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There be monsters in the sea, as it were imitating the shape of man,

having a dolefull kinde of singing.

—Olaus Magnus
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IT WAS DARK WHEN SHE awoke, and her aching body was racked with uncontrollable shivers. She tried to open her eyes but something pressed against the tender lids, imprisoning them in a heavy softness, like a ton of feathers.

She opened her mouth to ask what was happening, where she was, why it was so cold.

Only a soft strangled grunt issued from her mouth, barely loud enough to hear herself. Like her eyes, her tongue was a prisoner, crushed against her teeth by some thick greasy mass tasting like death. Bile rose in her throat, threatening to choke her, but she fought it down with a mighty effort.

She twisted her head to one side, trying to spit out the horrible substance before it could sicken her further, but it filled her entire mouth and, tongue immobile, she couldn’t force it out. She reached a hand up to remove the nasty thing. 

Another shock reverberated through her, sending a fresh surge of pain through her throbbing head. She lay still for a moment, waiting for the pain to die down while she examined this new discovery.

She could not move her arms. Twisting her head—thank God she could move something, she thought, or she would have gone mad—she tried to turn over, to sit up, but her legs refused to obey her command, even as her arms had done. Both legs and arms felt so cold and far away, crisscrossed with narrow bands of sharp icy pain. 

Blindfolded, she realized. Gagged. Trussed like a rabbit. Her arms and legs were confined, preventing any movement. 

Preventing her escape.

In all her life, she had never felt so helpless, so dizzy, so sick...so frightened. Nothing of her body save her head, none of her senses save for taste and smell and hearing, appeared to belong to her pain-racked body at all.

Taste and smell and hearing. Well then, she would use what senses she could, until she found out where she was. She sniffed the air blowing across her face, blessing it for its movement even as she tried to distinguish its components. 

Smoke, acrid and bitter. Not the usual comforting odors of burning oak or alder, or the comforting reek of coal. No, this was a smell she could not identify. It called out to something deep inside her, something ancient and wild, so invasive it seemed to be a part of each individual cell of her being.

Ridiculous, she chided herself as she twisted her head again; it was just a particularly nasty smell of something burning. She tried to concentrate around the pounding in her.

Ah, she could hear the crackling and popping of a nearby fire. Something burning, that was all. The rest, those other strange thoughts of an ancient wildness, were just images in her newly awakened mind, still confused and drugged with dreams. 

Drugged. 

The last cup of tea...the one she had hoped would calm her nerves when she had been so anxious to be away, to be searching for what she was convinced was the answer to her quest. She had sipped the tea to be polite, to please her host who had been so kind to her. The taste of the strange brew had been pleasant, almost seductive, soothing her jangled nerves and calming her racing mind.

But then, she remembered, just after she had set down the empty cup, the tingling had begun in her hands and feet, a tingling which had heralded the beginning of the series of dreams...

A dream of being scooped up by rough hands and carried for an incredible distance, her vision dim, her hearing muffled. Of crossing water, with the rhythmic splash of oars, the occasional muffled curse from a harsh voice, droplets of cold water splashing onto her burning face. A dream of being tossed onto an uncomfortable bed, full of rocks and prickling twigs and gritty sand.

Then nothingness, as she fell into a great, black, soundless pit. 

Until now, when a faint semblance of consciousness had returned to her battered and tethered body.

She tried again to speak. Another muffled croak, barely audible over the crackling of the fire, was all she could hear around the obstruction in her mouth. She prodded it again with her captured tongue and the foulness nearly choked her. She fought not to swallow, not to allow the horrible seeping bitterness to enter her. An intense fear rose in her, threatened to send her reeling back into the darkness of unconsciousness, as she fought for a breath. 

Air. She needed air. She lashed her head from side to side, the fear of choking, of suffocation threatening to overwhelm her.

A rough hand seized her chin, yanked the stifling mass from her mouth.

“Now be still,” a voice—surely she knew that voice?—hissed in her ear, “or I’ll ram it down your throat.” 

As the sweet air rushed down to her straining lungs, she thought how wonderful it tasted, how delightful it was to breathe in the air wafting over her, indeed, merely to breathe at all. For a time, she did nothing but suck in the glorious, smoke-tinged currents. 

But as her fear of smothering dissipated a fraction, the wondering returned in full force. 

Where was she? 

Who had brought her here?

Why had she been tied?

For she knew now that was why she could not feel her limbs, could not move. Now, cleared in mind by the great draughts of fresh, damp air, she could feel the ropes biting into her wrists, gouging into her ankles, pressing through her clothing into the soft flesh of her body.

