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Cam moved with sure-footed silence through the undergrowth. Leaves rustled in the chill October air. Dappled light fell across his sharp features as he bent to study tracks in the dirt.

The creature is nearby, he thought with a flurry of quiet apprehension.

He was hunting a monster.

The Loch Ness Monster.

A twig cracked nearby and Cam heard light laughter from a couple walking through the woods. Further back he’d passed a man resolutely scanning the ground by the water’s edge with a metal detector. Near the car park a whole group of people were setting up a sales stand to promote some nutter’s monster-hunting memoir. The land around the loch was alive with tourists and opportunists.

Cam rubbed a hand over his stubbled chin, observing the mix of oblivious travellers. They were here for the scenery; for the joke; for the money. Instagram husbands framed photos for their wives posing in front of the loch while kids played at being sea serpents, roaring nonsense taunts over the water. The Visitor Centre sold keyrings that boldly proclaimed ‘I Love Nessie’ under a picture of a green plesiosaur.

Who would have ever guessed that a few blurry photographs and hoax news articles in the 1930s would spawn a Scottish legend so famous that it supported an entire industry nearly a hundred years later. From casual monster-hunting tourists to professional cryptozoologists and even bona fide scientists, it seemed that everyone had had a go at searching for the mythical monster. But no evidence for such a thing had ever been found.

None of them had what Cam had. The truth. And a way to reveal it.

He gripped the talisman tightly in his pocket. The tracks in front of him would have been impossible to detect without it. They were the fleeting imprints of transformation, a scar left on reality by something that had bent it in this space. In this shaded patch of trees not twenty yards from the water’s edge.

The tracks glowed softly with a pinkish hue, like a splattering of neon paint.

They represented a new, important piece to the puzzle: the Loch Ness Monster was a shapeshifter.

With this evidence, Cam had to consider that the creature could be any of the tourists milling by the water. Walking the surrounding hills. How far could it stray from the loch? For how long?

Loch Ness was most famous for its hoaxes. For thrice-debunked photographic proof of a ridiculously implausible prehistoric creature that lurked in the depths. But even a loch this big couldn’t sustain an animal so massive. It certainly couldn’t support the survival of an entire species dwelling in it over the course of a few hundred years, let alone millennia.

Which wasn’t to say there couldn’t be a grain of truth in the story. If the monster could shapeshift, it brought new possibilities.

If it could shapeshift, then it could hunt beyond the loch.

Staring at the faint magical traces on the ground, Cam was pleased to have his hunch confirmed, but it also made his stomach sink. He was here because of a murder—or rather, ‘a suspicious death’ in the eyes of the local police—that had occurred on the banks of the River Ness, the channel of water that flowed from Loch Ness to the sea in the north. A lone fisherman, apparently camping by the water’s edge, had been found mutilated in the grim light of morning. His body had been ripped apart.

The local papers were tying themselves in knots over the possibility of a wild animal attack. A few sheep and cows had also been found, apparently disembowelled by the water’s edge.

But there was no animal that could do that kind of damage out here. No bears or wolves in Scotland—save for what might be kept in a zoo. And Cam highly doubted one had gotten loose.

He’d visited the site of the fisherman’s death first. On finding the same pinkish magical traces there, Cam knew immediately that the unlucky angler must have died to something preternatural—and, as the only witch left in the Highlands, that meant it was Cam’s job to find out what, how, and why. And then, preferably, to remove the threat from existence entirely.

Cam scooped up a handful of dirt, where the transformation traces were most concentrated, and secured them inside a small metal flask.

His shoulders hunched as he walked through the trees, hands dug deep into the pockets of his thick winter coat. He gave a nod and a friendly smile to each person he passed on the woodland path, outwardly at peace, but inwardly reeling from the pressure. This was his first true monster hunt where actual lives were at stake. If he didn’t catch this thing fast, then who knew how many more people it might kill. The thought twisted up Cam’s insides in nervy pirouettes.

Being only twenty-seven, Cam hadn’t had many years to perfect the art of witchcraft. In fact, it was a legacy he’d been running away from, it felt, for his entire life.

