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This Omnibus is comprised of Books 1-3 from The Walker Witch Files




Book 1: Finding Nessie




Book 2: Hiding Nessie




Book 3: Saving Nessie







  Content Warnings






This book contains the following potential triggers:

Mild violence and injury to main characters (some blood and mortal peril)

Threat to life via fire (fear & risk of burning alive)

Family bereavement (loss of parents prior to Book 1)

Rough sex (consensual, unprotected, little to no lube)

Harm to wildlife in self-defence (in the sense of a monster being wildlife)

Death (of a villain)







Specific Chapter Warning:

Saving Nessie: 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. There is a content warning at the start of the chapter to remind you. 






I

Finding Nessie







  
  
  Chapter One

  
  




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. Sounds like it could be something indecent,’ Cam suggested with a playful frown.

A deeper shade of pink spread over Lachlan’s cheeks. ‘I hope not.’ He set the coffee down in front of Cam. ‘But, um. I’d like to help you if I can.’

‘I would love your help,’ Cam purred, wondering if Lachlan was picking up at all on the impish intonation behind his words. ‘But I hope I don’t find it soon.’

Lachlan paused in the middle of pulling out a plate. ‘What? Why not?’

‘Because if I do, then I won’t have any reason to come back here.’ Cam curled his hands around the cup and grinned. ‘That would be a real shame.’

Lachlan caught his eye—and quickly looked away again. He was definitely blushing. That was a good sign. Maybe monster-hunting wouldn’t be so bad, Cam thought, if he could squeeze a bit of fun in on the side.

He couldn’t tell for certain whether Lachlan had worked out he was flirting. That, in itself, was an enjoyable game. Cam contemplated handing him his number, just to see what his reaction would be.

Lachlan stared at the empty plate in his hand like he’d forgotten what it was for.

‘Cake!’ he exclaimed suddenly, and followed up by clearing his throat to mask the moment of muddlement. Cam watched him open the glass display to the side of the counter and cut a generous slice onto the plate. It looked like it was probably carrot cake, with moist golden sponge coated in a thick layer of creamy icing.

Lachlan pushed it across the counter and mumbled a price.

Cam tapped his card on the reader. ‘Could I borrow a pen?’

‘What? Oh, of course.’ Lachlan fumbled behind his till and passed over a biro. His mouth pursed in confusion as Cam used it to write on a napkin.

Cam slid the carrot cake back across to Lachlan. ‘For you,’ he said with a grin, and placed the napkin next to it.

Lachlan’s eyes widened as he read the phone number scrawled there.

Cam relished the rush of satisfaction, watching the blush creep all the way up to Lachlan’s ears. He tapped the napkin. ‘In case you really do want to help me with my… bird watching.’

Cam picked up his coffee and his coat, and left the café. Just before the door closed, he heard Lachlan squeak a tiny, terrified, ‘Oh, gosh…’

It kept him feeling warm all the way down the hill.

Back to business.

He had a few hours to prepare. His gear was stowed at a campsite on the south-east bank of the loch, a secluded spot and an easy drive away. Cam swung onto his motorbike—a lovingly restored Matchless G50—and rolled leisurely out onto the wooded road cut into the hills that lined Loch Ness.








  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  




Midnight found Cam standing in a clearing on the eastern shore of the loch, staring out over the flat water. Stars winked back at him, a serene reflection of the night sky above. In this tranquil silence, with these still waters, it seemed far too peaceful to be hiding a killer monster in its depths.

Guess we’ll find out, Cam thought grimly.

He assessed the circle he’d prepared on the ground. It was an altered pentagram, drawn simply by a stick in the dirt and the grooves filled in with salt. A summoning sigil overlaid the five-pointed star, turning it into a complex knot of interlocking circles and triangles. He compared it to the drawing in his notebook, which he’d copied from one of the Walker family ledgers. It matched, as best as he could make it.

In the centre of this pattern Cam now poured the flask of soil that he’d collected earlier. The magical traces sparked pink as they hit the pentagram.

Cam lifted his eyes back to the loch.

‘Not long now,’ he murmured. In his right hand, he gripped a horse’s bridle. He hoped he’d prepared enough. Based on what he knew, and everything he’d read in the Walker notes, his best guess was that he’d be facing a kelpie: a demonic water-horse that drowned and disembowelled its victims. The bridle—which was nothing more than leather and steel—would supposedly calm the creature, make it docile. If Cam could get it on.

Cam swallowed, feeling the itch of nerves as he waited. In his core, a low-burning fire simmered. The magic in his veins was jittery. Primed for attack—or defence.

I can handle myself, he repeated. I can do this.

The full moon appeared from behind a drifting cloud, lighting up the loch.

The smell of sulphur reached his nose. Green fire swept across the summoning circle, activated by the moonlight. That was a good start. The spell was taking hold.

Ripples began to spread over the water, shaking the moon out of focus in its reflection. Cam braced, shifting his weight to his back foot, limbs stiff with anticipation. The ripples grew into waves, breaking hard against the shoreline. Way out in the middle of the loch, a bulge rose in the water. It shuddered and thrashed—something underneath was struggling. Fighting against the force dragging it towards the shore.

