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        This book contains two stories,

        Guarding Her Secret,

        and a bonus short story

        Deal with a Sea Witch.
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      When Reese gets asked to remind his ex-girlfriend that the world's taking notice of her appearances, he figures this will be easy--maybe she just didn't realize a team of investigative reporters had moved into River Ness, bound and determined to find the Loch Ness Monster.

      

      Viona, however, is very aware they’re looking for her. And she couldn't be happier about it--tourism would go through the roof. When she shows her beastly side, the whole area benefits.

      

      At least, until a lucky investigator catches Nessie on film. Now it's up to Reese and Viona to smooth things over before things get out of hand.

      

      And with as fast as the internet is, even Reese's magic may not be fast enough.
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      “Is it on? Is it?” Jordon Doors asked as he rolled his shoulders back. Wayne, the cameraman from Exploration TV, nodded, and Jordon started talking into the lens. “This is Jordon Doors. Welcome to Discover It! I’m here, on the Loch. That’s right, we’re here at Loch Ness to put to rest, finally, the truth about the Loch Ness Monster.”

      The wind was cold coming off the lake, and a blast of air slammed into him.

      “You all know the stories. We’ve heard the accounts, but really, is there anything hiding underneath that murky lake? We have the proof--how Nessie’s been hiding all these years.”

      The camera panned away from Jordon over the chilly lake.

      “And clear,” Jordon’s assistant, Sable, said from the side.

      “Good,” Jordon shivered. “It’s fucking cold out here!”

      He bobbed up and down to keep warm. He’d been in jungles, deserts, and forests of all kinds, but the one thing he hated was the cold--especially this kind of cold, the kind that was wet and felt like it stuck to his bones.

      Sable stepped closer to him. “That was a great promo, Jordon. Probably my favorite yet.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Yeah, just like the last one.”

      “You get better every time.” She grinned, and brushed something off his shoulder. “Even I almost believed you that time.”

      He snorted. “Whose idea was this anyway?”

      “The guy who pays for all your trips.” Her friendly smile slipped away, and she became all business again. “So make it good. This will be for your season finale,” Sable said, her gaze narrowing on him.

      Jordon shook his head. Hopefully his last season finale. He was about done with hunting the mysteries of the world. “Come on. I need a beer.” He waved at the crew. “Let’s go find a pub, guys.”

      “What, no searching the Loch for the monster yet?” Wayne asked.

      Jordon shook his head. “You go right ahead, Wayne. I’m getting a beer.”

      A couple of members of the small team smirked while they packed up. They chatted back and forth about what the great beast must be as they headed back down to the hotel.

      Jordon shook his head. He knew, like he did every episode, that they’d never find anything. There’d be a clue, a hint of something leading the way, but there’d never actually be a treasure to be found.

      Because if there was, it would be all over the news before the episode even aired. Sable and Discover It! producers would make sure of that.

      The lookout post near the ancient castle truly did give an inspiring view of the lake, and all its murky charms.

      Not that he was falling for it. Jordon knew better than to believe in magic and superstition.

      He wondered why he still did this stuff. Then he remembered his bills. Yep, he’d make another one of these stupid shows where he never found anything, and he’d keep doing it until people were tired of paying him to make them. He’d lost whatever sense of discovery he’d had years ago. Now it was all about the mighty dollar. People liked listening to him ramble about the what if’s in the world.

      He glanced back out at the water, choppy from the wind.

      It’s not like there’s anything out there. He paused. A shadow moved across the water.

      “Wait…” He turned again, and made himself really look.

      Nope.

      Nothing there.

      Sable came over to him. “What is it? Did you see something?”

      He shook his head. “The hotel manager told us the loch was enchanted. Made me think for a second I really could see something out there.”

      “As if you’d want to,” Sable said, smirking. “The show would tank if you actually found what you were looking for. Then everyone would expect you to find stuff all the time.”

      “Exactly.”

      The last thing he wanted was to actually find anything.

      He didn’t have time for that.
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      “She’s not my girlfriend.” Reese Appleton shook his head.

      Shit. Date a gal for a decade, and suddenly everyone calls me when she’s behaving badly. Like I control her…

      “Well, she’s your ex,” Duncan Molar said on the phone. Reese heard static come through the line for a second, and he wondered what his friend was doing.

      Impatient, Reese flapped his wings. As part of the Fairy In Distress unit in the Fairy Realm, his caseload remained pretty steady, and it had gotten even heavier since Duncan had taken early retirement.

      Of all the reasons to retire, Duncan quit because he fell in love.

      Blech. Love always made a mess of things. Reese knew that from experience. Had the scars to prove it.

      “We haven’t dated in almost a hundred years. Why don’t you call her yourself?” Reese waved his free hand, and his wand appeared. He conjured an aerial image of Scotland, specifically of River Ness.

      He focused the image on the snake-like river, looking for signs of Viona in the water, though he couldn’t see anything. Even when he checked some of Ona’s favorite spots, there were no signs of her being around.

      She’d learned a long time ago to hide from view.

      Well, unless she wanted to be seen. Unfortunately, she liked the attention, which had always made Reese nuts.

      Reese scrolled through the image, but nothing seemed to be out of order anywhere. He even pulled up sighting records--nope, nothing new on the registries.

      “This is unofficial,” Duncan said, drawing Reese’s attention back to the phone call.

      Reese sighed.

      He didn’t want to mess with this. Viona was her own set of problems. “Shouldn’t the Knights Templar--” Reese began.

      Duncan cut him off. “The Knights Templar asked me to make a call.”

