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When I signed up for the FBI, I didn’t think I’d really go overseas much. Or at all. It wasn’t like I was doing spy stuff, and as a medium’s anchor, there wouldn’t be much call for us going out of the United States. I’d apparently leapt to assumptions I shouldn’t have.

Mediums weren’t a dime a dozen. They came a lot rarer than that, and even out of that small percentage, those powerful enough to exorcise were fewer still. I’d read there were only about ten thousand mediums that could. Which was pretty insane if you thought about it.

Mack had always been proud and a little smug he could exorcise. I now understood better just why he felt that way. It was a pretty amazing ability to have.

But it was the main reason why Eli had called for us. She needed another person who could exorcise, and she needed someone she trusted to watch her back. Mack was very much the right person to call on both accounts. We’d already promised to do that, and I was glad to make good on that promise.

We boarded a flight the next day, crossing the Atlantic. I was a little antsy about going as it would be the first time I’d ever left the continental US. I felt I should sleep while I could, though, as mediums kept weird hours. They were the definition of night owls sometimes. I’d learned in the first week of being with Mack to sleep whenever possible. I slept most of the flight, as did Mack. It wasn’t until the last two hours of the flight that I woke up and stayed awake. I mostly sat there lost in thought, not willing to dig something out to read and risk waking him. Mack was using me as a sort of body pillow, and he was too cute to disturb.

I was excited to see the Eli, Booker, and Quinn again. It was good to have friends in the field, that was for sure. I wanted to spend more time with all three of them, get to know them better, and hoped this job would give us the time to do so. Last job, we were too busy running around like chickens with our heads cut off to manage hanging out much.

Mack leaned heavily against my side. I glanced down and saw his eyes were open. “You’re awake.”

“Yeah,” he agreed, not budging an inch.

He didn’t look pensive, just not completely awake yet. Mack sometimes took a minute to fully join the land of the living. He had a bit of bedhead going on despite using me as his pillow, the curls sticking up at interesting angles. It made him look mussed and sexy. Damn shame we were in a cramped plane right now, otherwise I’d be tempted to muss him some more.

“Brandon.”

“Hmm?”

“I think I’m worried.”

“About Eli?”

“And me. And you. And Quinn and Booker. If Eli’s out here on a training session with the Scottish NCA, and she’s still calling me for help, then what does that mean? Are the people around her that unreliable? Or is the problem just that huge that she needs my help too?”

It was a good question. And neither of us knew enough to answer it. The Scottish National Crime Agency, NCA for short, was basically the UK’s equivalent to the FBI. They had some excellent people in the organization, and I highly doubted they were subpar when it came to their paranormal division.

“If I had to guess,” I finally said, “and it’s seriously just a guess, I think it’s more the latter. The problem is too much for that team to handle. She did say she’s bitten off more than she can chew.”

“Yeah, but why not bring more people in from the NCA? Why call for me, when it takes a day for me to get there?”

“Could be they’re overwhelmed by cases and they didn’t have anyone they could pull. That happens on our side of the pond, too.”

“Ah. I didn’t think of it that way. I did Google some about Scotland yesterday. It’s hella haunted.”

I grinned from ear to ear, delighted. “Is it really? Honey, please tell me we get to take a tour before we go home.”

He snorted, light brown eyes sparkling in amusement as he tilted his head back to look at me. “You are such a ghost lover. Yeah, we can do that. Should I tell you when spots aren’t actually haunted?”

“Don’t you fucking dare ruin my fun.”

Mack snickered and snuggled his head against my shoulder again. “I bet most of them are, anyway. Scotland’s seen a lot of tragedy in its time.”

“Truer words have not been spoken. Is the place we’re going to on the ghost tour?”

He turned a baleful eye on me. “Didn’t you read the file?”

“I maaaay have skimmed it. With intentions to read it better on the flight. And then forgot and packed it into the suitcase instead of the carry-on.”

I got another side-eye for that.

“What? We were busy getting things settled so we could leave, remember? And you were reading the file while I was driving us around.”

“That’s true.” His judgement went down. About twenty percent. “So, we’re heading to a place called Gairloch. It’s old, first records of it are from the 1300s. It’s situated right in the Highlands, and it’s always been a stopping place for travelers.”

I let out a low whistle. That’s a very long time for any building to be around.

“I guess because of the location, the building has always been in use as an inn. There’s no record of it ever going out of business or being vacant. Which is a long time for a lot of activity to stir up. There’s been recent renovations, although I’m not sure of what, just that they had to do some.”

Being around mediums had taught me that renovations usually stirred up the ghosts to no end. If the owners did any work to the place, their resident ghosts were likely screaming bloody murder most of the time.

“What concerns me”—Mack did look a little worried about this—“is that it’s right on a river.”

“Water,” I said with a wince. “Oh, yeah. I can see why you’re worried.”

Water was a great conductor for spiritual energy. The more water you had, the higher the energy, like it was a generator. A lot of puzzle pieces were falling into place, and I had a much better idea now of why we were called in. “Well, Eli said it was haunted.”

“Oh, it’s hella haunted. The file they gave us? Only three pages of that was the inn’s history and a map of the grounds. The rest of it detailed everything else they knew of the ghosts on the property.”

I spluttered a bit. “That file was an inch thick!”

“I know. Trust me, I know. I read it.”

Shit on a stick. “Yeah…you know, part of me is really excited about this. But part of me goes back to what I said earlier. Eli definitely has too much activity to deal with on her own. That’s why she’s calling you in. That many ghosts, no wonder she wants backup. But it does make me curious. The place was peaceful, the ghosts obviously not really bothering people day-to-day. So why this sudden need for multiple mediums?”

“I don’t know. File didn’t say anything about it. I realize in retrospect we should have asked a lot more questions. All she said was that they were overwhelmed and almost under siege by ghosts, which…really doesn’t explain the situation much.”

Another thought struck. “Wait, this place is under protections, right? That old, it’s historical and all. So that means we have to be super careful with the building while we’re trying to exorcise.”

Mack’s smile was sardonic in the extreme. “Sounds fun, right?”

“Sounds like a damn pain in the ass.” My inner child was not happy about this. I liked breaking stuff, dammit. And putting me in a place where I was ghost hunting with delicate furniture all around sounded like my definition of a bad time.

“Oh, it totally will be.” Mack passed a hand over his eyes. “It’s bad. Just thinking about this is already exhausting me. I keep remembering our last case, with all the broken glass, and the salt everywhere, and the water we had to clean up.”

“Yeah, me too.” Our last case had been on a university’s campus, with a malevolent that had invaded a dorm building. Three stories of broken windows and furniture thrown everywhere. It hadn’t been fun to clean up. “And the case before that, we had to tear into a wall to get the ghost out. That’s…not a good track record.”

“You’re telling me.”

We gave each other speaking looks.

Well. This should be interesting.

“I’d rather be house hunting,” I told him frankly.

Mack snorted, eyes twinkling. “Me too, cher.”

The upside to having him properly bonded to me was that our commitment to each other was absolutely not in question. I still would like to get married, because that was the romantic in me, but I felt very solid with Mack. We’d contacted a real estate agent before the congrats-on-bonding party, told her what we were looking for, and gone through the process of being pre-approved with the bank.

I thought Mack’s eyes were going to pop out of his head when our loan officer came back with a high six-figure number. It hadn’t surprised me any. We both made good money, after all. And I had a very healthy down payment because of the house I’d sold in Colorado, which made us look good to the bank. Still, Mack clearly hadn’t expected that much, and he might have been in a bit of sticker shock that we would need that much to afford a decent house. The housing market in Nashville and Murfreesboro was just ridiculous. It was almost bad enough to make Colorado look cheap in comparison, and that was saying something.

We’d not talked much about what we wanted out of our new house, and that sounded more fun than me thinking about the future headache we were walking into. I settled in with him, enjoying this quiet one-on-one time while I could.

“What do you want in our new house?”

He thought about it for a moment. “A guest room for when family drops in would be nice.”

“I agree. A three bedroom, two bath, I think.”

“We don’t need three bedrooms, though.”

“No, honey, think about the resale value. A three-bedroom house will sell all day long. We may not always be stationed in this area; we have to think ahead.”

His brows compressed a little into a thoughtful frown. “Yeah. Yeah, I see what you mean. I would like a house with a proper dining room. When the family all gets together, we need space around the table.”

“Yup. And a big outdoor patio would be good. For Jon.”

“That’s a good thought, cher.” Mack pulled up his phone and started typing things into a note app. “Let’s write all this down. I feel like we didn’t say all of this to our agent.”

“No, we basically told her an area, what our price range was, and turned her loose.” We hadn’t had enough time to do much other than that. I thought the only thing I stipulated was that it wasn’t in the country somewhere, as we wanted to be near a freeway. With all the flying in and out that we did, access to the airport was key.

I remembered a time, not too long ago, when Mack was half-terrified I’d get fed up with him at any second and walk away. And now look at him, all cozied in with me and speaking of houses with a smile on his face. It made my heart happy that he could trust me now. That he could trust us.

He glanced up with a quizzical expression. “What?”

I kissed the bridge of his nose. “Just hoping we can get this over with quickly. I want to move in with you before end of summer.”

Mack snorted. “Yeah. That’d be super nice. But I’m not saying the same, as that will surely jinx us.”

Fair enough.
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I stared at the very apologetic airline employee in her dark blue uniform, who looked like she expected me to blow up at any second. I stared at her, and I thought, surely I didn’t hear that right. “You lost…my luggage?”

“I’m so sorry. It was somehow labeled as a transfer. We only just realized the mistake as the plane was taxiin’ in.”

I blinked at her, the words still computing. She lost my luggage? But…that was the only luggage I had. I hadn’t taken a carry-on with me. We’d stuffed everything into Brandon’s carry-on so we weren’t hauling more than necessary.

Um.

My ever-practical boyfriend was concerned but asked in his deep, low voice, “Where is it now? Can it be transferred back to us here?”

“It can, but it’ll take several days. The problem was, when ye left the Nashville airport, it wasn’t flagged to transfer here to Scotland, but to the Narita Airport.”

I blinked at her some more. “Narita, Japan?”

“Aye.” She flashed another apologetic smile. “And yer luggage hasn’t actually arrived yet in Japan. We can’t even start correctin’ the problem yet. I think it’ll take at least three days to get it back here. Quite probably four.”

We may or may not have a solved case in four days and possibly be on our way home again. Dammit. What was I supposed to do for clothes in the meantime?

Brandon was still on his practical roll. “Can you transfer the luggage for us to pick up in Nashville?”

“Of course. Ye don’t want it to come here?”

Brandon looked at me, gauging my expression as he spoke. “We’re really uncertain on how long we’ll be here. I’d hate to have it come all the way here, only for us to be stuck waiting on it, and then promptly haul it back again. You’ll need to buy clothes to tide you over anyway, honey, which means another suitcase. Why have four suitcases when we don’t need them?”

It was good logic. I couldn’t refute any of it. I did wince at the anticipated expense, though, because buying me nice clothes to last the rest of the trip would not be cheap. Not to mention a new suitcase.

“Then I’ll direct the luggage to Nashville. We’ve given ye a hundred-dollar travel voucher as an apology for the mishap,” she said with a smile, now certain she wasn’t going to get chewed out. “Is this yer first time to Scotland?”

“It is,” I confirmed, and what a great start it was already. I hadn’t traveled enough to really know—was losing suitcases common? Did I need to start having my own carry-on just in case?

“Then let me direct ye a wee bit. There’s a shoppin’ center just down the way, called Eastgate Shopping Centre. Ye can catch the bus just outside, and it’ll take ye directly there.”

Yay for good advice? Because I seriously had no idea where to go. “Thank you.”

She gave me new baggage vouchers to use for my poor lost bag and wished us a “Madainn mhath!”

Which I assumed meant “have a good day.”

Or “fuck off now.” Who knew?

I just hoped this wasn’t an omen on how this trip was going to go. This was far and away from an auspicious beginning. My first international trip and I was starting out with no luggage. Please let this be a way for all the bad luck to wear itself out now so I had good luck the rest of my time. You listening, luck fairy?

We collected Brandon’s bags—how come his made it fine and mine got lost?—and went out the main door where, finally, I got my first look at Scotland. The airport hadn’t been all that big. We’d actually flown into London first, then transferred to another plane to make it here. It had one baggage carousel, did that tell you something? The outside was all green fields, and the blue of the water flowing nearby—picturesque indeed. And for some reason it didn’t feel like I was in a major city. Which I knew was a lie; Inverness was large. Just…didn’t feel that way.

Brandon didn’t go for the bus stop but for the taxis lining the curb, and we hopped into one of those.

The taxi driver turned in his seat and gave us a discerning eye, looking like an old sea captain who was retired and chose to drive taxis for some reason. All he was missing was the cap and the pipe hanging out of one corner of his mouth. “Where ye be goin’?”

“Eastgate Shopping Centre, please,” I directed him. Then realized my mistake. “Uh, do you take cards? We have no cash.”

“Oh aye, we be used tae that. Ye just swipe the lassie there.” He indicated the card reader attached to the dash.

I knew a lot of cultures attached feminine and masculine to words, but I didn’t think Scotland was one of them. As Brandon slipped into the back seat with me, I couldn’t help but ask, “Why is it a lassie?”

“Just like me ex-wife, isnae she just? Always happy tae take money from a man.”

His logic was irrefutable. I had no comment.

I settled into the back seat with Brandon and maybe snuggled a little. Because I needed the snuggle. I hated spending money on unnecessary things, and while I understood that I couldn’t walk around naked here in Scotland, the clothes still felt ‘unnecessary’ on some level. I’d packed clothes for this trip. I had perfectly good ones. It was just a matter of me being over here and them being over there. It stressed me out that I had to buy clothes I wouldn’t really need outside of this trip. Well, all right, I’d still wear them after this. I shouldn’t think of it that way.

But how much would this cost me? Two hundred? Three hundred? Ouch, I hoped not above two hundred. Even that was bad enough.

I’d shop sales racks first. And make things fit.

“Here ye be,” our taxi driver announced as he took a turn into the mall’s entrance.

I peered through my window and got a look at it. It appeared very mall-like, with the store fronts open to the outside, although I did see a sliding glass door that led into the interior, too. It was a rich cream in color, tan accents mixed into the stone, with a pretty symbol over the top of the sign that announced Eastgate Shopping Center. I was glad to see something that looked similar to the US’s stores, even if I didn’t recognize a single brand name on the windows yet.

Brandon paid the taxi driver and we got out, hauling our luggage with us. I took the carry-on while Brandon took his big black suitcase that could fit a murder victim. (I blamed that last thought on the NCIS episodes we’d been bingeing.)

“Let’s pick up new sim cards so we can use our phones,” he suggested.

Good idea, as we’d definitely need to make a lot of phone calls while here. “Sure. There’s probably some phone store in the mall.”

“One would think. And we can update people that we’re here, just a bit delayed, after we get the phones sorted out.”

The interior of the mall was very standard-mall. Smooth tile floors, an arched glass ceiling that let in light, white walls in between the store fronts. It was clean, which I appreciated. We looked one way, then another, and finally at each other.

“Right?” Brandon suggested, pointing in that direction. “And if anything catches your eye, we go in.”

“I mean, I don’t have any better suggestions.”

