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A shoutline reads: There's no happily ever after when you are the monster.
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Author’s Note


When I was a young girl, one of my favourite fairy tales was Hans Christian Andersen’s The Little Mermaid. I found the interplay between the underwater world and the unattainable world above the surface fascinating, and the yearning to belong to a world that seems out of reach strangely identifiable as I dreamed of what the future might hold.

As I have grown up, The Little Mermaid has meant different things to me at different points in time, but it has always had love, a dream and determination at its core. Eventually, it became the inspiration for Lochbound – Iris’s own tale of heartache and hardship, with a twist on the classic story itself.

The magic of folklore, witchcraft and superstition has always appealed to me, and so it was important that any reimagining of The Little Mermaid was set against the rich backdrop of a community in which these elements ran deep. I could think of no better place than Scotland with its magnificent and ethereal landscapes and its history of folklore – not least the myth of the Loch Ness monster.







Loch Mòine, Kilmara, Scotland October 1725







Prologue Moireach


Autumn steals through the highlands towards the village of Kilmara. A haze of drizzle obscures the topmost branches of the pine forest and the heather that flares over the hills surrounding Loch Mòine. A layer of mist settles over the vast surface of the loch; a shroud drawn to conceal its secrets. As night falls and the mist briefly clears, a lunar halo is reflected back to the sky. The water is still.

Moireach stirs, lacy tendrils of milfoil stroking her limbs. Tucked in the large fissure that runs along the flat silt-bed of the loch, her spine begins to ache. The water is blacker and more sinister here than any human could conceive of. As time drifts, fragments of feelings which are not her own edge her towards consciousness.


Fifty summers have passed since Moireach was created, the result of a young woman’s fateful bargain. She is a curse, a punishment made of magic so dark there can be no prospect of escape. Moireach prowls the loch’s bed by day, as much a prisoner as the girl confined within her. But now, as the minutes creep towards midnight, the girl is awakening. For six hours each night, the girl’s human form is restored, and it is Moireach who is trapped within her. When dawn sneaks across the horizon, Moireach returns, plunging through star-sapphire water until the streaks of waning moonlight disappear.

Moireach has become more than the curse intended her to be. She has been forged by her prisoner, no longer a monstrous cage but a being with her own distinct mind. Moireach is grief and despair and anger.

A growl disturbs the dense quiet. Moireach opens her vicious yellow eyes as a rush of current distorts the stillness. The kelpies that haunt the loch are coming for her. She bares her fangs, slithering out of her resting place.

The monster of the loch is awake.






CHAPTER ONE Iris


The needle-sharp teeth of the kelpies snap at my legs as I race towards the surface and the safety of a cave hidden between Loch Mòine and the cellars of Kilmara Castle. The water above me grows pale, an orange light flickering through the ripples, and relief warms my body. Duncan is waiting for me. The fog of Moireach’s instincts clears, my own thoughts gaining clarity as I shed my remaining scales, gums aching where my fangs have retreated. Desperate for air, I launch myself towards the light, grasping at the roughened rock at the cave’s entrance. I cling to it as my face breaks through the surface and I can breathe again.

Duncan’s familiar voice greets me.

‘Iris.’

‘Duncan,’ I wheeze, hauling myself onto the flat rocks that form a shore of sorts, my body speckled with goosebumps. The air burns my skin, which is sensitive in its fresh humanness. Everything hurts, as though the water was a balm, and I am raw and vulnerable without it.

He turns his back while I retrieve a soft bundle from behind a rock and open it out, thinking of nothing but getting warm before deep cold sets in and I lose the night to its effects. Hastily, I step into rough woollen trousers and pull on an oversized cotton shirt – both his – wringing the excess water from my hair. The kelpies almost caught me that time. They are getting better at tracing my movements and I am becoming slower, taking longer to regain consciousness each time I slip between monster and human form. I pace the length of the cave, waiting for my breathing to soften, the scrape of their teeth still fresh on my ankle.

Duncan shuffles awkwardly beside his lantern, wrapped in his thick greatcoat. I have felt autumn’s approach in the sharpness of the water. Another year is fast approaching its conclusion – another year in which I am trapped in this eternal fairy tale that is, in fact, no fairy tale at all.

‘I’m dressed,’ I say, and he turns. Duncan MacBride, my best friend since childhood, almost imperceptibly unsteady on his feet now, is the only person who knows the truth of what I am.

‘You’re hurt,’ he says, his grey eyes dropping to my ankle. I glance down. Blood trickles down my foot, staining the ground though the wound itself is already healing.

‘It’s nothing. Just the kelpies.’ A shiver of fear distracts me as I recall their unseeing eye sockets and the snap of their skeletal jaws. I wrap my arms around my chest. ‘There’s no need to fuss.’

I regret the words the moment his face droops. He says nothing, merely holding out a small parcel wrapped in brown paper and string. I take it, and his eyes flit to the mouth of the cave that leads to Kilmara. I follow his gaze but there is nothing to be seen, nobody intruding upon us.

‘It’s honey cake,’ he says with a shrug, as though the gift is barely worth mentioning, even though we both know it’s my favourite.

I untie the strings, breathing in its warm familiarity.

‘It smells wonderful.’

