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  Content Warning






Chapter Seven contains a sexually explicit scene with one of the characters in a fully-shifted Loch Ness Monster form. Although this is an important moment of emotional and physical connection for Cam and Lachlan, you are welcome to skip the chapter if it’s not for you and the story shall still make sense. Enjoy!








  
  
  Chapter One

  
  




Smothered by darkness, Cam slept at the bottom of a cold void. His hulking body lay motionless on a bed of silt, instinctively holding the breath inside his lungs until it was time to wake.

Peaty clouds swirled with the motion of the water around him. He felt it loosely, in dream: the tug and sway of underwater currents. Invisible, yet very tangible forces hefting against his mass of muscle and blubber.

They whirled and eddied about him as though he were a great stone on the loch bed, picking up speed and momentum. The current grew in strength, rushing into a growing spiral with Cam at the centre. Cold water pushed insistently at his slitted nostrils, at his pointed mouth, grappling for a way in.

Cam spewed a stream of bubbles, still trapped in sleep as the current hissed in his ears like the hiss of surging flames.

He dreamed a whirlwind of ethereal fire, turning the water to steam around him. He was burning and drowning at once. The weight of the loch crushed him.

Green eyes appeared in the darkness. Startlingly green, and incredibly fierce. Around them a face like his mother’s, but not. Streaks of flaming red in her hair and a jaw set hard with pride.

She was a figure made of flame, treading water in the gloom while Cam struggled in panicked sleep paralysis.

Wake up, little witch, she said, though her mouth did not move. It is time to wake up..








  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  




Cam burst into consciousness with a gasp—a dangerous move underwater. A gulp of icy liquid slid down his long throat, making his lungs burn.

He thrashed his flippers, turning his bulk over and bolting for the surface with a heavy flick of his giant tail. There was light above, so it must be dawn.

Cam crashed headfirst out of the water to suck in a breath, then noticed how high the sun was and panicked again. He splashed back down, frantically hoping no one had seen him. How late was it? Too late to be called dawn any more. He cursed himself for lacking Lachlan’s aquatic body clock. Lachlan had always seemed to time it perfectly, able to rise from the loch just before the first hint of sunrise tinged the sky.

But then, Lachlan had had three hundred years to perfect the art, whereas Cam had only had two months.

Hell, Lachlan—he’d be worried.

Pushing the memory of the nightmare out of his mind, Cam swam under the surface towards Lachlan’s pier. Sure enough, Lachlan was sat on the end of it peering anxiously over the water.

Cam remained hidden below. As much as he wanted to reassure Lachlan, his more playful tendencies perked up at the opportunity for mischief. Keeping out of sight, Cam willed the transformation to spill over his body.

This was the hardest part. The first time he’d transformed from Nessie to human he’d been spurred on by a well of passion, buoyed by a need to reunite with Lachlan that was all-consuming. Now it took more deliberate thought. He had to willfully coax each part of his body to get on board with the idea of changing shape. It wanted to stay in the water, where it belonged.

His body fought against him now, groaning under the unpleasant friction of leaving its aquatic comfort zone. The process gave Cam the distressing sense of being an elastic band pulled taut—up until it snapped, hurtling him into a smaller size and shape and desperately trying to remember not to breathe straight away.

He floundered underwater for a few seconds, regaining his bearings. The shock of cold against his human skin was always the worst part, but he’d gradually gotten used to it. It was safest to transform in the water, rather than dragging his Nessie bulk onto land first.

His transformation must have caused a stir in the loch’s surface, because Lachlan was leaning over the end of the jetty. Cam positioned himself right underneath, knowing he was still obscured by the murky water. He kicked himself upwards as fast as he could manage.

‘Mmf!’ Lachlan’s exclamation was muffled by a wet kiss and a splash of water.

Cam planted his hands on the wooden platform and hoisted himself up, toppling Lachlan backwards in the process. They both landed in a sprawl of sniggers, catching kisses in-between the laughter.

