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      Learn the truth behind the myth of Loch Ness. Follow the dramatic tale of Ness MacDougal and the two who hold her heart. Beset on all sides by warring warlocks, druids, and vampires. Can the three lovers find their escape before her family castle is brought down around them?
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        Bram,

        Here’s the translation of that eighteenth-century book. It’s not Ness MacDougal’s poetry like you thought. Well, it does include some of her poetry. It’s the journal of one of her lovers.

        A fae or half-fae rumoured to be the origin of the Baobhan Sith in Scottish folklore. I remember reading about a Morag who seduced a powerful witch and warlock, stealing their lives away.

        I’m sure you know more about her than I would since you’re mentioned—as is Emrys. Why didn’t you say you knew Ness?

        The journal was written in a coded form of fourteenth-century Gaelic. Something she developed herself. Translating it was a nightmare, but I’ve managed to put some of the entries into modern English, though not all of them. Some were too damaged to decipher.

        I did my best. You owe me snacks. Many snacks. I had a migraine by the time I got the first page translated.

        Hyde
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        Their hearts doth meld with mine,

        Love lost, then found.

        Our hearts are intertwined.

        No being can change our fate.

        ~Ness MacDougal

      

      

      

      Of four things, I can always be certain. Her name is Ness MacDougal, her hair is still as fiery as her temper, her eyes are as brilliant green as the scales on her serpent form, and we love her as we did then. It has never wavered.

      We love her—and she adores us in return.

      Her name is Nessie. She gives her heart so freely that I have no compunctions at realigning worlds for her. A hundred years later, I find myself with no regrets. I imagine even a millennium would fail to change my mind.

      The following journal is a mostly true telling of our tale. If you have managed to understand the words within—congratulations. I am kind to friend and foe. And yet, still, there is nothing I would change.

      Perhaps it is less of a tale and more of a collection of my meandering thoughts. The world we left has changed for the better, it seems. Yet we cannot return to it. We will not.

      This is my second venture back to this realm. I have laid flowers where we once danced under a starry sky. It is a melancholy place now. All remembered joy is but a fleeting wisp of a memory.

      The loch feels haunted and the castle broken, crumbling walls and overgrown gardens. It is no longer the home that it once was. An ancient relic of what seems a distant dream faded into nothing.

      I am Morag. Fae. Wielder of wild magic. She of the Unseelie Court. My hair is wild and dark as a raven’s feathers. My eyes are a stormy blue like the loch after a storm.

      Ness is rumoured to be half-fae. All sorceress. Poet. Witch. Temptress. Glorious divine being. Her untamed red curls and her startling green eyes are unmatched. She is a goddess in mortal form.

      For half a century, we revelled together until change blew in on a foul winter wind. It is a glorious time. We never even know a part of our hearts is missing until a pounding comes to the castle gates.

      Our third is a warlock—Codrin. He is strong and powerful. The tattoos on his skin have faded with time, but he remains the third pillar of our relationship.

      He joins us as the one shining light in the darkest of times. The great philosophers all warn of how things must change. None ever fully speak of how painful and difficult it can be.

      We come through it alive but not unscathed. Marks will live on in our psyche forever. Still, we have found some measure of comfort amongst ourselves.

      It all starts with the great storm of 1760. A winter gale like every other before it. Yet it brings the beginning of the end of one chapter and the start of our greatest adventure.
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        The wind howled.

        Ice and snow fell.

        On horse, he came,

        A wildfire on a winter’s gale.

        ~Ness MacDougal

      

      

      

      Today is bitterly cold. Castle MacDougal sits on the loch of the same name, keeping out enemies but not so much winter’s icy blast. Fires roar in every hearth in a fruitless attempt to combat the powerful gale.

      The MacDougals have built their small fortress on the north corner of the inlet. The strong family of witches, warlocks, and shifters has been content to seclude themselves in the wilds of Scotland, though only one remains. When Ness’s mother fell in love with a fae of the Unseelie Court, they vanished when the poor lass was barely eighteen. She manages alone now.

