on occasion. What she’d failed to mention was that he was, objectively, a scruffy but handsome Indian man in his early thirties, poorly dressed in old flannel and torn jeans with what seemed to be a permanent scowl on his unshaven face.
When we arrived at Erin’s, he was to be found at the kitchen table, phone by his hand as he gouged some indecipherable pattern into the wooden table with his thumbnail. His warm skin was washed out, the injury he’d received at the hands of those who now likely had Erin, still livid at his throat. The house smelled of her – though her warmth and presence had faded from the air. Every corner of this space held her, reinforcing the ache in my chest like a physical wound.
Tom’s head snapped up at our entrance, his eyes widening with recognition and then narrowing to dangerous slits. It had been a long while since I’d seen such dislike in a human’s gaze – and this was wholly personal.
“You.” The single word carried venom enough to fell a lesser creature. “This is your fault.”
I remained still by the French doors that connected the kitchen and living area, letting his anger wash over me. Twas deserved, I supposed.
What did ye think ye’d get, a warm embrace? Dinnae be a fool, Murray. He hates everythin’ about ye.
Adam, ever the diplomat, stepped forward and slipped into a chair at the table beside him – the wrong chair, as it happened. The wood sang beneath his weight, and Tom’s face contorted
“Not there,” he snarled, half rising. “Don’t you fucking dare—”
Adam stood immediately, a flicker of regret crossing his features as he chose the only other seat. “My apologies. I did not realise.”
The tension in the small kitchen was thick enough to cut with a blade as I stepped through. With each of Tom’s ragged breaths, the smell of his salty tears grew stronger, and beneath it, the faintest trace of alcohol. Twas no surprise he’d been at the bottle – no enough to dull his senses entirely, but enough to loosen the grip of propriety.
I folded my arms and leaned back on the worn kitchen counter. “Tell me.”
Tom’s eyes never left his hands. “They found her car on Mortimer Road. Burnt out. Basically nothing left.” His voice cracked on the last word.
“And… there was a body?” I asked. I might no believe this nonsense, but twas clear something had convinced the lad.
His head jerked up, looking at me properly for the first time. “Of course there was a fucking body. The police said there was enough to identify her. That she must have lost control on one of the curves as she went down into the valley…”
I scoffed. “Ye cannae believe that. She kens those roads too damn well.”
“What I believe, Murray,” he said, rising slowly, his palms flat on the table, “is that my best friend is dead because of you. Because you brought all this fucking madness into our lives, I’ve lost three friends. Not to mention the total strangers whose lives you’ve fucked over.”
Again, I couldnae argue with him. Twas the truth, plain and simple. But that didnae mean I would accept Erin was gone so easily.
“Correct me if I’m wrong, but… that road, tis convenient, is it no? Remote? Ideal for stagin’ an accident.”
“She’s gone.” Tom’s voice broke completely as he fell back into his chair. The façade of anger and hatred shattered, and he dropped his head into his hands. “I had to see… they showed me…” His shoulders shook.
Adam made a move to comfort him, but I raised a hand. Blue eyes met mine across the room, full of a grief all his own. There wasnae any comfort to be had, here.
“What else?” Aye, the lad was in a state, but I had to ken everything.
Tom looked up, dark eyes glittering with unshed tears. “What do you mean, what else?”
“I mean, if they already told ye it was her, there must have been more than burnt up remains. I wasnae born yesterday.”
A muscle jumped in Tom’s jaw. “No. Her watch survived. Shreds of her favourite hoodie. Her phone… bits of it, anyway,” he shook his head. “The car’s definitely hers. And the height and build matched. Hair colour consistent with – well, what was left of it was consistent.”
I nodded, and Adam leaned back in his chair, his face a mask of pain and disgust. A glance at me revealed pity, too.
I kent the look. He really thought it true – that she was gone. The realisation hit me like a physical blow.
After all these years, a wee bit o’ faith winnae go amiss.
“Nick,” Adam’s voice was gentle in a way that made my skin crawl. “Perhaps you need to consider—”
“No.” I gripped the work surface behind me, my fingers digging deep into the wood. “She’s no dead.”
Adam sighed; the sound heavy with weariness. “I’d like to believe that as much as you would. But the evidence…”
“Circumstantial,” I growled, and chunk of the worktop came away, splintering into a thousand pieces beneath my grip. “Hardly proof. Tis no like we havnae seen their methods. We ken what they’re capable of.”