She sprawled atop a bed of rocks and pebbles, as if she had been tossed down on a stony beach and pinioned where she lay. 

Beach? Yes, she could smell water, hear it as it lapped against a shore, feel the moisture in the air. 

She opened her unencumbered mouth to ask where she was, and why. But before she could utter a word, she remembered the warning which had accompanied the removal of the gag. Her mouth shut with an audible snap.

Listen. 

She must listen for her life. 

A strange ululating wail, sounding as if it came from a throat far larger than any she had ever seen, could ever have imagined, pierced the darkness surrounding her. An answering lament echoed it, farther away than the first, rising and dying down like a siren. Added to these was the sound of flames crackling, rising in intensity as though fresh fuel had been added. She could hear the fire roar to furious life, feel the heat from it bake her right side. Noxious smoke blew across her face, its tendrils easing into her nose and mouth and setting her to coughing. 

As she drew in great heaving breaths, an alien smell, harsh and putrid, began to trickle through the smoke. It stuck in her throat like the lately removed gag, sending her into yet another fit of coughing.

A hand, smoother than the one which had removed her gag, descended over her gasping mouth. 

A voice—again, she seemed to recognize it—whispered in her right ear, a soft confiding murmur which brought the terror back full force. 

“He comes,” whispered the uncanny, but somehow familiar, voice. “Be still. He comes.”

Then the hand was gone. She heard the pattering footsteps of many people running across rocks and shale.

A splash sounded near at hand, as though some great boulder had fallen into deep, deep water. Drops trickled and splashed around her, fell on her face, into her open mouth. An odd fishy taste added to the smell and the smoke permeating the surrounding air. She choked on the hideous stench, gasped for breath.

“He is here!” called a thin voice from far away.

She felt her mind swimming away into the darkness, as if the terror was too much to bear and she must escape it or go mad.

Then a scream cut through her like a sword. 
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“THE LOCH NESS MONSTER, indeed!”

Sir Frederick strode up and down before his huge desk, his leonine head flung back, his eyes blazing out of his ruddy face. His deep red waistcoat, I noted with more than a little concern, came frighteningly near to matching the angry color of his features.

I nodded once in reply with as much complacency as I could summon, hoping my apparent calmness would help to mask my inner turmoil. 

I respected my dear guardian’s ideas, but I would not back down from my determined course.

“I know what you’re thinking, Uncle Frederick,” I began, “but you’re wrong. It’s not just a fantasy. My father spent his last days gathering proof of the existence of the creature. I believe something exists under those cold waters of the loch, and I further believe whatever it is, whatever it may be, it somehow caused my father’s death.”

“Ariela, your father was ill, quite ill. This, added to the disappointment he received when his long-cherished dreams were proven false, drove him to take such a horrible, final step,” my guardian interrupted.

I nodded again, my hands clenched to stop their trembling. “I understand how ill my father was. None better! But he would never do away with himself, no matter the disappointment, no matter what. Uncle Frederick, you of all men must know this, believe this, even more than I?”

Sir Frederick, clever barrister that he was, realized I refused to change my mind on such a matter. At once, he changed his tactics. 

“Ariela, my dear child, the cost alone would—” he began.

I stopped him with a raised hand. 

“You know expense is the least of my concerns. My father left me in complete control of my inheritance.”

“And a grave mistake it was, to be sure,” rumbled Sir Frederick from deep within his massive chest. “Girls have no sense when it comes to money, and I’m sure he never meant it to be wasted on a wild goose chase. Although the good Lord knows he wasted enough of it himself, on far more useless quests.”

I hid a smile as I gazed up at Sir Frederick from my seat in the straight-backed client’s chair before his glossy oak desk. He was a huge man, his tawny hair barely touched by gray though he had passed the age of sixty, and he was dressed, save for his waistcoat, in somber black. He looked exactly what he was—a most competent and experienced solicitor.

As I let my eyes wander over the dignified room, I decided I had been right to wear such a colorful outfit, and sent a heartfelt thanks to my recently deceased father once again for his disregard for the conventions. If I had allowed myself to be swayed by the usual method of doing things, I would be swathed in yards of black—on a sunny day in July! Instead of deep mourning, the jade green of my shirtwaist was trimmed in yards of yellow foulard, and my hat boasted a jaunty yellow feather, with smaller ones of amber and orange. My father had always enjoyed seeing me wear such colors. He had often said how he liked the way my chestnut hair contrasted with yellow, and how jade green brought out the darker green of my eyes. Indeed, on our last visit together...