It reminds me of summers in the orchard behind Kilmara Castle, where we would sit together, muddy-kneed with our legs outstretched, gobbling down cake as though we had not eaten in days.

‘Even better considering I can still taste raw eel or whatever it is I eat down there,’ I say through a mouthful of crumbs.

His grimace is the only acknowledgement that he has heard my attempt at a joke.

‘I added lavender,’ he says. ‘Just as my mother used to.’ He barely looks at me, his brow creased with worry.

‘Thank you.’

He nods and sits on a rock, clearing his throat awkwardly. I sit beside him and reach for his hand, squeezing it lightly. He looks down at our entwined fingers.

‘I look so different now,’ he murmurs, as though he is noticing for the first time. Liver spots discolour the backs of his hands while mine remain smooth, unblemished by the passage of time. His hair, once black like charcoal smoke, is now iron-grey. It falls to his shoulders, fading to white at his temples.

‘And yet, it is me who is different.’

His fingers grip mine harder. ‘Not to me.’

Tears sting my eyes, and I extricate my hand from his. I don’t dare look at the pity in his eyes.

‘You know what day it is, don’t you?’ My voice catches as I realise why he has brought me the cake.

‘I do,’ he replies, retrieving my hand. ‘Don’t dwell on it.’

‘I have nothing but time to dwell upon it,’ I snap, though I don’t mean to. Today is the anniversary of the day I was persuaded to defy the laws of nature, to barter with my life in return for a love that was ripped from me as cruelly as the North wind rips a tree’s leaves from its branches.

I blink back tears. ‘I’m sorry. It’s not your fault.’

He sighs, sounding every bit as weathered as his seventy years, for he has lived a life where I have not. He has become a patchwork of scars inflicted by the twists and turns of time gone by. Meanwhile, I remain young, forever twenty years old, scarred in a different way.

‘I’m here,’ he says. ‘Let me comfort you, help you forget your pain. Don’t put this distance between us.’

A smile tugs at the corner of my mouth because for a moment it seems that he really believes it to be that simple.

‘What if my heart is more like that of a monster than a human these days? No monster can ever be free of pain.’

Usually, Duncan would reassure me. He would squeeze my shoulder and tell me I’m being ridiculous, that I could never be anything other than his dearest friend. That whatever I might look like when I am imprisoned in the loch, I am still me. He would distract me with a game of piquet or stories from Kilmara, the village we grew up in and where he still lives. But, tonight, he doesn’t attempt any of it.

He simply says, ‘Neither can humans.’

Shadows creep and ebb across the cave’s jagged corners. I stand up, feeling trapped by the solid wall of rock around us, the low ceiling sloping at the edges. It is cold and damp, a prison in its own way as much as the loch. It smells, too, like stale water and moss – and something else. Something new.

‘What’s that smell?’ I ask.

I pause and breathe in again, trying to place it.

‘What?’ he asks, not quite meeting my eye. The easy, teasing ways of our friendship are missing tonight. Unspoken words poke holes in our conversation, quickly filled by doubt and the feeling that we are both hiding things.

‘It’s blood,’ I say sharply. I can tell that it belongs to someone I don’t know. These are Moireach’s senses, her abilities, but over time, they have become mine.

‘You were bleeding as you came out of the water.’

‘It’s not my blood or yours.’ Those are scents I could pick out of a battlefield heaped with bodies. This one is new. ‘It’s strong, which means it’s been spilled. Someone is hurt. Duncan?’

He stands up, leaning on his cane more heavily than usual. ‘Iris.’

‘Don’t “Iris” me,’ I say. ‘You’re different tonight, distracted. What are you keeping from me?’

He sits down again, wincing as he puts weight on his left knee. We both ignore his grimace. He is a proud man, but of his physical prowess rather than his sharp wit or dashing looks, as he himself once confided in me. He was born and raised a warrior, a clansman, and this, he says, is the only strength that matters in Kilmara, a place where nobody is to be trusted.

‘I didn’t want to worry you, and that’s the only reason I didn’t tell you,’ he says.

‘Tell me what? Duncan, you’re scaring me.’

He sighs. ‘A month ago, a body was found on the path between the loch and the village, close to the water.’

‘A body?’ I repeat. ‘Someone died?’

‘Someone was killed.’ His jaw clenches. ‘Mutilated, really. Their heart gouged from their chest.’

A chill slithers down my spine. A body near the loch. How had I missed it?

‘Tonight, another was found in the same place.’

‘Who did it?’

He doesn’t answer. Instead, he pulls a pack of playing cards from his jacket and shuffles it with a deft flick of his wrist.

‘Come,’ he says. ‘Tonight, let’s wager for another one of your carvings. I’d like a new lantern to hang outside my front door. Now that Samhain approaches, one can’t be too careful of unwanted spirits and faeries. Even the brownies have been nothing but pests this year.’

He places the cards on the rock between us and looks at me expectantly.

‘Will you cut the deck?’ When I make no move to do so, he sighs again and deals the cards.

‘Iris, forget the dead. They have already forgotten us. There is nothing you can do for them now.’

‘And what of justice?’

‘There is no room for justice in Kilmara. You know that.’ Bitterness stings his voice. ‘Shall you take the wager, then?’