This is it. Cam pulled his arm back with the bridle, ready to throw.

But what emerged was not the equine shape he was expecting. The bulge continued to rise, breaking from the water like a round hill. Its smooth surface mirrored moonlight in the water droplets gliding off it. And then, with a great sucking splash, a long neck also surfaced.

Cam’s jaw dropped open.

As the neck pulled high into the sky, it revealed a gently curved head with a small, pointed snout. Round, dark eyes stared wildly at the night sky. The creature’s jaw opened, letting out a low, shrieking cry.

Cam dropped the bridle, backing away from the shore. ‘Fuck. Fuckity fuck.’ 

I’ve horribly misjudged this.

Never, in a million years, would he have guessed the fabled Loch Ness Monster was an actual fucking plesiosaur.

As the spell pulled the beast through the water it exposed flailing flippers and a long, narrow tail. It was a good match to the pictures found on every tacky tourist souvenir for miles around.

And it was very big. As the creature neared the banks Cam heard the crunch of pebbles where it was being dragged through shallow water. Finally, it hit the shore.

Four flippers tried to scramble against the force of the spell, leaving deep gouges in the earth. Nevertheless, it was drawn inexorably to Cam’s summoning circle.

Cam realised, too late, that the circle was obviously far too small to contain a creature so large, and he suddenly had to dive away from the monster’s bulk as it tumbled towards him.

It rolled onto the circle with a keening groan, and the second half of the spell activated. The transformation traces in the soil ignited, lancing pinkish-purple ropes over the monster’s form. It was briefly engulfed in light; Cam threw an arm over his face to save from being blinded. When the light dimmed and his vision was no longer dancing, he looked again at the circle. Lost for words, he could only stare.

Clothed in nothing but cold air and moonlight, a familiar young man lay in the centre of the pentagram. He stirred, lifting a head of blonde hair and rising groggily onto his knees. With his back half-turned to Cam, he looked down at the circle, then up at the loch, whose waters were calm once more.

‘What the fuck?’ he said.

‘I’d like to second that,’ Cam croaked.

Lachlan flinched at his voice, back hunched slightly, the muscles going taut under his skin. Was he preparing for fight or flight?

It was a question Cam wasn’t ready to answer for himself. He’d come prepared to fight a kelpie. Not a… whatever the hell Lachlan was.

Lachlan’s head slowly turned to look over his shoulder. ‘You’re… Cam?’ A crinkle appeared in the middle of his forehead. ‘Did you do this?’

Cam stepped back and instinctively reached inside himself, mustering a hot jet of energy to pour, unseen, into his right arm. ‘I wouldn’t move if I were you,’ he warned. ‘I’ve… I’ve bound the circle! That’s what I’ve done. If you try to leave it, you’ll be sorry.’

He hoped his voice didn’t betray him. Cam had no clue what manner of creature Lachlan was, let alone what method would effectively bind him. The bridle glinted mockingly from the ground several feet away.

Lachlan swivelled on his knees with a fluid twisting of his torso that was nearly cat-like. The moon, still exposed, cast its full illumination over his naked body. Silver light spilled over the curve of his shoulder, hiding in the wells of his lean biceps and the inner arch of his thighs. But those hiding places were few and far between, and Cam couldn’t help but take it all in.

His eyes followed the light, gliding freely over Lachlan’s skin, which was smooth and almost unnaturally toned—a swimmer’s body, Cam thought—dancing across supple abs and down over narrow hips, following the delicate, V-shaped crease of muscle that led his gaze inexorably southwards…

Lachlan coughed in the back of his throat and Cam’s eyes shot back up. Fuck. Now was the wrong time to get distracted! But he’d also taken note of a few scars on Lachlan’s body: a large faded one on his abdomen, and a jagged white stripe across his left shoulder.

It was hard to tell under moonlight, but Lachlan appeared to be turning a deep shade of red. ‘This isn’t what I imagined,’ he stuttered, punctuating his embarrassment with a nervous laugh, ‘when you invited me to go bird watching with you.’

‘That was before I knew you were a… that you were the Loch Ness Monster,’ Cam replied. God, it felt so lame to say it. And he was still struggling to marry the image of slim, soft, smiling Lachlan with the reptilian behemoth he’d dragged from the lake—and then again with the savage murder of the fisherman.

But that was the problem with shapeshifters. They knew how to fool you.

Lachlan glanced down at the circle he was sitting on. ‘This has never happened to me before. Is it magic? I suppose it must be. Are you a witch?’ Lachlan’s voice rose in pitch as the questions rattled off his tongue. He bounced slightly on his knees while his hands fluttered restlessly in front of him. ‘What are you going to do with me?’

Good question.

‘I don’t want to go to a zoo,’ Lachlan squeaked, before Cam had chance to reply. ‘Or a lab, I think that would be worse. Do they still cut up animals to study them? I hope not. Or do witches…’ He covered his mouth with one hand, eyes widening as he stared at Cam with what appeared to be growing fear. ‘…you’re not going to put me into a potion or something, are you?’

Already out of his depth, Cam was now lost at sea. ‘What?’