“And what exactly is that?” Tom asked, his hands dropping to expose his ravaged expression. “They’ve killed before. Why is this time different?”
“Because it’s her,” I insisted, my voice rising despite my best efforts. “Because—”
“Because you love her?” He interrupted. “That doesn’t make her fucking immortal, Murray. It doesn’t protect her. If anything, it makes it worse.”
Adam watched the exchange, his composed front slipping just enough to expose the depth of pain behind it. “Nick… we must prepare ourselves. For when the dental records come back.”
Bloody dental records. A load o’ bollocks if I e’er I heard it.
I rounded on him, betrayal burning in my stomach. “Ye’ve decided, then? Both of ye? Ye’ve given up?”
“It’s not giving up,” Adam countered. “It’s accepting conclusions drawn from the evidence.”
“And when have you kent me to give a damn about evidence? Gods, if all we had was evidence, I’d ha’ been executed long ago for crimes I didnae bloody commit.” I spat. “Ye cannae trust evidence.”
Tom laughed bitterly. “Maybe we’d all be better off if you had been fucking executed.”
Adam raised a placating hand. “That’s enough, Tom. We’re all grieving, here.”
“Don’t tell me what I’m feeling,” Tom snapped, turning his fury on Adam. “Look. The two of you… you’ve lived so fucking long you’ve forgotten what it’s like.” His voice wobbled. “She was family. My family. And now she’s gone, and the pair of you are standing here telling me how to fucking feel, what’s fucking right—”
Adam’s expression softened. “You’re quite right. And I am truly sorry. But Nick…”
“I’ll no accept it,” I finished for him, my hands clenched at my sides. “Not without proof beyond doubt.”
“There. Was. A. Body,” Tom enunciated each word with painful clarity. “In her car. With her belongings. What more do you want?”
“I want to see her,” I replied simply, though my anger was building, simmering beneath the surface. “There was a body before, drenched in her blood, or have ye both forgotten already? I want irrefutable proof.”
“You’ve already got it,” Tom’s lip curled. “But what, you think you know better? Think you’ve got some special fucking connection to her, right? That you’d know, but I wouldn’t?”
“I’d damn well ken if Erin were dead!” I roared, the words ringing in the silence.
“No, you wouldn’t! This isn’t some fucking game!” Tom shouted back, sending his chair crashing to the floor as he lunged forward, stopping inches from my face.
“Ye dinnae ken, lad,” I shook my head.
His fist swung toward my face. I caught his wrist without thinking, my grip firm enough to stop him cold but gentle enough not to snap bone. T’would leave a fair bruise though. His momentum against my immovable hand clearly sent a shock through him, and for a moment we stood, frozen – his face twisted with anguish mere inches from mine.
“Don’t,” I spoke through gritted teeth, my voice low and dangerous. I wasnae about to do something we’d both regret, even if every muscle in my body was spoiling for a fight.
Tom staggered back as I released his wrist, cradling his hand against his chest, eyes wide. “This is Erin’s life!” he finished hoarsely, the fight already draining out of him.
Adam shook his head slightly, the gesture small but damning. He believed I was in denial, that I was refusing to accept the truth.
“Aye,” I said, my voice low. “Her life. No her death.”
I took a deep breath and ran a hand through my hair, trying to claw back some semblance of calm. “I may have lost my humanity centuries ago,” I said quietly, addressing them both, “but I havnae lost my instincts. And every cell, every drop o’ my blood… tells me she still lives.”
“Nick…” Adam began.
“I’ll find her,” I cut him off, moving toward the door. “With or without your help.”
Tom’s hollow, echoing laugh followed me. “And when it turns out you’re wrong? Then what?”
I paused at the threshold, the sharp breeze carrying the promise of snow into the house, stirring Erin’s lingering scent into the air.
“Then I’ll hunt down the souls who dared touch her and send them screamin’ to whatever hell will have ’em,” I vowed. “That done… I’ll follow her into the dark.”
The silence that followed was heavy. I could feel Adam’s concern radiating from him like heat, but I didnae care. Tom watched me with a mixture of hatred and – mayhap – a wee flicker of hope.
“She loved you,” Tom said finally, the fight draining from his voice. “Fuck knows why, but she did. And look what it got her.”
I hadnae an answer for that – none that would satisfy him, anyway. Instead, I stepped out into the night, the door closing behind me with a soft click.
