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      “Honeymoon?” Mrs. Davies looked appalled. “In Drumnadrochit?”

      John Weston, my husband of sixteen days and closest friend since childhood, flashed his dimples. “Is it truly so hard to believe, madam?”

      Mrs. Davies arched a plucked brow. She wore a dress of plain black bombazine. A widow, though not above vanity. Dyed chestnut curls framed a round face with powdered cheeks and rose-tinted lips. The effect reminded me of a cursed doll I’d glimpsed in a glass cabinet back in New York, though there was nothing blank about Mrs. Davies’s stare. It drilled into us like the vanguard of a Roman legion.

      One hand rested on a silver-tipped cane. I put her somewhere in her mid-seventies. She occasionally gave a discreet cough into a lace-trimmed handkerchief, but her voice was booming and she looked hearty enough to me.

      “Well,” she said with good-natured malice, “if it is solitude you seek, I wish you both luck. The hotels are all booked. I hope you secured advance reservations.”

      I accidentally made eye contact with the small, squishy-looking dog in her lap, eliciting a sharp bark. Mrs. Davies made no attempt to soothe the wretched creature.

      “Full?” John echoed.

      “Because of ze monster,” muttered Miss Neiderberger, Mrs. Davies’s companion.

      The dog, whose name was Caesar, let out another high-pitched bark.

      It required little imagination to deduce that Miss Neiderberger was German or Swiss. She had the ruddy complexion and athletic build of someone who skipped up icy alpine peaks without breaking a sweat. Thick blonde braids coiled around her ears. Her blue eyes were as inscrutable as a glacial lake.

      John feigned innocence, though I could tell he was enjoying himself immensely.

      “Dear God!” he exclaimed. “What monster?”

      “Ze loch monster,” Miss Neiderberger replied helpfully.

      Mrs. Davies waved a gloved hand. “It’s a leviathan, Dr. Weston. A sea serpent. My late husband Algie, God preserve his soul, told me about it when we communed at a séance in London three weeks ago.” Her gaze grew misty. “In life, we were united by a passion for exotic fauna. The obscure and recherché.”

      The last word was spoken in an exaggerated French accent. “After some debate, we agreed that I must travel to Scotland and bear witness to the aquatic abomination.”

      Miss Neiderberger took this statement in stride, but John was struggling. His face was too smooth, his chin trembling ever so slightly. The dog’s beady eyes fixed on him with malevolence.

      “Oh, look!” I said, before disaster struck. “The loch!”

      The four of us, plus Caesar, were sharing the mail coach from Inverness to Drumnadrochit, a journey of about sixteen miles. We all leaned towards the window on the right-hand side as the expanse of misty gray water came into view.

      Loch Ness was long and narrow, with steep forested hillsides rising up from either shore. The monster that reputedly dwelt in its depths was the reason we had come all the way from New York City to the Scottish Highlands, although it was also true that we were on our honeymoon.

      After a whirlwind courtship, Weston had proposed the previous Christmas. Over the following spring, he’d completed his degree at Columbia’s Medical College and secured a position at Bellevue Hospital, where he meant to train as a surgeon. As for myself, I was now a full-time investigator for the Society for Psychical Research, handling cases that ranged from simple hauntings to graveyard ghouls, doppelgängers, golems, and even a vampire or two.

      You would be forgiven for assuming that I was the one who had suggested Loch Ness as the locale of our honeymoon. In fact, it was John’s idea. Though medicine was his primary calling, he dabbled in monster lore and had assisted me on several major cases. It was no exaggeration to say that I would not be alive without Weston’s timely intervention.

      But where I tended toward skepticism, John believed in everything under the sun. When one of his acquaintances in Edinburgh reported that a serpentine creature had been sighted near the sleepy village of Drumnadrochit, it was like dangling the Hope Diamond in front of Mrs. Astor.

      My husband gazed out at the loch with excitement. It was late October, the leaves turning umber and gold, a crisp bite to the air. I expected we’d be doing a good deal of drifting about in the cold and wet, but I didn’t mind. I was in love, unencumbered by children or responsibilities beyond those I owed to my employer, Mr. Harland Kaylock—who, though disapproving of holidays, had commanded me to enjoy myself—and the northern region of Scotland boasted a rugged beauty unlike anything I’d ever seen.

      It seemed as far from the grimy streets and raucous crowds of Manhattan as one could get and I was relishing every moment.

      “There’s a reward for the first photographic evidence of the monster,” Mrs. Davies said with a sniff. “It’s drawn all the lunatics out of the woodwork. Isn’t that right, Caesar?”