‘Only I heard you do that with some creatures. Make potions out of them. Newts’ eyeballs and unicorn horns and chimera claws and… I’m sure I haven’t got anything that would be useful to you. I don’t even have scales. It’s all blubber! Um, not like whale blubber, you probably couldn’t use it for oil, or I’d like you not to, anyway…’ Lachlan’s voice petered out again. An embarrassed silence trailed after him.

Cam found himself relaxing the magic that was begging to flow over his fist. He shoved it away for the moment. He wasn’t about to let his guard down, but the open fear on Lachlan’s face had him questioning his entire view of the situation.

Cam exhaled slowly as he considered how to phrase his next question. ‘What do you know about the deaths along the River Ness?’

‘The animal attacks?’ A mix of confusion and concern swirled over Lachlan’s face. ‘Only that it’s all anyone talks about lately. It’s really bad for business, you know. People aren’t so keen to hike out to an isolated tearoom when there’s a dangerous monster on the loose.’

‘Why do you say that?’ Cam leant forward a little. ‘Dangerous monster?’

Lachlan, in turn, leaned away from him. ‘Well. Because it sounds like a kelpie, to me.’

A treacherous twinge of hope sparked in Cam’s chest. ‘You think a kelpie has been murdering people?’

Lachlan nodded earnestly. ‘They’re horrible things. They like to lure people into the water before devouring their insides. And they leave the bodies behind. It seems to match what I’ve… heard.’

‘Kelpies are also—’ Cam flashed Lachlan a doubtful stare. ‘—shapeshifters.’

‘What?’ Lachlan leapt to his feet. Several emotions waged for dominance over his elegant features, settling into a strange combination of bewildered betrayal. ‘You think I’m a kelpie? You think I would hurt people? You think that?’

Oh my god, he looks like he’s going to cry. Cam resisted the urge to close the distance in order to pat Lachlan’s shoulder. He was suddenly very uncomfortable—the palpable hurt in Lachlan’s eyes niggled too keenly within his chest.

‘What are you?’ he asked instead.

‘Cold,’ Lachlan replied. He hugged his arms over his chest, shivering a little. Cam was halfway to taking his coat off to offer him, when he stopped himself.

Lachlan’s tone turned grumpy. ‘I’m not hurting anyone. Look, you can see I’m not a kelpie. Have you ever seen a kelpie my size? I just want to lay at the bottom of my loch and go back to sleep.’

Cam looked past him, to the wide and deep expanse of Loch Ness. ‘Are you really telling me,’ he began slowly, inwardly counting all the implications, ‘that you’ve been living in the loch all this time, and no one has noticed you before now?’

He received a disparaging frown for this. ‘Of course I’ve been noticed,’ Lachlan replied. ‘There’s an entire tourist industry based on me. Where’ve you been?’

‘You’re supposed to be a hoax,’ Cam said lamely.

Lachlan shuffled to the edge of the summoning circle. ‘Are you a witch?’

‘Yes.’

‘Are you going to hurt me?’

Cam rolled his shoulders back, tried to regain his air of confidence. ‘That depends on whether you’re dangerous, or not.’

Lachlan watched him warily. ‘Only I notice that I’ve broken the circle, and nothing’s happened.’

Cam glanced down and saw far too late that Lachlan’s feet had scuffed right through the circle’s markings. Damn, the jig was up. He opened his mouth, about to propose a civilised sit-down conversation, when he looked up to see Lachlan sprinting for the water.

‘Oh, hell no.’ Cam sprang after him. Whether it was because Lachlan wasn’t as agile on land as in water, or because Cam had plenty of practice running after (and mainly away from) various ill-timed supernatural encounters, he caught up easily and tackled Lachlan to the ground.

They landed on pebbles. Cam scraped his elbow grappling to hold onto Lachlan’s arms. Lachlan bucked and writhed under him, but Cam had both weight and muscle on his side. Eventually he pinned Lachlan’s wrists either side of his head and had him straddled so that his kicking legs could achieve very little. Although, weirdly, Cam felt like he’d overpowered him too easily. As though Lachlan wasn’t trying very hard.

Lachlan’s chest rose and fell quickly against Cam’s as he panted his exertion into the cold air. ‘Okay,’ he puffed. ‘I guess you still got me.’

‘Why’d you run?’ Cam growled in his ear.

‘Wouldn’t you?’

‘Not if I weren’t a dangerous lake monster.’

‘Oh, come on!’ Lachlan cried. ‘You’re a witch! What’s more dangerous than that?’

‘Met many of us, have you?’

‘I’ve heard stories.’ Lachlan wriggled against his grip, but it was more like he was getting comfy on the stones. ‘They say there’s a whole family of witches who roam the Highlands. That they tamed the Wulver and stopped the Bean Nighe, and banished a whole host of Red Caps to the borders.’

‘And now we’ve caught the bloody Loch Ness Monster,’ Cam muttered. ‘Look, I can’t let you go until I know that you’re… safe. To other people.’

‘So you’re going to sit on me all night?’

‘If I have to.’

Lachlan’s shocked stare said he hoped Cam wasn’t serious, but that he also wouldn’t put it past him. Good. Because Cam had no plan, and he needed time to think.