‘It is hardly a fair wager,’ I say, swiping up the cards and inspecting the hand I have been dealt. ‘I win every time.’

‘Indeed,’ he smirks. ‘Is that how you spend your time buried in the loch? Perfecting the intricate art of piquet.’

My own smile fades. It has been some time since I was truly sentient when the monster takes over.

‘Come, let’s play,’ he says. ‘Do not dwell on things you cannot change.’

‘Is the body still there?’ I ask with a calmness I do not feel. I need to see it for myself, to assess the marks upon it. I need to know if it is something the monster – something I – could have done. My skin itches with the urge to assuage the niggling questions forming in my mind, the guilt which already blooms in my chest. I discard my cards and stand up.

‘Iris . . .’

I start towards the mouth of the cave. It leads up to a hidden pond where a waterfall keeps it fresh and clean. Once, it was one of my favourite places, where rainbows were born of the fresh spray and sun, and downy thistle seeds wafted in the breeze. Above us looms Kilmara Castle and to the west, beyond the loch, lies Kilmara village.

‘You can’t,’ he says. ‘You’ll be discovered and, besides, for all we know they’ve moved the body by now. MacIver will doubtless have dispatched the gravedigger to do the job. You’d be risking your safety for nothing.’ His voice rises as he follows me through the tunnel towards the open air. ‘Iris.’

I ignore him. My hands begin to shake – it’s been years since I ventured out of the cave. As I reach the entrance, I can taste the lingering smoke of burning crop residue from the farms that lie to the east. The beginning of autumn. It used to be my favourite time of year. My mother used to tell me that my hair was the colour of autumn leaves as she ran her fingers through my curls at bedtime.

‘Iris, please.’ He catches up to me, placing his hand upon my arm.

‘No. I must see for myself.’

I hear the outside before I see it. The wind whistles through the stones of the cave wall, the waterfall tumbling in the distance. An owl hoots nearby, its prey rustling in the grass. Taking a deep breath, I step out into the world.

I had forgotten how large the open air is, how much sky there is. When I am returned beneath the water each dawn, its weight becomes almost comforting. It protects me as Moireach’s form returns, helping me to let go of everything I lost. But out here I am exposed. The world beyond the loch is a mass of stars in a night so immense that it swallows the moors beyond the horizon. The wind has swirled the clouds into delicate white feathers. Behind me, the water lies calm and glassy. Fireflies glow in clusters in the woods to the right of the footpath, waiting to be plucked by the Seelies and used for faerie lanterns. I feel so small.

‘Not much has changed,’ says Duncan, watching me nervously. He is beside me, ever the protector.

‘Where did you say the body was found?’

‘Iris, it’s not safe for you out here. We should return.’

‘Tell me.’

He sighs. ‘On the path that leads from the village to the brambles at the western bank of the loch.’

I know the path well, though I haven’t walked it in years. As young girls, my sister Mhairi and I used to weave baskets from reeds and race each other to the brambles for fresh blackberries, sampling a few and returning home with purple-stained mouths. Eventually, our parents forbade us from climbing down there. The sprawling brambles overhang the water, hiding from view the end of the land and the start of the loch. People have drowned in this very spot. But we never heeded their warnings; the blackberries were simply too tempting.

I walk down the muddy path towards the brambles, gnarly roots breaking through the soil. Pools of rainwater have collected between them, their edges cracked with frost. The stones that lie beneath tufts of grass graze my soles. Mist slinks around my ankles. Each sensation would be irresistible if my mind weren’t racing with a dozen gruesome scenarios in which the monster – in which I – killed a man. Perhaps we would find some evidence of the monster’s presence – some terrible claw marks, a body ripped limb from limb in such a way that could not have been done by a human.

We walk in silence for a while, past unlit pyres, their wooden poles stretching up to the night like sentries guarding against witches. The loch is quiet, revealing nothing of what might have happened to this nameless body. The village lies a quarter of a mile ahead. I know the first house well – Duncan’s house. It stands swathed in shadow, the woods leering up behind it like a predator.

‘Why don’t we go to my house, instead?’ he asks, nodding ahead. ‘Just for one night, we could be us again. Nobody will see you there.’

The idea is certainly more tempting than foraging for a mutilated corpse. I long to sit before a fire and be warmed from the bones out. I’ve forgotten what that feels like. I long to sink into the downy comfort of a bed, a luxury I once took for granted.

‘No. I need to see the body.’ My voice gains an edge, and he falls silent. We pass the wilting pinkish petals of stonecrop, round the curve of the loch towards the fork that joins this path with the one to the village and where, perhaps, a dead human lies. What will I do if I find evidence of the monster’s violence? I can’t flee, nor can I stop her striking again. I hesitate. Maybe there is no point to this investigation. There is nothing I can change about whatever it is we find. I look back towards the cave, tempted to return, when Duncan pulls urgently on my hand. Voices break through my thoughts, and I realise that we are not alone.

‘Get back,’ Duncan hisses, dragging me into the darkness of the trees.

‘Do you know them?’ I whisper.

He nods, raising a finger to his lips as he strains to hear them. His eyes sharpen, his muscles tense: he is as much the warrior he always was.

A trembling male voice speaks up.

‘I found him on the path to the loch, sir, mere feet from where MacIver found the last one.’