      Or so the story goes. There is no proof of the fae part of her family. I believe it to be true, but who can tell? With their absence went any chance to know for certain.

      Ness is a power serpent shifter who wields healing magic in a way more akin to fae than witch. She is kind and gentle despite her temper. A person who is not meant for solitary life despite our first meeting.

      Years later, I found her alone, managing the castle with only a local shifter and a druid checking in on her occasionally. As a member of the court, I took it upon myself to help her. Love had never been a part of the plan.

      Alas, the cold is making me melancholy for the past few days. I intend to commit the day’s events to this journal, starting with a visitor who found his way to us through the wind and snow.

      Codrin cel Mare.

      Codrin the Great.

      He of the principality of Moldavia.

      His black hair has flakes of snow glittering brightly in the flickering candlelight. A warlock on a diplomatic mission from the council of warlocks. His black eyes glint with power and mischief.

      I know we are in trouble.

      Ness.

      Dear Ness.

      Her heart has never met a stranger. She welcomes him with open arms, sending his weary horse to the stables to warm up and be cared for. Our attention remains on the enigmatic warlock who drips snow onto the stone floor.

      Ness peels off his outer cloak, setting it by the largest hearth to dry. We strip him out of his clothes. He is soaked to the bone by the time we drag him out of the cold.

      His body is covered with black ink tattoos. I recognise some as marks of his status amongst the warlocks. Others have to be connected to his family. The crest I know to be from an exiled royal line, one that still has those who want them dead.

      No matter how I caution Ness that he is not one of her stray serpents to nurse back to health, I can see the desire in her eyes. And for truth, in my heart, I feel the same. Something about Codrin cel Mare is drawing us in. I know not whether it will be for good or ill.

      The die is cast when we raise the castle gates.

      Exhaustion settles into our visitor quickly. He does not provide much beyond his initial introduction. We barely get broth mixed with healing herbs into him before he falls into a deep sleep.

      We sit by his bedside late into the night—Ness insists. He may need a tincture or poultice.

      Despite my best efforts, Ness has already become intrigued and attached to the man of mystery. There is no arguing with her. I have learned that lesson well over decades.

      After a while, I send Ness off to rest. She never does well without sufficient sleep. On the other hand, I can go days without suffering any ill effects. Her temper is not a monster I want to test in the midst of a winter gale.

      With the first watch mine, I sit by his bedside, listening to the wind howling, the crackling fire, and his slightly laboured breathing while I write the days’ happenings. His clothes have been taken to clean and dry. What will his sudden appearance in our quiet life bring?

      A fell omen?

      A signal of change?

      I hesitate to draw on the ether to peek into the future. The cards are not always right, and neither are runes. Nothing is ever fully set in stone. And I have found the search for things to come often leads to trouble.

      We have opened the door to something new. I hope we do not live to regret it.

      My heart tells me that we will not. My mind is as ever the more cynical of the two. Change, whether good or bad, is always a cease of upheaval.

      None of us can say what the end of this story will bring.
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        The moon hath risen and fallen.

        It never lingers.

        Three hearts hath met in darkness,

        With a love unbidden.

        ~Ness MacDougal

      

      

      

      Time passes swiftly. Four months have gone in the blink of an eye. My pen has been still for too long, so I pick it up once again. I never intend to neglect this journal, personal though it may be. I also never want another to read my often rambling thoughts.

      I have always found a measure of comfort in allowing words to flow from my quill. Perhaps, when I have faded to memory, the world will remember us. No matter how I try to convince her, Ness shows no interest in exploring the fae realm with me.

      Maybe one day.

      Codrin, despite my expectations, remains with us after the storm. It did last far longer than expected. Poor South Myrddin, west of us on the coast, fairs poorly. Much of it is destroyed. Emrys stopped at the castle on his way home to rebuild.

      His parting words to Codrin instil little hope for the success of his diplomatic quest. Emrys claims the druids have no intentions of parlaying with the warlocks or vampires unless they cease their attempts at controlling the Highlands. Neither of the two men appears optimistic of that happening.