Did he really believe Lachlan was the murderous monster he was after? No, not really. And not just because of his double-life serving tea and cake from a twee hillside café. Lachlan surely would have put up more of a fight by now if he was capable of murdering the fisherman in cold blood.

But, on principle, Cam couldn’t leave an unknown supernatural entity loafing around in a high-profile tourist area. Could he?

At the root of it, Cam found it galling that something so infamous as the actual Loch Ness Monster had escaped his entire family’s attention until now.

The real trouble was that it wasn’t Nessie the plesiosaur he was lying on top of. It was Lachlan the charming teashop owner, sans lilac apron—and, indeed, every other item of clothing—and the persistent thought lurking at the back of Cam’s mind was that this wasn’t how he’d hoped a first date would go.

As if to underline the issue, Lachlan wriggled underneath him again, and Cam suddenly found himself cursing the tightness of his trousers.

‘At least you’re warm,’ Lachlan mumbled.

‘You live in a cold loch.’

‘Not in this body, I don’t.’

Cam transferred his weight onto his knees, allowing Lachlan more room to breathe. ‘Why do you run a café?’

Though it was hard to tell under moonlight, and with his cheeks already tinged pink from the cold air, Lachlan appeared to flush. ‘I like people.’

‘How old are you?’

‘Is this some kind of interview, or… ?’

‘Just answer the question.’

‘Three hundred and thirty-five,’ Lachlan replied stiffly. ‘If you must know.’

Cam scrutinised him. Lachlan avoided his gaze, staring intently at the stars instead. It seemed he’d gone very still, a noticeable contrast to his previous squirming. Cam eased his grip a little, if only to see what Lachlan would do. Then, to take the strain off his own arms, he lowered his hips without thinking to rest wholly on top of Lachlan’s.

Lachlan’s mouth pinched inward, stifling a squeak in his throat. With slow-dawning realisation, Cam discerned the prod of Lachlan’s erection pressing into his crotch. His body responded with an instant rush of blood southwards, dick twitching eagerly. Cam suppressed a groan at the sudden swell of arousal. This was decidedly off track for how the evening was supposed to be going.

‘Maybe we should get into a better position?’ Lachlan said, a little shrilly.

Cam narrowed his eyes. ‘Oh, really?’

‘Not like that!’ Lachlan’s hands flapped against Cam’s hold. If he hadn’t been blushing before, he certainly was now.

Oh no, Cam thought, with a sinking feeling. Even without the apron he’s still cute as hell…

‘This is just—It’s a natural—’ Lachlan tried to explain himself while endeavouring to shift his hips away from Cam’s and ultimately making matters worse. ‘I mean it’s—’

Don’t say ‘um’.

‘—Um…’

A sound crossed between a groan and a growl escaped Cam’s throat. He clamped down hard on his tongue. But the treacherous little noise caught Lachlan’s attention, and now the helplessly-cute blonde had an extra breathlessness to the way he looked up at Cam.

‘Right. Here’s the deal,’ Cam said gruffly. ‘I’m going to… I’m going to get off you now. You’re not to run away, right? I’ve got more questions for you.’

‘What if I don’t want to answer them?’ Lachlan replied in protest, albeit meekly.

God, he couldn’t help himself. Cam lowered his lips to Lachlan’s ear, sending a purr of warm breath to tickle his goosepimpled skin. ‘Then I shall have to find a way to persuade you.’

The way Lachlan’s chest hitched was amazing. Cam heard him gulp for air and reflexively pressed his lips into Lachlan’s throat.

He was answered with another audible gasp. Delicious.

Oh, fuck. I shouldn’t be doing this.

For just a moment, all thoughts of monster-hunting and other unpleasant witchly duties flew out of Cam’s mind. He opened his mouth a little and tasted Lachlan’s skin. Earthy notes of peat and floral pondweed mingled with musk and droplets of fresh water.

It came as a shock when Lachlan broke out of his grip.

With what appeared to be very little effort, Lachlan ripped his wrists away from Cam’s hands, grabbed him by the shoulders and, with a nimble twisting of his pelvis and quick rearrangement of legs, he toppled Cam onto his back. Lachlan sat heavy on his chest, leaning down to pin him by the shoulders.

Cam found himself immobilised. Lachlan looked as shell-shocked as he did.

‘Sorry,’ Lachlan mumbled. ‘You took me by surprise there.’

Cam struggled against what turned out to be an iron-clad hold. ‘I took you by surprise?’ It didn’t matter how much leverage he angled with his body against the ground, he couldn’t find a way to push Lachlan’s weight off him. ‘How strong are you?’

‘Oh. Yikes.’ Lachlan laughed nervously, releasing him. ‘I didn’t want to scare you.’

Cam sat up on his elbows, emotions flipping between indignant and turned on. ‘You mean you could’ve thrown me off at any point?’ He tracked the path of a water droplet snaking down Lachlan’s collarbone.

‘Mmhm.’ Lachlan fidgeted, tugging at his fingers. ‘I thought you’d let me go eventually.’

‘And if I didn’t?’

‘I wasn’t going to hurt you, if that’s what you mean.’ Lachlan sounded a little upset at the implication. ‘But I wasn’t too worried, anyway. You seem nice. Despite being a witch.’