Fear pools in my stomach, stoked by the panic in his tone.

‘Have you buried him?’ asks his companion.

‘Not yet. I dragged him to the old boat shed before sounding the alarm, but there’s blood . . .’ A pause. ‘Lots of blood. And his heart . . .’

‘Christ, Dearil, why did you move him before you alerted anyone? Do you want to seem guilty of the crime yourself?’

‘The children play out here in the mornings. I couldn’t leave him to be discovered.’

Another pause. ‘We must tell his wife.’

‘What reason do we give?’

‘None. We may have our suspicions, but we must not frighten anyone by speaking of them. Make up a story. Tell her that he had an accident, and we found him. You must ensure nobody sees his injuries.’

‘But, sir, it’s the second body in as many months. There will be questions, people will be scared. And what if there’s another?’

‘There won’t be.’ His companion’s voice becomes low and grim, and suddenly I know that this second man must be the laird of Kilmara – my cousin Crawford, my late father’s sole male heir as decreed by his last will and testament. In my father’s eyes, daughters were only worthy of being somebody’s property, never property-owners themselves. Crawford sounds just the same as my father did: detached and cruel. ‘I have a plan.’

‘What plan could you possibly have against the monster of the loch? It will rip you apart before you can so much as look it in the eye, sir, or worse.’

I stand rigid, my fears confirmed. They suspect me. I dare not look at Duncan, but I feel his back stiffen as he listens. My blood turns to ice.

‘Bury the corpse and gather the clan at once. We must protect the village as best we can until the monster is dispatched.’






CHAPTER TWO Iris


No more words are spoken as the men part. Duncan pulls me further into shadow as one of them passes: a hunched figure shuffling along the path to the village, a spade resting on his shoulder. Moonlight glints off its rusted edges and I think of gravestones, of death, and now of murder.

When finally I venture from the shadows, Duncan clasps my hand, pulling me back. He shakes his head, raising a finger to his lips, then peers out. Once he is satisfied that the laird has gone and the path is free of lurkers, he nods.

‘Are you all right?’ I press his hand.

‘My greatest fear is that they should discover you,’ he says.

Sometimes, I wonder what would happen if I simply walked through the village for anyone to see, barefoot, dressed in a man’s clothes, with wild hair and a face that bears the features of a long dead laird? Would they burn me at the stake as a suspected witch, as they have done to so many before, or would I be hunted in the water when I returned to the loch at dawn?

‘Why?’

‘Because if they did, I don’t know that I would be able to protect you. There would be questions. Fear. Come, let us return to the cave. Quickly.’ He scans the path, releases my hand and steps out of the shadows. All is clear. He gestures for me to join him, but I do not move.

I want to go to the boat shed and see the body before it is hidden beneath the ground, but I know that he will not let me, not now.

‘Did you know they suspected me?’ I ask.

He says nothing.

‘It wasn’t me,’ I say.

When he finally looks at me, his gaze is piercing, capable of cutting through the foolhardiest of bravado, and I wish I could take the words back.

‘I believe it wasn’t you. Of course I do,’ he replies, but his voice is thin, insincere. He takes my hand and brushes my fingers to his lips in a brief kiss. ‘I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want to frighten you. I knew that you would fear for your safety, and I . . .’ His voice drops. ‘I didn’t want you to be down there alone and scared.’

The breeze picks up and I shiver, looking out across the loch. How different it appears from up here – an endless expanse of peace, completely at odds with the way I feel when the curse pulls me back beneath its surface.

‘We must leave now,’ says Duncan.

I take a step after him, knowing he speaks sense. But then I stop. Suddenly, the idea of returning to the cave, of hiding away again, is suffocating. Perhaps I would rather risk being found, being hunted – anything to feel something real. ‘Not to . . .’ I begin.

‘To my house, then,’ he presses gently. ‘I’ll pour some ale, light a fire. We can sit on the floor beside the hearth, just like we used to.’

I look at his face. His cheeks are sunken in a way I haven’t noticed before, the skin beneath his eyes bruised with fatigue.

‘Are you tired?’ I ask. ‘Do you need to rest?’ I don’t know how it feels to age while the soul remains young, frustrated by its physical constraints. It is my greatest wish to know the privilege of growing old, something I once feared. I envy him that.

‘Of course not,’ he replies, tucking my hand into the crook of his elbow. ‘Now that you’ve left the cave, I just want to take you home for a while.’

I squeeze his arm. I wish we could go back to the carefree childhood we once shared. When I make no move to go with him, Duncan seems to relent. He pulls me back into the shadows of the trees, just far enough that any movement caught by the moonlight might be mistaken for faeries or deer but close enough that we could easily escape the creeping ivies that stir as we disturb them.

I sit on a rock, and he sits beside me. He has never left me to wallow alone, even when his own impatience seemed to demand it. Even now, he gives me space, but not too much. After a few moments, I ask the question neither of us wants to hear spoken aloud.

‘What if they really do try to hunt the monster?’

‘They won’t,’ he says resolutely. ‘The monster is as much a part of Kilmara as the rest of its history.’

‘They rid us of the witches; they were part of our history, too.’ My voice is barely a mumble.