      She chucked the dog under the chin. He gazed up at his mistress adoringly.

      “Er, that does put a damper on things,” John said, turning to me with an amused look. “But we’ll manage, won’t we, darling?”

      “You did make reservations, I hope?” I said.

      “Of course I did. We’re staying at the finest inn in town. The Drunken Duck!”

      I laughed. “Sounds perfect.”

      “That iz where we are staying, as well,” Miss Neiderberger said.

      The coach slowed to climb a hill. The Royal Mail guard who had been standing on the back hopped down to give the horses a rest.

      After eleven days confined to a steamer, followed by the Caledonian Railway from London to Perth, and then the Highland Railway from Perth to Inverness, I was itching to stretch my legs.

      “Let’s walk,” I said to John. “Just for a bit. I could use some fresh air.”

      He nodded and leaned out the window, asking the driver to stop. Mrs. Davies appeared scandalized, but in short order, we were strolling along beside the slow-moving coach. It was a handsome conveyance, with big red wheels and a Royal Mail crest on the side, drawn by four black steeds. A box at the rear carried the mail, safeguarded by a fellow with a white beard and whiskers wearing a black top hat, a red coat with gold double buttons, and black collar and cuffs.

      “Is the village really full?” John asked him.

      “Och, it was,” the guard responded. “Never seen so much traffic on the road, though it’s tapered off. I ken most of ‘em are starting to give up. All the hired coaches are headed back toward Inverness. Naught’s been seen in the loch for months.”

      “Do you think there’s really something in there?” I wondered.

      He cast me a wry look. “I canna say, Missus. But the lochs have many legends.”

      It was easier to doubt before I’d seen it myself. But looking out at that opaque water, cloaked in streamers of fog, it seemed more than possible that ancient mysteries lurked beneath the surface. We crested the hill and the view spread out around us, a patchwork of green valleys and stark crags.

      “What’s that?” John pointed across the moor to a large stone manor house about two miles distant. It had a central square with wings extending to either side and a broad emerald lawn sloping down toward the loch.

      The guard’s face hardened. “Caer Morvan Hall.”

      “Who lives there?” I wondered.

      “T’was the seat of the Montagues for nigh on four hundred years.”

      “Is it empty?” John asked.

      His lips pursed. “Just heed my advice and keep away,” he muttered. “The Hall is a haunted place.”

      John caught my eye. “Really?” he said in a casual tone. “How so?”

      The Royal Mail guard didn’t answer. He shared a meaningful look with the driver, who tugged the reins and drew the coach to a halt.

      The guard climbed back to his perch at the rear. “Ye’d best get inside, sir. We aim to arrive at Drumnadrochit before sunset. Things roam these hills in the night.”

      John shot me his own delighted look and we rattled forward again.

      “Have you heard of Caer Morvan Hall?” he asked Mrs. Davies.

      “No. The local laird, I suppose. Algie would know. His third cousin was an earl.”

      We passed the rest of the trip listening to stories about her late husband and the origins of the Pekingese breed, which turned out to be rather bloody. Thirty years before, during the Second Opium War with China, British troops sacked and burned the Imperial Palace. In the apartment of the emperor’s aunt, who had committed suicide as the foreign invaders closed in, five pups were discovered.

      One was bestowed upon Queen Victoria, who named it Looty. The rest went to various members of the English nobility. Caesar, we were informed, descended from the stock bred by the Duchess of Richmond in her famous Goodwood kennels.

      “My little boy comes from noble blood that stretches back for millennia,” Mrs. Davies declared, stroking the long white ears. “Caesar’s ancestors dined on shark fin and the milk of the antelopes that frolicked in the imperial park. You can see it in his eyes, can you not, Mrs. Weston?

      I reluctantly lowered my gaze to her lap, earning a low, savage growl. Mrs. Davies made a tsking noise. “He dislikes strangers, but I’m certain he will warm to you once we’re settled at the inn. How lovely that we’ll be neighbors!”

      I smiled. “It is, indeed, Mrs. Davies.”

      The road meandered along the shore of the loch, turning west at a bay from which the ruins of Urquhart Castle were visible across the water. The driver spurred the horses to a brisk trot. Minutes later, we saw clusters of cottages and he announced that we had arrived in Drumnadrochit.

      It backed up against a hillside, occupying a flat bowl amid the rolling highlands surrounding the loch. Smoke trailed from chimneys of the slate-roofed dwellings. I’d expected a carnival atmosphere, but few people seemed to be about.