There goes my reputation, Cam thought ruefully. Right in the bin. ‘Seeming nice’ wasn’t supposed to be the impression he gave off to an apprehended fiend.

Mind you, nor was sucking on said fiend’s neck.

Cam cleared his throat. ‘Okay. So maybe I’m satisfied that you’re not an immediate threat. This doesn’t mean you’re off the hook.’ He moved to sit up properly, expecting Lachlan to jump off him, but instead found himself nose to nose with the guy now sitting in his lap.

Lachlan looked apologetic but didn’t budge. Cam realised he was still effectively trapped underneath him.

‘I want you to leave me alone,’ Lachlan said.

‘I can’t do that.’

Lachlan worried at his lower lip. ‘I prefer to be left alone. I don’t want any attention.’

‘You’re joking! Then why does everyone and their grandma know about you?’ Cam shot back. ‘You said so yourself, you’re the basis of an entire tourist industry, for crying out loud! You sell keychains of yourself in your own damn café!’

Lachlan’s gaze dropped to the ground, shoulders slumping. ‘That was just… an old mistake.’

Cam cursed himself. He couldn’t stand that dejected expression on Lachlan’s face. ‘Look, I’m not about to put up posters of you, all right? But it’s my job to keep the peace around here, and I can’t let a whole damn leviathan go unchecked!’ Cam reeled in the surliness from his tone and tried to aim for something friendlier. ‘I’ll be checking up on you, right? I need to know more about your… situation. But it can wait until after I’ve dealt with this kelpie business.’

Lachlan perked up, sudden comprehension washing over his face. ‘Oh! That’s the bird you’re looking for, isn’t it? The kelpie!’ His smile returned, and Cam realised he’d missed it since their earlier interaction in the café. ‘Well, good news. I can still help you with that!’

‘No, thank you,’ Cam said warily. ‘It’s my job. I’ll deal with it on my own.’

‘But—’

‘I’m a witch,’ Cam repeated. ‘The witch, really. Let me do my job and I’ll leave you alone. Mostly.’

Lachlan was quiet for a moment, perhaps mulling the situation over. His gaze flicked to the demolished summoning circle. ‘Is that how you’re going to capture it?’

Cam’s fists clenched ruefully. ‘No. The spell needs another full moon to work. And I’m not going to wait that long.’

‘Do you have a plan?’

‘Not that I’m sharing with you.’

Lachlan sighed and shook his head. ‘I suppose I can’t stop you. Well, I could,’ he added, repositioning his inhuman weight over Cam’s legs. ‘But I won’t.’

He stood up, liberating Cam.

Cam jumped to his feet, and they backed off from one another wordlessly. A chill breeze toyed with Cam’s duffel coat and ruffled Lachlan’s hair.

‘Well,’ Lachlan began, ‘if that’s all for now, then I’m going to bed.’

‘That’s all,’ Cam replied, feeling both annoyed and inadequate as he said it.

He watched Lachlan step into the water. Without a second look, Lachlan waded in up to his waist and leaned forward to swim as the moonlight spread across his back. Then he dived under, sending ripples cascading over the loch. And that was the last Cam saw of him that night.








  
  
  Chapter Three

  
  




Cam woke to frost glazing his tent. The cold permeated even his thick four-season sleeping bag and the many layers he’d worn to bed. It was his natural alarm clock, along with the sun’s morning rays—not yet warm enough to melt the frost, but bright and persistent in a clear autumn sky.

He shuffled into a clean set of clothes, exposing as little of his skin as necessary in the process, and unzipped the tent. The freezing air hit him like a splash of cold water to the face. It stung the inside of his nostrils and rushed ice into his lungs. Cam took a deep breath in and smiled. He loved a crisp dawn, when the world was all sharp edges, to remind you that you were alive.

He cooked bacon over his small camping stove and swigged from a mug of hot tea that rapidly became lukewarm. Normally he’d start the day with a black coffee… but he was saving that for later. Because he was definitely going to check up on Lachlan immediately, regardless of what he’d said the night before. There were still too many unanswered questions.

He was also second-guessing the way he’d brushed off Lachlan’s offer of help. If he really was the friendly loch monster he appeared to be, then what better ally could Cam ask for in hunting down another aquatic creature? Lachlan probably knew every inch of Loch Ness far better than he could ever hope to. And there was a lot to be said for having pleasant company during an unpleasant job…

Cam tried not to think about the feel of Lachlan’s cock pressing into him. Those firm thighs weighing him down. How the fuck was so much strength compacted into that small frame of his? Cam’s cheeks turned hot, remembering how easily Lachlan had flipped him onto his back.

Ah, hell. He needed to go get that coffee.

He changed into black biking leathers, stowing his coat on the back of the motorbike for later. The Scottish weather could be merciless and fickle. But the skies looked clear, and the sun was warm on his face despite the frost.

He headed straight for The Lucky Teapot. When he reached the layby at the bottom of the hill, he left the bike and didn’t bother changing out of his leathers. He wondered whether—or maybe hoped—Lachlan would get a kick out of seeing him in them. Cam knew he cut a good figure in this get-up. The black leather hugged his waist and ass just right, and the jacket accentuated the broadness of his shoulders.