‘An easy target.’ He nods to the glimmer of moonlight on the loch’s surface, the only clue it is there lurking in the darkness. ‘Nobody but a fool would dare enter the loch. They would find only certain death, never victory.’

‘But what if it was me?’

His silence is unbearable, and I retreat into my own thoughts.

For years after I was cursed, the monster and I shared one mind. When my body took her form each dawn, I wandered, submerged in the loch, with only my darkest thoughts and feelings for company. I was painfully aware of my prison – both my body and the loch. Over time, I found that I could use my monster form as a hiding place. I cut out the darkness in my heart – my bitterness, my grief, my longing for revenge – and trapped it in hers. Then, I shut her out of my mind and in return she closed hers to me. But despite the separation I created between us, I have never quite been able to rid myself of my love for Thane. He was the man I risked and lost everything for, the travelling soldier who was supposed to be my fairy tale. He exists still in my heart, a persistent ache that creeps up from my chest to grip my throat in my quietest moments.

Duncan draws a sharp breath and drops my hand, pulling me away from my thoughts.

‘Iris, your skin.’

I look down at my arm, shimmering a pale lilac-blue in the last of the moonlight.

‘Oh my God,’ I gasp, looking up at the sky. ‘It’s nearly dawn. I’m late.’

‘I’ll take you back.’

‘No.’ I step out of his reach, and his face falls. ‘Don’t look at me. Please.’

I can’t bear the shame of it; would rather die than let him see me this way.

I turn and run as the black horizon softens to navy, the stars twinkling valiantly as the sun comes to snuff them out. My feet bleed as I try to outrun the dawn. I have to return underwater before the sky blossoms, before Moireach takes over. My legs become heavy, thick glittering scales spreading across my skin like a rash. I know better than to attempt to claw them off.

The loch lies ahead and, suddenly, I need to feel the water around me. It is a desire more intense than any other – more than my human need for air, for companionship, for love. My emotions start to fade, and my fear becomes something strange, something primal. My feet touch the water just as they transform into a tail, and I dive in.

The shock of the cold only hurts for a moment. My chest stops burning with the craving for air, and I can breathe again, darkness shrouding my consciousness. As I fade into the monster, I let my voice carry on the wind in a song that mourns the loss of everything that I used to be. It is a song I have sung every dawn since the day I was cursed, the last moment in which I allow myself to feel anything before Moireach takes it all away. Then, I disappear.






CHAPTER THREE Henry Carver


Two weeks after receiving a letter engaging his services, Henry Carver arrives at The Lioness of the Loch Inn in the heart of Kilmara. He alights from the coachman’s cart, his boots squelching in the muddy grooves of the street. He has been folded into the cart’s miserly wooden seat since mid-morning, with only a short pause at lunchtime for a bread roll and a lump of cheese that had seen better days. His muscles are dulled with cramp, his mind irritable and weary. The journey has been tedious, civilisation thinning as the hours passed until he started to question why he had agreed to come.

And now he is here, in this sorry excuse for a village. He has seen little of Kilmara other than the black stone castle looming over the loch like a sealed box of secrets, and the iron cross of a church on the opposite side, enveloped in fog and framed between two graveyards. The entirety of the village lies between the castle and the church, so far as he can tell, and seems equally as dismal. The buildings are small, built from grey stone that reflects the dullness of the weather. They passed only two people on the way through the village to the inn: one like a priest waving a strange-scented lantern, the other disappearing into Arbuthnot’s Apothecary, their face hidden beneath a cloak. Neither seemed like acquaintances he should wish to make.

Still, at least he will sleep in a bed tonight. He grabs his bags and looks up at his new lodgings. It seems innocuous enough from the outside, a lamp glowing merrily outside a large wooden door. The inn is by far the brightest part of Kilmara. In fact, since passing through the village he has felt a further dampening of his spirits; a strange, creeping sort of depression. He presses a coin into the coachman’s hand in payment for his uncomfortable ride and sighs to himself as drunken laughter roars through the inn’s windows. A solitary man of late, Henry has no time for frivolity. He detests the very sound of it. Perhaps there will be no sleep tonight, after all.

‘Best to have a whisky or two,’ says the coachman, clicking his tongue as his horse tugs gently at its reins. ‘You’ll get no better to drink around here than at Esther’s inn, and it takes the rough edges off the company you’ll find inside.’

‘I’ll take your word for it.’ Henry straightens his coat. ‘Do you know the village well, then?’

‘Everyone knows Kilmara well enough.’

‘Where is the path to the loch?’

‘Back along this road, towards the castle,’ says the coachman. ‘Not far. You’re the hunter then, are you?’

Henry’s eyebrows crook in surprise, and the coachman chuckles.

‘You’re a popular topic of conversation round these parts,’ he says. ‘In fact, I’ve heard of little else these past few days, even as far as Inverness.’

‘Oh? Why’s that, then?’ Henry glances at the inn. Suddenly, he longs to be inside, despite his initial reservations. Anything to avoid the direction of this conversation. His work requires him to be inconspicuous, and he prefers it that way.

‘The monster’s been a myth around here since the first foundations of the village were laid,’ says the coachman. ‘Folk call her Moireach. The stories have changed over the years, of course, as have the descriptions by those who claim to have seen her.’