      The coach drew up before a large two-story inn of ivy-draped stone. A young man emerged, broad-shouldered and black of hair. He greeted the driver in a friendly fashion and started to unload the baggage, which was hauled inside by a boy in knickerbockers and brightly striped socks.

      John offered his arm to Mrs. Davies, who released Caesar to do his business in the bushes. Miss Neiderberger took her employer’s cane and after much huffing and rearranging of skirts, Mrs. Davies emerged from the carriage to study the inn with narrow eyes.

      “I suppose it will do,” she said. “I hope they’ll have a hot supper waiting for us.”

      “Ye can be certain of it,” the young man said, striding over. “Welcome to the Drunken Duck. I’m Finn Brody. The hen’s my ma, Ursilla.”

      A wan, delicate blonde woman in a green dress and spotless white apron hurried up. “You must be Mrs. Davies,” she said with a smile.

      Introductions were made all around. John stuck his hand out and gave Finn’s a warm shake. Dusk was falling fast now, and with it an icy drizzle that worked its way behind the collar of my red wool coat.

      Mrs. Davies had a mountain of baggage. Finn ordered the boy to hop to and get her trunks inside before they soaked through, though not unkindly.

      There was a delay as Caesar led us a merry chase through the dirt yard—during which my suspicions were confirmed that Mrs. Davies was far more nimble than she admitted—but at last the fugitive was captured and I bent my ear toward the coach.

      “I feared ye wouldn’t make it afore dark,” Finn was saying to the driver and guard, whom I gathered were planning to spend the night. They all spoke rapidly, with thick burrs, but I managed to decipher the conversation.  

      “We had a broken axle in Inverness,” the driver replied, crossing himself. “But the Good Lord brought us through safe.”

      Finn nodded. “Ye can take the usual rooms.”

      Again, I sensed an anxious undercurrent in the looks the three men exchanged. They didn’t realize I was listening so it wasn’t just to have a bit of fun with the tourists.

      No, something genuinely frightened them.

      I had a premonition that our honeymoon might not be as restful as I’d anticipated, but this faded as we entered the common room, where a toasty fire crackled in the hearth.
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      The inn was just as I’d pictured, with low beams blackened by age, cozy chairs and tables, and the low murmur of conversation.

      A plump orange cat dozed at the end of the bar, tail wrapped over its nose like a muffler. The sweet scents of pipe tobacco and woodsmoke mingled with delicious aromas wafting from the kitchen.

      The only off-putting note was the array of heads stuffed and mounted on the walls. Mainly deer and foxes—though at least they didn’t bark when I looked into their glassy eyes.

      A few people were drinking, but I scarcely saw them before Finn led us up a crooked flight of stairs.

      “Yer rooms,” he said with a wink at John. “The largest suite in the Duck.”

      I felt a rush of fondness for my husband’s foresight as we entered a charming sitting chamber with diamond-paned windows that provided a spectacular view of the town and glimmers of the loch half a mile beyond. Sprigs of fresh fir gave off a minty aroma.

      A large landscape painting showed almost the exact same view in winter, though the angle was broadened to include Caer Morvan Hall in the corner, a dark smudge against the snowy fields.

      As Finn carried my luggage into the adjoining bedroom, I noticed a webbing of extra skin between the thumb and forefinger of his right hand. It must be a congenital condition, though it didn’t seem to hinder him. I looked away before he saw me staring and thanked him for carrying my bag.

      John’s trunk was already waiting, along with his leather doctor’s valise. I’d teased him about that when he insisted on bringing it along, but I’d secretly felt pleased. It had been my Christmas gift to him the night he’d proposed. And, as Weston pointed out, one never knew when his skills might be needed.

      “Supper’s ready downstairs once you’re settled,” Finn said. “Unless you’d rather have it sent up?”

      We looked at each other. “The common room is fine,” I said. “Thank you, Mr. Brody.”

      He nodded and withdrew, shutting the door behind him. The instant we were alone, John wrapped his arms around me and gave me a kiss that lifted me to my toes.

      “I’ve been waiting all day for that,” he murmured.

      “As have I,” I replied a touch breathlessly.

      More kissing ensued and it became clear that two choices awaited. I was sorry when he sighed and stepped back, but my stomach was rumbling.

      “Food, then bed?” he suggested, reading my mind.

      “I’d choose the other way ‘round if I weren’t starving,” I replied with a grin, “but I suppose I could use a bath anyway. Do I smell frightful?”