Ye’ll find her, Murray, lad. Else there’ll be naught left of ye worth savin’.
✽✽✽
Something wasnae quite right about all this.
I stood at the top of the valley heading down to Mortimer Road, taking in the scene below, beyond the bare winter trees. The police hadnae bothered to cordon off the area for long, it seemed, as the road was already open for use – though all but abandoned at this hour.
From my position, I could clearly picture the scenario of earlier today as it unfolded: the harsh, bright winter sun glaring down into the valley as Erin’s tiny car sped down into a sharp hairpin curve, where the road briefly crossed the stream before climbing back up the other side of the valley. The engine in her car was small, but with the momentum built up from the steepness of the drop, she’d likely have had to keep her eyes firmly on the road, her foot close upon the brake to control her descent…
So why were there tyre marks that curved but didnae quite add up to a collision with the bridge? And the bridge itself was all but untouched – one area of localised cracks and a single indentation, more in line with a heavy object being forced upon the stone than with the sustained momentum of a car hitting it.
Then there was the scent. To a human, mayhap it would seem like fuel had leaked from her vehicle, since it wasnae unlike petrol. But while this smell shared the same chemical core, it was more focused and lacked the oily, earthy complexity. My nostrils flared as I tried to isolate the specific components. Twas clean, clinical – more like paint thinner or a marker pen. Singular and sweeter by far than petrol, though I didnae ken the exact compound by name. Toluene, maybe? Izzie would surely have some insight, but since the scent was already growing fainter, it wasnae likely I’d get her here to help before it dissipated entirely.
Adam, down in the valley itself, leaned against his sleek black car. If he hadnae been so out of sorts, I suspected he’d be tapping his foot by now.
“Are you quite finished?” he called up.
In answer, I jumped into the closest tree, swinging myself around the sturdiest branch and using it to launch myself back down onto the road, landing in a crouch. It was darker, this deep into the valley, and the night pressed in around us, glittering frost already covering the tarmac and the grassy areas by the river. The strange thing was, every sound seemed subdued. Standing, I went completely still, letting the hunter in me rise up as I tracked the road’s edge, searching for any disturbance, any sign of movement in the undergrowth.
“D’ye hear that?” I asked Adam, keeping my voice low.
“Hear what, Nick?” He stood upright, pulling his fine, grey coat close around him. “There’s nothing to hear. It’s the middle of the night, you see, and normal people are indoors, by the warmth of the fire with a good book and a hot drink.”
He wasnae in the best of moods.
“That’s what I mean. No foxes. No owls. Even the stream seems quieter…” I pushed a hand through my hair. “Somethin’ unnatural happened here. Tis the only explanation – why else would the animals abandon their territories?” I crossed to the dent in the bridge where Erin’s car supposedly made impact. Dropping to a crouch again, I ran my fingers over the stone. The crack was sharp-edged, and fresh – no weathering, no moss. But no paint scrapings either. No the work of a car alone.
“Hmm. Perhaps because there is a greater predator standing within ten feet of their homes?” Adam didnae raise his voice from his place by the car, but I heard him well enough. “Do be sensible about this. I understand you’re looking for signs of foul play, but even should you find them, it’s no guarantee Erin lives.”
Look at the marks, Murray. Ye’ve staged enough scenes in your time to spot a fake.
“Ye dinnae ken. It’s curated – all o’ it. All this has been arranged for an audience that winnae look too closely.” But I was looking, and I wasnae planning on stopping until I found Erin, and the truth with her.
“I’m not denying there’s something wrong with all this,” Adam gave me a long, thoughtful look. “But the killers… why would they go to such efforts? Why would they keep her alive?”
“It winnae be their first trick,” I pointed out. “But if their aim were to kill Erin, why hide it behind a car accident? If they want to hurt me, why leave me in limbo?”
Adam’s eyes crinkled in a slow, sad smile. “While that’s a glimmer of hope, I doubt it is enough. These people – whoever they might be – have been quite content to draw out their game in every other way. Why not in this way, also?”
I looked away. What would be worse, in the long run? Erin’s death, or ne’er really knowing what had happened to her? Knowing that I hadnae protected her, all because I couldnae step out into the sun and keep her from harm?
What I couldnae truly explain was that Tom had been right – I kent Erin wasnae dead, because I could feel it. I could sense, in my heart, she still lived. The lad may have mocked my connection to her, but that didnae make it any less real – it was more than physical, more than emotional… Twas in my soul, as it had been since Luckie had first sung her words to me by firelight, all those years ago.