‘Have there been any recent sightings?’ Henry asks.

‘Not for almost fifty years,’ he says. ‘And the man who sighted her back then died a few months ago. Never spoke a word since the morning he saw her. They say that to look into the eyes of the great leviathan is to look into madness itself.’

The coachman looks over his shoulder though nobody stands in the vicinity, then leans forward conspiratorially.

‘The day he saw her was the day the monster began to sing each dawn,’ he says. ‘Some of us remember a time when she didn’t make a sound at all. Back then she was only a bedtime tale that mams used to tell their children to stop them wandering into the loch where they would surely drown. She was only supposed to be a story. But now, Moireach is real. She has a voice.’

‘A voice?’ Henry’s interest is piqued. He has been told of violent deaths, of blood and missing hearts, but no details were given of the monster itself.

‘It is powerful enough to fire hearts and chill bones in the same breath,’ whispers the coachman. ‘The quiet that follows her song is like the silence after a loved one’s final breath has been snatched away by death. And now, there are bodies . . . and, well, the laird is concerned, of course.’

Henry turns to look at the distant castle, its windows gleaming orange. Somewhere below it lies the loch, hidden from view by the crooked village buildings. He shivers, tightening his coat. He’s not scared; nevertheless, he feels the same knot of trepidation as he always does at the beginning of a new engagement. What if this particular monster is the one that finally kills him?

‘Monsters do not sing,’ he says. ‘You speak nonsense, man.’

‘There’ll be others can tell you more than I,’ says the coachman with a smile and a touch of his finger to his hat in farewell. ‘All I know is there is a voice that sings each day before even the songbirds stir. It calls the dawn, entrancing all who hear it. Some say it belongs to a siren, but Kilmara knows better. Its song is so heavy with loneliness that it can only belong to someone who truly knows what it is to be trapped. Just like the monster in the loch.’

‘You mentioned bodies,’ says Henry quickly. ‘Do you truly believe the monster is to blame?’

‘It doesn’t matter what I believe,’ says the coachman. He leans over the edge of the cart towards Henry, the whites of his eyes glistening as the moon rises. ‘But when you go hunting, don’t let her know that you’re coming for her. Because if she should see you first . . . Well, all I shall say is, “May God be with you.”’

The coachman tugs on the reins, and Henry watches as the horse and cart are swallowed by darkness and he is left alone outside the inn. He stays there a while, the mist soaking into his overcoat, not quite ready to embrace this next task, another that will take him further from the man he used to be. Lighting a pipe, he inhales deeply. He watches the smoke idle into the mist until they are one and the same. It is calming. He takes a deep breath. He can do this. He must do this.

When the desire for a whisky finally outweighs his misgivings, Henry picks up his bags and walks into the inn.

He is greeted by the exuberant din of life: drunken chatter, companions laughing and couples flirting. The smell of stale beer and haggis stings his nostrils, held in by the low-beamed ceilings and tobacco-yellowed walls. The bar runs the length of the inn, the landlady behind it taking orders. Henry sees nobody else to whom he ought to make his presence known, so he piles his bags on a stool at the bar and leans forward to catch her attention.

‘Excuse me,’ he says. ‘Are you Esther?’

‘Wait your turn,’ she replies, barely looking up at him.

‘I believe you have a room set aside for me,’ he says.

She tuts and dries her hands on her stained apron.

‘Name?’ She pulls a large book from behind the counter. Her face is pretty, her cheeks flushed and wisps of hair escaping from beneath her off-white cap.

‘Carver. Henry Carver.’

She looks at him with mild interest, her eyes a startling shade of turquoise that look like they should belong to a fairy-tale creature rather than a woman behind a bar. ‘Ah, the hunter.’

He frowns. ‘Does the entire village know of my coming?’

‘We don’t get many folk staying around here for more than a day or two.’ She lowers her voice to a loud whisper. ‘On account of the monster, you see. People are hoping you’ll change that.’

‘I’m booked for ten clear days,’ says Henry, too weary to be drawn into conversation, though tomorrow he will want to hear all she has to say about the creature he has been commissioned to find. He has chased many impossible monsters over the years and learned that there is often more truth in old wives’ tales and fables than in dusty reference books written by men who have never stepped foot out of their leather-lined studies. He has learned to heed the barmaids, the homeless veterans drunk on the street, the weird fortune-tellers and witches over the common sense of science, at least when it comes to projects such as this. Magic, and thus its antidote, cannot be found in cold, hard fact.

‘Payment upfront,’ she says, her hand outstretched. He retrieves his purse from the inside pocket of his coat and places a handful of coins in her palm. ‘You can take your bags up, then.’

‘I’d like a whisky first.’

She gestures to an unoccupied stool at the end of the bar. ‘Sit.’

Moments later, Henry is sipping a whisky, dark and smoky. A calmness settles as it heats his throat and then his belly. Beside him, a group of young men howl with laughter, clapping each other on the back as Esther nudges past them, a smile on her lips at their overtures, which she turns down as though this is a well-worn ritual. Travellers sit in another corner, separate from the other patrons. Heavy-set and bearded, they watch everyone else, occasionally exchanging gruff, indistinct words. Their belongings are stuffed under the table and benches, wrapped up in rough sacking and clasped together with worn leather belts.