      His gaze lowered and my cheeks warmed pleasantly. “You never smell frightful.”

      John reached for me and I danced back with a laugh, walking to a basin and splashing water on my face and hands. I stuck a hand out and John handed me a towel.

      “What do you make of all that about ‘things roam these hills’?” I asked, my words muffled through the towel.

      “And Caer Morvan Hall. We must get a closer look.”

      “Oh we must, must we?”

      “Merely for the exercise, Harry. Daily walks are an essential ingredient of good health.”

      I patted myself dry and twined my arm in his. He was tall and I was short, but we fit like two puzzle pieces. I regarded my handsome young husband in the mirror. His brown hair curled winsomely in the damp.

      “Right,” I said. “Let’s see about supper.”

      Only two people remained in the common room besides Ursilla and Finn Brody. The first was an elderly man in a tweed cap who hunched over a pint in the corner, chatting quietly with the inn’s mistress.

      The second was a woman in her forties with piercing dark eyes and a clever face. She wore an elegant walking dress of dark blue, but her boots were muddy. She sat near the fire, nursing a glass of something and jotting in a notebook. We nodded to Finn, who stood behind the bar, and took a table.

      The meal was simple but excellent, steak pie and minced potatoes, along with a smoked haddock soup and hunks of warm brown bread. It was served by a pretty girl named Cassie who kept casting furtive glances at Finn when he wasn’t looking.

      Mrs. Davies and Miss Neiderberger did not appear and I gathered they’d chosen to dine in their rooms, which made me uncharitably relieved. When the repast was cleared, we carried our mugs of ale over to the fire and joined the woman there, who had been watching us with unabashed curiosity. She rose to her feet as we approached.

      “Fellow Americans!” she declared with a smile of delight. “I heard you talking. I won’t ask what brings you so far from home.” She waved her glass at the empty common room. “But I’m afraid you’ve missed the party. There’s only a few of us monster hunters left.”

      “Mrs. Harrison Weston,” I said, smiling back. It still felt strange not to be Miss Fearing Pell anymore, but I minded it less than I’d expected to. “This is my husband, Dr. John Weston.”

      He bowed at the waist. “A pleasure. Mrs—?”

      “Gryffin,” she replied. “Henrietta. But you may call me H.N.”

      “Not the H.N. Gryffin?” John asked.

      She looked surprised and pleased. “You’re familiar with my work?”

      “I’ve read every one! The Horror of Vordek Castle. The Fortune-Teller’s Confession. Raven Red. The Secret Chamber at Mont Morrone Abbey—”

      I suppressed a laugh. “It seems you have an admirer, Mrs. Gryffin.”

      “Just H.N., please. I’m divorced. It’s a pen name, anyway. My maiden name is Grunt and my last husband’s surname was Nipple, if you can believe it.” She eyed me seriously. “Would you want to be Hetty Nipple? Or Hetty Grunt, for that matter?”

      “Er, no.”

      “Nor did I.” H.N. sank back into her armchair by the fire. “Everyone except my publisher thinks I’m a man, so please don’t reveal my deep, dark secret.” She laughed a bit loudly and I got the impression she’d been drinking for a while. “Won’t you join me? It’s been terribly quiet these last days.”

      One glance at John and I knew I couldn’t deprive him of the opportunity to rub elbows with a literary star. Besides which, I liked H.N. Gryffin. I knew what it was like to navigate the shoals of a man’s world and she had my admiration for finding a way to hoodwink the small-minded public.

      “So I take it the Drunken Duck is no longer bursting at the seams,” John said dryly as we settled ourselves before the hearth.

      “Fabulous name, isn’t it? I might steal it for one of my stories.” She leaned forward, black eyes twinkling. “Did you know there were actual intoxicated waterfowl involved?”

      I laughed. “Not really?”

      “Oh, yes. A leaky beer barrel was discovered by the ducks in the yard. When the innkeeper at the time—this was a good century ago—when she woke up the next day, she thought they’d gone to their Maker and prepared to pluck them for the cookpot.”

      “No!”

      “Don’t worry. The ducks revived just in time to avoid becoming supper, though I imagine their poor heads ached like the dickens.” She signaled to Finn for another brandy. “But I digress. You were wondering where everyone went. Well, they got bored when no one saw anything in the loch, I suppose.”

      “But not you?” John ventured.

      “I have interests beyond the supposed monster. The folklore of this region is a rich seam, Dr. Weston, and I came to mine it. Kelpies, selkies, Muckle Black Tyke. I could go on for hours.” She patted the leather-bound journal at her elbow. “The villagers are a taciturn bunch, but I’ve managed to collect a few tales.”