On the other side of the road, where the land met the loch, Cam noticed there was a small pier that he’d missed yesterday. Probably the equivalent of Lachlan’s private bedroom door, if he dropped into the loch every night to sleep.

Cam encountered more people on the hill today as he strode up it—but they were all going in the opposite direction. One of these people stopped him, a lady with a border collie and a thick Inverness accent. ‘Wouldn’t bother laddie,’ she told Cam, nodding up the hill. ‘It’s closed t’day. Buggered if anyone knows why. He hardly ever closes…’

Now armed with a frown and a faint sense of alarm, Cam continued up the path, passing a few final stragglers who’d apparently been denied their usual morning cuppa. The Lucky Teapot’s windows were dark. No sign of explanation on the door, just a simple Sorry We’re Closed plaque pressed against the glass.

Is he avoiding me? Cam wondered. He didn’t think he’d spooked Lachlan quite that badly, but he couldn’t see a more likely explanation.

He looked out over the loch. It was so serene from up here, and not at all like it housed a leviathan. People often said it was the deepest loch in Scotland—it was actually the second deepest, beaten by Loch Morar some hundred miles to the south-west.

Cam had researched the theories about the Loch Ness Monster before coming here. The earliest known record of the creature came from a seventh century biography of Saint Columba, which attested to a water beast attacking a man in the River Ness. After that, only a smattering of possible sightings, and then the well-known ‘Surgeon’s Photograph’ hoax from 1934. If it really was, indeed, a hoax. Cam wasn’t so sure any more.

But in relation to the recent River Ness attacks, it was the seventh century account that had interested Cam most. No other stories spoke of the creature causing any harm to humans, and the fact it was set in the river rather than the loch was an intriguingly similar detail.

Someone ‘harumphed’ next to him. An older chap in a thick tweed coat, holding a rolled up newspaper under one arm, glared over Cam’s shoulder at the Closed sign.

‘No backbone on these young people,’ he grumbled from under a bushy moustache. ‘A few dead bodies and they all run scared! I tell you, they’ve all closed up shop, from here to Inverness! Nowhere to get a decent brew this side of the Caledonian!’

‘What do you mean?’ Cam asked him.

The man flapped his newspaper in Cam’s face. ‘You didn’t hear? A new one turned up yesterday. Wolves, I reckon. You’d think these hobos would learn, sleeping outdoors without a care. Their own fault, if you ask me!’

I didn’t ask you, Cam refrained from saying. ‘Whereabouts?’

‘Over on Dores Beach. My favourite tearoom is there—closed! The lad here does a good Earl Grey, I thought to myself, worth a try. Must have run scared, like the rest of them! The boy did look like a pansy…’

Cam walked away, leaving the old man spluttering to himself.

He marched down the hill with urgency. If another person had been murdered, there was no time to waste. He held his phone in the air as he walked, seeking a few bars of signal so he could look up more info on the situation.

Google confirmed the worst. Not just one, but a pair of bodies this time. A young couple who’d been camping on the shore. The guy had been found ripped to pieces just yards from their tent. The woman was in not much better shape—being treated at the hospital, suffered multiple lacerations, probably wouldn’t make it.

To make matters even more troubling, Dores Beach was located inside the boundary of Loch Ness.

Cam wasn’t sure how worried to be about Lachlan’s absence on top of this. If he hadn’t met the guy already, he might find it suspicious. But in his core, he didn’t believe Lachlan was capable of such a thing. He could’ve crushed Cam the previous night—simply pressed down with his stupendous strength and eliminated Cam from the picture. But instead he’d let Cam have the upper hand first… why? Because Lachlan was worried about scaring him? And all that panicked talk about zoos and potions. Either Lachlan was an incredible actor, or he was the gentle, sensitive man that Cam’s gut insisted he was.

So, a more likely alternative was that the kelpie—or whatever the beast might be—had travelled out of the confines of the River Ness and was now freely roaming in the loch.

Of course, Cam had originally suspected the monster was travelling in this direction. But to have it so gruesomely confirmed was a sobering reminder of the responsibility on his shoulders. If the thing was now hunting inside the loch, it surely put a lot more people in danger.

At the bottom of the hill Cam leapt onto his bike and gunned it onto the undulating road, riding north to Dores Beach.

When he arrived, the crime scene was still being cleared. He skirted around the edge of it, observing from the trees. The beach was a narrow, flat expanse of grey pebbles. A light breeze coaxed small waves to lap at the stones. It was too picturesque for the garish police tape that cordoned off most of its area, and the white-suited forensics team who appeared to be conducting a final sweep for evidence.

Any obvious debris had already been removed, though Cam took note of where the team focused their activities in the far corner of the beach—most likely where the victims had been found.

Cam flipped through his notebook while he waited, feeling lost and a little redundant while he couldn’t access the beach. He was trying to ignore the thought that he was too late. One person had died—and another was likely to—because he hadn’t solved this mystery fast enough. Would he manage to put an end to it before the killer struck again?

It was midday by the time the police finally collected their tools and rolled up their tape. They looked tired; Cam guessed they’d been working throughout the night. He made sure to be out of view until they’d all cleared off, then finally stepped onto the grey pebbles of Dores beach.