The pain of her death wasnae something I thought I’d survive, in all honesty. My whole self should be torn apart were she to die, and I winnae recover from such a thing. Twas the nature of magick and fate, after all – two souls, once intertwined, couldnae be separated by something so simple as death.
When I didnae answer, Adam took it as agreement, and walked around to pull open the driver’s side door of the Maserati. “Do let’s be getting indoors. I’m sure there’s snow on the way, and I don’t much fancy being caught in it – not on roads like this.”
Anger flared within me, surprising me with its ferocity.
“Ye cannae be serious? We’ve hardly been here an hour, and we’re none the wiser, Adam. What do ye expect to find from your comfortable armchair, beyond the bottom of a bottle of whisky?” My fingers flexed rhythmically against my thigh, fighting the urge to strike something. Anything.
A muscle in his jaw twitched, and he straightened up to glare at me across the roof of the car. “I dare say a bottle of whisky sounds ideal at this moment, yes. Whether you like it or not, you are not the only one at a loss right now. You are not the only person to love Erin, to want her to be alive. But one must allow others to grieve, even if you refuse to. You’d do well to keep that in mind before you take your temper out on me.”
The pith o’ sense, an’ pride o’ worth, are higher rank than a’ that.
I mentally recited the words I relied upon to aid with some semblance of self-control. The urge to lash out, to hit Adam, to tear into him…
No. I winnae give in to it. He was right. I should let him – and Tom, and mayhap even Izzie – feel everything in their own way. They didnae have to believe as I did, and I’d prove them wrong eventually.
I took a deep breath before answering, and I could hear that Adam, too, was working to keep his breathing even. In over a century, I could count on one hand the number of times he’d been truly angry – and while I kent he was fond of Erin, I didnae realise quite how friendly they’d become. In truth, I was glad of it.
“I’m sorry. You’re right. It isnae my place to tell ye how to feel, or what to believe.”
He swallowed, and deflated a wee bit. “I appreciate the apology. Now get in the blasted car.”
✽✽✽
The next two nights passed in a blur of frustration and growing hunger. Each sunset found me back at the crash site, scouring every inch of the valley – the bridge, the water, the surrounding woods – until I kent every stone and tree intimately. I followed the stream for miles, searching for any sign she’d been spirited away by the current, any trace of her scent that might remain. I found nothing but my own footprints from previous searches, growing more numerous with each desperate visit.
I hadnae hunted since before Erin’s disappearance, and the cold blood from the fridge provided barely enough sustenance to keep me functional. Catching my reflection in the manor’s many mirrors, I saw a stranger – hollowed cheeks, eyes ringed with shadows, hair wild from constantly pushing my fingers through it.
Isabel stood in the library doorway, watching as I pored over police reports I’d terrified out of a desk sergeant the night before. It wasnae my usual approach, which was more charm than fear, but time was of the essence. “This is madness,” she said coolly. “I’ve allowed your delusions to continue out of respect for your grief, but this has gone too far.”
“Respect?” I snarled, my head snapping up. My voice had grown rough with disuse. “Ye’ve done naught but sit by while Adam drinks himself into an early grave. Where’s your legendary tenacity now, eh?”
“I know death when I see it,” she replied, unmoved by my display. “Unlike you, I will not allow sentiment to cloud my judgment. The evidence is quite conclusive.”
I threw the papers aside, rising to my full and considerable height. My fingers flexed against my will, hunger gnawing at my restraint. “There’s no confirmation of dental records yet. And ye ken as well as I do what these people are capable of. Why is it so impossible to believe they’d stage this? I told ye about the scent. The skid marks. A score o’ contradictions. Why d’ye insist on denying it?”
“Because there is a body, Nick.” Her voice softened fractionally. “The how is hardly relevant. Even your immortal heart must accept what cannot be changed.”
I lunged forward, stopping mere inches from her face. To her credit, she didnae flinch. “I will find her, Izzie. With or without your help. And when I do…” A muscle twitched in my jaw. “I’ll tear apart whoever took her from me with my bare hands.”
Calm yourself Murray, before ye do somethin’ ye’ll regret.
She studied me for a long moment. “You haven’t been this way since before the war,” she observed. “When this ends badly, as it must, remember I tried to spare you this pain.”