‘You’d think I’d learn,’ Lachlan said wryly, glancing down at his now-sopping wet T-shirt. ‘One day I’ll bring spare clothes with me.’

‘Sorry.’ Cam smirked, not feeling particularly sorry at all. He climbed off, mentally peeling away the layers hiding Lachlan’s body. ‘We could always—’

Lachlan snorted another laugh and pushed weakly at Cam’s bare chest. ‘Later. We’re on a time limit, aren’t we?’

He kicked a black backpack toward Cam. It contained fresh clothes—thin layers to go under his biking leathers—and Cam’s hiking boots, along with a number of sundries he’d requested the day before. Cam inspected the large pouch of rock salt and bundles of sage. ‘You got the chain as well?’

‘I put it on the bike,’ Lachlan assured him. He sucked in his lower lip while he watched Cam dress, eyes lingering where the thin fabric highlighted Cam’s muscles. Cam flexed his arms nonchalantly, throwing his pectorals into sharper relief. Lachlan’s eyes glazed for the briefest moment before he snapped them away and cleared his throat. ‘Did you oversleep?’

Cam held back a grimace. ‘Sorry. I can’t get the hang of waking up before the sun.’

‘You’ll get there.’ Lachlan paused, fiddling with his cuffs. ‘Are you sleeping okay?’

‘Had another nightmare.’

‘The same one?’

‘Yeah. Drowning and burning. The usual.’ Cam shrugged, picking up the backpack. ‘I’m sure it’ll pass eventually.’

He ran his right hand through his hair, averting his eyes from the Scorched, blackened skin. It was obvious enough what his nightmares were about. Even though he’d survived, he was still haunted by the night he’d nearly burned to death.

Since trading places with Lachlan to become Nessie, it seemed the fire magic in his veins had been quenched out of existence—but the evidence of its past use remained on his arm and the right half of his face. Cam couldn’t feel the fire inside him at all now. He believed it was crushed under the watery influence of the loch, which he felt as a weight bearing down on him all the time. Like a heavy blanket draped over his head and dulling his senses; it pulled at him to return to the water.

Lachlan was frowning at him. Cam quickly sought to put him at ease with a grin. ‘Ready to do some witching?’

Lachlan nodded, looping an arm round his waist. ‘Yes. Though I’m more worried about the journey.’

‘I promise you’ll be fine.’

They walked through the trees to the muddy layby where Cam’s motorbike was parked. Cam had spent many of his human hours patching up the Matchless after its previous misadventures, buffing the sleek black and silver frame back to a glorious shine. The vintage parts were much harder to find these days, so Cam relied mostly on a mix of bodge and ingenuity to keep it running.

Two helmets waited on the leather seat, along with two sets of matching riding gear. Cam had bought Lachlan the same type he wore himself: figure-hugging black leather trousers and a separate jacket that zipped up the front. He’d been looking forward to seeing the result.

Cam watched with amusement as Lachlan clumsily struggled into the creaking leather.

‘Is this really necessary?’ Lachlan asked, fumbling with the zip.

‘Safety first.’ Cam pulled his own gear on easily, feeling snug and protected in the way it moulded to his shape. ‘It just needs wearing in a little.’

‘Okay. I’m ready.’

Lachlan stood awkwardly next to the bike, flushed pink with nerves. Despite his embarrassment, the leathers did suit him. Black wasn’t a colour Cam was used to seeing Lachlan in. The stark contrast served to highlight the pale gold of his hair and the brilliant blue of his eyes. And unlike the loose T-shirts and shorts Lachlan often favoured, the tight fit accentuated the outline of his athletic body.

Unable to help himself, Cam dragged Lachlan close and seized his mouth for a deep kiss. Lachlan gave a surprised squeak, which swiftly turned into a moan as Cam ground their hips together, hugging one arm around Lachlan’s waist.