We walked, and I caught his free hand with mine, tangling our fingers together. I loved holding hands with Brandon. His hand always felt so big in mine—warm, the skin a little rough with callouses, and encompassing. It was a overwhelmingly masculine hand, and it was a tactile delight to hold it.

Brandon gave me that warm smile, the one he’d coined just for me, that said how content he was in that moment. I got those smiles a lot these days, ever since we’d bonded. I felt more secure with him, more trusting that I was in his heart. He knew it, and it made him happy that I’d chosen to trust him. I’d chosen him over letting my fears rule our relationship.

It was one of the best calls I’d ever made.

“Most of the men’s stores I’ve seen so far are for outdoor stuff,” he commented, head panning back and forth.

I dragged my attention back to shopping. I’d rather look at him, honestly, but shopping took precedence. Only Brandon wanted to see me naked. “Yeah…but I think I see a hint of something ahead? What’s that store?”

“Cafferys,” he read. “Ah, yeah, I think we’d have better luck in there.”

It did look that way from the display window. I saw jeans, but also things like leather jackets, button-down shirts, that kind of thing. It wasn’t that I had to be in suits as an FBI medium. They expected us to get down and dirty on the job more often than not. But I couldn’t look like I’d just rolled out of bed and thrown on the first clothes at hand, either. It was a business casual sort of look, that’s what I had to shop for. And this store looked business casual to me.

Okay, me. Two pairs of jeans should see me through. A few button-down shirts, maybe a Henley, one jacket. Some boxers, socks, another pair of shoes. I’d be fine with that. I wasn’t even worried about something to wear for sleepwear. As I said, Brandon liked me naked. And he was a heater in bed—if I wore more than boxers, I was sweating by morning.

The store was one of those ultra-masculine spaces where the furniture was all metal and chrome, the few chairs leather, and the lighting bright and exposed. I did not normally shop in places like this, but beggars couldn’t be choosers, and I’d rather get this over with and be on our way.

Brandon talked to the first employee that approached, asked them to put our luggage behind the counter so we could shop without carting it around the store, and the guy was happy to oblige. Another thing I didn’t do—talk to shop employees while actually shopping.

The guy had to be my age or thereabouts, and he was all smiles as he asked, “Comin’ in for a trip, then?”

“Flew in this afternoon,” Brandon explained. “His luggage somehow got flagged to go to Japan instead of here.”

The man’s big brown eyes flew wide. “Shite, pardon me French, that’s a wee bit of a situation, isna’t? All right, so this be emergency shoppin’, then? I understand. Let’s get ye outfitted and on yer way. Are ye here for business or pleasure?”

“Business,” I answered. At least he was gung-ho helpful? “But I need clothes I can move and scramble in. So jeans are fine. I just need to pair it with button-downs and a good jacket.”

“So a business casual look? All right, tell me yer sizes, let’s get ye into a fittin’ room.”

I don’t know what hit me after that. It was some kind of genial tornado that kept carrying clothes back and forth. I wound up trying on things that I never would have picked on my own—that actually looked good on me. Which was rather an amazing experience. Maybe Brandon was on to something, letting shop employees help pick out things.

In short order, I had a pile of clothes that all fit, that I liked, which included a good pair of running shoes that were all black and could pass with my clothes. I loved the leather jacket; it was buttery soft with a fleece lining for warmth.

And to be honest, I was a little terrified of what the total was for what I had stacked in front of me. I’d recognized more than a few brand names of things I was trying on, and I’d of course looked at the tags, and the prices on those tags—and holy beejeezus. The cheapest thing was the shirt, and that ran 60 pounds.

What did that equate to in USD? I wasn’t sure.

I came out of the fitting room, flagging down Brandon because I honestly wasn’t sure what to do. I had already separated the pile into nos and yeses, but the yes pile was pretty high and anxiety inducing. I felt jittery just thinking of spending so much money and I didn’t even have a firm total in my head of what it all cost. Seriously, my stomach was in origami knots because I had a gut feeling it was well over the two hundred dollars I had mentally allotted for this.

And I hadn’t even bought a new suitcase or put in boxers and socks yet!

Brandon came to me immediately, his smile fading as he picked up on my anxiety. “What? I thought you liked what you were trying on? Several things looked really good on you.”

“I do, that’s not the issue.” I pulled him in closer, close enough I could almost brush my chest against his, speaking in a low tone. My words tumbled out rapid fire as I tried to get my point across. “Cher, what’s the exchange between dollars and pounds right now, do you know?”

“I think it’s almost even. Pounds are a little lower at the moment. Why?”

Shit. Shit on a jabbing stick, that meant everything I’d tried on was between seventy to a hundred dollars. Apiece. I had a good thousand dollars’ worth of clothes behind me and…and…fucking hell.

Brandon’s hands came to rest on my shoulders, soothing and warm. “Mack. Love, look at me. You’re almost hyperventilating.”

“Maybe another store?” I suggested desperately.

“Honey, the clothes here aren’t even that expensive. They’re good brand-name clothes, which means they’re going to wear well and last a long time. This is a smart investment, okay?”

I did not see it that way. Not one bit. I shook my head rapidly. “It’s too much money—”

Brandon came in a little closer, head lowering to my level, and his words were a warm tumble, like water over rocks in a gentle flow. “Mack, my love, I realize that most of your life, you’d never spend this much money on clothes. You’d never spend this much money on anything. But I want you to remember that you’re making very good money now. That you will for the rest of your life. There’s no need for you to continue to live at poverty levels.”

I looked into those golden-brown eyes, so filled with understanding, and found my panic screeching to a halt. Was that…was I still doing that? Living at poverty level? “You spend this much on clothes?”

“No, I spend more. Because finding clothes that are for big and tall men is more expensive.”

I’d never gone shopping with him before, so this was news to me. No wonder he thought this was a reasonable price. My panic didn’t know what to do with itself now. I was still jittery and anxious, but as I looked back at the clothes, still sitting in a pile in the dressing room, I did realize that I might be overreacting.

“Mack, this isn’t some frivolous purchase you’re making. You need good work clothes. You have nothing to wear right now. This is a necessary expense. And, honey, we can afford three times this without our bank account even noticing.”

We’d combined finances in order to start the house-buying process. I knew we had a lot of money in the account. And that helped ease the panic down another few notches. Brandon was right. This was something we could afford. Something I needed. It was reflex more than anything, an ingrained habit that I couldn’t spend that kind of money.

In my defense, having money to actually spend was a new thing. Last year, I couldn’t have begun to afford anything like this.

I looked back at him, at his expression that was so patient and calm while he waited for me to sort out my feelings, and I huffed out a breath. I swear to the universe, half the reason why I needed Brandon was for moments like these. The man grounded me in more than just the psychic sense.

“I’m being ridiculous,” I admitted in a low voice.

“You’re not. You’ve got habits you’re trying to break. But, honey, this is a need. Even if you wanted nice clothes and spent this much, it’d be fine. But right now, I want you to recognize this as a need, okay?”

Because he knew I could wrap my head around it better if I thought of it as a need. And he was right, it was. I sucked in a breath and gave him a nod. “Okay. I’m good with it. Help me sort through it all, though. I don’t know how to choose from the rest. I like everything in that right pile.”

He kissed me first, a slow and soft kiss, then winked at me before slipping past and into the room. I felt warmer as a result and far happier than I had five minutes ago. Brandon’s kisses could reboot any man’s system, I stood by this.

He went through each item with me, patient as I second-guessed a few decisions. In the end, Brandon talked me into not only the four shirts and two pairs of pants I’d planned for, but an extra pair of pants, a sweater, and another shirt just in case. We really had no idea how long we’d be there, or how feasible it would be to do laundry. And I had to admit, I’d packed most of my nice clothes for this trip. The majority of what was at home probably needed to be thrown out, they were so worn down at this point.

See? Mental improvements.

Brandon carried the lot of it to the counter while I snagged enough boxers and socks to last me five days. I was confident I was over my too-much-money breakdown right until they started ringing up the total.

When it hit over four hundred pounds and we were only halfway through the pile, I felt that nervous energy start crawling up the back of my throat again. Shit. Shit, that was a lot of money. I felt like I was just staring at a train wreck that hadn’t happened yet.

Calm down. Necessary expense, remember? Necessary expense.

Didn’t they have a cheaper store for men in here?

Necessary expense. Necessary expense, me.

Maybe it would help if I didn’t look at the total. Yeah, let’s do that.

I pasted a bright smile on my face and asked the clerk as he rang up the items, “So, where can I get a suitcase?”

“If ye go a little farther down in the mall, there be a luggage store,” he assured me brightly.

“Perfect, merci.”

Brandon took his card out to pay for it—because I still wasn’t looking at that total—and I was happy to take the first bag from the clerk. And the second, leaving Brandon to handle his own luggage.

The clerk gave us a cheerful goodbye and good luck on our trip. I was never so glad to get out of a store in my life.

As soon as we exited, Brandon leaned over and kissed me again, his soft lips lingering on mine. “Proud of you, honey. I know that’s a hard mental hurdle to get over.”

“I’m still panicking on some level,” I admitted to him. And boy, was that the truth. “But you’re right. There’s no logic in me having a good career and acting like I’m still living at poverty level. Money might always be an issue with me, but…I work hard. I deserve to have at least some nice things.”

“That’s the spirit! And I want you to hold on to that because it’s true.” He gave me another kiss before straightening. “All right, luggage. And then let’s track down new sim cards before it gets any later.”

Blessing his patience, I fell into step with him. Even if shopping was a harrowing experience, I at least got nice kisses from it.
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The Old Inn Gairloch was the quintessential inn I expected out in the Scottish Highlands. It was white stucco with a black slate roof and green awnings popping out over the windows. The road leading up to it was pavement that had never seen a traffic line painted on it, and surrounding the area on all sides was rolling green grass, old as hell trees, and blue sky. Really, even if I hadn’t known the place was haunted, I would have chosen to stay there as a tourist.

From the back seat of our taxi, Mack pressed his face against the glass so much that he almost had his nose out of joint. “Holy fuck!”

I looked at the inn. Seemed normal. But apparently my medium was seeing something else entirely. “What?”

“Fucking dammit. Okay. Okay, Eli calling me now makes a lot more sense, and she should have warned me. Shit.”

“That explained literally nothing, hon.”

Mack didn’t even turn his head as he explained, just rotated so he could keep the inn in view while the driver slowed to make the turn into the parking lot. “This place is like…you remember in your training classes how they said that some places are a highway or a collecting pool of spiritual energy? That there’s places that act as conduits into the spiritual realm, and that’s why you’ll find heavily haunted areas?”

I nodded slowly, the information coming back to me by degrees. It was some gestalt of things that made it happen. Usually there was an energy source nearby, something about the lay of the land encouraged collection of power, and…something else I was forgetting. To be fair, I’d slept since then. “So, this place is one of those?”

“Oh yeah. No question. I’m seeing multiple spirits walk in right now. Eli’s got to be up to her eyeballs in ghosts.” Mack’s expression turned pained. “I’m suddenly glad we bought more clothes at the store. This is not going to be a five-day trip.”

I looked at the inn again and swore right then and there that after Mack got done here, we’d so take a vacation and see something of Scotland before we went back home. Because by that time, we would have earned it.

The cabbie let us out, I hauled out suitcases while Mack paid the man, and then we faced the doorway. I was excited, not going to lie. If we were going into a place that was that heavily saturated with energy, odds were good I could see a ghost with my naked eyes. Which didn’t happen very often. Once, so far, in my life. And I was dying for it to happen again.

Boy could dream, am I right?

Mack looked like he was facing the gallows, though. I did feel bad for him. We’d have to salt our room, otherwise I had a feeling he’d get zero sleep.

We barely got to the front door when it abruptly opened, Eli stepping out. She lit up and the relief on her face was like an emoji, I swear to god. She launched herself at Mack and hugged him hard.

“Oh thank god,” she said, looking overwhelmed and frazzled.

Mack hugged her back with one arm, the other still keeping his new suitcase balanced. “Eli, what the hell is this place?! The energy alone is insane!”

She pulled back, beaming at him, although it looked strained around the edges. “And this is why I called for you. Your eyes can see it clearly. I’ll explain, but come in, meet everyone else. Brandon, how are you?”

I ducked down to give her a hug—Eli wasn’t exactly tall—and looked her over with concern. If Eli looked this frazzled, like she’d thrown on clothes at o’ dark thirty and scraped her red hair into a messy bun just to keep it out of her face, then I couldn’t imagine what her two husbands looked like. Booker and Quinn normally took on the lion’s share of the work to accommodate their wife’s physical constraints.

“I’m okay. The flight here was interesting. They lost Mack’s suitcase, so we had to shop for him.”

“That happens in real life? I thought it was a Hollywood gimmick.”

“Apparently it does happen occasionally.”

Eli tugged at me lightly, drawing us into the inn.

The interior was an interesting mix of old and new. The stonework against the main and hearth walls had to have been original to the building. The stone and the wooden mantels above it were too aged to be new. But the floors had been stripped and redone at some point, and the far wall was wallpapered, so remodeling had happened. Building of this age, that had likely been inevitable. The age of the place was felt in its very bones. Even the plush leather couches and chairs arranged in the room didn’t make it feel modern. If a Highlander in full kilt dress wandered by with broadsword in hand, I wouldn’t have been surprised.

A woman wearing running shoes and a black button down was hauling a tray of glasses into another room when Eli hailed her.

“Catriona, they’ve arrived!”

Looking toward us, the woman blinked and then broke into a relieved smile. She quickly put the tray down on the nearest surface, scurrying toward us. She looked mid-forties and as if she’d tried to dress nice this morning, but the stress of the day had made hair escape from her bun and creases appear in her tan slacks.

“Catriona O’Keefe,” she said, offering us both a hand. My ear detected a softer burr, the accent a little different than I expected. (Based on movies, granted.) “I be owner and manager here. Ye be welcome, Agents. I’ve a room set aside for ye—I understand ye’re a couple as well as partners?”

I nodded. “That’s right. I’m Brandon Havili. This is Mack Lafayette.”

“A pleasure, a pleasure. Always lovely, isna’t, to have such a sweet gay couple. And yer welcome in more ways than one, as we’re about done-in here.”

A little strange to be welcomed as a gay couple, but I was happy that she seemed to be a staunch LGBTQIA+ supporter and not one to give us trouble. I didn’t like the stress so obviously heard in her voice, though.

Mack gave her that charming smile he had, the one that made everyone in the vicinity melt. “I can see the influx of ghosts even where I stand. I take it it’s not normally like this?”

“Oh no, heaven forbid that. We do have our regulars, dinnae we? And they for the most part be no trouble. We do have the one, bit amorous he be—likes to pat the bums sometimes—but for the most part they were just here. Like our guests. And we didnae mind them much.” Her expression morphed into one of distress, and she glanced at Eli. “And then about three weeks ago, we suddenly started to get more and more in. And they were scared, I coudnae get them to leave, ye know? And I didnae know what to do. So I called me brother, he be in the police force here, and he made a few calls, and by the time the NCA agents arrived, it had gotten to this point.”

“It’s actually gotten worse since our arrival,” Eli corrected. “The untrained eye can’t see it. I was in here ten minutes when I called you, Mack. Because like hell I wanted to tackle this alone.”