‘Oh dear,’ says a wispy voice from his elbow. Henry startles and a slight shiver spreads through him as he looks down into the gaze of an elderly woman. Her hair is a bright white, her eyes a dark navy, as secretive as the night itself. They gleam, trying to invade his most private thoughts, and he looks away so that he might not lose a piece of himself to her. She comes closer, her sly smile fading. Slowly, she presses a finger to his chest.

‘A monster lies within,’ she murmurs. He pushes her hand away, perturbed by whatever it is she believes she has seen in his heart. A small smile returns to her lips. ‘Not easily rooted out.’

‘Heed the warning,’ says a man from the end of the bar. His wild hair pokes out from beneath a heavy tweed hat as he swills whisky in a tumbler and then consumes it in a gulp. ‘Leave the beastie alone. She’s not yours to disturb.’

Henry scoffs and stands up, edging past the old woman as he picks up his bags. He will not let her see that she has rattled him.

‘Alasdair is mistaken,’ says another man from the table behind him, his long grey hair falling across his face. He sits nursing a tankard of ale, a cane propped up beside him. ‘You’ll find nothing in the loch but salmon and eel, mark my words. Isn’t that so, Esther?’

He looks at the landlady, who gives him a non-committal nod.

Henry ignores them both, turning to Esther for his key as the man behind him rises from the table, leaning heavily on his cane as he approaches. He takes Henry’s arm, his grip unyielding.

‘Do not waste your time,’ he says, ‘looking for a beastie that isn’t there. Leave in the morning and do not return, that’s my advice.’

Henry frowns and looks down at him, prising his arm free. ‘I have been paid to do a job.’

‘And I have made it easy for you.’ He lowers his voice to a hiss. ‘You’ll not find the village a welcoming place. Outsiders are not easily trusted around these parts.’

‘Duncan, leave him be,’ says Esther indulgently.

‘Henry Carver,’ exclaims a voice from the door as three men enter, their cloaks glistening with drizzle. The tallest man strides forward and grips Henry’s hand in a firm shake. ‘Welcome. I am Crawford, laird of Kilmara and its surrounding lands.’

Crawford’s blue eyes remind Henry of the icebergs in the northern Atlantic when the light shines through them: cold and deadly. Not to be trifled with. A quiet murmur runs through the inn, a handful of people bowing their heads in recognition of his presence, others shrinking away as if they hope not to be seen.

‘Ah,’ says Henry in relief, turning away from Duncan. ‘Good to meet you at last.’

‘I trust you’ll find everything you need here,’ says Crawford. He takes Henry’s elbow and leads him to a corner of the inn, flanked by his men. ‘I should tell you, Carver, that I require a swift result. Rumours of the killings are spreading, and I will not allow another dead body to destroy our reputation. It’s been years since we purged our last witch, and people are still reluctant to cross our borders. A vicious monster could be the end of us.’

Henry nods. ‘I understand.’

‘Good,’ says Crawford. ‘It’s best that you keep your own company while you’re here. Some of the villagers don’t share my distrust of the monster. Some think of it as a mascot of sorts, refuse to believe it is a brutal killer. They will try to convince you that it does not exist, or that it’s benevolent. Don’t heed a word.’

‘I keep my own counsel,’ says Henry. ‘Your monster shall be slain, and then I shall leave.’

He returns to the bar. ‘I’ll take the key to my room now,’ he says to Esther. She hands it over, her back turned to Crawford and his men until they have left the inn, her eyes lowered.

‘Second door on your right once you’re up the stairs,’ she says.

He heads for the narrow staircase behind the bar, ducking his head as he climbs up to the guest quarters. There are no lanterns or candles up here, and he must feel his way down the poky corridor to the second door. He slips the key into the lock and goes inside.

The room is clean, though sparsely furnished. A single lantern flickers on the small desk beneath the diamond-paned window. Closing the door behind him, Henry sighs in the relative quiet of his new quarters. Overcome with weariness, he swiftly places his meagre belongings in the small dresser beside the fireplace. He undresses and retrieves the lantern from the desk, moving it to the bedside table. His final act before climbing into bed is to place a hand-drawn portrait of a child beside it, angled away from him.

He extinguishes the lantern and lies down, staring out of the window. The noise from downstairs dwindles at last, and a few moments later the door slams and the twist of a rusty key in a padlock signifies an end to the night. Soon, he will be the last one awake.

It is approaching dawn when he is finally drifting off, and a voice disturbs the silence. It is a voice so beautiful and sad that tears sting his eyes even before his mind fully realises its presence, a haunting melody that, somehow, seems to have been composed just for him. It is a voice gutted of hope, as he himself is. He sits up. Can such a disturbingly enchanting song really belong to a monster? If the coachman had not informed him otherwise, he would have thought this the voice of a woman in mourning. What is this creature?

The hairs on his arms stand on end. Pushing back the blanket, he pads to the window and draws back the curtain. The houses and shops opposite are shuttered. He scans the path which leads to the loch, but it is empty. There are no signs of life other than this voice pervading the gloom. His heart constricts, and he pulls the curtain back across the window. He must find this monster and eliminate it before its song bewitches him. Tomorrow, he will go to the water’s edge, stand on the rocks, his maps in hand, and plan his search.