      I could practically hear the gears whizzing in Weston’s brain. So much for early to bed.

      “Kelpies and selkies I’m familiar with, of course,” John said with a professional air. “But what’s Muckle Black Tyke?”

      “A variation on the black dog myth.”

      He nodded. “Yes, of course. Unnaturally large with glowing red or yellow eyes, associated with the Devil or Witches’ Sabbath. Sometimes an omen of death. Also connected with electrical storms. Said to haunt crossroads, gallows, and ancient byways.”

      She cocked a brow. “You do know a few things. More than those other gawkers.”

      I almost explained that we were here for our honeymoon, not to hunt monsters, but it seemed futile at this point. H.N. smiled and patted Finn’s hand as he delivered her brandy. It was his left, which appeared normal. He must have been self-conscious about the webbed fingers for he kept the deformed hand out of view.

      “Still on about Black Shuck?” he asked with a grin.

      “That’s another name for it,” H.N. explained to John. “Also Yeth Hound, Wisht Hound, Padfoot, or Uktena—”

      “In the Cherokee tongue,” he finished.

      Finn shook his head in amusement and went back to wiping the bar. To my surprise, H.N. turned to me with an expression of genuine interest. “And what do you do, Mrs. Weston?”

      It was a question rarely asked by strangers. Most people assumed I stayed at home tending to domestic duties.

      “I’m an investigator for the Society for Psychical Research,” I replied. “In New York, of course. Not London.”

      Her brow furrowed. “Wait a moment . . . Harrison. Not the Harrison Fearing Pell?”

      John beamed. A blossom of warmth unfolded in my chest.

      “Oh, well,” I fumbled. “So you’ve . . . heard of me?”

      “Heard of you? I’m a great admirer! Mr. Hyde! The golem case. Oh, many others.” She shook her head. “Well, it all makes sense now. How wonderful to meet you in person!”

      I felt awkward and elated at the same time, my estimation for H.N. Gryffin rising steeply.

      “I’m here in an unofficial capacity,” I said. “Just a holiday.”

      She winked. “Of course. I understand perfectly. We’ll have to share notes, won’t we?”

      We chatted for a while. It turned out that she’d met my boss, Mr. Harland Kaylock, and was familiar with the Night Squad, the obscure detectives’ division that dealt with the occult in New York City. The icing on the cake was that she didn’t mention my sister Myrtle, whose fame, in all honesty, far surpassed my own.

      “How did you hear about the golem?” I asked.

      “Because the Night Squad hushed it up, you mean?” H.N. laughed. “I have my sources. Well, I must say, things were looking dreary, but they’ve improved in the last hour. How long are you staying in Drumnadrochit?”

      I was about to reply when the door banged open. A tall, stooped man entered the common room in a swirl of rain, furling a black umbrella and jamming it into the stand with ill humor. Thinning brown hair lay plastered against his skull. He wore rubber boots and a woolen greatcoat. A net of the sort used to catch butterflies dangled from one hand.

      “Filthy weather,” he muttered to no one in particular.

      “And here we are in Scotland,” H.N. remarked. “Who’d have guessed it?”

      The man cast his gaze around the room, neck bent like a wading bird in search of frogs, then stomped up the stairs. A door slammed somewhere in the depths of the inn.

      “Professor Carlton,” H.N. said in a stage whisper. “He’s a biologist. One of the hardy souls who refused to leave. Now he’s obsessed with finding an emperor moth for his collection, but the skies aren’t cooperating.” She took a gulp of brandy. “He’s always creeping about, not exactly the social type. I think he likes insects better than people.”

      “And the elderly gentleman with Mrs. Brody?” I prompted.

      She glanced at the pair sitting together near the window. “That’s Mr. Swan. He was the groundskeeper for Caer Morvan Hall. Retired now.”

      It was the perfect entrée. “Speaking of the Hall,” John said, “I heard it was haunted.”

      “Not exactly. Cursed is more like.” Her eyes narrowed as she regarded the caretaker. “I’ve tried to coax him into talking about Duncan Montague—he was the last of the line, died nine months ago—but the fellow’s about as chatty as the Standing Stones at Portclair.”

      Sensing the attention, Mr. Swan glanced our way with a guarded expression, then returned to his ale.

      “Died how?” John asked.

      “Heart failure. He was only thirty-nine, but the Montagues have a habit of dying young. None make it past the age of fifty.”

