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        Adventure waits beyond the loch...

      

        

      
        Before she became known as the Loch Ness Monster, Nessie was nothing more than a simple kelpie with big dreams.

      

        

      
        When her chance for adventure comes, she grabs it with both hands, sending her to the depths of the ocean and mountain peaks. Though none of that compares to what awaits her heart when she meets a human who still believes in magic...
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      Nessie roared at the fisherman, his hook embedded in her flank. She pushed her back against the boat’s keel, making it wobble dangerously from side to side. The man screamed and clung to the railing.

      She needed to shift back and pull the hook out, otherwise, she'd accidentally bring the vessel down into the depths. The consequences weren't any she wanted to face. It would probably mean her time visiting the sea kelpies was well and truly done. They wouldn't keep her around if she broke the number one rule they all shared.

      Don't let humans see a shifted kelpie.

      It should have been simple, yet here she was trapped on a fisherman's line.

      Again.

      She took a deep breath, filling her lungs with the salty sting of sea water. Forcing her muscles to relax, she pulled her human self to the surface. Bones cracked and skin tore as pain lanced through her entire body. The gods had been cruel when they'd created kelpies. Neither of their forms could survive long in the other's environment and yet the change between the two was so painful it was almost prohibitive.

      Cold seeped through her entire human form and she paddled her legs frantically, hoping it would be enough to keep her afloat and away from harm. Reaching for the hook still embedded in her, Nessie gritted her teeth and yanked it out. She held back a scream, glad her soft human skin had let the hook be removed easier than her tough hide would have.

      Shouts sounded from the boat above and she glanced up. Men were pointing at her, no doubt thinking she was a stowaway who'd fallen overboard. She couldn't let them pull her out of the sea, not when it would mean her losing any chance of finding out the sea kelpies' secrets. They'd hinted at having so many, and yet had told her none. If she could just stay with them a little longer then maybe they'd start to let her in on some of them. She'd heard rumours that they knew how to make the shift between forms less painful, and she'd definitely take that knowledge if she could.

      Without any other choice, she sucked in a breath and dived under the water. She couldn't shift again while they were watching, not when it risked revealing her kind to the world. At least the legends about mermaids made sense to Nessie now. Sailors had no doubt seen other creatures like kelpies or beithirs shifting and thought they were seeing beautiful sea maidens. The fools.

      Her foot caught on something but she tried to ignore it, swimming on as hard as she could, even as her lungs began to burn. This body wasn't built to withstand the pressure of the water around her. Even so, she needed to push on. If she didn't, she'd never get back to the sea kelpie dome.

      Pushing her hand through the water, she found the hook had caught her foot, leaving her without a chance of escape. She tried not to let panic take her. If it did, she'd end up shifted and in even more trouble than she already was. Even as she tried to swim, she was dragged backwards by the net she could sense around her. She hadn't stayed out of trouble enough and she was about to pay for it. If only she had some kind of sharp implement on her, then she'd be able to cut herself free and wouldn't risk the exposure of her species.

      The urge to shift increased again but she pushed it down. The dangers were too great. Her lungs began to burn from the effort of holding her breath. There had to be an easier way to swim underwater when she wasn't in kelpie form. Maybe a partial shift?

      Black spots swam across her vision at the effort. If she had to guess, she'd say she didn't have the energy to shift again, even if she wanted to.

      Cold air hit her drenched skin, causing her to erupt in goosebumps. Nessie stopped the struggle and collapsed against the side of the net, letting it carry the bulk of her weight. If they were going to catch her like a common fish, then she wasn't going to make life easier for them.

      She crashed onto the deck, the impact making her vision fail again. She sensed rather than saw the men crowding around her and wished she had the energy to cover herself. Forcing her eyes open, she looked up at them. There were four. Three blobs she'd never seen before and one who...

      "You," he hissed, his eyes narrowing in hatred.

      "Me," she croaked, a small smile spreading across her lips.

      "Throw her back overboard," the man said to the others.

      "We can't..."

      She strained her ears to catch the rest of what the men were saying, but couldn't make out a single word of it before blackness fell once more...
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      One month earlier

      She hated humans. Well, not hated them specifically, just where they lived. On land. She shuddered even just thinking about walking through that much air. She was going to miss the pressure of the water against her skin, the sound of the waves from far above, the smell of the weeds floating through the Loch.

      Nessie loved her loch, despite all the things she'd said about leaving in the past few months. Yes, she wanted to explore and see the world, but she knew she'd also miss her home. Kelpies were able to live on land, but that didn't mean she'd enjoy it. Trouble was, to get to the sea, she had to travel over it. Her Loch wasn't connected to the ocean, so land it was.

      She took one last breath, enjoying the sensation of water running through her gills, then began the shift. It was as painful as ever. Sometimes, she thought that the pain grew worse the older she got. She couldn't remember it being this painful when she first started shifting as a child. Her bones cracked as they became shorter and her skin burned as her scales disappeared. Then her lungs began to scream in agony. That was always the worst bit. She squeezed her eyes shut and focused on why she was doing this. Travel. Explore. Meet the sea kelpies. Make new friends. Expand her horizon. And, best of all: Get away from her overprotective mother. She remembered the knowing wink her father had given her when she'd told them that she was going to go travelling. He was well aware of how suffocating her mother's love could be sometimes.

      The pain ebbed away and she broke the surface, taking a deep breath. The air was cool and refreshing, filling her lungs in a different way than when she pulled oxygen from water with her gills. It felt more intense somehow. Full of smells and life.

      Slowly, she waded to the edge of the loch, dragging her waterproof bag behind her. It held one set of human clothes that another kelpie had given her. Nessie hadn't even considered that humans might find it strange if she walked fully naked into their village. The few times she'd left the water before, she'd stayed on the banks of the loch, playing with the pebbles lining it. She'd never ventured into the village that the other kelpies had told her about.

      Her mother had offered to accompany her - well, it hadn't been so much an offer as a threat - but luckily, Nessie's father had convinced his wife that this was their daughter's big adventure, to be experienced without parents and relatives.

      She slipped into the clothes, realising that the trousers were far too big for her. She was going to need to find some rope to keep them in place. It felt strange to have fabric so close to her skin. Her friend had offered her a pair of jeans, but those looked so tight and oppressive that she'd opted for looser fabric instead.

      Her t-shirt was a little wide as well, but she quite liked it that way. Her nipples pushed against the cotton and she realised that maybe she should have taken the bra the other kelpie had shown her. Oh well, it was too late for that. A shiver ran over her skin. It was colder than she'd expected. She was going to have to get herself a jacket.

      Once she'd realised that Nessie would go on her own, her mother had given her a bunch of human money. It was in her waterproof bag together with some other basic supplies. Her mother had said that it would be enough to last her a few months, but Nessie wasn't sure how much it was exactly. They didn't have money down in the Loch. They bartered and traded, but with so few kelpies left, they had no need for hard currency.

      Nessie put on her shoes - they didn't quite fit, yet another thing for her shopping list - and headed up the overgrown path leading to the village. There were several human settlements dotted around the loch, but this one was the biggest. From here, she'd be able to take a train towards the sea. Or a bus, but the train sounded a lot more exciting.

      After only ten minutes of walking through the dense heather brush, she saw the village in the distance. It was early evening and the light was
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