“We’re all up to high doh here,” Catriona agreed, making a face.

I had no idea what that phrase actually meant, but I took it to mean they were all at their wits’ end. “Let’s throw the suitcases into our room, and then we can sit down, get a full brief on what’s going on, and maybe we can get things back to normal.”

Catriona looked so hopeful, like I had promised her a pony. I prayed I hadn’t offered the unachievable.

The room Catriona showed us to was nice and kinda standard for a hotel room. It was wallpapered, had a king-size bed in the middle of the room—thank god, I could sleep comfortably—and rugs on the wooden floor. The attached bathroom was small. It would be tight quarters for me, but doable. I barely got more than a glance at it, throwing the suitcases inside and heading immediately back downstairs.

I couldn’t see anything. I never could, but judging from the way Mack weaved and ducked, the stairwell was packed with ghosts. Really, everywhere we went, it was packed. He acted like we were in some crowded convention hall and there was barely room to squeeze in.

Just how crowded was this place, really?

Catriona led the way into a back room, what I took to be a party room. It had one couch along the window, a coffee table in front of it, and then a dining room table square in the middle with eight chairs all around. Four people I didn’t know–who I assumed belonged to the NCA team judging from the equipment in front of them—were arranged around the table. There were a lot of laptops, maps, flashlights, bags of salt, even some crystals.

Quinn and Booker had set up at the couch, but with our entrance, immediately left it and closed in for a hug. I clasped Quinn strongly around the shoulders for a second before letting go, grinning down at him. “Yeah, we’re here. Breathe.”

“You think you’re joking, but you’re not,” he informed me. Quinn was one of the few men I knew that made me look average in size. A power lifter, he was massive in build, making him look short. But then, everyone compared to my family looked short. He also looked frazzled around the edges, just like Eli. He wasn’t even wearing his diamond stud earrings like usual.

Booker’s dark hair was standing a bit upright, as if he’d run his hands repeatedly through it, and he, too, looked as if he’d dressed in the dark while fighting off ninjas. There were bruises under his chocolate-brown eyes, showing as dark shadows on his taupe skin, the black, square glasses not doing anything to disguise them. I had a feeling these three had been yanked out of a sound sleep over something.

I gave him a hug, too, and was honestly glad in that moment that we’d been able to come immediately to help. Just judging from what I was seeing, they were all in over their heads.

“Brandon,” Booker greeted in his soft voice. He stepped back and gave me a small smile. “You and Mack are godsends. Thank you for dropping everything and coming.”

“I’d say it’s our pleasure, but…” Mack grimaced. “This is a bit much.”

“I know it. Come meet our colleagues.” Booker drew Mack toward the table of agents, who had been watching our entrance with interest. “This is Graeme Abernathy, NCA and appointed team leader of the group.”

Graeme looked like an average Joe kind of guy, one who wasn’t too handsome or too plain. His dark hair was short and edging toward curls, skin tanned from the sun, scruff on his chin from not shaving for a few days. But he greeted us with a smile and a handshake.

“Pleasure, gentlemen. Ye’re a welcome sight.”

“Blair Campbell, his anchor,” Booker continued.

Blair’s red hair could rival Eli’s any day. She kept hers in a short pixie cut, and if this woman spent any time in the sun, it was not obvious from her skin tone. She looked like porcelain, no kidding. Her handshake was strong, and I felt like if someone started a fight, she had what it took to finish it.

“Logan Nowack,” Booker continued, coming around to the other side of the table.

If someone told me that Sean Connery had a twin, I’d believe them. Logan Nowack looked like a younger version, bald on top, grey on the sides, with a trim grey beard accenting his jawline. A good-looking man, no question.

“And this be me partner,” Logan said, indicating the agent sitting next to him. “Rowen Ferry. Use they/them pronouns for Rowen, please.”

I appreciated the heads-up. Rowen had a unique look to them, a sort of gender-neutral feel, so I hadn’t been sure which way to go there until Logan said something. Their brown hair was in a long bob, no makeup on, with the shirt and pants so basic they were genderless. “Nice to meet both of you. I’m he/him pronouns, so is Mack.”

Rowen liked that I said that, their smile turning up another notch. “Thank ye. Please, do sit. Agent Lafayette, may I say, we’re extremely relieved to have ye.”

Mack gave them a smile as he took the chair at the end of the table. “Just Mack, please. And I can see why. You’re really overrun here.”

“The situation be more…precarious than ye realize.” Graeme’s face drew into a grimace. “The reason why Eli be with us to begin with be that we currently only have three exorcists in Scotland.”

I let out a low whistle. Oh boy. That was a very low number.

“We invited her over here so we could nae only get experience workin’ with someone of her ability, but because we had a few cases where we needed her help. We did manage one of those before this problem landed in our lap. I meself be a strong sensitive, but I cannae be considered a medium.”

Oh. Oh really? Sensitives were the norm in most psychic agencies, really. They could sense, communicate with, and help guide ghosts into passing, but they couldn’t exorcise. The range on sensitives was all over the map, so I had no idea how powerful this man was, although I had to assume he’d met some kind of standard if he was team leader.

Logan cleared his throat, and in his slightly gravelly voice, added, “I be a medium, but cannae exorcise at all. I can assist with one, that be about as far as me power allows.”

The full situation dawned.

I was in a haunted as hell inn with only two people who could exorcise.

Oh shit.

Mack didn’t look as surprised, but he could probably tell from their auras just how powerful these two men were. “I can exorcise up to two ghosts a day without it wiping me out. I vote we try to pass people as much as possible, as that I can do all day. But why this sudden influx? Do we have an answer to that?”

Eli entered and closed the door behind her, looking a bit more refreshed, as if she’d taken a second to put herself back together so she no longer appeared as though she’d fought with a whirlwind and lost. “We’ve interviewed countless ghosts as they’ve come in, and—you. Yes, you. Get your hand off my husband’s ass.”

The threat in her tone was so harsh that even I jumped a little. She was looking right at Quinn’s side. Not that I could see anyone next to him, but I assumed the amorous ghost had made an appearance.

“You touch him one more time, you will not like what I do, understand?” Eli glared some more and then pointed at the door as if ordering a disobedient dog. “Out.”

Quinn apparently hadn’t sensed anything as he just blinked at her. “Someone copping a feel?”

“You’re too sexy.”

“I do have that problem from time to time.”

Eli rolled her apple-green eyes at him and continued her explanation. “Anyway, the ghosts are quite possibly the worst witnesses on the face of the planet. All they’re telling us is that there’s the boogeyman outside. And it’s eating spirits, so they’ve hightailed it to the only safe location—here, supposedly.”

I blinked at her. “Boogeyman?”

“We dinnae know what it actually be,” Rowen answered, looking fed up with the situation. “No one’s put a name to it. Some be actin’ on rumor alone, other ghosts tellin’ them the warnin’, and them runnin’ fair puckled straight here.”

I needed a Scottish slang dictionary, apparently. But I took their meaning.

Mack looked between all of them, brows drawn up in confusion. “Surely just rumor isn’t enough to send this many ghosts scrambling here.”

“No, it be nae just rumor,” Graeme assured us darkly. “Somethin’ really be eatin’ ghosts. A few have come in half-gnawed, lookin’ like zombie waifs, if that makes sense. Somethin’ dark be afoot here, no question. We just dinnae know what. And we’re so overrun with scared ghosts pleadin’ for help, we’ve no prayer of proper investigation as to the cause.”

“Our job,” Eli informed my lover with a long sigh, “is to get all the ghosts to either pass or calm down so we can figure out what’s driving them here. And then deal with it, whatever it is. So for the next few days, it’s all guiding people into passing and exorcising the ones we have to.”

Mack blinked at her, absorbing this for a minute. Then he turned to face me and said, “This is going to take a hell of a lot longer than five days.”

“You’ve got that right.”
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I’ve heard war stories over the internet of people who attended conventions so jam packed they became claustrophobic afterward, but I didn’t know up until this point that there was a ghostly equivalent. It literally felt crammed to the gunwales no matter where I turned.

Poor Eli had dealt with this for a full two days before I could get to her?

It was nearing dinner time, and I knew we were losing the day by inches, so it was definitely time to get cracking. Catriona had already given us yet another party room in the back to work our magic in. It looked much like the other, with nothing more than a couch, table with chairs, and a window that overlooked the river nearby. Big enough for our purposes at least. Eli and I took our strongest flashlights and went to set up there. We were divided into two different rooms as it wasn’t feasible to cram all of us into one. Logan was in the room next door, also trying to pass ghosts.

Brandon took one look at the room and volunteered, “Let’s move the table off to the side so you have room to work in.”

Quinn immediately pitched in. “You grab a side, I’ll grab a side.”

Booker had a map, laptop, and a clipboard with pens in his hands.

“What are those for?”

“Better to take a record of everyone that passes,” he explained, waiting for the guys to move the table before setting everything down. “And we want to track where the ghosts are coming from. We might be able to see a pattern.”

Now that was a good thought. I clearly didn’t think along the lines of an investigator.

I was the steadier person of us two in passing people on. It was a finesse thing, something that took very little power to manage, which meant Eli really had to concentrate to do it. She was a power hitter; finesse wasn’t her thing, so this wasn’t something she could comfortably do for long without her head exploding.

And because of that, I decided it was best to divide and conquer. “Eli, why don’t we split this? Since the guys are wanting info, why don’t you do a quick interview, then pass the ghost along to me, and I’ll send them on.”

She looked relieved at this suggestion. “You don’t mind?”

“I mean, that’s why you called me, isn’t it? Because I can pass ghosts along easier than you can.”

“That, and you’re cute,” she agreed promptly.

Oh, this one was in a fine mood if she was teasing already. I gave her an unamused stare. “Thanks for that. All right, let’s get cracking—”

I cut myself off as I realized that while we talked out our game plan, the ghosts had started crowding into the room. And one in particular, a middle-aged ghost with a lecherous smile on his face, was sidling up next to Brandon, hand in groping position.

Oh, hell no.

I marched right there, caught the ghost by the shoulder, and whirled him around. “Guess who gets to go first.”

The ghost whined at me. “I wasnae doin’ anythin’!”

“Let me make this clear. That very fine man you were about to grope is mine.” I made my glare as menacing as possible.

It worked. The ghost visibly wilted.

“Why don’t you start us off?” I smiled. It wasn’t a nice expression. Then I promptly dragged him to where I had set up my flashlight. I wasn’t doing a trail of lights this time, there wasn’t enough room for it, and I wanted the ghosts to pass along as quickly as possible.

“But I like it here!” the ghost protested as he stumbled along in my wake.

“Tough. First you tried to grope Quinn, now my lover. You’re done, troublemaker.” I picked up my flashlight, thumbed it on, and pointed it at the far wall, making a very visible light spectrum. “Walk along the light, envisioning an open door waiting for you on the other end.”

When he balked, pouting at the light at the far end, Eli leaned over his shoulder and whispered, “Or I can scatter your soul to bits. Which would you prefer?”

He moved. With alacrity.

One down.

And honestly, I had no idea how many there were to go. Which was a very scary thought.

It didn’t help that we had so many in the room, either. It was jam-packed, literally standing room only. The ghosts were of all different genders, ages, times. There was a robust woman in a dress, her hair up in a bun, who looked like she’d died a good two hundred years ago. Another man standing next to me was barely senior to me, looking like he’d died yesterday. The motorcycle jacket, leather pants, and boots he wore hinted he’d died on a bike. It was such a mishmash, as any gathering of people will be.

As Eli and I sorted through them, I overheard their conversations with each other.

“Where do ye hail then?” the matron asked the younger man.

“Shieldaig. Ye?”

“Strath. Bit of a jaunt to get here, isna’t? Still, better than to stay and be eaten by the beastie.”

“Oh aye, no doubt on that. Did ye see it, then?”

“Naw, never laid eyes on it. The lassie with me, though, she saw it with her own eyes. Ran to her grave to hide there, not that it seemed to do her much good. I havenae seen her since she told me of it.” The matron looked more than spooked relating this, the fear real in her eyes. “I looked for her, I did. Hoped to see her here. But I fear she got caught.”

Younger ghost did a cross over his chest. “God rest her soul.”

What was this beast they were talking about? I would ask, but they clearly didn’t know details either, just rumors. They were running on pure fear. Still, I kept an ear out for other conversations and leaned into Eli’s side to murmur, “Ask if they saw what scared them. Or if they know anything.”

“I have been,” she murmured back. “Nothing concrete yet. It’s always a second- or thirdhand account.”

“Damn. Okay.” Well, someone surely knew something. We’d sort through these ghosts and get an answer eventually.

I kept listening, but it seemed to be the same story with everyone. They’d heard of a beast consuming ghosts, knew of someone who disappeared, and it scared them enough that they ran for sanctuary. They dropped the names of places where they’d been, or where they’d passed through, as they talked.

The locations didn’t mean much to me. Shieldaig, Kerrysdale, Strath, Auchtercairn. I assumed them to be fairly nearby, as ghosts didn’t travel much by nature. But I had no context in this land that I knew nothing about.

How far had they traveled, running from this boogeyman that few held any knowledge of?

Or was this just the rumor mill? I was reminded of the rumors I’d heard in the past, of how twisted and outlandish they got in the retelling. My fifth-grade teacher had had us play a game of telephone in class once, and by the time it made it through thirty-six kids, it had been something completely different.

What convinced me was them.

I saw the glimpse of one sandwiched between two other ghosts. He just stood there, staring sightlessly downward, being bumped and prodded forward as if he were a lifeless doll. Like a balloon being kicked around on a party floor. I’d never seen a ghost in this condition before. It wasn’t that he was faded, or something ancient.

Pieces of him were just missing.

I grabbed Eli’s arm and pointed toward him, the movement sharp. “Eli.”

She turned, looking where I pointed, and bit out an oath. “Goddamn. Graeme wasn’t kidding about the zombies.”

“What can even do that to a soul? It’s like he has leprosy or something. There’s parts of him that are just missing. That’s not even an intact soul at this point.”

“Mack,” she said, and her tone was sad and anguished, “my god, look at him. It’s like he’s in so much pain, he can’t even cry.”

That’s exactly what it looked like. His eyes communicated strongly how much pain he was in, desperate for any kind of relief, but he was so damaged he couldn’t communicate it. I wasn’t sure if he was even intact enough to remember what speech was. My heart broke for him. This poor man was dead and still something had managed to hurt him.

I moved toward him, not sure what I could do but determined to do something. If I could patch him up enough that he could move on his own power, understand what I was saying, I might be able to get him to pass on. That would be the best thing for him.

One of the things any medium could do was boost supernatural power so a ghost had more strength to work with. I had no idea if that would work with him, but I had to try something, and that was the only thing I could think of. I took his shoulders with both hands, pouring energy into him.

He shivered and, by degrees, healed over. Those missing pieces closed, looking like freshly knitted wounds, in a way. Gradually, his head came up so he looked me in the eye, and I saw nothing but gratitude and relief.

“Can you tell me what hurt you?” I asked gently.

He opened his mouth as if to speak, then closed it again, looking confused.

Still too damaged for actual communication, eh? I’d pour more energy into it, except I didn’t think it wise. I had so many other ghosts to help, to pass on, I couldn’t afford to expend all of my energy on one.

It was fine. Someone in this crowd surely knew something. I just had to get to the right person. For now, I needed to pass him.