Cam broke for air, satisfied by the dazed and lusty expression on Lachlan’s face. He darted in for a quick nibble of Lachlan’s ear for good measure. ‘Let’s get this over with, so I can get you home and out of these leathers again as fast as possible.’

‘Sounds good to me,’ Lachlan said breathlessly.

Cam smirked, passing him a helmet. He hoped the kiss might have taken Lachlan’s mind off what was about to happen. He knew exactly how terrified Lachlan was of riding on modern vehicles.

He’d gotten used to it to some extent, or so he claimed, due to necessity. With The Lucky Teapot’s recent renovations, Lachlan had spent much of the last two months living in Glencoe, with Meredith regularly ferrying him to and from Loch Ness in her ancient little Corsa.

But Cam knew that having him ride on the Matchless was a tremendous extra leap of faith. He was amazed and grateful for Lachlan’s persistence. Cam had given him so many chances to opt out—plenty of extremely reasonable arguments as to why he shouldn’t need to get involved—yet Lachlan was determined to be as much a part of all the facets of Cam’s life as he could. Which included the rather large facet of witchcraft.

Cam squeezed Lachlan’s shoulders, bringing his attention back into focus. ‘Okay. You remember what we talked about? Brace yourself for the corners and try not to lean too far one way or the other. Tap on my right leg if you need me to slow down. Tap on my left if you need me to stop entirely.’

‘I remember.’ Lachlan swallowed hard. ‘I trust you.’

Cam kissed him again, endeavouring for it to be warm with reassurance.

Once their baggage was stowed and helmets firmly fixed in place, Cam directed Lachlan to sit behind him with arms fastened around his waist. He felt Lachlan’s anxiety in the tightness of his grip.

Cam kicked off, nimbly manoeuvring the bike into the road and starting a slow descent alongside the banks of the loch. They were heading south to pass Fort Augustus at the bottom end of Loch Ness, where Cam would then cut north-west towards the coast and their destination: Strome Castle.

They stopped twice on the way for Lachlan to stretch his legs and calm his nerves. It was a beautiful March day and Cam picked scenic spots overlooking Loch Cluanie and Loch Duich for their stops, reasoning that Lachlan seemed more at ease when he was near water.

As the road climbed out of a steep valley of jagged peaks they were hit by fresh, salty sea air. Vistas of ocean lochs and the Inner Sound rose and fell from view, sparkling in the sunlight. Lachlan leaned into Cam’s back, squeezing him tighter.

They reached Strome in the middle of the afternoon. Leaving the Matchless tucked against a wall in a narrow country lane, Cam grabbed the backpack and the iron chain, and led Lachlan off the road.

They followed an uncropped trail around a rocky bluff that jutted out into Loch Carron. The ruins of Strome Castle sat atop it, commanding a wide view of a channel that led to open ocean. Only a handful of roofless stone walls remained, hinting at the shape of a courtyard and a grand tower that might have once stood there.

Lachlan stopped to peer through a crumbling window arch. It framed a single white cloud floating serenely through the cerulean sky.

‘It’s like Urquhart Castle, but more romantic,’ Lachlan said, referring to the bustling tourist attraction that sat on the north bank of Loch Ness. ‘I wonder who lived here.’

‘Clan MacDonell of Glengarry,’ Cam supplied, grinning as Lachlan’s face lit up with interest. ‘They took it over about five hundred years ago, I think.’

‘Wow. Do you know what happened to them?’

Cam guided Lachlan down a slope behind and away from the ruins. ‘Well, the castle was besieged by Clan Mackenzie, and the MacDonells surrendered. That’s why it’s been blown to pieces. And also why we’re here today.’

‘Ah. Because Redcaps are drawn to bloodshed?’

Cam nodded grimly.

Despite the dark nature of the job they were here for, it felt good to have something other than Bryce to think about. There wasn’t a day the conniving bastard didn’t cross Cam’s mind. Made all the worse by the fact he couldn’t stray far from Loch Ness in order to track him down.