I turned away. “Leave,” I snarled. “Unless ye’ve somethin’ useful to offer.”
Behind me, I heard her sigh.
When I looked back, she was gone, leaving me alone with my certainty and the growing darkness inside. She was right about one thing – I hadnae felt like this in decades… the old me, violent and impulsive, clawing to break free. But I needed him now. The ruthlessness, aye. But more than that, I needed the strength.
Dawn was long past when Tom called on the third night. “Her parents are on their way,” his voice was flat with exhaustion through the phone, mirroring my own lack of sleep. “They want to see where she…” He didnae finish. “Be at the house by sunset if you’re coming.”
✽✽✽
The next few hours were a special circle of hell. Adam, usually the picture of composure, sat with his blonde hair falling into his face, his shirt rumpled, his trousers unpressed. I hadnae seen him so thoroughly undone, well, ever. Even Isabel seemed changed, her movements lacking their usual precision as she carefully arranged herself by Erin’s makeshift desk, her dark eyes lacking their usual sharpness.
I kept to the back of the room, my skin crawling with the effort of maintaining human appearances on an empty stomach. My hunger had grown fiercer with every passing hour, and the proximity of her parents’ beating hearts was testing what little restraint I had left. I should have fed before we’d left, but my mind was unravelling as swiftly as my control.
Erin’s mother didnae look a thing like her, beyond the colour of her hair – though hers was greying considerably. She spoke in clipped, practical sentences about facts and arrangements while her father stood in silence by the fireplace, despite the sadness etched across his features.
“I’m sorry for your loss,” I managed when her father caught my eye, the words like lead in my mouth. I couldnae help but remember Erin’s words – what seemed like forever ago – when she’d spoken of having to lie about Jonathan. How she’d hated to let people believe he’d hurt himself, when she kent it wasnae true. I felt much the same way, now.
Erin’s father, though, merely nodded, a flicker of recognition passing between us – two men who’d loved the same fierce soul, though in entirely different ways. Loved her still.
She’s no gone. She’s no gone. She’s no gone.
The mantra kept me tethered, my voice steady and my movements measured as the minutes ticked by. I didnae want to be here. Every instinct screamed at me to leave, to tear the city apart stone by stone until I found her. But I’d no leads. Once again, these killers – now kidnappers, too – were a step ahead of us.
Tom was explaining something about the police investigation to Erin’s mother when I sensed it – a shift in the air, a whisper of movement outside the window. My head jerked up, all pretence of humanity forgotten as I moved to the glass in a blur too fast for mortal eyes, and out the front door.
And there she was.
Erin. Gloriously, undeniably alive. Her scent hit me like a physical thing – the lightning and summer storm bouquet; oxygen to a drowning man.
“Gods, Erin,” I breathed, catching her around the waist to stop her slipping on the icy step. The warmth of her – though not as warm as she should’ve been – seeped through her clothes. My voice broke in a half-laugh of relief. Less relief that she was alive – I’d kent she was – more that she’d been returned to me.
I took her in, her hair wild around her face, her clothes damp and filthy. She must be freezing, and I pulled her close, though my body winnae warm her. My heart, almost in my throat as it was, thumped loudly against her chest, and I pulled back.
Ye didnae believe it, eh, Murray? Well, mayhap a part o’ ye did, after all.
I didnae ken what she saw as she looked into my eyes. Relief, aye. But likely fear and worry, too. Still, she was before me, safe and seemingly unharmed. I reached for her hand and entwined her fingers with mine, forcing myself to move at a human pace despite every instinct demanding I whisk her away. Her pulse fluttered beneath my fingertips as I pulled her into the warmth of the house. Drenched as she was, she’d risk damage if she stayed outdoors much longer.
Tom cut himself off mid-sentence, mouth ajar – Erin’s arrival and the moment we’d shared had happened in seconds, and twas clear he hadnae seen her when I had. Her mother’s hand flew to her throat, and Isabel took a lurching step toward us before stopping herself.
Beside me, Erin hesitated. I couldnae imagine where she’d been or what had happened, but it wasnae every day you returned home to find your own memorial in progress. I squeezed her hand, encouraging her forward with a small nudge as I swirled my thumb across her skin.
Gods, the feel of her. The scent of her, here again…
“What’s going on?” she asked nobody in particular.
With an effort, Tom forced himself upward, shock still carved into his features as he reached for her. “Where the hell have you been?”