I took him by the arm, guiding his feet along the lighted path. He went without argument, listening as I coached him along. I wasn’t sure if this would work. Despite my aid, he was just so damaged. Could he even focus enough to open that door?

When the door did open, I wasn’t sure who was more relieved—him, me, or Eli. He went right through, gaining some strength as he moved.

Eli and I exchanged a loaded look after he’d gone.

“I now have more sympathy for every ghost running scared,” Eli said flatly.

“Me too. I really want an answer as to what this thing is. I’m also a little worried we haven’t seen any of the other zombie ghosts Graeme mentioned.”

Eli looked over the crowd and grimaced. “I’m going to wade in and see if I can find them. They apparently can’t communicate on their own that they need help, if he’s any example.”

“Yeah, go. Bring whoever you find back to me.”

I went back to passing ghosts while waiting on Eli. There were more than a few that wanted out of Dodge before the big bad showed up. They were all full of stories of how they ran, but nothing concrete. Nothing they’d actually seen. It was all secondhand.

Really, I wouldn’t have put much stock in there being a villain. But what had been done to that poor ghost wasn’t natural, and I couldn’t think of a single thing that would be responsible for it.

What consumed a deceased soul? Or tried to, anyway?

I felt the need to ask this of Google-sensei. As soon as I had the spare breath to do so.

The grandfather ghost next in line took my hand in his, the expression on his face earnest under the long beard. He looked very fresh and new to my eyes, so I had to guess he was recently deceased. His accent was thick enough that I had to really focus to understand what he said to me.

“When I first heard tale of it, I thought their bum’s out the windae. I was never one at all, at all for the tales of beasties creepin’ about in the dark, ye know? But somethin’ be chasin’ us, aye, naw doubt. I thought to stay a while, see me grandson nae yet born.”

Ah, which was why he lingered instead of naturally passing on. “I think it’s safer for you to go.”

“Aye, I came to that conclusion me ownself. So I’ll go. Yon lassie there promised to deliver me messages, what I wanted to say in life. Ye get it laddie, whatever it be.”

I took the word of encouragement and gave him a nod and smile. “That we will. Follow along the light, all right?”

He followed, pausing now and again, and I could tell his attachment to this life was strong. But I encouraged him again, trying to get him to move and not jam up the line of other ghosts.

“You’ve got loved ones waiting for you on the other side, right?”

He turned, looked back at me, and in front of my eyes transformed into a younger version of himself. Instead of looking eighty, he seemed more in his thirties. “Me bonnie lassie, aye. Will I see her, then?”

“She’s waiting for you, isn’t she? And look, I’m gay, so I can’t comment on women much, but I would not keep a woman waiting any more than necessary. She will have words for you.”

He chuckled, the sound like a rough motor starting, and this time he moved with a surer pace.

And he was gone. All right, next?

Eli came back with four more zombie ghosts over the next hour, each in a sorrier state than the last. It took more and more effort to pass them, but they were so heartbreaking I couldn’t leave them until the next day.

An arm I knew well slipped around my waist, and Brandon pressed in close to speak against my forehead.

“Hon, you’ve been at this for about five hours with no breaks. You’ve gotten over forty ghosts to pass, which is something of a record for you. Let’s pause for the night, yeah?”

Wow, really? I’d not even tried to keep track, to be honest, because I was afraid of getting overwhelmed more than anything. But Brandon was right, that was a lot for me to do, and it wasn’t like I could just push myself and get this done. I had to pace myself for the long haul. My body was tired and I was developing a headache, so it was high time to quit for the night.

“Okay,” I agreed.

Brandon led me to the table, handed me a water bottle—where had that even come from?—and then promptly sat sideways in the chair so I could sit on his lap. Apparently, my anchor wanted some cuddle time. I may not have been comfortable doing it in front of the NCA agents, but in front of the trio? No problem. I settled on Brandon’s lap and leaned against him for a minute, sipping at my water and letting him support me.

God, I was tired.

And it was only day one. I shuddered just thinking it.

Booker turned the monitor so Eli and I could both see it. “We’ve created a Google doc so the NCA agents could see this with us, and they’re sharing info on the same doc. It’s an interesting data set so far. Here’s what we’re looking at. The ghosts seem to be coming from all directions. We’ve got reports of people coming in forming a rough circle around this place.”

Eli frowned. “Well, that doesn’t help. If they’re coming from everywhere, we have no idea what started this. Something had to have. Things don’t go from peaceful to this insane situation overnight without there being a catalyst.”

Aren’t interviews with witnesses supposed to give you answers? Isn’t that how it’s supposed to work?

Argh, screw it. I wanted bedtime. It had to be bedtime. We lost six hours coming to Scotland, and my body was letting me know in no uncertain terms that it was definitely past midnight in some portion of the world. I leaned into Brandon a little more because he was comfy and smelled nice.

His head turned, nuzzling lightly against mine for a moment before he murmured, “All right?”

“Mmm.”

“Ah, you’re done in. Well, we have been up for almost twenty hours at this point. And today was stressful.”

In more ways than one. And I really didn’t want to think about it.

“Guys, let’s call this a night,” Quinn suggested. “Mack’s done more than the lion’s share of the work, we’re not any closer to getting the right answers, and I think we all need a good night’s sleep. Maybe one of us will come up with the right way to approach this tomorrow if we’re not cross-eyed.”

“Sounds good to me,” Brandon agreed. “Come on, love, up we go.”

It was honestly tempting to ask for him to carry me. That’s how tired I was. But that wasn’t fair to him as I knew Brandon had to be just as tired. So I got off his lap. Read that as I dragged myself very unwillingly off his lap.

Hmm...there were black spots in my vision. Had I pushed myself too hard today? Was that what this was? Shit, if I passed out, I’d never hear the end of it. Stay strong, me. I did feel light-headed, but it wasn’t anything serious. I just needed a second. And maybe to drink a full water bottle upstairs before sleeping. With all the traveling, I didn’t think I’d had more than the soda on the flight over. Wait, we did do lunch at the mall. I barely remembered that. That was hours ago, though.

That may have been a really bad idea, in retrospect.

A warm hand touched my face, cradling it, and I blinked up into concerned brown eyes.

“You’re swaying a little,” Brandon informed me, mouth in an unhappy line.

“I maybe feel a little light-headed. I think I’m dehydrated?”

“And dead on your feet, yeah. All right, up we go.”

Before I could blink, he had one of my arms around his shoulders, his arms around my back and under my thighs, and I was in a carry lift. I processed this position for a second, thought about protesting that I could walk up the stairs myself, looked up into his face...and realized immediately the futility of it. I had tapped directly into the Havili protective instincts. Absolutely nothing I said right then would make him put me back down.

Ah, fuck it. It’s not like I minded being carried around by my very handsome anchor. I let my head rest on his shoulder and just surrendered to the moment.

“He’s really out of it.” Eli sounded concerned. “I thought this much he could do?”

“We’ve been up for almost twenty hours at this point. And it was a pretty stressful twenty hours. I’m not as surprised. A good night’s sleep, water, and he’ll be fine tomorrow.”

“I’ll bring up two water bottles for you,” Booker volunteered.

“Thanks, man.”

Brandon carried me out of the room and honestly, I was pretty checked out at that point. I registered him prodding me into stripping off clothes, drinking the water Booker brought me, and cool sheets under me as he tucked me in, then not much more than that.

My last coherent thought was, hot damn, so glad I had a good anchor right now.
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I woke up to Mack still sleeping like the dead next to me. I was on my side, facing him, and even in my sleep, I had a hand resting on his hip as if to make sure he stayed with me. I studied that sleeping face, so peaceful, and wondered seriously: how did anyone look this cute while sleeping? I was pretty sure I couldn’t manage it. But Mack did, and I really had to fight the urge to poke his cheeks, just because.

I really should have stopped him sooner last night. I’d picked up on the telltale signs of his fatigue, knew that he was hitting a limit. He’d paused more often, just standing there and taking a second before passing the next ghost. He’d stopped joking with Eli, concentrating solely on the task in front of him. And he’d stopped moving, just standing in place and keeping the flashlight steady. When Mack grew quiet and still, that was a cue to me that something was up. He was either exhausted or feeling sick and hiding it.

He was still too new to being a medium. Mack really hadn’t figured out his limits yet, and that’s why I had no intention of haranguing him over this, especially not after the sweet way he’d curled into me last night. Despite our audience, he’d blinked owlishly up at me then settled right into my arms. He’d let me care for him without a word of protest, and I loved it. I loved having that much trust from him. I wasn’t about to abuse it by nagging at him for scaring me.

Mack would find his footing. He’d get enough experience under his belt to figure out when to stop, how to pace himself. I just had to keep a very close eye on him in the meantime.

I leaned over, pressing a soft kiss against his forehead. I’d let him sleep, as he clearly needed it. Mack would wake up on his own unless an emergency made me shake him awake.

Quietly, I stole out of bed, took a shower, got dressed, and slipped out of the room. Mack didn’t so much as stir during this whole process, which showed just how dead to the world he was. I stayed quiet until I was down the stairs, though, just in case.

Breakfast sounded good, so I followed my nose to the right, into the dining room. I passed other guests as I moved, which sort of surprised me. They hadn’t cleared out the area despite what was going on? Well, I guessed it wasn’t dangerous to the living. At least, until we knew more, no need to barricade the place. There was light chatter from the guests as they sat and ate in the cozy dining room. A buffet was set up along one side, and I spotted Graeme in line, filling up a plate. I snagged a plate myself and joined in.

“Morning,” I greeted.

Turning his head, he blinked up at me. “Aye, mornin’. And where’s yer partner?”

“Still dead asleep,” I admitted. “I hate to ask, Graeme, but if you could, go a little easy on Mack? He’s still finding his limits.”

Graeme stopped dead and looked at me carefully. “He doesnae know his limits?”

“We’ve only been in the field for about a month, you see. He made agent three months ago, and before starting the training, he didn’t really use his ability at all. Mostly because of the environment he was in.”

The light dawned and Graeme swore. “God’s teeth, man, that’s nae good at all. Did he overdo yesterday, then?”

“A little, yeah, which is why I’m letting him sleep.”

“Be he the type to overdo it and nae say a word of complaint?”

“You have literally described Mack to a T.”

Graeme shook his head and went back to filling his plate. “Those types are good people, no doubt, but always a headache for me. Mostly because I have to keep a sharp eye on them. Dinnae worry yerself, man, I’ll be careful with him. Truth tell, it’s us owin’ ye the favor of comin’, aye?”

“Well, really, we’re here for Eli’s sake. And Booker and Quinn’s.”

He paused again, looking at me carefully. “They told the story of how ye all met. Eli said that hands down, if she had trouble to face, she wanted the two of ye at her back. New as ye are, ye still made that impression on her?”

“Last case was a shitshow,” I explained wryly. “In more ways than one. And those three don’t always get the right welcome from people. Mack and I, we didn’t judge, just accepted them. And Eli loved us immediately for it.”

“Ah. That explains quite a bit, too. Now, explain to me why yer eyein’ the eggs as if they insulted yer mam.”

I guess I had been at that. I hadn’t started putting any food on my plate because I was too busy considering the selection and wondering what, if any of it, was safe for Mack to eat. “Mack’s got some food allergies. Coffee, dairy, and corn to be precise. It makes eating out interesting for him.”

Graeme winced. “That problem’s becomin’ more and more common. Or we’re more aware of it, likely. Do ye have the same trouble?”

“No, fortunately.”

“Then fill yer plate, lad. We’ll ask the cooks here if somethin’ can be made up for yer man later.”

“Fair enough.” It probably would have to be specially made. Because butter. Mack once made the comment that butter was the main culprit at restaurants, but I didn’t realize how true that was until I traveled with him. Butter was on everything.

I filled my plate, mounding it over, and joined the rest of the NCA agents at the table. Booker was there as well, and he nudged a chair out from the table for me. I was glad to have a familiar face to sit next to. Aside from that short introduction yesterday, I didn’t really know these people yet.

Blair greeted me with a smile. “Mornin’, Agent.”

“Brandon, please,” I invited her with a returning smile.

“Call me Blair, then. Sugar?”

“Thanks.” I definitely needed both that and coffee this morning.

Everyone seemed mid-meal, so I hadn’t come down much later than them. I tucked in, enjoying the food. Some of it I didn’t recognize, but that had never stopped me. It was all good and tasted fine on the way down.

“We reviewed what evidence ye found last night,” Logan filled me in, talking between bites. “And we did our own interviews, tryin’ to compile more of an overall picture. Doesnae make much sense at the moment. Ghosts be comin’ from all over, although the greater concentration be from the nearby towns and cities.”

Made sense. That’s where people died, after all.

“I wonder if it be because a grave got turned over somewhere?” Rowen paused in sipping their coffee, frowning off into space. “I saw this happen once. Remember that case we had early on, Logan?”

“Ahh, aye, I remember that one. Old, old cemetery that was barely marked got demolished for a new subdivision.” Logan shuddered. “Bloody hell, but that was a nightmare to sort, that one. Ghosts all displaced, goin’ into everyone’s homes and businesses, and us tryin’ to ferret them out again and get them to pass on. That one was trouble from start to finish.”

Graeme gave them a nod. “That be a good thought, and worth investigatin’. We’ve got a list of six towns right now that ghosts are comin’ from. I say let’s divide them up and we’ll go investigate, see if anythin’ got upturned when it shouldn’t have. City Hall records should shed some light on the situation.”

I threw in my two cents. “Maybe check with local historians too? If it’s unmarked graves, they may not know during the course of construction.”

“Aye, that’s a good thought too.” Graeme gestured toward Booker and me. “Since we’ve a better chance of navigatin’ than ye do, why dinnae we do the legwork? And if ye could, get more of the ghosts to pass, and do more of the interviews with them while we’re out and about.”

It seemed a fair division of labor, and it wasn’t like Mack and I could just hop in a car and drive around. We didn’t have a car, after all. And I wasn’t sure if we had strong enough cell reception out here to be able to navigate all that well.

“That’s okay by me.”

Booker shrugged. “Sure, we can do that.”

Graeme shook a finger at both of us. “Dinnae overdo. Take breaks, let people rest. Clearin’ out the inn isnae feasible with the way the ghosts be flockin’ in, so dinnae even try. Just try to get those that want to pass on out of harm’s way.”

It was sensible advice, and I had every intention of taking it. “Absolutely. Before you go, let’s exchange phone numbers. I want to keep everyone updated as we work today. One of us might stumble across an answer.”

“Aye, let’s do it.” Blair immediately pulled out her phone.

I realized that Eli was still asleep, and Quinn wasn’t down yet either. Eli had to be just as tired, as passing ghosts wasn’t her forte and she’d been doing that before Mack arrived. Quinn was no doubt watching over her. It made me think that we could pitch in a little on the investigation front because I had nothing to do until my medium woke up.

Catching Graeme’s eye, I volunteered, “I can talk to the local historian here, and check out city hall records. I’m just kicking my heels until Mack wakes up, after all.”

“Aye, that be a good thought. Booker, will ye join him?”

Booker didn’t even blink. “Might as well. It’ll go faster if we’re both working on it.”

Graeme seemed to feel better about us going off together and gave a satisfied nod. “We’ll leave this town to ye, then. Update yer findin’s in that Google doc.”