      “The coach driver was afraid of arriving after dark,” I said. “He claimed strange things walk the night.”

      H.N. Gryffin gave a slow nod. “The locals pretend ignorance, but I pried loose a few scraps. It seems Duncan was terrified of something in his final months. He barely left the Hall. Rumor has it that Montague sold his soul to the devil.”

      The author raised her glass in an ironic toast. “And the devil came to claim his due!”
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      H.N. Gryffin’s voice rose on the last bit, loud enough for Finn Brody to cast her a sharp look. But she wouldn’t be deterred.

      “Isn’t that right, Mr. Swan?” she called over merrily. I realized to my dismay that she was more than a little drunk. “Did Auld Nick pay Duncan Montague a visit?”

      The elderly caretaker flushed red. Ursilla Brody laid a hand on his coat sleeve.

      “It’s all right,” she said. “She’s just making a jest.”

      “An ugly one,” Mr. Swan grumbled.

      John shot me a look that said he agreed with this assessment. “We ought to head up to our room,” he said, rising. “It was a long journey.”

      I set my ale down. A tense silence settled over the common room.

      The author frowned. I think she realized she’d gone too far. “Of course.” She stared into her glass with bleary eyes. “I ought to do the same.”

      Mr. Swan was donning a hat and overcoat. He looked a bit unsteady and Finn offered to see him home in a cart.

      “I’ve walked from the Duck for forty years,” Mr. Swan declared. “Think I can manage it once more.” He jammed the hat down on his curly white hair, then turned to stare at H.N. “Ye’d best watch yer step, hen. Tisn’t wise to mock Auld Nick on a night such as this, nor any night.”

      The words were spoken solemnly, without the anger he’d displayed before. A chill prickled my spine. Auld Nick was what the Scots called the devil.

      H.N. started scribbling in her notebook. I leaned over her shoulder. She’d copied Mr. Swan’s words down verbatim.

      “What?” she muttered when I lifted a brow. “It’s a good line.”

      Mr. Swan stumped to the door. He nodded at the Brodys and set off into the blustery darkness. Finn stared through the window for a minute, then set about clearing the old man’s glass and wiping the table down.

      “I suppose I shouldn’t have said that,” H.N. conceded. “Swan’s a touchy sort. Stiff as a clergyman’s collar.” She tipped her gaze to the stuffed heads on the wall with a crooked smile. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

      I wasn’t sure whether the question was directed at me or the heads, so I made a noncommittal noise. John and I bade the innkeepers goodnight and went upstairs. Cassie had left us a tub of steaming water and a stack of fluffy towels with little ducks embroidered along the hem.

      John helped with the little pearl buttons down the back of my dress and unhooked the corset stays. I shed my chemise and petticoat and stockings and knickers, dropping them all in a heap.

      “What shall we do tomorrow?” I asked John, sinking into the bath with a happy sigh.

      Once I’d gotten over feeling shy, watching my husband undress became one of my favorite amusements. He did it in a precise order: cufflinks, watch and suspenders, then the starched white shirt and tie and undershirt and trousers. Weston had magnificent legs.

      “I’m more interested in how we might amuse ourselves tonight,” he replied.

      Water sloshed over the edge as he sank down opposite me.

      I smiled.

      An hour or so later, we snuggled under the quilt as the rain dashed against the window.

      “I want to go out on the loch,” John murmured sleepily. “In answer to your question.”

      “Even if it’s still raining?”

      “Yes. Don’t you want to look for the aquatic abomination?”

      I chuckled. “As long as there’s another hot bath at the end of it.”

      He pulled me close. “Oh, there will be.”

      That cheered me and I drifted into a peaceful sleep.

      The last, as it would turn out, for many nights to come.
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      Mrs. Davies and Miss Neiderberger appeared at breakfast with Caesar, who was brushed to a gleam and bouncing off the walls in his eagerness to go out, unlike H.N. Gryffin, who barely uttered a word to us.

      The author sat alone at the farthest table, clearly hungover, sipping from a mug of black coffee and scribbling in her notebook.

      Professor Carlton thumped downstairs and snatched a piece of dry toast from the sideboard. In the daylight, he resembled one of my husband’s autopsy cadavers returned to life, with sunken cheeks and deep-set eyes under wispy brows.

      “Who are you?” he demanded, brushing crumbs from his greatcoat.

      John gave our names.

      “More of the usual lot, I suppose,” Carlton muttered, eyeing Mrs. Davies. “I imagine you’re one of them, too?”

      “I beg your pardon, sir,” she said icily. “One of what?”