      In his retirement, Duncan had started working for the Immortal Knights Templar as a liaison to the Fairy Realm. In general, the Templar Knights handled the corporeal mythicals of the world--vampires, werewolves, and the like. When magic was involved, that usually fell under the Fairy Realm’s juris diction. Occasionally, though, the two groups had worked together to deal with situations.

      Like that horrible case of the vampire who went nutty and started draining all the fairies over a decade ago. Both he and Duncan had worked the case with the Templars.

      It wasn’t pretty.

      But they’d solved it. Fortunately, stuff like that didn’t happen often.

      “I bet they did,” Reese muttered. The knights weren’t his favorite people. They were quick to condemn any possible breaker of their precious Balance Mandate. A lot of mythicals lost their heads--literally--when a Templar made a judgement call.

      Duncan jarred him back to the conversation. “Truthfully, they don’t want to have to deal with the Loch Ness Monster if they don’t have to.”

      Reese grimaced. “Don’t call her that.”

      Duncan snorted.

      “What?”

      “You still love her.”

      “Go to hell,” Reese said. Whether he still had feelings for Viona was moot. After all, she was the Loch Ness Monster, an immortal beast tethered to the human world due to a spell cast by a sea witch.

      Not a good future in a relationship there.

      Duncan sighed over the phone. “Look, go talk to her. She’s putting in far too many appearances. It’s attracting the wrong kind of attention.”

      “She’s been doing it for a century. What’s the difference now? Even that search engine company with the live maps couldn’t find her.” Not that the tech moguls didn’t try when they were scanning the loch with their cameras and boats.

      Though knowing Viona, she probably made sure some sighting came up every so often, if only to perpetuate her own hype.

      Damn woman.

      “There’s a new team there, and they’re determined to stay as long as it takes,” Duncan said.

      “So what?” Reese said. “There have been people there for fifty years looking for her.” He’d seen them all try to find her. If anyone had the gumption to find Viona’s secret, it was some of the old local boys who just never quite quit looking.

      And even they hadn’t put it together yet.

      “The team claims to have proof,” Duncan said.

      “So does every TV show.”

      “The Templars are concerned,” Duncan replied.

      Reese sighed. “They’re not going to ignore this?”

      “Nope.”

      “Dragon dung,” Reese muttered.

      Guess he was going to visit his ex-girlfriend.
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      “And here ya go, yank.” Viona smiled at the young man sitting at her bar as she handed him a drink.

      These explorers get younger and younger, she mused to herself. Or perhaps she was getting older, she mused as she wiped down the bar.

      She’d be one hundred seventy-three on her next birthday. Though a quick glance in the mirror told her she only looked about sixty. With her hair silvery gray and tucked into a bun, she looked, well, almost matronly.

      To think, if only they could see her true form.

      Or forms, as far as that went.

      My how Scotland has changed…

      It seemed like only yesterday that she had found Inverness, a seaside town of nothing--ravaged by the Highlands potato famine and filled with poverty. In the true strength of the Highlanders, the city grew into the strapping town it was now, with a strong connection both to east and west Scotland, and to the rest of Britain.

      Aye, it was beautiful. She loved it here, more than she ever thought possible. Why, if the sea witch had known how well it would have worked out for Viona, she doubted Morgana would have made the bargain with her so long ago.

      “Gracias,” the yank said.

      “De nada,” she replied.

      He raised an eyebrow. “You speak Spanish?”

      Viona smiled. “A lot of people come through here. Helps to know all the languages.”

      He nodded, but turned to his beer. TJ’s wasn’t horribly busy tonight. Everyone was staying home since it was a bit colder than usual.

      Would be a great night to get out in the loch… Less people to look out for. Part of Viona’s curse--the need to return to the water fairly often--dominated her thoughts most days. Over the decades, she’d grown quite skilled at learning the best times to swim, and to not swim, in the loch.

      Inverness always seemed to have an influx of tourists, researchers, and explorers, but many times they stayed inside when it was cold.

      Which suited Viona just fine. She preferred her deep swims alone, most of the time.

      The yank grumbled something as he fiddled with his cell phone.

      She raised her eyebrow. “You doin’ all right there, yank?”

      He glared at her. “I’m just fine.” He smacked the glass down on the bar. “Why don’t you tell me what you know about Loch Ness.”

      While she knew logically that no one knew she was the Loch Ness Monster, even now, after all these years, it always gave her pause when someone directly asked her about the beast. No matter how many times she told the same made-up stories, she always found herself floundering at first.

      She smiled at the young man as she eased into the mode she needed to tell him what he wanted to hear. “What makes you think I know anythin’ about the Nessie?”

      He rolled his eyes. “I haven’t met a soul yet who doesn’t have some kind of Loch Ness story. Tell me yours. If I like it, we may use it on the show.”

      “Filming here, you are?” she asked as she wiped down the bar, her gaze darting around the pub as she spoke--an old habit she’d learned after running it for decades. Also helped to know if anyone was paying more attention than they ought to her conversations.

      So far, the usual suspects were drinking their brews, minding’ their own business. A couple of young ladies were admiring the yank, but that was to be expected, he was a handsome young fellow.

      He took another sip off his beer, oblivious of the attention he drew. “You think I’d come here if I wasn’t?”

      She put her hand on her hip and stood straight, glaring at the young man. “Why wouldn’t ya? The loch is beautiful. The lands are gorgeous. There’s very few places left on earth this lovely.”

      He snorted. “Sure. Whatever, lady.”

      Even the young lasses who’d been watching him turned away after he spoke.

      Though Viona didn’t blame them. Attitude made even the most handsome people ugly. And this yank was getting uglier by the moment.

      She raised her eyebrow. “Yank, if you don’t want to be here, there’s the door.”

      She gestured to the front entrance of her little pub. She didn’t have a lot in the way of things, but her love of Inverness and the
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