As always at the thought of the time when he had told me of his illness, my eyes tried to fill with tears. But I refused to allow them to appear.

“My father—” I began in a determined tone, but Sir Frederick interrupted yet again.

”Your father was my best friend, as well you know. We were at school together, traveled Europe together, and courted your mother together. Why, we were more like brothers than friends. When your poor mother died on their trip to the Americas, I pleaded with him to settle down for your sake, give up his mad quest of these imaginary beasts he believed populated the earth.”

“My father did not think them imaginary,” I reminded my solicitor and guardian with my usual spirit. “In his last letter, he told me he had discovered unquestionable proof of the existence of some sort of large creature living in Loch Ness.”

“His last letter,” said Sir Frederick with faint emphasis on the second word. “Yes. But he was ill, ill in mind as well as body, and the illness has taken him from us. Cannot you let his memory rest, my dear child, and get on with your life? You are young and more than comfortably well off. You will make some man an excellent wife.”

I could not resist a sigh. My rebellious eyes insisted on releasing a single tear, but I dashed it angrily away.

“Uncle Fredo,” I began, but my emotions, so carefully controlled until now, would not allow me to continue. I paused and with my gloved hand searched frantically in my reticule for one of my sensible handkerchiefs. Seizing the square of unembroidered linen, I dabbed at my streaming eyes.

“There, there, my dear,” rumbled Sir Frederick, touched, I think, more by my childhood name for him than by my tears. “I miss him too, you know. His death was sudden, and we neither of us have had time to take it in properly. Let me get you some tea.”

Sir Frederick strode to his office door and flung it open so hard it bounced against the far wall. 

“Tea!” he bellowed. 

Satisfied at the resultant bustle in the outer office, he slammed the door shut and turned to face me. Clearing his throat in a rusty roar, he continued as if the interruption had not occurred.

“Dine with me tonight, my dear, and we’ll discuss your future plans. Travel, perhaps? A tour of the continent?” he said, as if offering a schoolgirl a treat to dry her tears.

I wiped my traitorous eyes and squared my shoulders.

“Yes, travel will suit me very well indeed, Uncle,” I replied as I placed my handkerchief in my skirt pocket. I hoped he recognized the determination in my tone. “I for one do not believe all I have heard concerning my father’s death. I leave for Scotland on the morning train.”

* * 
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VICTORIA STATION WAS its usual clamoring, bustling, energetic self. Smoke boiled and swirled in all directions, caught and carried by the immense drafts of air in the cavernous place. High in the rafters flocked pigeons, their soft coos lost in the din. Caravans of porters with luggage piled high on carriers seemed forever to be seeking places to lay down their earthly burdens.

“Come along, Sophy, do,” I told my companion as I strode resolutely forward through the crush. “You must keep up, you know, or I shall be forced to leave you at the station.” 

I wondered, yet again, if it was a good idea bringing Sophy along. She had seldom left the environs of London and would doubtless be somewhat of a burden on my journey. Still, although I could flout certain conventions as to dress, I could hardly travel alone and unchaperoned. Even my father, with his admittedly progressive ideas, would hardly have approved of that, even though the end of the nineteenth century was but a few short years away.

“Oh, no, miss, you can’t leave me here in London,” said Sophy as if answering my thoughts instead of my words. Careful to make her vowels as rounded as was possible to one born within the sound of Bow Bells, she continued, “However would you get along without me in those heathen places, I’d like to know?”

“We’re not going up the Amazon, Sophy,” I commented with a smile at her description; at once I was reminded irresistibly of my dear father, who often called me his Amazon, as I was quite four inches taller than he. “It’s only Scotland after all. Quite a legitimate and well-known part of the United Kingdom, I do assure you.”

Sophy nodded energetically as she tried to keep her heavy skirts off the damp floor with one hand, while gripping my small portmanteau in the other as if she suspected it might fly away to join the pigeons roosting above our heads. 

“But it’s a dreadful long way away, Miss Ari, ain’t—isn’t it? Thousands of miles, to be sure, I’ve heard. And those wild Scots! Why, I’ve read the men wear skirts.”

“Kilts,” I corrected absently as we reached our destination, the open door of a first-class carriage. “And they’re not wild any longer. You read far too many penny novels and not nearly enough current history. Come along, do, the train is about to leave.”

I mounted the steps to the carriage and tugged Sophy up behind me. We had barely crossed the threshold before a conductor appeared from out of nowhere to slam the door behind us with a reassuring click of the latch.