“I crashed the car, out in the Peaks—”
Erin swayed beside me, and for the second time in as many minutes, I caught her around the waist, steadying her. She leaned into me, her slight against my side sending electricity racing across my skin. I caught the faint tang of river water in her hair, and beneath it, toluene mingling with her natural scent—
No now, lad.
Isabel wordlessly pushed the old wooden desk chair over, and Erin sank into it, her fingers tightening around the armrests. I crouched down beside the chair, laying a hand over hers.
“I was coming back from Adam’s. I needed to think – I was heading to the hilltop bench…”
I glanced at Adam, who leaned forward at the mention of his name. He looked as shocked as Tom, though already I could see light dancing behind his eyes again.
Erin’s mother cut her off before she could continue explaining. I didnae like the woman, but she wasnae doing much to win me over with this kind of talk.
“Stop, Erin. That’s enough.”
Erin bristled. “Look Mum, I don’t know what you’re doing here—”
Tom was the one who interrupted her this time. “I called them yesterday. After the police were here.”
“The police?” She paused. “Wait, what do you mean, yesterday?”
Izzie stepped forward, her voice gentle as she explained: “You have been missing for three days. They declared you dead at the scene.”
Erin blinked. I wasnae sure she’d heard her.
Her mother didnae notice though – or mayhap she didnae care as she pushed on.
“You’ve done some foolish things in the past, Erin, but this is too far. We thought we’d lost you!”
“You think I had something to do with this?” Erin’s voice was raw, and I wondered when she’d last had a drink, or eaten. “What the fuck would I have to gain from that, Mum?”
“Language, Erin,” her father muttered, reaching for his wife.
“There was a body.” Isabel tapped her fingers lightly on the desk she still leaned on, clearly as impatient with Erin’s parents as I was. “The vehicle was burned beyond recognition, though they recovered your possessions. The body bore remnants of your clothing.”
I could hear Erin’s heartbeat growing more erratic beside me, and I’m sure Izzie could, too.
“Well it wasn’t my body, Isabel!”
I laced my fingers with hers again, trying to reassure her without words.
It was Adam’s turn to speak up, though. “We know. We can see that.” His voice barely carried across the small room. “The police told Tom yesterday that they couldn’t find a dental or DNA match, but given the circumstances…” He swallowed. “We were told we should prepare for the worst.”
If only we were alone. I could comfort her in peace. Help her. But her breathing grew unsteady, and all I could do was keep pressing her fingers into mine. It wasnae enough.
“They mean to unsettle you, love,” I tried.
“They’ve damn well succeeded,” she replied, quietly enough that her parents couldn’t hear her. “This is… too far.”
Izzie straightened, commanding the attention of the room as she often did – a merciful distraction, since Tom’s gaze on me could have floored a mortal man in that moment. “The authorities should be informed of your safe return. They will wish to pursue other avenues regarding the body’s identity.”
“Yes,” her father nodded, and her mother moved to stand with him. As he draped an arm around her shoulders – presumably in comfort – I couldnae help but wonder why they’d no even asked after their daughter’s welfare.
Perhaps my distaste was written across my face, as neither could meet my eye across the room, instead staring at Erin, who stared at the floor beneath her.
“I’m sorry,” she muttered.
Gods love, ye dinnae have a thing to apologise for. Especially not to them.
Her mother swallowed, weighing her words. “We’re glad you’re safe, Erin. But I don’t understand. How can they have found your car, your belongings, but you’re here?”
She didnae look up. “I don’t know, Mum. I woke up in the river under the bridge. My car and my stuff were gone. It was dark…”
Tom glanced between Erin and her parents, understanding it all. If only I kent more about their relationship, mayhap I’d have something to contribute.
“It’s all a misunderstanding,” he said eventually. “Someone must have stolen Erin’s car and crashed it, that’s all.”
I tuned the lad out, my attention on Erin again. She looked up at me, her grey eyes circled with exhaustion and worry – and most concerning of all, fear. I couldnae stand it, and I tried to reassure her with a look. To lay bare the fierceness of the love I had for her, and my oath that nae soul would touch her again while I lived.
She understood, I hoped. But after all she’d been through… twas no surprise when her head lolled slowly to her chest, and consciousness fled. Her fingers slackened between mine, her heartbeat slowing into the cadence of rest.
I didnae ask for permission. Sweeping her up from her chair and into my arms, feeling each precious breath rise and fall against my chest, I carried her to bed.
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