CHAPTER FOUR Moireach


Moireach lurks beneath the loch’s surface. Only the sound of her heart disturbs the desolate stillness.

Something moves, and Moireach flicks open her eyes. Muscles taut, she scans the water. Waiting for another hint of her prey. There is a splash and something small and heavy descends in a cloud of bubbles. A stone. Followed by another and another.

Moireach sidles upwards, focused and vicious. As she ascends, her eyes catch a movement on a collection of rocks that curve into the loch like a small jetty. Their slippery, jagged surfaces are lethal, the water here deep and dark. Moireach edges closer, her senses sharpening. There, balancing on the rocks, stands a man. This, in itself, is not a surprise. Many people come here to bare their souls to the loch, whispering their sorrows and shedding salt tears into the water. But this person is different. He stands, skimming stones, perfectly quiet. Then, he crouches down and ripples his fingers through the water, unafraid. Moireach rushes forward, jaws open for the strike.

Her eyes connect with his, and she stops still.

Somewhere inside her, Iris awakens.

The man’s presence seems to draw her out, suppressing Moireach. Her instincts are crushed beneath the force of the girl’s intrusion into her mind. Bewildered, Moireach tries to cling on even as the wall Iris built between them seems to disintegrate, but she does not know how to stop her. Her jaws clamp shut. She can barely breathe now. This has never happened before.

Moireach was made to exist merely as a beast. She is a punishment conjured from dark magic. She should not understand what it is to be driven by articulate desires, what it is to manipulate her thoughts or feelings to suit her mood or that of others. She should respond only to hunger and fatigue, to external stimuli.

But Moireach is different to what she should have been. She is a vault for inky-dark thoughts, hidden there by a girl who cannot face herself. A girl with whom she once shared a heart and mind and who, over the years, has slowly severed herself from Moireach. Iris has been obstinate in maintaining their separation, in ignoring the blackness she stowed in the monster’s heart.

But now she has opened up a path between them.






CHAPTER FIVE Iris


A man stands on the rocks, staring straight into the water. I edge closer, looking up through the marbled ripples of the surface. His silhouette is framed by rays of misty moonlight, his broad shoulders tense. His face is hidden in shadow, arms folded across his chest as he seems to stare across the loch.

The atmosphere around us changes, both above and below the loch’s surface, and he brings me a sense of internal peace and excitement that seem to fit perfectly together. There is something about his presence which pulls my heart towards him, wanting to be close to him, to know him. I want our eyes to meet, to feel the intensity of a connection I have only ever felt with one person, a love I thought was long lost.

Could this man be Thane?

Has he finally come back for me?

My heart thuds, and I am desperate to lay eyes on his face, to see the man who disappeared on the day I was cursed, the man I have mourned for so many decades. I wonder if he has changed. As I edge closer, my thoughts grow sharper. I recall what it was like to dance with him on the loch’s shore, wrapped in early morning mist, my head resting on his chest while his arms looped around my waist. My shoulder once nestled perfectly into the crook of his. Would it feel the same now?

His features remain hidden by the night’s shadow as I strain to make them out, but I know it must be him. Nobody would linger at the loch’s edge for so long without knowing of my presence. Anticipation and joy want to erupt in my chest as, suddenly, the years I have spent in the loch no longer seem to matter. Thane has come for me. Together, we will find a way to break the curse, and I will finally be free. We will be free.

I must see more of him, but something is wrong.

I am here but I am not myself.

I twist my body and look at my sides, my limbs. The thick, scaly skin I wear is not mine, nor is the rage that simmers in my veins. My heart constricts, an overwhelming feeling of claustrophobia pressing upon my chest. I am not transforming into my human self. I am here but I don’t know how to use this body. It is cumbersome, the hard exterior of my scales crushing my lungs as I claw at my chest to free myself.

Is it Thane’s return that has somehow drawn out the human side of me into Moireach’s body? Does he know I am lurking here, watching him?

Regardless, it is too early for this. I should not be awake. And this is the wrong part of the loch, I am too far from the cave. I call Thane’s name, but my cries distort and dissolve in the water, carried away by streams of bubbles. I long to climb out of the loch and run to him, but I am trapped here in my monster body, determined to cling on to my own true mind even as Moireach’s dark vindictiveness starts to whisper to me. I wish for midnight to approach faster, to bring my temporary freedom. I can feel it coming in the thinning of my scales, but it is not here yet. If only I could reach Thane, show him that it’s me.

Then, he moves.

He steps further onto the slippery rocks that jut into deeper water, and my breath catches. A monstrous thought nudges my own away – perhaps he should fall and spill his brains across the sharp edges of the rocks. I blink, the thought vanishing as quickly as it was conjured.

Gingerly, he creeps closer to the water until we are barely six feet apart, though he does not know it. He appears to be searching for something – me? Did he see the bubbles rise to the surface? He peers into the loch and I edge forwards, I can’t help myself. Will our eyes meet? Will he recognise me, even through this monstrous disguise? I imagine our reunion for a moment, as fearful as I am hopeful. I can almost feel my hand in his, the stroke of his fingers along my arm. And then he sees me. I freeze, my heart racing. I see his face. His
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