      “Monster chasers.” He bit off the words with disdain. “It never bloody ends, does it?”

      The professor propped his butterfly net over one shoulder like a soldier with a bayonet. He strode to the inn’s front door, slamming it on the way out. H.N. didn’t look up from her notebook, but Mrs. Davies stared after him with an affronted expression.

      “What a perfectly awful man!” she exclaimed. “Don’t you agree, Miss Neiderberger?”

      “Very rude,” the companion said with a sunny smile.

      She wore a blue silk dress that matched her eyes. I watched her carve up an apple with surgical precision and offer a sliver to Caesar. The dog sniffed it, then dragged it under the table. Crunching sounds ensued.

      “Oh, Carlton’s always like that,” H.N. Gryffin said, still not looking up from her notebook. “It’s probably why his college sent him on sabbatical. Get rid of him for a while.”

      “And which college is that?” Mrs. Davies asked. “I might write a letter of complaint to the dean!”

      “Haven’t a clue. He’s not much of a conversationalist, as you might have noticed.”

      “Well, if he speaks to me again, I shall pretend I’m deaf,” Mrs. Davies said.

      H.N. laughed. “You really should.” She finally roused herself from the notebook, gaze settling on Miss Neiderberger. “I’ve been meaning to ask, are you Swiss or German?”

      “Swiss,” the companion replied. “From a small valley in the Graubünden region.”

      “How charming! You must tell me all about the folklore from your childhood. I’m familiar with most of the German legends, but less so the alpine regions.”

      Miss Neiderberger opened her mouth to reply and was cut off by her employer. “When her duties permit,” Mrs. Davies said curtly. She turned our way.  “Will you be going to the loch today?” she boomed.

      “Yes,” John replied, enunciating his words as though she really were deaf. “And what are your plans today?”

      “The same, of course.” She brandished a pair of binoculars. “I do hope Caesar doesn’t get seasick.”

      “You’re bringing the dog?” I asked.

      He’d leapt into her lap and was boldly licking the egg yolk from her plate.

      “Where I go, he goes, Mrs. Weston. We are inseparable.” She cast a fond glance at Caesar. “Now, you must promise to behave yourself.”

      He gave a loud bark. The orange tabby, which was slinking down the stairs, puffed its tail and streaked into the kitchen.

      Finn brought a dog-cart around for Mrs. Davies and Miss Neiderberger, but as the day was fine, John and I chose to walk. I donned my new high-crowned Tyrolean hat, made of brown felt with a wide grosgrain ribbon. John wore the battered Homburg that had seen him through many an adventure.

      Cattle and sheep grazed in stone pens on the village green. A few dozen men stood around haggling over prices. John tipped his hat and bid them good day. The greeting was politely returned, though I felt their gazes on our backs. After that came a weaver and smithy with smoke pouring from the forge chimney and the sounds of hammering within.

      H.N. Gryffin must have hopped onto the dog-cart when I wasn’t looking because she was already down at the shore when we arrived. She stood with a ruggedly attractive man, no more than twenty-five or so, with curly brown hair and a cleft chin. He’d just set up a camera on a tripod and was peering through a magnifying loupe to check the focus.

      The writer seemed in better spirits. She beckoned us over and made introductions.

      “This is Mr. Cormac Ferguson,” she said. “He’s renting Kinlach Cottage.”

      “Oh, where’s that?” John asked.

      “Over at the north edge of town,” Mr. Ferguson replied. “I suppose you’re staying at the Duck.”

      “That’s right. You’re aiming to capture the beast on film?”

      “Nae, landscapes are my specialty. I come down to photograph the loch at different times of day, that’s all.” A dry chuckle. “But perhaps I’ll get lucky eventually.”

      “You’ve never seen it yourself?” John persisted.

      Ferguson shook his head. “I doubt the creature exists, but I know that won’t sway ye. I’ve seen dozens come and go in the last few months, every one bent on finding the monster. To be honest, I’m glad things are finally settling down. I left Glasgow for quiet and solitude, not a bloody circus.”

      “Don’t pay him any mind,” H.N. said with a mock scowl. “He’s always grumpy in the mornings.”

      Ferguson looked abashed. “Aye, she’s right about that. I meant no offense. T’was a pleasure to meet you both. Enjoy your row.”

      The photographer busied himself adjusting the angle of the tripod and John and I walked down to the water, where enterprising townsfolk were renting boats. Two strong men levered Mrs. Davies onto the stern bench of a dinghy. A frantically barking Caesar was pressed into her arms by Miss Neiderberger. Once they were settled, the Swiss woman took the oars and began to vigorously row toward the center of the loch. 