He pulled the talisman from his pocket. It looked like a pebble itself, polished smooth and black like a piece of perfect onyx. A single glyph was carved into its surface, which looked like an eye with a spiralled tail.

It warmed to his touch. He waited for the familiar flow of energy to rise through his arm, pooling at the back of his neck and buzzing his optic nerve. Flashing phantasms sparked briefly in front of his eyes. Cam blinked them away until his vision settled.

He surveyed the beach again. Overlaid on the pebbles like a pattern on tracing paper, the pink opalescent marks of magic residue glowed.

Cam knelt to inspect them. They were strewn across the beach in broken patches: pebbles had been disturbed by the tramping of many feet and some vehicles, scattering them across the beach.

Nevertheless, Cam managed to discern a pattern of sorts. The greatest concentration of trace magic spread in a circle from one corner of the beach, set quite far back from the water. This was where the police team had been busiest. Cam uncovered a few bloodied pebbles in this area, overlooked despite all the forensic effort, which suggested it was where the attack had taken place.

If he accounted for how the pebbles might radiate outwards from their original path, he could identify a line between this circle and the loch. He walked along this line. Found more drops of blood, and a short length of fishing wire. There was also a small pile of ashes mixed within a dip of pebbles. He found pieces of charred wood among it—a recent campfire that had been cleared away.

Something didn’t add up.

The fishing wire caught the light oddly. Cam frowned and brought it to his face. The distinct shimmer of trace magic reflected from it.

‘What have you found?’

Cam tensed at the voice behind him. His reply was guarded. ‘Taking a walk, are you?’

He swivelled to find Lachlan, human and fully clothed, standing three yards away. Cam hadn’t even heard him approach. How could a man who spent half his time as a giant monster be so soft-footed?

‘I’m here for the same reason you are,’ Lachlan answered. ‘I came as soon as I heard. I’ve been watching the beach all morning.’

Cam squared his shoulders and tried to brush past the fact that Lachlan had gotten the jump on him. ‘Did you see the bodies?’

Lachlan’s face fell. ‘It was awful. Those poor people…’ His fingers tugged fretfully at the cuffs of his jumper. ‘The woman was still alive, you know. She was babbling something about a fish as they put her in the ambulance.’

‘A fish?’

Lachlan shrugged helplessly. ‘A silver fish. She was probably hallucinating from the pain.’

Cam belatedly clocked that Lachlan seemed paler than usual. In fact, he looked as though he might throw up. Or as if he already had.

‘What are you holding?’ Lachlan asked.

Cam glanced again at the fishing wire before pocketing it. ‘Not sure yet. Maybe nothing.’

‘Not that.’ Lachlan nodded to his other hand. ‘The stone.’

‘Ah…’ Cam’s fingers closed around it reflexively. ‘An heirloom, sort of. One of my ancestors apparently traded with a demon for it. That was a very long time ago,’ he quickly added, seeing a flash of alarm across Lachlan’s face. ‘It allows me to detect where magic has been… exposed. It’s how I found you.’

Lachlan shifted uncomfortably over the pebbles. ‘You mean I’m leaving some kind of invisible footprints wherever I go?’

‘Only when you transform,’ Cam said. ‘Or do anything else… magical.’

‘Well, my loaded brownie milkshakes have sometimes been called magical…’ Lachlan trailed off with a nervous laugh, wringing his hands. Cam’s mouth quirked into a smile—it was pleasing to see the reassuring effect this had on Lachlan as his fidgeting stilled. ‘So, what do the magic footprints tell you here?’

‘Not much. I know it was here.’

‘It?’

‘I’m beginning to second-guess the kelpie theory.’ Cam paced a circle around the area where the trace magic concentration was highest. Then he pointed one arm towards the loch. ‘I’m pretty sure the creature came from this direction.’

Lachlan’s nose wrinkled. ‘I was afraid you’d say that.’ His shoulders slumped at Cam’s inquisitive glance. ‘I’d started to hope it was attacking from the land. It’s embarrassing, you know? For it to have slipped right past me.’

‘Can’t you tell if there’s a foreign being in your own loch?’

‘It’s a lot of water to cover,’ Lachlan replied defensively. ‘I’ve been up and down this stretch several times this morning. But there’s no way of knowing if it’s already gone to the other end of the loch, or back out to the river.’ His gaze swung from the pebbles back to Cam. ‘Why don’t you think it’s a kelpie?’

Cam struggled to form his loose thread of suspicion into a tangible thought. He started slowly, repeating what he knew from the Walker notes. 

‘Kelpies… like to lure their prey. Typically, they transform into the shape of a horse, standing right by the water’s edge. And that means you should get a patch of trace magic—a really distinct patch—close to the water. Then, when a victim tries to stroke it, the kelpie latches on and drags the poor bugger into the water before transforming again. But here—’ Cam gestured way up the beach, ‘—the largest patch of trace magic is too far inland. And this line between it and the water… I don’t know. Was it doing something magical on the way in or out of the loch? Transforming on the run? Why change shape in plain view of the victim?’

He fondled the fishing line in his pocket and stared out over the deceptively calm waters.