“Will do,” I promised.

People more or less cleared out at that point, and I slipped back upstairs for my laptop and wallet before we left. Mack was still snoring, so there was no possibility of him waking in the next hour or so.

Booker beat me downstairs, already speaking with Catriona in the main room. The inn’s owner looked fresh this morning, hair up in a tidy bun, makeup perfect.

“—Siobhan Macleod be who ye want,” Catriona said with authority. “She be ancient as the hills and knows everythin’ there be to know about the town and surroundin’ area. She owns the little bookstore farther down this road.”

Booker responded in his soft voice, “Thank you. Is it close enough to walk?”

“Oh, I’ve bikes out front if ye want to grab them. It’ll be far faster.”

I tried to remember the last time I rode a bike. And failed. High school, maybe?

So, time to test that old adage about “it’s like riding a bike,” as it would be very apparent shortly if I could just pick it up and ride.

With severe misgivings, I followed Booker out the front door and to the little side gate where the bikes were neatly parked. Booker leaned in closer to me and admitted, “I don’t know if I remember how to do this.”

“Yeah…me neither, honestly. I think it’s been ten years since I’ve even touched a bike.”

“I think it’s been about as long for me.”

We stopped and looked at each other.

“How far is it, exactly?” I asked. Because surely the bike wasn’t the best option.

Booker pulled out his phone, Googling it. The only bookstore in town was half a mile away.

Hell, I could walk half a mile in my sleep. “That looks more walkable to me.”

Booker nodded firmly. “Let’s walk.”
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I was glad for the opportunity to walk with Booker. It gave us a moment to catch up a little. I knew Quinn better than I did Booker, and I wanted to change that. I had a feeling we’d be good friends if given the chance. The chill air blew quite consistently, so we bundled up in good jackets. I hoped the walk would warm us up soon.

“How did you three get roped into this, anyway?” I asked as we walked along the paved road. (And kept a sharp eye out for cars, because sidewalks were not a thing here.)

“It was one of those bureau things, where they swap people around for training. I’m not quite sure how we got picked for it. But we were grateful to get out of the States for a while so we didn’t argue.” Booker’s narrow face scrunched up in aggravation. He resituated the glasses on his nose, looking as if he’d bitten back several choice words.

“Something up at home?” That look said it was more annoying than serious.

“It’s a stupid fight.” Booker shook his head, a stressed sigh slipping from his mouth. “See, all three of our families live in different parts of the States. Almost at opposite ends to each other. Quinn’s family is all in California, Eli’s is in New Hampshire, mine’s in Virginia.”

Oh man. I could see where this was going.

“And all of them want their child living closer to them. Every time we bring up buying a house, it’s this huge debate of where. You think arguing with one spouse about where to buy a house is bad? Try two.”

“Hard pass, thanks. Mack was easy to convince to live in Tennessee, at least. He had absolutely no desire to go back to Louisiana, and he adores my family, so it was a quick sell. But do you have a preference?”

“Not near my family, not that I’m about to tell my parents that.” Booker let out that stressed sigh again. “I honestly don’t know which made them more uncomfortable: me turning ghost hunter or announcing that I’m bi and getting married to both a woman and a man. Both went down like a lead balloon. My mother’s half-forgiven me for the bi thing, but I think that’s because she keeps hoping for grandchildren from me.”

Um. Like, I wasn’t one to tell anyone their business, but Eli was crazy busy running around exorcising things. I didn’t see how she could possibly be a mother and manage this career. Something would have to give. “Is that something you three want?”

Booker shook his head again, staring straight ahead. “The accident that took Eli’s arm also damaged her internally. It would be very, very hard on her to be pregnant. And the odds of a pregnancy going full term are astronomically low. So physically, it isn’t really possible. And I don’t think Eli really wants kids. She likes them, likes playing aunt to her nephews and nieces, but…she doesn’t strongly desire them.”

“Got it. But your parents don’t agree with this?”

“They’ve finally accepted that she can’t physically have a child, so they’re now talking surrogates and adoptions and…” Booker tilted his head back, staring at the sky as if he were waiting for a deliverance of patience. “It’s like they don’t understand what our schedule is like. We literally have to drop everything and run out the door most days. You understand—there’s no real schedule to this. We get twenty-four hours at best to arrive at the next case.”

“Yup, I get it. I don’t think anyone not FBI would, though.” I had to throw in, “And it makes me wonder why this is such an argument? I mean, you guys are barely home as it is. Why is it so important to move close to family?”

Booker snapped his fingers and pointed at me. “That. I’ve said that a thousand times already. It would be nice to have family nearby, to take care of house matters while we’re away, but that’s about the only benefit I can see. And because I don’t want to live near my family, it’s really down to an argument between living in Cali and living in New Hampshire, and…ugh. We’ve been arguing this for a year now. Our lease is up in about three months. We either have to decide in three months or renew our lease, and no one wants to renew the lease.”

“Fair enough.” I thought about it, what advice I could give, and then it occurred to me there was another factor to all of this. “You know…Sylvia actually encouraged us to stay in the South.”

“Yeah?” Booker canted his head at me.

“Because there’s not a lot of agents based out of there. When Mack and I told her we favored being in Tennessee, she was all for it. Maybe instead of letting family be the deciding factor, ask where it’s easier to be based out of?”

Booker walked alongside me for a few seconds, turning that over in his head. “You’re near an international airport, too, aren’t you?”

“Yeah, Nashville’s become that.”

“And if we chose that area, it means we could hang out with you guys while not on the job.”

“That is a benefit, yup.”

“Hmm. I really like this idea. And that way no one’s getting butt hurt because one family won out over the others. And we have a legitimate excuse.” A slow grin took over Booker’s face. “I like this a lot. I’ll run it by Eli and Quinn, see what they think. Thanks, Brandon. You might have given us a tie breaker.”

“Happy to help.”

“And how are you guys, anyway?”

“It’s funny you bring up housing problems. We’re house hunting ourselves right now. We got an agent lined up and our finances all in a row before leaving.” Because he was a friend, I felt comfortable admitting, “The finances were more trouble than I realized. Or rather, I thought I knew what to brace for and misjudged it.”

“More expensive?”

“No, about what I expected. And I made a nice chunk of change off my house in Colorado, so we have a good down payment. But Mack grew up in poverty, and he had the worst sticker shock over house prices. I thought he was going to hyperventilate at one point.”

“Ah. Well, having been down there, I know a little of what it must have been like.”

“I’m not sure you do. Mack’s mother bought her house for twenty-six thousand dollars.”

Booker just about tripped over his own feet. His eyes were bulging out of his head, the glasses on his nose only emphasizing them. “Are you fucking serious?”

“That whole area is dirt poor, man. No joke. Mack’s still trying to come to grips with the fact he has money to spend. That he doesn’t have to make every penny stretch to the screaming point. And then I threw Nashville housing prices at him, which are insane by anyone’s standards.”

“Oh. Yeah. I can see why he may have balked. But he still agreed to buy a house?”

“He did, yeah. Because we both agree that renting is just throwing money down a drain. But…he still struggles with it, too. So I hear you on the whole housing issue front. It’s not a fun conversation no matter which way you go with it.”

Booker grunted sourly. “Too true. But I hope you’ll find something you can be happy with.”

“Thanks, man.”

Booker’s phone rang and he answered it with a slight smile. “Hey, love.”

A deep voice answered, so it must’ve been Quinn calling.

“Yeah, I’m out here with Brandon. We’re on our way to talk to a local historian about the inn and the area. Yeah? Yeah, everyone’s basically out searching for info. Hmm, that’s the plan. Naw, let her sleep. We can wake her up once I’m back if she’s not already awake by that point. Same with Mack, let him sleep. Okay. Sure. Love you, bye.”

“Quinn woke up, I take it.”

“And called me when he couldn’t find anyone.” Booker shrugged as he pocketed the phone. “I’m glad you suggested going out here and talking to a local historian. I don’t know if she’ll have all the answers we need, but I do have many questions about that inn. Just what is it about that one building that is making all the ghosts flock there?”

“It’s why I volunteered. I have the same question, and I think our two mediums need that answer more than anyone else.”

Booker nodded in agreement.

The bookstore was just ahead. A quaint little thing, it looked to be two stories, white stucco, and the slate roof that I had come to expect of this area. It had books displayed in a front window, and the Kelly-green door was wide open in welcome. It made me think of souvenirs, as Jon loved to read, and picking up some local authors here might be fun for him. Some shopping might need to happen.

We stepped through, and I blinked several times to allow my eyes to adjust to the dim interior. Shelves were arranged in tight quarters, filled to the brim with all sorts of books, from paperbacks to old, vintage hardbound books. On the right side, an elderly woman perched behind an antique cash counter worn down by time and hands. A shawl wrapped around her shoulders, and she held a steaming cup of tea in her hands. She looked old enough to have been here when Scotland was founded as a country, honestly.

Booker went right for her, a charming smile on his face. “Hello, are you Mrs. Siobhan MacLeod?”

“Aye, dearie,” she answered, voice creaking with old age. “And who might ye be, to ask for me by name?”

“Booker Forsythe, Special Agent with the United States FBI Paranormal Activity Division. With me is Special Agent Brandon Havili, same division. We came to help out with the situation at the Old Inn.”

She blinked big blue eyes at us, jaw dropping a little. “Oh! I heard about that, how we had Yanks comin’ in. And the inn overrun with those poor souls. What be goin’ on, then?”

“We don’t really know,” I admitted sourly. “Something’s disturbed the ghosts so much they’re running for the inn and won’t leave again. We’re getting wild stories from them that don’t match up, either. We’re looking for any information to make sense of this. Mrs. MacLeod, I understand that you’re the local historian for the town?”

“Aye, dearie, and I’ll tell ye what I know and happily. Come with me, let’s move to a back room so I can lay some things out for ye.” She moved gingerly off the stool but was sprightly enough for her age as she came around the counter and headed toward a back corner of the store.

There was a banquette there with a table, and I had a feeling it was used more for social gatherings than for readers. She gestured us toward the table, and I slid in along the edge, as it was a bit short for my long legs. Booker took the inner corner, bless him. He was short enough that it fit him fine.

Mrs. MacLeod pulled out several books for us, some of them so old the binding was little better than dust, with rubber bands holding the covers over the pages. She plopped them down, then flipped through the pages, laying out a very old terrain map of the area, a newer map to compare it to, and one glossy print book that had black and white pictures from days of yore.

“Now, Gairloch bein’ along the shore as it is, and between the Highlands and the Lowlands, it saw a fair bit of trade, as ye can imagine,” she started, pointing to the newer map in illustration. “Even in the old days, this was a major trade route, with those up in the Highlands bringin’ down sheep for trade in the spring, and all. Our earliest records date back to roughly 1100 AD—”

No lie, my teeth just about fell out of my head.

“—and the inn has been standin’ in that exact spot since 1300. Every map, census, and account I have copy of mentions it in some fashion or another. Me earliest picture of it was on tin, which be this one here.”

I looked at the picture she pointed to, and though faded along the edges, someone had done a good job of scanning it in and touching it up in Photoshop. It was clearly the same inn as the one we were staying in now. Like, eerily similar considering the picture had to be a good hundred and fifty years old.

“The Old Inn has been there for nigh on eight hundred years, laddies, and it has always been an inn. Always. And it has always been in operation, although not run by the same family. It’s changed hands a number of times through the centuries.”

“I find it amazing it’s always been in operation,” Booker breathed, eyes devouring the information in front of him. “And it looks like this still.”

“Oh, it be more than that. I’ve got it on good authority by the previous owners that most of the inn’s main rooms havenae been touched. Some of the furniture dates back to the fourteenth century, too.” She nodded, proud of the heritage that had been preserved.

I stared at my colleague, trying to keep my jaw in place. Holy shit! I guess it was the American in me because we just didn’t have structures that old. But how did you keep anything like that from crumbling? I mean, seriously.

Booker said, “Can you tell us if anything else in the town is that old?”

“Naw, laddie, nothin’ else comes close. Even the church only be about five hundred years old. Most of the town has been torn down and rebuilt over the years, for one reason or another.”

I felt like what she just said was important, I just didn’t know where to slot that in yet. “Can you tell us if there’s been any major construction in the past few months? Anything that disturbed the area?”

“Naw, nothin’ new. Nothin’ new in a long while. Just renovation projects on the existin’ buildins.”

“And do those renovations tear into the ground at all?”

“Naw, naw,” she said with a flap of the hand. “They cannae go outside the existin’ walls. Only work with what already be there.”

So that wasn’t it. Not for this area, at least. No disturbed graves here.

Booker was back to tracing the map, but he was looking at the older one now. “I think I see what’s going on here.”

I had no clue, but Booker had a background in parapsychology, so he was bound to see things I didn’t. “What?”

“It’s a combination of things. The ocean nearby acts as a power source, water always does, and there’s a little river next to the inn, which augments it even further. Couple that with the inn’s location—think. This thing has stood for centuries, it might be the one place that every ghost in this area can recognize. And it’s a safe haven, an inn. The accumulated power and energy it’s collected just sitting there, absorbing living energy from all who passed through it, is no joke. That inn must be a beacon of safety to any ghost.”

“Like…a ghost version of a lighthouse?”

“A very good analogy.” Booker let out a soft laugh as he sat back. “God, this makes so much more sense now. At least we know why that building. There was a reason for the madness, after all.”

I knew we’d have to write a report on this later, and I always felt reports went better with pictures. Kept the audience from falling asleep and saved me from trying to describe everything. “Mrs. MacLeod, is there any way that we can copy these pictures and maps?”

“Oh aye, laddie, I’ll be happy to do that for ye!” She beamed at us. “And happy to help with the situation. What else can I tell ye?”

“I don’t know if I have anything further to ask right now, but we might well have follow-up questions when our colleagues review all of this.” I had no idea what Eli and Mack would make of it, but I wanted them to see it all with their own eyes.

“I’ve one of them photocopy machines in the back. Gather this up, follow me back there, and we’ll make copies of whatever ye wish.”

This woman would get a consulting fee even if I had to arm wrestle someone over it. She might well have just given us a huge piece of this very complex puzzle, and she was nice about it, to boot. We at least had a working theory of why the inn was the destination.

Now, if we could just figure out why the ghosts were running for their afterlives, then we might get somewhere.
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I woke up to no Brandon next to me, but a text on my phone said he’d gone out and would be back shortly. I was feeling more rested, and while not really willing to face the day, I couldn’t hide in bed either.

Yesterday had been far more taxing than I’d anticipated. I’d been forced to expend more power to help the zombie ghosts along. That had definitely not gone according to plan. Facing another day like yesterday did not fill my heart with joy. Not one iota.

I dragged myself out of bed, looking at the clock, and realized it was mid-morning already. Wow, did I sleep in. Jeez, people were nice for letting me sleep. Then again, we’d likely be pretty active and up late tonight, so I guessed it made sense.

I took a shower, got dressed, and meandered downstairs with the vague idea of brunch. Did Scottish people do brunch? I was about to find out.

The inn was chock full of ghosts as I tried to walk down the stairs. I felt like I was attending a ghostly convention, one that spanned centuries, no less. The most recent was likely a few months ago, the oldest a woman in a dress and shawl, with a faded look to her aura, likely from some other century.