      Ness sent aid to the little foundling village on the coast through Emrys—a special place that never involves itself in the turmoil going on around it. Codrin did make a promise to keep warlocks from it—an oath sworn in magic and blood.

      I pity any warlock who attempts harm upon South Myrddin. Codrin changed our world drastically when he rode into it. He has failed to complete his original quest but seems content to remain with us.

      Today has been quite idyllic for the most part. The sun shines with nary a cloud in the sky. Ness drags us to the loch to frolic in the waters.

      Stripped of our clothes and jewels, the cool waters wash over our skin. A more beautiful sight in this realm or others, I have never seen than Ness MacDougal in all her glory. Oftentimes, she shifts into her serpent form, slithering through the loch with an ease before popping back up with her dripping red hair flying.

      Codrin’s eyes, like my own, are drawn to her glistening body. Her breasts are visible above the gentle waves. Moths to her flame. If she is the goddess Aphrodite, we faithfully worship at her altar. A baptism of love and adoration under the warmth of a summer sun.

      In the shadows of Castle MacDougal, we explore the lines, curves, and scars of one another’s bodies. Cartographers with the sole purpose of mapping out pleasure. Fingers soothe and tease. Mouths follow.

      We hunger for one another and never stop until we are sated. I have never believed in soulmates. Love? Yes. Somehow, though, this feels different.

      Codrin’s strength and aura draw us to him. We trace the lines of his tattoos with our tongues. We find a rhythm between our bodies, riding out the pleasure together.

      Soulmates.

      Our lives have become hopelessly intertwined in a matter of months. Codrin has not left. Cannot. He claims his heart will not take the separation, so he remains with us.

      If I but turn my mind to imagining him leaving, my own heart begins to break. He stays. I have no idea what the future may hold for us.

      Pleasure. Love. Joy.

      I hope whatever conflict is brewing amidst the various factions remains outside the castle walls. We have a chance to build our own utopia together. It must last.

      Sweet Ness.

      Ness has no care for what might be on the horizon. She has us. I see the truth in Codrin’s eyes, however. He understands the delicate balance in the Highlands may be upset if pushed by druids, warlocks, or vampires, the three largest and most powerful factions.

      While a king rules on the throne, true power in the Highlands goes to the individual covens. As a ranking member of the Unseelie Court, I remain above the fracas. We can retreat to a separate realm to avoid conflict—our chosen tactic for a millennium.

      But my heart. My heart remains here with a shifter and a warlock. My chosen path means difficulties lie ahead for the three of us. Will they submit to travelling through ley and mist to my beloved fae realm? Will they make the sacrifice of never being able to return? While fae may cross freely between worlds, others have only a one-way trip. I hesitate to ask the question for fear of disappointment.

      It has been idyllic. Highland weather is not always so kind. Our repast happens late in the evening, as we are reluctant to bid the day farewell.

      Lingering kisses.

      Soft caresses.

      All the flowery words from the first flush of attraction.

      The sun sets long before I find myself with pen in hand. I can still taste them on my tongue. No words will adequately express how they have made me feel.

      And I have no desire to waste time with prose. The siren call of my lovers is impossible to ignore. Let the world bicker. I have pleasure to prolong.
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        First berries plucked from the bush,

        Crops ripen for the cutting.

        My lovers dance naked by the fire,

        Worshipping under a bright harvest moon.

        ~Ness MacDougal

      

      

      

      Codrin remains with us. He shows no signs of tiring of our company. He is as hopelessly enthralled with us as we are with him.

      His presence adds a layer to our Lùnastal celebrations. It is not often a warlock, witch, and fae come together for it—outside of South Myrddin, where everyone is welcome. The fields around the castle, along with its gardens, are ripe for harvest, so we offer our thanks.

      The larder will be full for the coming winter months. There is much to do to prepare. Ness has a good head on her shoulders for managing it all.

      The fires are still burning outside. I swear I can hear druids chanting across the moors. Lùnastal causes all of us to reflect on the seeds we have planted throughout the past months, for good or ill.