A whistle blew in the far off misty distance which hid the engines from sight.

Sophy released her death grip on the portmanteau and dropped onto the cracked leather seat with a sigh of relief. “Call them what you will, but a skirt’s a skirt, in my opinion,” she insisted with her usual good humor beaming from her plump rosy face.

I settled myself opposite her, and with a weary hand tucked a stray wisp of hair under my straw boater. I looked down at my blue summer traveling dress and blessed again my father’s distaste for outward shows of mourning. Imagine traveling in yards of veils, on this stifling day!

At the thought of my dearest father my eyes tried to fill with tears, but this time I refused to give them leave to appear. It would have been my father’s wish that I continue his investigation, I knew, whatever had happened to him. 

I was not convinced in the least he had committed suicide. Certainly, his battered body found on the rocky shores of the loch said suicide to some, especially when coupled with his recent illness. But I refused to believe he had taken his own life, whatever Sir Frederick and the police had to say.

“Well, miss, I’m sure my old mum would be proud of me now,” Sophy’s complacent tones broke into my reverie. “Why, not another one of our family has ever been out of sight of London, not since the Conquest, I’m sure.”

I laughed at my perky companion. “Why, Sophy, we were in Brighton just last summer. And besides, I doubt your family could trace itself back so far as all that.”

Sophy gave a solemn nod. “At least so far, miss, if not all the way back to the Civil War, when they cut off the poor king’s head,” she assured me with her usual elegant disregard for historical dates. 

Sophy Wiggins had been my companion for more than five years, since we were both sixteen. Or so Sophy had claimed she was at the time. I had often had my doubts. 

After five years spent in service as a kitchen maid, with all her meager earnings sent to support a bevy of younger siblings, Sophy was eternally grateful to my father Cadmion and his progressive ideas for placing her in her present position with me. My father had noticed the perky girl at a friend’s house and had chosen her, with his usual perspicacity, to be my companion. Arriving in the household not long after the death of my mother, she had become my confidant, friend, collaborator and more, though to my guardian Sir Frederick she was merely my companion and maid. The infrequent visits of my father with his tales of trips to the Himalayas to search for the Yeti, or sailing the Atlantic seeking information on sea serpent sightings, had filled her with a terror of far-off lands—including Scotland, it was apparent. Otherwise, she was a sturdy, practical girl, much given to the reading of romantic novels, and with a grasp of history only exceeded by one for geography—quite astonishingly bad in both disciplines.

As the train gave its preliminary shudder in preparation for leaving the station, I was at once taken back to my childhood. I had traveled often as a child with my father and mother, and when I often spoke of visiting France, the Americas, and other such savage and uncivilized places, I could see my tales filled Sophy with amazement. Indeed, our venture to Brighton last summer had been the furthest Sophy had ever been from the teeming metropolis of our capital. She was, as she had always been, Cockney to the core.

Sophy was looking out the window with a pleased air, excitement in every line of her body. Her simple brown traveling dress was snug across her full bosom, and her face glowed from within.

“Sophy, hand me the portmanteau, please,” I said.

“Now, Miss Ari, you don’t want to ignore the lovely scenery by poring over those papers again, do you?” Sophy remonstrated, seizing the grip with a possessive hand.

“We’re still inside the station, and all I can see is dirt and grime,” I smiled as I gently pried the bag from Sophy. Opening it, I spread out its ragged contents on the seat beside me and across my lap.

I had spent the years since my mother’s death living for the occasional visit from my peripatetic father. Finding this palling after a time for one with as active and imaginative a mind as mine, I had begun to gather together my father’s notes and scribbles into some kind of order, with the idea of some day presenting the finished product for publication. 

Cadmion Harrington had been born with insatiable curiosity and a great deal of money, both of which he had left me in only a slightly lesser degree. He had been bitten by the bug of discovery while a small boy, when on a journey to Scotland he had heard tales of the monster supposedly inhabiting the murky depths of Loch Ness. Since that time he had spent a goodly portion of his inheritance visiting places in the world which boasted legends of other such incredible creatures, dragging his supportive wife and excited child along. Then, at the untimely death some years before of my mama, he had settled me, his only child, on his old friend Sir Frederick Barstow and continued to travel alone.

A memory rose in my mind’s eye, as vivid and sudden as an afternoon thundershower—my father, his face browned by exposure but with an underlying pastiness, his slender frame rattled by frequent coughs.

“The blasted doctors say I don’t have long, old dear,” he had murmured to me with an apologetic air.   

I
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