And they all wanted to talk to me.

“I say, medium, what’s this about you passing people?” the old woman in the 70s style suit demanded of me, following right at my elbow.

“Anyone that wants to be out of harm’s way and wants to pass on, I’ll assist you,” I explained patiently.

“Well, what if we don’t want to? What if we still have business here?”

“Then stay here. I’m not forcing anyone to pass who isn’t ready.” Not yet. It might come down to that. “But some of you are here because you’re scared, and there’s no reason to linger. Those that want to go on, I will help.”

An older ghost—he had to be from the fourteenth century or so, he was just too faded and looked like a farmer from that era—said something. And I had no idea what.

I turned to the woman at my elbow and asked plaintively, “What did he say?”

“That he’d like to pass on,” she informed me. “And that you should have asked him first.”

“I don’t think he even speaks English. How was I supposed to ask him anything?”

“That was English.” She looked totally offended.

The hell it was.

Shaking my head, I let that one go and went into the dining area to the right of the stairs. I almost stepped right over it before realizing that someone had put down a very tight salt line, and the dining area was ghost free. Not free of people, there were patrons, but at least no ghosts crowding the area. I recognized Eli’s handiwork when I saw it, and I grinned at her and Quinn, who sat at a table working through an early lunch.

“Brilliant idea,” I greeted her.

“I’m not eating with demanding ghosts jabbering in my ear,” she responded tartly. “Morning, Mack. Your hubby is out with my hubby at the moment.”

“So he texted me.” It amused me to hear Brandon described as my hubby. We weren’t even engaged at this point, but I could see it happening in the future. We were still new enough at being partners that I wanted to settle into the relationship a little more before taking that next step.

I went to sit down and was barely in the dining room chair when Catriona appeared at my elbow with a menu in her hand.

“Before he left, yer man took me aside,” she said while handing me the menu, “and said ye’ve food allergies to work around. Corn and dairy, he said.”

Bless Brandon for laying that groundwork down ahead of me. He was always so thoughtful. And my poor system appreciated it. “Yes, that’s right.”

“I’ve marked here what be safe, or what I can make safe with no trouble at all. Ye tell me what suits ye this mornin’.”

I looked the menu over. There were quite a few dishes. I didn’t recognize half of them, but I was adventuresome with food when I had the chance. There was a lobster pasta dish that looked particularly good. This close to the sea, the seafood was bound to be fresh and delicious. “The lobster pasta, please.”

She seemed pleased at my choice. “Comin’ right out.”

As she headed for the kitchens, I asked the other two, “So how fare things this morning?”

“Everyone’s split up looking for leads,” Quinn answered. He had a plate of fresh grilled fish and veggies that looked—and smelled—amazing. He seemed to be enjoying every bite. “They’re looking in all the surrounding towns for disturbed graveyards, construction zones, anything that might explain why all of these ghosts were overturned all at once.”

It made sense. It would be the easiest, most plausible explanation. For at least some of them. “But overturned graveyards won’t explain the condition of some of these ghosts. I had to do a lot of boosting to strengthen some of them, that’s how ragged they were.”

Quinn’s eyes sharpened on my face. “Is that why you wore yourself out so bad?”

“Yeah, that’s why.”

Eli made a face. “Sorry I couldn’t help you more with that. It’s precisely that kind of finesse work that is absolutely beyond me.”

I waved the apology away. “It’s also why you called me. It’s fine. I’ll know to pace myself a little better today. I didn’t realize how much it would take out of me.”

“You’re still new to this,” she soothed with a warm smile. “It just takes experience. Fortunately, you’ve got a good anchor who can take care of you when you’ve overdone it.”

I vaguely remembered Brandon scooping me up in his arms and carrying me off to bed. Probably not the best first impression I could give to the team here. Dammit. I’d been too tired to care about it at the time. “Uh…the team didn’t see that, did they?”

“I don’t know if they did or not. But I wouldn’t worry about it. You still did the largest part of the work last night, and that’s more than the NCA agents can say.”

Eh. True.

Quinn tapped a finger on the tabletop. “What I’d like to propose is a schedule. Let’s set up like we did yesterday, pass ghosts on, and then break for a late lunch. Break for a good hour, get your wind back. Work another three hours. Break for a long dinner. And only if you still feel solid do we work anymore after that.”

It was a sensible schedule. Smarter than me working five straight hours with no break and running myself into the ground. “Yeah. Let’s do that. Where did Brandon go, do you know?”

“He and Booker are talking to a local historian about the inn.” Quinn gestured vaguely to the building we were in. “There’s something about this place that begs a lot of questions, and Booker really wants answers.”

“Fair enough.” And it might tell us why here, why the ghosts wanted to converge on this place. But it wouldn’t answer the question of what was eating at them. Seriously, in all my training, I’d never heard of anything that could do that.

My food arrived and let me tell you, the cook in this place was a master. I’d never had lobster pasta that good in my life. I ate with a full smile on my face, probably radiating contentment.

It was fine if I just lived here for the rest of my life, right?

Catriona came back in, but this time she had a priest following in her footsteps. I had an intrinsic uneasiness with anyone in a prominent position in Christian religions. So many of them had issues with same sex couples, and it was an argument I wasn’t willing to have. I loved Brandon. I wasn’t giving him up just to make someone else comfortable. Fuck that noise.

Eli tensed a little too, I saw. But she was probably in the same boat on this, having two husbands. I may not be willing to argue with someone over my own love life—I’d just walk away from the argument—but if he started something with her, I’d throw hands without hesitation.

“This be Father Donahue,” Catriona introduced with a hopeful smile. “Father, these are the FBI agents who’ve kindly come to help us. Mack Lafayette, Eli Forsythe, and her husband, Quinn.”

“Nice to meet ye.” The Father’s face was a little on the round side, hair greying at his temples, but with a kind smile. “And blessin’s on ye all for comin’ to help. We’re a bit bowled over here. Those that can sense the wee ghosts are alarmed, no doubt on that.”

Not everyone in the world was oblivious to spectral energy. Some people were low enough to not register as a sensitive but could still sense ghosts on some level, and there were oddball moments, too, when even people like Brandon could see a ghost. So it wasn’t a surprise to me there were at least a few people in town that could sense what was going on here. It was like a fireworks display of spiritual energy going off in the inn; it would be a bigger surprise if people didn’t sense it somehow.

“Please sit, Father,” Quinn invited. “We’re having an early lunch if you’d like to join us.”

“Oh aye, that’d be splendid. Catriona, a haggis, if ye would.”

She gave him a nod and quick smile before scurrying for the kitchen again to relay the order.

The priest sat next to me, settling his bulk in the chair before addressing us. “Now, can ye explain to me what’s goin’ on here? Many of me congregation are outright alarmed.”

“We don’t actually know,” Eli explained with a grimace. “And believe me, we’re investigating because this situation doesn’t make sense. The ghosts that we’ve interviewed are adamant that something is chasing them. And there’s something strange about some of the ghosts. They’re too weak to really give us much of an answer, but they look…rather like a dog’s chew toy that’s been spat out again.”

I nodded around my mouthful of lobster. That! That’s exactly what they looked like.

The priest’s eyes went round with alarm. “But they cannae pass on to Heaven like that, can they?!”

I waved a hand at him in reassurance. “I can mend them enough to give them the strength necessary to pass. But you can see why we’re alarmed on our side. This is weird, Father. We’ve never seen something like this before. Can you think of anything that can eat ghosts?”

“Naw, and I wish I had a better answer for ye, Agent. I’d love to give ye the answer to that puzzle.”

Granted, he probably wasn’t the best person to ask. This was distinctly outside of his wheelhouse.

He licked his lips before asking tentatively, “Have ye kept record of those that ye helped pass on?”

I blinked at him, not really expecting that question. “Uh, yes, we have. Why?”

“There be more than a few members of me flock that are nervous they’ve got loved ones trapped here. Ones that haven’t passed on. I’d like to calm their fears if I can.”

Ohhh. Especially with this crazy situation going on, I could see why they were so worried. I personally didn’t see a problem with sharing this information but looked to Eli. She was more seasoned and might know some rule or reg I didn’t.

Eli’s response was matter of fact. “We can’t just post a list somewhere, I’m sorry. It treads on privacy laws. But if a family requests information about a specific deceased family member, I can give you an answer.”

Father Donahue gave a relieved smile. “That’ll be fine, Agent. I thank ye kindly. I’ll go and ask for those who need to know. Be there a form to fill out?”

I assumed there was. Governments love their forms. “We’ll confer with our NCA colleagues and get back to you. I’m not sure what the procedure is over here.”

“That be fine. Thank ye.”

Father Donahue’s haggis arrived, and he greeted it with pleasure. “Best place to eat in town, is here. Only the unwary actually stay as guests, so it’s the dinin’ room that keeps the place afloat.”

I blinked at him. Wait, what? “What do you mean?”

“Oh, place be famous haunted,” Father Donahue answered, still focused entirely on his food. He didn’t even glance at me as he grabbed his fork. “Had interviews and articles on it and everythin’. Only them that dinnae know better—or the ghost hunters—ever stay overnight in this place.”

No one had mentioned that. And someone really should have. “So this inn was always haunted, as far as anyone can remember? How many ghosts were in here before the deluge happened?”

“Hmm, dinnae know the exact number.” Father Donahue turned his head and called out to Catriona, “Lassie, how many ghosts do ye have as regulars?”

“Oh, I dinnae think if we have an exact number.” She poked her head just inside the dining room to see us. “About a dozen, I reckon. I mentioned that before, didnae I?”

“You said you had an amorous ghost in here to watch out for,” Quinn corrected her. “You didn’t say that this place was so haunted it was famous for it.”

“Oh. Well, it isnae all that bad. People just be scared of what they cannae see.” Catriona shrugged and popped back out of sight again.

Eli, Quinn, and I shared a speaking look. If the inn had always been a gathering spot for ghosts, then that might be information to tip the scales. I wasn’t sure what that did to the overall picture yet, but it was important. That I felt in my gut.

There was a weird picture forming about this place. And I wasn’t at all sure what to make of it.
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The guys came back from their trip to the local historian practically buzzing with excitement. After listening to them explain and reviewing the copies of the pictures they had, it felt like someone had just handed me an important puzzle piece. I started buzzing with excitement too.

Still wasn’t sure how it slotted into the overall picture, but it at least explained why this place was such an energy well.

Eli and Graeme sat with me at the dining room table—we were just finishing up lunch when Brandon and Booker had come back—and they looked as intrigued as I felt.

“Now that makes sense of this,” Eli stated with a tap against the picture of the Old Inn. “It’s a landmark. Of course every ghost in this area knows it, no matter what century they’re from. Ha! Wow, that explains a lot.”

Graeme nodded along, eyes fixed on the survey in front of him. “The geological survey alone says this place be one that gathers spiritual power, too. Of course a ghost be stronger here, feels like this be a safe harbor.”

I agreed on all accounts. “At least we know why here, then. What they’re running from is still a major question. What concerns me is the stories that we’ve been getting from the ghosts. Something is eating them, they say. Something is chasing them. Will it, too, see this as a place of power? Will it want to come here as well once it figures out where all the ghosts are running to?”

Brandon whined at me, “Honey, I don’t like that question at all.”

“You think I’m thrilled with it? But places that gather spiritual power like this aren’t exactly common. If the ghosts know about it, how long do you think it’ll take this monster, whatever it is, to figure it out?”

Eli grunted sourly. “He talks sense. Unfortunately. I just wish we had a single sighting of this thing. We have no idea what we’re currently up against.”

That worried me more than anything else. As many ghosts as we’d asked, Eli and I had no clearer an idea than when we’d started. If we just had a single clue, just one, we might be able to get somewhere. How did I begin to help everyone here, to solve this problem, if I didn’t even know the root cause? The frustration ate at me, and it didn’t abate any because no one else had a ready answer either.

One of the older ghosts, one whom I’d been told was a regular who haunted the inn, piped up from the doorway, “Ye need to sort this out. Cannae get a moment’s peace here.”

I looked him over again, considering the old ghost as I hadn’t before. I’d vaguely wondered why the older ghosts that haunted the place had so much more strength to them than they should have. At this age, they should be more faded, less corporeal. “Do you haunt this place because it gives you power?”

“Feels better here,” he answered with a shrug. “It be comfortable, isna’t?”

So he didn’t understand why he felt that way, just that it was preferrable.

Since he was older, I dared to ask, “Do you know what everyone is running from?”

“Naw, why would I?” He snorted, turning to walk away. “Been here all this time, havenae I?”

He did make a good point. Still, a little more cooperation, was that too much to ask for?

I looked through the open door for a moment, taking in the general mood of the inn. The ghosts were all milling about with no purpose or schedule. They talked to each other, the volume high as multiple conversations took place, overlapping each other. It was chaotic in the extreme out there and part of the reason why Eli had laid down salt at the dining room, so we had at least one clear space to work in.

It wasn’t a fun sort of convention. The place reeked of panic, of agitation, of fear. I could see why the established ghosts of the inn, the ones who called this place home, would want everyone else gone. I certainly agreed with them. It would be far easier if more of these guys would just pass on.

If I started passing ghosts this afternoon, would I even get ahead before a new wave inundated us? Somehow, I doubted it.

Eli’s head abruptly snapped around. “Say that again?”

I turned to look where she did, saw her focus on a pair of ghosts who were standing in the dining room’s doorway talking, just past the salt line. At first they didn’t realize she spoke to them, then the shorter of the two stopped and faced her.

“Ye speaking to me, lassie?”

“Yes, you said something just now.” Eli got up from the table and approached him. From what I could see at this angle, he was a recently deceased ghost. He looked maybe Brandon’s age. Wearing pajamas, too, including a robe hanging off one shoulder. “Something about not even being sick before you died?”

“Oh, aye.” The ghost grimaced, anger and sorrow chasing across his animated face. “Was healthy, ye know? I was trainin’ for a triathlon, coudnae have been healthier. Then I go to bed one night, wake up sicker than my aunt’s dyin’ dog. Coudnae move out of the bed if me life depended on it. They took me to hospital, coudnae find a thing wrong with me. I was dead in a week, before they could even get test results back. Somethin’ fishy about that.”

His friend nodded along, looking just as angry, just as sorrowful. “Same with me. Dead in a week. I was healthy and fine one minute, woke up the next morning so sick I felt like I was dyin’. I was, in fact. Something supernatural behind that, had to be.”

I regarded them quizzically. I’d normally chalk it up to something else, some other reason for it, maybe an undiagnosed illness? But two people with the same story at the same time was a bit too coincidental.

Graeme spoke slowly, as if he were framing the thought aloud. “I wonder if there be somethin’ that can cause sickness like this? Like a soul harvester that will make a well person ill, then eat their souls when they’re dead?”

“Like the half-eaten zombie ghosts I had to help pass?” As strange as it sounded, it would explain our current situation.

Brandon’s eyes darted between all of us, eyebrows climbing. “Is that possible? I mean, something like that existing?”

“I cannae think of a single beast that’ll do it,” Graeme admitted, still staring straight ahead as if he were thinking at high speed. “But I be no expert, either. I think we need more information before we latch onto this theory.”

I had to agree. We only had a few stories, rumors, and a theory right now. It wasn’t enough to really stake anything on.