As a teenager, he’d moved out of his parents’ occult-drenched cottage in Glencoe as soon as he was old enough. Gotten a job as a mechanic, fixing up motorbikes as he hopped from place to place, travelling as far from the Scottish Highlands as he could get while ignoring the hot magic simmering quietly in his veins.

It was his parents’ deaths that brought him back. Three years ago he’d got the call, and the magic had woken up.

The Walker witches had always watched over the Highlands. It was a duty that ran through a long, extraordinary bloodline, and Cam found himself dangling squarely on the very end of it. With no other witches left in the family, it was his job whether he wanted it or not.

He’d inherited the Walker family notebooks, the Glencoe cottage with a kitchen stocked full of herbs he didn’t quite know how to use, and the talisman in his pocket to help him find his way.

Cam clutched the talisman now as he trudged along the dirt path, comforted a little by the familiar warmth that thrummed over its surface. He pulled a leather-bound jotter from his other pocket and reviewed his notes on Loch Ness. Unease tugged at him as he considered his options.

He wasn’t convinced he made a great witch. Until now, his regular activities had been on the trivial side: breaking up fairy rings so they didn’t snag unsuspecting mortals, putting the occasional will-o’-the-wisp to rest, and keeping up friendly relations with the underwater-dwelling merfolk of Minch. Cam had managed to fumble his way along so far, relying largely on the family notebooks to carry him through all the relatively mundane tasks his ancestors had done as part of their day-to-day duty.

But that duty also included hunting down threats to human life. The Walkers seemed to have done a good job, as Scotland was a fairly safe place to live these days, at least as far as supernatural threats were concerned.

The Walker notes had little to say on the Loch Ness Monster legend. There was a yellowed newspaper clipping showing the famous Surgeon’s Photograph, and a sardonic handwritten comment that it was an obvious fake. No supernatural foul play had even been recorded in the area for the last three hundred years or so.

Which led Cam to wonder… what if the monster travelled? The recent fisherman’s death was so close to the north end of the loch. What if there was a monster… and it had simply been away for a while? What if it was coming home?

So, before travelling to Loch Ness he’d done some digging into local news items, and turned up the missing person’s case of a woman who was last seen travelling by boat on the river, on her way to Inverness. She’d disappeared just one week before the fisherman died.

And then there were the dead animals—slaughtered all along the riverbanks. It might fit the pattern of a creature travelling down the river… towards the loch.

Reaching a fork in the path, Cam followed the signpost pointing to a hilltop café. He emerged from trees into sunlight and began tramping up a steep dirt track. As he got higher, the autumnal landscape opened up around him and he gained a wider view down the great length of Loch Ness. It was the second-largest and second-deepest body of water in Scotland, stretching for over twenty miles between the River Ness and River Oich. Its waters were cloudy with peat from the land that hemmed it in, only adding to its air of mystery. What dangers might lurk in the murky depths?

Cam had spent the last two days walking a careful route around the loch’s shoreline, searching for any clue that his theory about the migrating monster was correct. And with the magical traces now tucked away inside his coat, he finally had one.

Now he just had to figure out what the hell he should do about it.

Cam reached the top of the hill and sucked in an awe-struck breath. It was a brilliant vantage point, offering a stunning three-sixty-degree view of the dramatic hills that rose and fell beyond the loch. Their barren green expanses were contrasted by the vibrant orange-gold of the trees that clustered on the lower slopes.

The only building up here was the café, and it was just as picturesque as the landscape. It looked like an old stone cottage that had been converted, the front walls of the ground floor replaced with a glass frontage. Winding vines of ivy clung to its sides, snaking under the upper floor windows. Flowerpots filled with late-flowering blooms hugged the walls, creating a clutter of cheerful colour. A lilac sign over the door told Cam the place was called The Lucky Teapot.

A bell jingled overhead as he stepped inside. Warm air blasted pleasantly in his face. The interior décor was predictably charming and quintessentially Scottish to appeal to the average tourist. The curtains matched the tablecloths, both emblazoned with patterns of purple thistle. Tartan bunting was strung along every wall. A fuzzy haggis grinned goofily from one display shelf, complete with cartoon googly eyes and pipe-cleaner arms. Despite all this bait, the café was empty today.

