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        “Not all monsters do monstrous things.”

        - Author Unknown
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          1998 A.D. – Loch Ness, Scotland

        

      

    

    
      THE MONSTER

      Children don’t come this close to the water often.

      The wee lassie’s auburn curls swirl around her face with a gust of wind, and she giggles. The sound reverberates through the water to where I watch from just the below the surface of the loch.

      She comes often, sitting on the shore and throwing rocks to watch the ripples spread on the glassy water. But today is different. Today, she isn’t happy, even though the wind momentarily lifted her spirits.

      Today, she is crying. The streaks down her face and her puffy red eyes are visible to me even from the depths where I linger, unable to tear myself away from watching her.

      A small satchel sits next to her on her current perch, a large boulder that juts out into the water.

      In the five-hundred years since I was turned into this beast, I have never seen a child so content to sit and just stare out at the water. Most of the children of the village listen to their parents and stay far away, the fear of being taken by the kelpie, which is what their parents assume I am, stronger than their curiosity.

      They are wrong, of course. Kelpies don’t exist, at least as far as I know, but then again, I haven’t traveled beyond the waters of Loch Ness in almost five-hundred years, and prior to being transformed, I had only left the immediate area surrounding the village a handful of times to act as an emissary for my father.

      While I certainly share some characteristics of the mythical kelpie, the modern hypothesis is I am some sort of prehistoric hold-out which somehow managed to survive when all others were wiped out millions of years ago. I don’t quite understand what that means. But the people on the boats talk. And I hear.

      Most people just believe I don’t exist. I have been turned into a joke, nothing more than a hoax or publicity stunt.

      Either way, the local children heed their parents’ advice and steer clear. All except her.

      Ainsley.

      I have heard her parents calling her name over the last year or so and seen them scold her when they find her so close to the water’s edge. It isn’t hard to understand their fear. Even without a beast lurking beneath the surface, it would be far too easy for a small child, not more than five years old, to fall in and drown in the murky water.

      They will be coming for her soon. I have no doubt.

      She reaches in her bag and removes a small carved horse and plays with it on the rocks.

      Even under the water, I can hear her talking to herself.

      They are moving today.

      They are taking her away to the United States.

      Given what I have overheard from the various tourists who come to the Loch every year, it seems an amazing place, an amazing world I am no longer a part of.

      All because of my refusal to marry Davina, the daughter of the draoidh. That was a misstep on my part. Looking back, knowing what I know now, I should have chosen to fall on my sword rather than end up cursed, living forever in this body, banished to the cold muck of Loch Ness.

      I was young and stupid. I believed myself better than Davina because of my father’s position as chieftain of the MacDonald Clan. Power is a strange thing. It calls to men and makes them do incomprehensible things to achieve it. My father, and his before him, was ruthless. Our family’s control over Castle Urquhart meant I had more power than I knew what to deal with.

      I believed I was meant for something, for someone…greater, and so I insulted both Davina and her father, in front of the entire village, when I left her standing at the altar.

      As he cursed me, her father told me he was binding me to the loch for all of eternity. Because I always believed I was too great for this place, these people, I would be stuck with them forever.

      For some reason, knowing Ainsley is leaving doesn’t make me sad, despite how much I enjoy watching her and experiencing her joy. She is doing something I cannot; she is living life to the fullest and experiencing new places. But, I understand her sadness all the same. This is the only home she has ever known and leaving is hard for a child.

      She stands up on the boulder, holds the horse in front of her, and pretends it’s galloping.

      It happens almost in slow motion.

      Her foot catches on the strap of her satchel, and she lurches forward. With nothing there to catch her, she falls into the loch before I even have a chance to react.

      I swim toward the spot where she fell in and find her struggling beneath the surface.

      She can’t swim.

      I move under her, and she opens her eyes and looks down into mine. The green luminesces even in the murky water, and her laser focus remains on me.

      She doesn’t seem shocked to see me. In fact, she calms and stops struggling as I move closer until I am immediately in front of her.

      Without a moment’s hesitation, she wraps her tiny arms around my long neck, and I shoot toward the surface. She clings to me, her body’s weight nothing for my massive frame.

      I break from the water, and she gasps for air as I move toward the shallows. When we’re as close to the shore as I can possibly be, I stop and twist to look at her.

      Her large eyes find mine, and she smiles. “Thank you.”

      She slides down into the knee-deep water but keeps her hand against my scaly flank, staring up at me.

      “I will never forget you.”

      “AINSLEY!”

      Tearing my eyes from her, I turn toward the sound of rushed footsteps from around the bend of the path leading to the village.

      Her parents.

      I slink away and swim off into the depths to prevent them from seeing me. But, I can’t help myself from getting one last look at the girl to ensure she is safe.

      Slipping my head barely above the surface, I watch as her parents appear along the shore and rush into the water, where they pull her up into their arms and hug her tightly. They scold her for running away and ask why she is in the water. She starts to tell them about me, but they cut her off, arguing about how late they are going to be for their flight.

      As they turn back toward the village, she gazes over her father’s shoulder and smiles at me again before whispering something to him and pointing. He turns around, but I slide beneath the water before he can see me.

      They won’t believe her.

      No one believes anymore.
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      AINSLEY

      As I make the final turn and Loch Ness comes into view, I breathe a sigh of relief and warmth spreads through my chest.

      Home.