‘I agree,’ Lachlan said quietly, coming to stand beside him. ‘I know what a kelpie smells like. I would know from a mile off if one had entered my loch.’

Cam sighed. ‘You realise this puts you back on my list of suspects?’ God, I don’t want you to be.

Lachlan had the grace to not look offended. ‘Why do you think I’m here? I’d like to clear my name, thank you very much.’ His expression darkened. ‘And I’m not at all happy to let some monster hurt people around my loch.’

Before Cam had quite registered what he was doing, Lachlan stripped off his jumper and T-shirt, bundling them unceremoniously on the ground. When he started to unzip his jeans Cam had to do a few mental backflips to reign in where his imagination wanted to go with the scenario.

‘You’re not seriously about to transform right in front of me, are you?’ Cam said, aghast.

Lachlan looked up, with what might have been a touch of irritation. His nipples were hard and pink in the cold air. ‘I was going to get into the water first. The quicker the better though, if you don’t mind.’

Within moments he’d thrown off socks, shoes, trousers, and underwear, and tied it all into a makeshift bundle. ‘Can you hide this for me? There’s a hollow tree a little way down that path.’

‘You often leave your clothes lying about in the open?’ Cam tried to keep his gaze above the nipple line—but Lachlan’s gorgeous eyes were just as distracting as the rest of him.

‘It’s not in the open. It’s in a tree. And you would, too, if the alternative was walking half a mile to reach a building to get changed in.’

Cam frowned, crossing his arms over the bundle. ‘So you’re going to—what? Search blindly for a monster that you know nothing about?’

‘It’s better than doing nothing.’

‘And what will you do if you find it?’

Lachlan hesitated. ‘Um. Chase it away? Hope it’s intimidated? I’ve got size on my side.’

‘And if it turns out to be bigger than you?’

Lachlan gave him a weak smile. ‘Let’s hope not.’ He stepped into the water, visibly chilled by it, and walked out a few yards. Cam expected him to dive straight under, but he stopped at the last moment and turned, anxiety hanging plain across his features. ‘You’ll be all right, will you? If you run into it first?’

Cam concealed a grin. Worried about me, eh?

‘I’ll be fine,’ he replied, jabbing a thumb at his chest. ‘Witch, remember?’

He watched until Lachlan was fully submerged, the water closing quietly over his head with only a brief swell which sent waves lapping at the beach, suggesting the shape of his transformation underneath.

As he scanned the loch, Cam wondered if Lachlan was still watching him from below.

He pulled out his notebook and flipped to the pages concerning the early legend of the River Ness monster. The tale was short, and his notes were brief. But still, it interested him that this myth stood out from all the other supposed Loch Ness sightings. What if the old legend was retelling an encounter with a different creature?

A silver fish…

Cam placed the piece of fishing wire between the pages to mark his place and snapped the book shut.

He had another hunch. Now all he had to do was test it.








  
  
  Chapter Four

  
  




After a trip to Inverness for supplies, Cam took his Matchless once more along the swerving loch road. He left it parked near Dores Beach and continued trekking on foot along the shoreline.

While walking, he kept one hand on his talisman and a sharp eye out for any traces of magic—but none appeared. He clambered over uneven ground, avoiding the steepest of banks, until he found an area that sloped gently down into the water.

The light was beginning to fade. Dusk came early at this time of year and Cam wondered if he was being foolish for pursuing a monster in the dark. His previous night-time attempt certainly hadn’t gone to plan.

He wished he’d arranged a way to communicate with Lachlan before the day was over. They should have agreed to rendezvous, share information, before either of them got in over their head with something stupid.

Too late for that now, Cam considered, setting up his newly purchased fishing rod.

The sun dipped fully behind the hills, extinguishing the last of its faint golden rays. Fog was rolling over the distant ridges and the loch seemed a dull, flat expanse without the light reflecting off it.

Cam finished securing a lure and bait to his line. He raised the rod behind his head, then flipped it forward in a fluid motion to cast out the line. It landed with a satisfying plop a good distance into the water.

He settled down to wait.

Over the next three hours he caught one pike and several large brown trout, each of which he carefully unhooked and returned to the water. The temperature dropped sharply, nipping through his thick coat and jumper.

As midnight approached, Cam drained the last of the hot coffee in his canteen and contemplated heading back to camp. But all he was really missing was the warmth of his campfire, and that was something that could be easily remedied.

He secured the fishing rod and went scrounging for firewood among the ash and pine trees. He found a bundle of decently dry sticks and a few early pinecones for kindling.

His spot on the shore was fairly secluded, so Cam was confident that a small campfire would only be seen from directly across the loch. Nothing that should encourage passers-by to disturb him. Still, out of habit, he checked around for prying eyes before prodding at the power in his veins and snapping his fingers.

A yellow flame jumped to the tip of his thumb and forefinger, as if he were holding an invisible match. Cam kneeled in front of his neatly arranged stack of firewood, and carefully angled his hand for the flame to catch. Soon he had a small but pleasant fire going, crackling and spitting a little from the damp wood.

He blew out the flame between his fingers.

‘That was impressive,’ said a fascinated, familiar voice behind him.

Cam didn’t quite jump out of his skin, but he
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