      John handed over a few shillings to one of the villagers. The sun came out. We climbed into our own white-trimmed boat. I sat back, enjoying the breeze on my face and smell of fresh water. It was turning into a pleasant morning—except for one thing.

      “I don’t suppose there’s any chance of seeing the creature with that dog about,” John muttered, yanking hard on the oars.

      Caesar’s high-pitched cries echoed off the hillsides like a yodeler. They could probably hear him up in Inverness.

      “Unless the monster gets hungry for a morsel,” I said. “Do you think Mrs. Davies could be persuaded to let him have a swim?”

      “Now, Harry.” He frowned at me in mock severity. “It could be an herbivore for all we know.”

      I looked around at the breathtaking scenery. “Tell me about Loch Ness. I suppose you know everything about it.”

      “Not everything, but I did do some research. Are you sure it won’t bore you?”

      “You never bore me, Weston,” I replied honestly.

      He grinned. “For starters, it contains more fresh water than all the lakes in England and Wales combined. The deepest part is estimated to be at least seven hundred feet. That’s twice as deep as the North Sea.”

      We were a fair way out at this point. A sensation of vertigo made the soles of my feet tingle.

      “Loch Ness is twenty-three miles long and runs through the Great Glen,” John continued. “This is Urquhart Bay. You can see the castle just across the way.”

      “Is it open for visitors?”

      “Yes. I thought we could have a picnic there.”

      “Is there some blood-drenched ghost?” I asked. “A shrieking banshee, perhaps?”

      “That’s Irish,” he corrected. “It would be a Ban Sith. And no, I only wanted to enjoy an outing with my new bride.”

      “Huh.” I kept my face neutral. “That would be a first.”

      John’s brow creased. “I’ve been awful, haven’t I? Preoccupied with curses and black dogs. Fawning over that drunk author—”

      I leaned forward and flicked his knee. “I was teasing. You’ve chosen the perfect place and the perfect inn. And you weren’t fawning. If you had been, I would have told you so. Now what about the monster?”

      “The last sighting was nearly two years ago,” he admitted. “But it wasn’t the only one. The first on record is in a biography of St. Columba from 565 A.D. And stone carvings by the Picts depict a mysterious beast with flippers.”

      “That would make it more than thirteen hundred years old,” I pointed out.

      “If there were two, maybe they can breed.” He waggled an eyebrow.

      “I hope that’s the case. It saddens me to think it was the last of its kind.”

      He looked over my shoulder. “Is that the professor?”

      A spidery figure was leaping across the moor, slashing the air with his butterfly net. Some ways up the loch, I heard Mrs. Davies exhorting Caesar to hold still, for God’s sake, before we all go overboard.

      “They should have called it the Odd Duck,” I said. “We seem to be the most normal people staying there—which is alarming.”

      Caesar’s yapping protests faded into the distance as John rowed us south down the loch. His brown eyes scanned the surface, searching for ripples, but I was content to relax and listen to the gentle lap of water against the prow and soft splashes of the oars. Autumn gilded the hillsides, turning the alders a glorious yellow.

      Then a cloud passed across the sun. A wind sprung up, tugging at my hat. I clamped a hand down just in time to save it from sailing across the loch. My gaze lit on a crag above Drumnadrochit.

      A dark silhouette crouched there. Despite the distance, I had the powerful impression that it saw me looking. The shape spun and loped off.

      “John!” I exclaimed.

      He looked around wildly. “What is it?”

      “Up there!” I pointed.

      He twisted around, but the shape was gone. “What did you see?”

      I shaded my eyes with a hand. “An animal. Something fairly large.”

      “A wolf?”

      “Perhaps. Let’s ask the Brodys.”

      Dark clouds had swallowed the sun. It was starting to drizzle again. John rowed us back to Temple Pier where the photographer was packing up his equipment. H.N. Gryffin hung around talking to him—flirting, actually. She was quite a bit older, but he didn’t seem to mind.

      I asked if they’d seen the animal, but both had been focused on the loch not the hills behind them.

      The boat carrying Mrs. Davies and Miss Neiderberger scraped onto the pebbled beach a minute later. Miss Neiderberger lifted her skirts and hopped out, tossing the oars to one of the villagers as if they were toothpicks. Caesar looked damp and chastened. His long ears drooped as she attached his leash and deposited him on solid ground.

      “Like Odysseus, he pines
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