      At least it used to be, and I guess it is again now.

      I don’t know why I haven’t come back before. God knows, a single day has not gone by I haven’t thought about the loch, and a night hasn’t passed that I haven’t dreamt of the chilly waters…

      And what I know is lurking beneath.

      Mom and Dad didn’t believe me. Of course, they didn’t, why would they? Why would anyone? No one, at least no one sane, believes in Nessie.

      So, what does that make me? Insane?

      Growing up, they said I had a wild imagination, and I don’t disagree with their assessment. But, I know I didn’t imagine what I saw that day.

      The large, dark green eyes assessing me in the water; the hard, smooth scales against my skin; the compassion it showed me when it saved my life. I didn’t imagine any of those things, and I’ve spent the last twenty years trying to convince myself not to fall prey to the cynicism that has taken over the rest of the world.

      The death of Dad’s cousin, Alick, last month left me the sole heir to the house and land that has been in the hands of the family for the last several hundred years. I could have sold it, forgotten everything that happened there, and moved on with my life. But, frankly, there isn’t much left of it.

      I should be married by now.

      Fuck, I should be on my fucking honeymoon.

      I would be, if I hadn’t come home from my studio during lunch to find Noah fucking his secretary in our bed.

      That was bad.

      I didn’t think things could get worse than that, but then Marcy, my Newfoundland, died the next week.

      If I were the type of person who believed in karma, I would be convinced I must have done something to royally fuck over someone to warrant that kind of cunt punch. But, I don’t believe in karma. What I do believe in, is really, really bad luck. Which is clearly what I have.

      So, my inheritance couldn’t have come at a better time. A change in scenery is exactly what I need and seeing the mirror surface of the loch instantly brings me a sense of peace that has been missing for months.

      I circle the loch and make my way into Fort Augustus. Even though we moved just before I turned six, I still have vivid memories of walking in town with my parents, enjoying the shops and music playing on the street. Not much has changed in twenty years, although here, things rarely do.

      The economy is made up almost completely on tourism, and as I drive down the main drag toward the loch where my house sits, my stomach turns slightly at all the cheesy signs for Nessie boat tours.

      He’s too smart to be seen by a gaggle of tourists.

      At least, I think it is a he.

      Some people think Nessie is a female, but those people haven’t been face-to-face in the water with him. I got a definite masculine vibe that day. I also know, without a doubt, that he is intelligent, far more so than anyone gives him credit for.

      Those were not the eyes of a savage beast. Those eyes held a depth of intelligence I have only seen in humans since.

      He will only be seen when he wants to be seen. I’m one hundred percent sure of that.

      I pull up in front of the small farmhouse of my new next-door neighbor. The lawyer who notified me of my inheritance told me I could pick up the keys here when I arrived in town. Climbing out, I take a deep breath of the crisp, clean air. Such a difference from the smog I’m used to inhaling in San Francisco.

      The stone path leading to the front door is well maintained and I find myself impressed with what the owner has done with the property. When I was little, this place was an overgrown mess of vines, weeds, and who knows what else.

      The gargoyle door-knocker beckons me, and I smile as I use it to rap on the dark wood surface. The door opens almost immediately, and a handsome red-haired man looks me up and down curiously.

      “Uh, hi. I am Ainsley Beath. I was told you have the keys to my house.”

      A smile spreads across his face as he extends his hand. “Of course. Ewan Granndach. I was told you would be coming.”

      The moment our hands touch, I feel an instant connection with Ewan, a sense of warmth and well-being flowing through me as he ushers me into his home.

      I expect it to look like all the other old farm houses on the loch, but boy, am I wrong. The living room, just inside the front door, is decorated with contemporary furniture and artwork.

      He has a great eye.

      Or maybe it’s his wife who did all the decorating?

      Either way, the house is gorgeous.

      “Your home is lovely.”

      He leads me through the living room into the modern, updated kitchen.

      The face-consuming smile returns as he motions for me to take a seat at the large, round table in the corner of the room. “Thank you, I did a lot of renovations over the last three years.”

      “Is that how long you’ve lived here?”

      He nods, opens a drawer next to the stove, and grabs a red keyring. “Aye, I bought the place when I moved here from Inverness.” After setting the key down in front of me, he turns back toward the stove and grabs a teakettle. “Would you like a cuppa?”

      “Sure, I would love some.” While he fills the kettle, I let my eyes wander around the kitchen. The long, main wall is covered with a collage of photos in various size and shaped frames. Some are obviously of Ewan as a child with his parents, but as I make my way down the wall, I notice more and more are of an older Ewan with a blonde-haired man at various exotic looking locations.

      “That is Micheil. We were together for ten years. He died in a car accident four years ago.”

      I glance over my shoulder at Ewan, who is leaning back against the counter next to the stove, his eyes focused on a picture of them on bikes along a roadway in what appears to be Greece.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      He gives me a sad smile and turns back to the stove as the kettle begins to whistle. I’m unsure how to follow up being told something like that.

      How do I casually segue into something else?

      Instead, I say nothing, watching him move around the kitchen preparing the tea.

      He brings over two mugs and sets one on the table before me. “Milk and sugar?”

      “Uh, no thanks. I never got that whole milk in tea thing. We don’t really do that in the States. I’m more of a coffee drinker myself, but I didn’t bring my coffee maker with me. I’m either going to have to figure out how to only
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