      We have blessed the cattle and fields. It has been a good harvest. It will be a good harvest.

      Rituals are sacred and secret. Yet we find a middle ground between us under a harvest moon. I have never joined a warlock on this day—or for any other ceremony in a hundred-plus years of existence.

      The light fluidity of my own sacred space melds with the warm fire of Ness and the grounded earth of Codrin. Perfection is an impossibility, yet we have found the closest amalgamation to it within one another.

      As the world around us continues to turn, we have found a quiet pocket to ourselves. I worry about the factions vying for control. They have paused for celebration and harvest, but the hounds will bray for blood once again.

      Our joy, for now, remains untouched.

      As I write, I watch my lovers sleep by the fire. Their naked bodies intertwine. A masterpiece no artist can ever dream of recreating.

      Ness’s body partially covers Codrin’s. Her wild red hair fans across him, hiding his tattoos from view. I am enthralled all over again.

      A single length of forest-green silk is draped across my desk. It glistens in the candlelight. We have used it to tie ourselves together.

      A handfasting on Lùnastal.

      A promise.

      A vow.

      For a year and a day.

      May our love remain unchanged and unwavering. For years, I have fought to be untethered. Yet, for love and lust, I bind myself to a witch and warlock. Mortals. Beings with an end to their days.

      A bouquet of honeysuckle sits on my desk and mocks my melancholic doubts. Love and devotion. The sweet scent of the petals reminds me of those promises made. Some days of the wheel are for reflection, others for grieving. This has been one of joy and abundance. Not all harvests are so blessed by the spirits.

      Ness spends a portion of each day swimming in snake form. Today has been no exception. She never listens when I caution her. The villagers will think Loch MacDougal is haunted by a serpent. She only laughs.

      Who is going to believe a loch is inhabited by a ghostly serpent? Her question is not entirely illogical. Yet I am not so sure. I have seen people and creatures of every variety turn superstitious and paranoid over the slightest unexplained oddity.

      And who am I to judge when I join her much of the time?

      On evenings such as this, it is hard to think about an end to our idyllic time. We have known much love and pleasure. Long days lost in the worship of one another’s bodies. The world is unsettled.

      Some of the Highland fae have returned home. Much of the unseelies and seelies have gone. Bram remains, as do I. We, as a court, have stayed out of bubbling tension in Scotland. I am unsure of whether we can continue to do so.

      As the candle burns low, my thoughts are drawn more and more to the future. I am to visit the court in the coming year. I am loath to leave my lovers alone, not with how everything is brewing.

      The quiet that harvest has brought will not last long. I have sent word to Bram. He stands a better chance of helping calm the situation, if only by defusing matters through confusion.

      My fellow fae has a wildness that has never been tamed. He flits about the Highlands, never staying in one place for long. Like many, he seems to have developed a soft spot for the foundlings of South Myrddin.

      The wild one is not known for intervening in the affairs of others unless he can cause mischief. Fae by birth and by nature. He is also too wrapped up in the magic he weaves with his music. I can only hope he is amenable to deflecting trouble.

      Peace in the Highlands is vital to more than just the three of us in Castle MacDougal. Disrupting the careful balance between vampires, warlocks, and druids can have dire consequences. We have spoken with Emrys; he agrees wholeheartedly, if only because of his dear foundlings.

      He is hesitant to attempt to draw the vampires into conversation. His love affair with Jonatan Pacheco is a well-disguised secret. Another bit of potential fuel for the fires beginning to burn. One, I imagine, will not end without a broken heart or two.

      With the last flicker of candlelight, I will end this somewhat faithful telling of our Lùnastal celebration. What more can I commit to memory? How soft lips met beside a roaring fire? Hands touch. Bodies move. How we three wind together like vines of ivy, crawling towards the sky in search of the sun?

      The spirits sup from our pleasure, love, and joy—and we have much of it to give. A blessing upon our union. Three hearts combine, forever and a day. We can weather the coming storm.
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