Cam shrugged off his thick overcoat and woolly hat. He raked a hand through his dark chestnut hair, glad to feel the air moving around his head. Beckoned by the tantalising smell of fresh coffee, he approached the counter.

Behind it, a slim young man with shaggy blonde hair smiled at him in greeting. ‘Hello! Welcome to The Lucky Teapot! Is it cold out? We have hot soup on today if you need warming up.’

Amusement bubbled in Cam’s chest, melting away some of the tension he was carrying. The guy’s sunny smile was infectious. His voice revealed a soft highland accent with the slight twang characteristic of the area around Inverness.

‘What kind of soup?’ Cam asked, letting his eyes linger. The man wore a lilac apron tied around a tight black t-shirt and dark skinny jeans. Cam’s eyes followed the lean muscle along his bicep as he leaned forward on the counter, hinting at what might be an athletic build beneath the layers. His eyes were bright and blue. Cam wanted to tell him he did need warming up—preferably with a little more than just soup.

‘We’ve got potato and leek, or carrot with coriander. Or I can make you a panini. Or a sandwich. Or honestly, whatever you’re in the mood for.’ He laughed, a bright, happy sound and waved at the empty tables. ‘I’m not exactly busy.’

‘Is it usually this slow?’

‘No.’ The guy’s smile didn’t disappear, but it did dim. ‘People seem spooked by these stories about wild animal attacks. Not that I blame anyone for being cautious out here, but it is concerning for a little business like mine.’

‘You own this place?’ Cam raised an eyebrow. The guy looked young, mid-twenties at most.

‘I do! I’m Lachlan. Some people call me Lachy, which sounds a bit like lucky, so we used to be Lucky’s Teapot, but now of course it’s Lucky like an adjective because I liked it better.’ He stuck out a hand, which Cam shook despite being momentarily thrown by the overly gregarious stream of conversation.

‘Cam,’ he replied with a small smile.

‘Great to meet you, Cam! Are you local or just visiting?’

‘A bit of both.’

‘What brings you here?’

Cam gave it a split-second’s thought. ‘Bird watching. Looking for a particularly rare, uh, bird.’

‘Oh?’ Lachlan leaned in with what seemed to be genuine interest. ‘What kind? A heron? Osprey? Ptarmigan? Siskins are about at this time of year,’ he added thoughtfully.

Cam chuckled into his scarf. ‘You know a lot about birds?’

‘Gosh, no. I just live here. There’s lots to see.’ Lachlan stepped back quickly, smoothing his hands down his apron. ‘What can I get you?’

‘I’ll take a coffee, please. Black. And a slice of whatever that cake in the case is.’

‘Coming right up!’

Cam suppressed another chuckle. Damn, he was cute.

Lachlan turned round to work the coffee machine and Cam’s gaze dropped appreciatively to his ass.

‘Have you found what you’re looking for, yet?’ Lachlan asked over his shoulder.

‘Hmm? Not yet.’

‘Must be one important bird.’

‘Sure is.’ Cam rested his elbows comfortably on the counter. There was a hiss of steam from the coffee machine and a welcome aroma of bitter coffee grounds. Lachlan’s eyes slid to him again and seemed to dwell on Cam’s arms.

Cam was suddenly acutely grateful that he’d removed his coat. Underneath he wore a thin, long-sleeved top—easier for slipping in and out of biking leathers when he was on the move—and it showed off his muscles nicely. He nonchalantly crossed his arms, biceps tensing against the fabric.

Lachlan ducked his head away quickly, but not before Cam gleefully noted the way his Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat.

Lachlan turned around with the steaming coffee and a wide smile disguising the tinge in his cheeks. ‘You know, if you describe it to me, I might be able to help you. There’s every chance I’ve seen your mystery bird, mister twitcher.’

‘Twitcher?’ Cam quirked a bemused eyebrow.

Lachlan faltered, cup wobbling in his hand. ‘That’s a word for bird watchers, isn’t it?’ He chewed his lip, which Cam found adorable. ‘Maybe I’ve used it wrong.’

‘Can’t say I’ve heard it before
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