“Whatever it is that’s driving them out, it’s not because of disturbed graves,” Booker added. “That much we verified. So this thing, this beast they’re running from, that’s the sole reason for all of this.”

“Someone has to have seen something,” Graeme growled. “Well, maybe when Rowen and Logan come back, they’ll tell us something.”

I wasn’t betting on it. With a sigh, I pushed up from the table and indicated toward the back party room. “I’m going back to passing ghosts. Maybe one of them will magically know something. If nothing else, it’s so thick with ghosts out there, I can’t move. We need to clear some out.”

Graeme waved me on. “Go, go. Don’t exhaust yerself.”

“Will do.”

I spent several hours passing ghosts along, trying to get through as many of them as I could. Eli interviewed them before I passed them, as we’d done before, but no one really knew anything. It was all rumor mill and bad feelings that had driven them out. We went through so many I lost count, although I knew Brandon was keeping count for me. He wasn’t going to risk me driving myself into exhaustion again.

I was just contemplating stopping for dinner when Graeme and Blair came in. They looked both excited and serious, and I hoped those expressions meant they’d figured something out, because we were pretty much flying blind.

“Anything?” Brandon asked.

“Not…really. We’ve got a bunch of witness statements that dinnae really make sense. We’ve been trackin’ them on a map, but it’s so scattered it doesnae connect in any way.” Blair looked exhausted.

Graeme came in closer to the table where the men sat, looking over Booker’s shoulder as he approached. “Have ye been markin’ the map as well?”

“Yeah. Here, take a look.” Booker moved a little so Graeme could see the laptop screen without bending at an awkward angle.

Brandon stood and gestured for the paper map in Blair’s hands. “Here, let me see that. Something about that looks not quite right to me.”

With a shrug, Blair handed it over. Someone had gone to town on this map, let me tell you. There were Post-it Notes, black dots, dates, names, the works. And, fascinatingly enough, an obvious pattern.

“Interesting,” Graeme muttered. “Ye be marking the same spots as us.”

“Huh, really?” Brandon held the map just above the screen and looked between the two, comparing them. Then he snapped taut, and I knew that look on his face. Something had just clicked. “Shit! Holy shit.”

I was at his elbow in a second, comparing both maps. It didn’t really make sense what he was seeing, just that there were a lot more dots on the map indicating where ghosts had fled from. “What, cher?”

“That’s a herding pattern if I’ve ever seen one. Herding from the west, too, see it?”

I didn’t. I don’t think anyone else at the table followed either, except Quinn, who was now at Graeme’s other side, making the same comparison, his lips pursed in a low whistle.

“I sure do. That’s herding tactics for sure. Babe, hand me that pencil. I’ll mark it so they can see it.”

“I’d appreciate the visual,” Booker said as he handed the pencil over to his husband. “All I see are a lot of dots in a concentrated area.”

Quinn started drawing arrows for us, marking the dates as he went, circling whole groups. “See how it flows? Something in this north-west area started herding ghosts this way. They were the first ones to move according to their statements. And then it went south and east, then back over and south and west, moving them all along so they didn’t stop.”

Brandon used a finger to indicate the bottom, southern area. “Then it comes down here, making sure they don’t go too far, driving them back up if they had. It’s classic herding techniques. SWAT is trained in how to do this if we’re dealing with riots. You shut down all avenues of escape from all directions, drive people to a specific area that you can control. It didn’t make sense, the pattern, until we had enough data in place.”

“Whatever’s doin’ this knows what it be about.” Graeme frowned at the maps, a visible tic at his jaw. “This all started on the shore of Loch Ewe. The first ghosts to arrive, the ones in the worst way, fled from there. The highest concentration of ghosts were from there, and west, from Peterburn and North Erradale. Then it seems to create a circle, coming south into South Erradale, as far down as Red Point, and circling up again to Kerrysdale. Farthest east I’ve found a ghost running was Poolewe. And then it seemed to circle up again to the north, comin’ in tighter, not coverin’ as much territory as before.”

I saw what he meant by the dots and the dates. But at the same time, it boggled my mind. Ghosts just didn’t move like this. Not over miles and miles. They barely left a property once they claimed it. It was always an outside force that took them away—a certain snow globe going from Arkansas to Tennessee crossed my mind. The longest distance in this case was almost fifteen miles, which was almost unheard of. It wasn’t the outlier, either. The whole movement started in a rough circle at the tip of the peninsula and moved toward the inn as its southern point. Which was also strange. This path didn’t make sense. It was like watching a refugee march from a battle, really.

Whatever this was, it had serious mojo if it could force so many ghosts to move, and over this kind of distance. I’d already helped pass almost sixty, I knew the others had done just as many, and yet the inn barely reflected all our work. It had to be almost three hundred ghosts displaced by this thing. The realization made me a little dizzy with numbers because that was insane. Short of an entire graveyard disturbed, I didn’t think anything could do this.

Blair leaned past Graeme’s shoulder to tap at a spot near a place called Inverasdale. “We drove there and looked about, and we saw somethin’ we cannae make head nor tails of. We wondered if ye would take a look. Maybe it’ll make more sense to ye.”

“I don’t mind, but…how far away is it?” The map’s scale didn’t give me any idea of distance.

“About eighteen kilometers or so.”

Eli looked at her dryly. “Help the poor American out, here. Come again?”

“Roughly eleven miles,” Quinn translated for her. “So a half-hour drive, tops. I think that’s doable before we lose all light.”

We probably had a good two hours of daylight left. I felt Quinn’s judgement was right on the money.

“Let’s move, then,” Brandon urged.

I didn’t know if we had a large enough vehicle to seat seven adults, but we all headed for the door anyway. This short of a drive, the only thing I took along was a flashlight, just in case.

Graeme had a large SUV parked out back, and it was just big enough to squeeze us all in. Eli, Booker, and Quinn went into the third row back seat, Brandon and me in the middle. As people settled, I heard Eli’s tone go mischievous.

“Why, Q, are you trying to get fresh with me?”

“Not my intention,” Quinn deadpanned back.

“Well, damn. Try again later, would you?”

I snickered as I buckled in. I adored those three.

Graeme got us on the road, driving smooth and easy. I wanted to snuggle into Brandon’s side and probably would have if we weren’t supposed to be professional at the moment. But I was a little tired, despite sleeping in this morning. It was just hard to pass that many ghosts in a short amount of time, while boosting them. Harder than I’d anticipated. My earlier, naïve thought that I could pass ghosts all day had proven to be a sad lie.

Brandon’s arm came around my shoulders, and he tugged me in a little to lean against him. Well, if he didn’t care about being professional, I sure didn’t. I snuggled in with a happy sigh, a smile lingering on my face.

“You’re tired,” he observed in a low tone, concern edging the words.

“Mm, a little. Not like yesterday, don’t worry.”

Blair turned in the passenger seat, looking us over. “All right, then?”

I gave her a reassuring nod. “I’m fine, just glad to be sitting down. I’ve been on my feet most of today. And passing these ghosts isn’t as easy as I assumed it would be.”

“Ah, yer partner said ye were both new agents. Takes a minute to get the feel for jobs, that’s truth.” Her eyes flickered between us, expression curious. “How did ye meet, if ye dinnae mind me asking?”

“Haunted snow globe.”

Blair blinked at Brandon. Blinked again. “Say what?”

“I picked up a haunted snow globe one Christmas as a present. Had no idea it was haunted, of course, I’m about as sensitive as a drowned log. But when I did figure it out, I was able to call it in to my super and arrange to take it to a medium. Mack was the medium.”

I shrugged a shoulder at her flabbergasted expression. “Strangest meet-cute you’ll probably ever hear, but that’s precisely what happened. I had this proby agent call me saying he accidentally picked up a haunted snow globe from the town I was currently living in, and could I meet him and do something about it. And when I did meet up with him several days later, it was to see this smoking hot man. I started praying right then and there that he was something other than straight.”

Brandon’s chest rumbled with a chuckle. “I felt the same way about him at first look. After we wrapped up the situation with the ghost, we both decided we liked each other enough to try partnering, and Mack didn’t have an anchor, so the bureau was all for it. By the time we got me all trained up, and him officially passed as an agent, I knew that ghost had done me a hell of a favor. We’ve actually only been bonded about four weeks at this point.”

Blair’s teeth just about fell out of her mouth, she was that surprised. “Ma heid’s minced. Four weeks?!”

I thought about it, and that did sound right, but at the same time, it felt like it’d been longer. Probably because we’d been together longer than that, and while things had changed when Brandon bonded to me, a lot of things hadn’t. He’d always taken exceptional care of me. Being bonded had only deepened that.

Graeme piped up. “Not sure I buy ye cannae see anythin’, Brandon. I’ve watched ye move around ghosts with nary a misstep.”

“Can’t see jack,” Brandon assured him lightly. “It’s Mack and Eli I’m watching, looking for their body language and cues to tell me where to move and how. Quinn does the same thing.”

Quinn grunted from the back seat. “Only way to survive in this business. Fortunately for us, both Eli and Mack are expressive in their body language. They’re easy to read.”

I looked up at my lover, surprised. “Really?”

“You’re too busy paying attention to the ghosts to keep track of me, too.” Brandon leaned in and kissed the bridge of my nose. “But yes, that’s what I’m doing. Only way to manage without those thermal goggles on.”

I knew he was good. I’d always known that. But the look on Blair’s face said in capital letters that Brandon was better than good. And Quinn, for that matter. Booker was sensitive enough that he could manage to sense something, more a whisper of feeling than actual sight. But these two men who were totally blind to the paranormal world had still found ways to react to it.

I was once again very glad Brandon had taken a vacation in Eureka Springs. I might not have ever crossed paths with him otherwise, and how sad would that have been?

We made a turn and once again I could see a large body of water. I had to assume this was the other side of the peninsula we were on, which meant this must be Loch Ewe. The road followed the coastline up, and it was a picturesque drive in more ways than one. Brandon and I really had to do some sightseeing before we flew back home. It would be a pity otherwise.

There was no sign of what town we were in when Graeme slowed and pulled over. It looked rather like the other towns we’d passed, and not a large one, either. It was so small that it was maybe a dozen buildings altogether, from what I could see. Was this even a proper town? Or a village? The road leading up to it was only one lane, which said something. The houses were small and quaint, looking as if they’d been there a hundred years already. I saw signs of sheep and had to assume that most people here were sheep farmers as I saw no other signs of industry. Seriously, you blinked, you missed it. That’s how small this place was.

Graeme pulled in tight against the side of the road, mostly on grass, and got out. He pointed to the side. “Let’s walk a bit. What we found be closer to the water.”

Fair enough. I climbed out, and we all gathered in a rough line as we followed Graeme down a gravel road near a fenced-in area. I started to see little pockets of energy hidden in the tall grass. It looked like something had been disturbed.

Eli leaned into my side a little and pointed. “Graves there, I think. I see the residual energy of a ghost spending time there.”

“That I can see. But there’s something mixed in with it. Something…black.”

Brandon’s head snapped around, his eyebrows going up in question. “Wait, anything like the malevolent?”

I instinctively shook my head, but it was a slow motion as I couldn’t quite describe the difference in a word. “No. No, not like that. Dark, yes. Evil, definitely. It has a saturated, heavy quality.”

“Like black tar, it’s sticky and residual. Probably connected to a murder. That kind of vibe.” Eli tucked a lock of hair behind one ear, smoothing it away from her face even as the wind tried to ruffle it and throw it free again. “It’s different. Deeper, more confident. The malevolent was still in transition, trying very hard to be something it wasn’t yet. This thing, whatever it is, doesn’t have that feeling.”

Blair turned and walked backward for a moment, her eyes taking us in with a careful study. “Ye’ve battled somethin’ malevolent before?”

“That’s mainly what I do, really. Or at least it feels that way most days. The reason why I called for Mack was because we’d battled one together. And I know that when shit hits the fan, he’ll run to help.” Eli shot me a warm smile. “I went down on that case—long story there—and he had my back until we got out. And continued to have my back until I was on my own feet. I don’t know what this thing is, but Mack is someone I trust to guard me until we’ve got it figured out.”

“You’re making me blush, Eli,” I complained to her. I wasn’t lying, either. I could feel the heat in my cheeks.

“She doesn’t know you all that well. I want to reassure her and Graeme both,” Eli explained.

“And he’s cute when he’s blushing,” Brandon deadpanned.

“And he’s cute when he’s blushing,” Eli agreed drolly.

“You’re both such trolls, I don’t know why I put up with you.” I chose to ignore them. For my own sanity. “ANYWAY. I don’t know what that is, but I can tell you it’s not a malevolent. It doesn’t look right for that.”

“I wouldn’t label it a demon, either.” Eli pursed her lips and stared at the one spot we could see in the grass. “It doesn’t have the right energy signature for it.”

Graeme blew out a loud breath. “I do feel relieved to hear ye say that. I didnae think it a demon, either, but I’ve nae run across one with me own two eyes. Happy as I be to hear it’s nae that, I cannae say I be pleased to still be in the dark. Nae malevolent, nae demon, so what can it be?”

It was a good question, and I really wished we had an answer for it.

We kept walking around the curve in the gravel road. It had rained recently, so there were puddles I had to watch out for, and my eyes were on my feet most of the time. So it probably took me longer than it should have to realize there was something in my peripheral vision that didn’t look right.

I turned to really look at it.

And my stomach dropped.

It wasn’t so much the dark energy—that I expected to see out here. It was where it was. It was what it was mixed in with. There was the clean, pure energy of a soul tangled in with the dark, inky saturation. The residual energy had clung to the side of a wall, right outside a window, and then it left a phantom trail through the air to the top of the house’s roof. There the residue was even heavier, as if the entity had stayed in place for some time.

The residual energy of the spirit was faintly there too. Too faint.

And it didn’t appear anywhere else. As if it had never made it off the roof.

“Eli,” I whispered, rising horror clawing up my throat.

“What?” Eli stopped walking, turning to look where I looked.

And promptly lost it.

“FUCKING SHIT! Tell me that’s not what it looks like!”

Brandon was understandably alarmed as he put a hand on me. “What are you two seeing?”

“The thing, whatever it is, landed there”—I pointed to the window ahead of us—“hauled a soul out of the house, took it to the roof and…um. The soul didn’t leave the roof. There’s no energy signature of it leaving. But the dark thing did, I can see its energy trailing off from there.”

“I think it ate the soul.” Eli’s voice sounded raw, like she was ready to commit murder then and there. “Holy fuck, it ate the soul. There’s no trace of it anywhere else that I can see.”

“I thought it was just feeding off the souls,” I said in horror. “It’s why we saw so many gnawed-on ghosts, right? Because it was taking energy from them. Not eating them outright!”

“There’s no trace of the soul anywhere. It’s been consumed completely.” Eli looked away, visibly upset. “Shit.”

Graeme was mournful as he murmured, “God above, such a sorrowful thing.”

I looked at him, at the pain in his expression, and fully understood now why he had brought us out here. He’d seen such disturbing energy and didn’t know what to make of it, except that it was bad. I think he’d hoped for a better story than what we told him.

There was no other way to read this. I wished to heaven there was, but there was only one conclusion to be drawn. Even as I hated it.

“No wonder they’re running,” Booker said softly. “If it really can eat their souls, no wonder the ghosts are running.”