Instead, the Wulver was on Bryce’s trail—or attempting to be, anyway. Bryce was covering his tracks well. The Wulver’s irregular updates so far consisted of an assortment of news clippings reporting deaths by fire around the Highlands: Freak Bonfire Accident—Four Dead in House Fire—Fatal Arson Attack. If those headlines were marks of Bryce’s movements, then he was travelling fast and seemingly at random.

Cam forced the intruding thoughts to the back of his mind for now. He directed Lachlan across a small ditch outside the castle and they skirted around the banks of Loch Carron, following the water’s edge for about a mile. Eventually they came to a rocky promontory which was hidden from view until you were right on top of it. In the middle of a circle of dead grass sat a large grey boulder. It was wrapped in rusted iron chains. The flaking metal had worn orange stains onto the rock.

‘This is it.’ Cam slung the backpack off his shoulders. ‘The Strome Redcap.’

Lachlan approached the stone curiously, but sensibly stayed outside the circle of decayed grass. ‘So, there are lots of these all across the country?’

‘Yeah. Redcaps were a real plague in Scotland during times of strife. Which was often,’ Cam said, unloading items from the backpack. ‘They feed on violence, so they try to cause more. The only way to stop a Redcap from doing harm is to imprison it. A lot of them have been sealed into Warding Stones like this one.’

This Warding Stone stood about a metre tall and was a dull, weathered grey. Not terribly imposing, especially when framed by the rest of the dramatic, rocky landscape. But up close it exuded a certain ominous energy: a prickling of the amygdala that warned don’t get too close.

Cam detached a collapsible shovel from the backpack and unfolded it. He tossed three bundles of sage to Lachlan along with a lighter. ‘Can you set these on top of stones at three points around the circle? Keep them lit while I dig.’

Lachlan hurriedly followed his instructions, carefully lighting the ends of each bundle so that they let off a fragrant smoke. Meanwhile, Cam set to digging a thin trench around the circle of dead grass.

When Lachlan was done with the sage, he retrieved a small trowel and joined him, scooping a clearer channel where Cam had cut into the turf. ‘This will keep it contained while we replace the chains?’

Cam wiped a trickle of sweat from his forehead. ‘That’s the idea. Redcaps and lots of other fae things don’t like the smell of sage, and salt is a natural—well, supernatural—binding agent. If it escapes the rock, then hopefully it won’t be able to get out of the salt circle.’

Lachlan paused, mid-scoop. ‘Hopefully?’

‘We’ll be fine,’ Cam assured. ‘I’ve replaced wards before. The trapped spirits don’t even wake up, usually. This one’s just… the notes say this Redcap was particularly cunning. We should be on our guard. Just in case.’

What Cam didn’t want to say, but he suspected Lachlan knew anyway, was that Lachlan’s newly human condition worried him. For three hundred years, Lachlan had been used to being the strongest creature in his vicinity; a monster that could take a hit without blinking and heal wounds with little trouble. Hell, he’d apparently mangled an entire flipper under a steamboat once, and the only evidence left behind was a pale (though admittedly large) scar on his left shoulder.

Cam was in those inhuman shoes now, but he didn’t feel nearly as invincible. Even though this warding should be a routine job, he was on high alert for any sign of danger. Because if Lachlan got hurt now…

Cam couldn’t lose him. Wouldn’t.

Once the ditch was finished, Cam pulled out the pouch of rock salt and carefully began pouring it in. He walked a ring around the stone, ensuring that the salt circle was fully closed. No gaps. No spaces to escape.

‘Now we cover it,’ he said. It took much less time to bury the salt ring than it had to dig it in the first place. Once finished, they stopped to take on some water.

‘Chains next?’ Lachlan asked as Cam retrieved them along with a pair of bolt cutters from the backpack.

‘Yep. You should stay outside the circle for this bit.’ In case anything happens. Which it won’t. But just in case.

Lachlan obediently retreated while wafting sage smoke away from his nose.

Cam stepped into the circle. He felt briefly unbalanced
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