I looked at that inky mess of energy and hot lava flooded my veins. I was irrationally angry and with no outlet, but I was more determined than ever to figure this out. Because that was wrong on so many levels. I couldn’t stomach it.

“What the hell,” I asked the world, “is this thing?”
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I couldn’t see a damn thing, of course. It all looked like Scottish countryside to me, with stone houses and rolling fields of green. But I saw the tension riding in Mack’s body. I saw the tight anger in Eli’s expression. Graeme and Blair didn’t look all that happy either, but they were watching Mack and Eli most of the time. Judging just how bad this was based on their reactions? Looked that way.

“We need to keep driving,” Eli finally said. “Drive us to every mark you have on that map. I think we need eyes on this situation to fully understand what the hell is going on. And maybe we’ll see enough to get a better idea of what this thing is.”

“Eli, just double checking, but you sure this isn’t demonic?”

She shook her head. “Energy’s wrong for it. It’s hard to explain the difference, though. It’s like trying to explain to a color-blind person the difference between red and orange.”

I held up a hand. “You don’t have to break your brain trying to describe it to me. I just wondered because none of you look happy with what you’re seeing.”

Mack grimaced. “It’s not good, cher. It may not be demonic, but it’s not good either. I’ve not seen an aura this dark in…actually, I’m not sure if I ever have.”

“And it ate that soul,” Eli said darkly. “Or absorbed it somehow. I don’t know how else to explain that trail of energy disappearing otherwise.”

That disturbed me on multiple levels.

“Let’s keep driving,” Eli reiterated to Graeme. “I need to see more of this energy. And maybe we can pick up the trail of where it’s going, at least get a visual on it.”

He nodded firmly, turned back to the car, and speed walked in that direction.

We all felt the urgency, were just as quick to go. I had to pace myself a little to match the rest of the group, as I could outrun people without meaning to. As soon as I got to my seat in the SUV I pulled out thermal goggles, because apparently I’d need them if I was to have a prayer of keeping up.

Graeme barely had his butt in the driver’s seat when I started peppering Eli with questions. She was in the front, now, better to see from.

“Eli, you said this isn’t demonic, but have you seen something like this before?”

“No, never. I just know it’s not demonic. Demonic energy is of a totally different type. It’s not that I know what type this is, I just know what it isn’t. It’s not entity, malevolent, or demon.”

“Got it. Damn, that means I can’t really ask the obvious question.”

“How do we fight it?” Eli filled in without really guessing, a grimace on her face. “Amazingly good question. I have no idea.”

Mack’s brows were drawn into a tight furrow. “I don’t think salt would work on something like this. It’s too powerful to be stopped by it. Holy water…maybe?”

Graeme sounded worried as he asked, “Can ye do somethin’ about it if we do cage it?”

“Exorcising it,” Eli started slowly, “I honestly don’t know. Because this isn’t something I’ve seen before. Odds are, I can at least weaken it, but I don’t know if I can defeat it. I have this strange feeling that we’re dealing with something a little out of my wheelhouse. That remnant energy had such…Mack, what do you think? I have a hard time putting a word to it.”

“It had solid presence,” he offered. “Nothing transitory, like a heat signature. More like a marking left behind?”

Eli snapped her fingers, pointing at him. “Yes. Marking is a good way to say it.”

I didn’t really know how to take this. If this wasn’t something they knew how to combat, then what were we supposed to do about it? It wasn’t like we had other experts to call in. We were the response team. That worried me. A lot. We had to come up with a solution, and my two experts weren’t even sure if they could handle it, assuming we were able to lay hands on this thing.

Nothing like going into a dangerous situation with no plan of action.

Graeme started driving, and it wasn’t long before Eli pointed to something on the right-hand side. “There. Stop. Mack, see it on the roof?”

My lover pressed up against the glass, looking hard. “Yeah. I see it. Looks about as old as the other patch of energy. It likes roofs, huh?”

“Does that mean this thing can fly?” Booker asked from the back seat.

Quinn and I exchanged a look that spoke volumes. Uh, we did not want this thing to fly. No. No flying things. They were really hard to catch, for one thing, and then we ended up throwing people into the air to get a handle on them, which I knew Eli enjoyed, but still…I voted no on the flying.

Graeme drove on, and we stopped several more times at Eli’s direction. A few times she stepped out of the car to look something over carefully. Sometimes she just rolled the window down to glare at it.

My thermal goggles did basically nothing. The patches that she and Mack pointed out only showed as a slightly colder spot than the rest of the area. If I didn’t have someone pointing it out to me, I wouldn’t have labeled it as suspicious. I ended up eventually putting them away. They weren’t doing me any good, after all.

We circled around, with the four in the back of the SUV keeping track of our path and directing Graeme on where to go next. We went from Inverasdale to Melvaig, to Peterburn, and down along the coast, heading south again toward our inn in Gairloch.

We were losing daylight. We couldn’t keep doing this for much longer, but everyone was determined to track this for as long as we could. The trail seemed to be getting fresher as we went, which didn’t surprise me. It did worry me, though. I didn’t really want this thing near the inn until we had an idea of how to defeat it.

At Carn Dearg—which was only a few minutes from Gairlock, according to the map—Eli had Graeme stop once again. She and Mack opened the doors but didn’t step out. There basically wasn’t anything here, just a highway that passed some small buildings, most of them looking as if they were half-abandoned. Really, I only saw three in sight. If not for the map telling me we were in a village, I wouldn’t have suspected it.

Eli pointed to the one-story stone building we idled next to. “Roof again. I think Booker’s right, this thing flies. No reason to explain why I keep seeing it perched on things otherwise.”

Blair let out a noise like a deflating balloon. “Flyin’ things are nae me favorite.”

I grunted at her, my mood souring fast. “Tell me about it.”

Eli grinned at us like the demented elf she was. “I love flying things.”

“That’s because I throw you around,” Quinn retorted. “So it’s fun for you.”

“Fun for her, nerve-wracking for us,” I commiserated with him. “Because we’re the ones trying to catch her.”

Graeme twisted in his seat to look at us, and the expression on his face made it clear he wasn’t sure whether to believe us or not. “Are ye jestin’ about throwin’ her about?”

“Not at all,” Eli answered brightly. “It’s not feasible to chase something in the air with a ladder, right? And it’s not like we have nets that work in situations like that. Quinn can throw me, so it’s easier just to do that.”

Mack looked hopeful, too, batting those eyes at me. “I can help her.”

“You got addicted that one time I threw you.” I shook my head, resigned to it. I didn’t begrudge him fun on the job, though. A part of me really like that he trusted me that much, too. It was kind of like a crazy trust-fall exercise. Extreme version.

Mack had that look on his face that said he was about to say something to get a rise out of me, and then it abruptly vanished under surprise. “Whoa, whoa, whoa! You can’t just—shit.”

I didn’t see it. The way that every psychic medium in the car reacted, though, something had abruptly joined us. Alarmed, I yanked out the water gun—safest thing to use in the car—ready to drive whatever this was back out.

Mack stilled me with a hand on my arm, his expression earnest as he listened. “Okay. Okay, slow down. I can’t make out more than one word in five, you’re talking so fast. Take my hand. Just take it, you’re scaring every anchor in this car and they need to hear you too. I’ll boost you.”

The ghost abruptly became alive and visual. He knelt between Mack and me, crammed into the narrow aisle between the seats. Young—that was my first impression. He looked so young, maybe Mack’s age or younger. One of those people with their lives tragically cut short.

He looked scared, too. A ghost couldn’t sweat, but if they could, he’d be doing it.

“Ye have to help me,” he said in a tone that indicated he’d said this before. “Ye’re strong enough to help me.”

“Something’s chasing you,” Eli said. It was clearly not a question.

“Aye, aye, somethin’ be chasin’ me hard. I’ve only caught glimpses of it, but it was dark and…the feelin’ off it. Like an open grave chased after me, tryin’ to suck me in.” The poor ghost shuddered, his hand now clutching Mack’s with desperation. “Please. Ye have to help me.”

“We’ll guard you until I can pass you on—”

He shook his head in desperation. “No, I cannae pass on yet. I’ve somethin’ to tell me mam.”

“I can arrange for that, for you to tell her whatever message you need to convey. But listen to me.” Mack leaned in closer, expression earnest. “What’s chasing you is dangerous. We’ve had multiple ghosts hurt by this thing. I want you to pass on before you can get hurt, too. Okay?”

That scared him all over again. He nodded vigorously.

“Now, can you tell me what is chasing you? We’ve been tracking it, but we don’t know what it is.”

“Ye dinnae know what it be?!” The ghost wailed and curled in even tighter on itself. “Oh aye, this be a fine situation. Some damn thing be chasin’ me, and ye dinnae know what it be. Oh, this be a fine pickle.”

Mack shrugged, no defense on his lips. “The more you can tell us, the more we can help. What is it?”

“Hell if I know, man.”

“Is it close?” Eli demanded sharply.

“Not now, I outran it. It disappears during daylight. I saw the lot of ye, didnae I? Being so bright and all. I had to catch ye before ye left.”

Ah. That’s why he so insistently barged in here. He wouldn’t get a second chance for our help if he lost us now. “All right, can you at least give us a description?”

“Felt it more than saw it,” he admitted sourly. “It gave off this energy, like a yawning abyss. I saw black energy outside me window one night, knew it wasnae somethin’ of this world. I just knew some demon thing be chasin’ me.”

So he wasn’t of any help either. Well, damn. This day really wasn’t going to give us anything to work with. I’d never walked into a situation where we didn’t even know what we were fighting.

Graeme piped up, “We’re losin’ daylight. Back to the inn for now. I want back under cover of the inn before we’re caught out here in the dark with no resources.”

“Yes, please,” I seconded firmly. I absolutely did not think that a water pistol, thermal goggles, and the salt I had on me was sufficient to do anything. Being caught in this vehicle with no defensive perimeter was also a hard pass.

Mack closed his door, settling down, letting go of the ghost as he did so. He vanished from my sight instantly. I knew he was still there, of course. It was just disconcerting that I couldn’t sense him at all.

Just a liiiiitle sensitivity. Was that too much to ask for?

Mack’s hand found mine, giving it a squeeze. I saw the worry on his face, the tightness in his body language. I shared that feeling because we had to figure this out. Quickly. Whatever this was, it was circling the area and a lot of people were going to get hurt. A lot of people might already have been hurt without our knowing.

Not ghost, not malevolent, not demon—so what did that leave us?

What could this thing be?
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I woke up to even more ghosts in the inn.

Just…no. Could we not? Could we have one of those max capacity signs that the fire department likes to put in businesses? Sorry, only thirty ghosts allowed in this room at any given time. Merci, have a nice day.

Dammit.

It was so jam-packed on the stairway that I literally could not move. I stepped an inch in any given direction and had to stop. This was fucking ridiculous, and I hadn’t had tea yet. I refused to deal with any of this nonsense without caffeine in my system.

Brandon was right behind me, and of course noticed my body language was already tense and that I wasn’t walking. “Hon? What’s wrong?”

“I can’t move,” I complained to him. “There’s so many ghosts on the stairway, it’s impossible for me to move forward.”

“Ah.” He pondered for a second, and then pulled a Ziploc bag out of his pocket with a wrinkle of plastic. “I have salt here, and I’m not afraid to use it! MAKE WAY!”

Brandon had the type of voice that people listened to and obeyed. It was pure instinct. Like if a drill sergeant yelled at you, the primal part of your nerves got you moving before you could second-guess it. The ghosts scrambled to make a path, and I could see more than one stop after they moved, as if wondering just why they’d done so.

I didn’t give them a chance to question it. I beat a hasty trail downstairs, pep in my step. Landing on the main floor meant I faced the issue all over again, though. And it was even more crowded in here, if possible. This was fucking ridiculous. I had no qualms about saying so.

“This is fucking ridiculous,” I told my better half. “Mon cher, how many ghosts have I passed since coming here?”

“I think it’s near a hundred.”

“And still the inn’s in this condition. There’s no end to this.” I looked around in absolute disgust. I would ask where they were all coming from, but we knew the answer to that.

People needed to stop dying. It was damn counterproductive.

Brandon had no issue going straight into the dining hall, because of course he couldn’t see anything. I used him as my trailblazer and stayed right on his heels. Someone had resalted the line at the dining room, so it was still clear, and I basked in the freedom of movement. Bless Eli for establishing this ground for us yesterday. She was smart to have done it.

Speaking of; Eli and husbands were at the table, along with Rowen and Blair. They had more of a brunch spread in front of them as it was once again late in the morning. Rising late and working late into the night was sort of par for the course in this field of work. I didn’t think much of it, just stopped and placed my order with Catriona before heading for the drink bar on the other side of the room.

Ooh, someone had made a large pitcher of tea. Pleased to have some other option aside from water and lemonade, I poured myself a cup. Walking toward the table, I took a sip—and promptly gagged.

Oh my god.

Brandon asked in concern, “What’s wrong?”

“Someone call poison control,” I gasped. “I just drank unsweet tea.”

“You Cajuns, I swear.” He rolled his eyes at me before steering me toward the table. “There’s sugar packets on the table. Stop being a drama queen.”

“No, seriously, how do people drink it like this?”

Brandon ignored me. Some lover he was. My tongue was shriveling up in the back of my mouth, threatening to revolt, and he was ignoring my plight.

Eli waved good morning to me, but there was a sour look on her face. “At least the lecherous ghost didn’t function as your wake-up call this morning.”

I blinked at her. “Didn’t you salt your bedroom?”

“Yeah, the line got messed up somehow, sometime. He slipped inside.”

“Oh. I thought we’d already gotten rid of him.”

“Nope. That guy was a newbie. The resident lecherous ghost is still here. And crafty about hiding after he’s copped a feel.”

Quinn sipped at his coffee before saying blandly, “Strong grip, too.”

So it was Quinn he felt up, huh. I had a feeling Eli would murder that ghost when she got her hands on him.

Graeme entered the dining room, looking as if something was up. His expression was taut, mouth flat, and he was clenched in on himself a little. The energy coming off him gave the vibe that on some internal level he was ready to sprint. “Everyone, just got a call. We have a child comin’ into psychic powers near here in Shieldaig. Somethin’s attacked the house, the boy’s sick because of it, and the parents are frantic. We need someone to go, and now.”

I looked at Eli, and she was with me on this. “Graeme, let’s have both of us go. Without more details, I don’t know who’s better to send.”

“Aye, I be short on details. The parents cannae see anythin’, and the boy’s eight and nae the best at describin’ what be goin’ on.”

That was the problem with child witnesses. They just didn’t have the vocabulary to explain it all.

Rowen piped up. “Logan and I will go with them. Might be overkill, sendin’ that many agents, but rather safe than sorry.”

Especially with a child. I remembered vividly being at the short end of the stick, of having ghosts chase me, becoming ill because of their energy flooding my space and not being able to do a damn thing about it. I wouldn’t wish that experience on my worst enemy. I was quick to abandon my unsweet tea and head for the door. “Let’s go.”

We all trooped out, Rowen quickly heading upstairs and calling for Logan. Eli had their rental SUV, so we loaded into that, Graeme following to give us the address and contact information. Logan and Rowen were quick to join us, climbing into the back with alacrity.

Quinn put the pedal to the metal like the speed demon he was. All FBI agents were taught how to drive like a NASCAR driver because time was the most crucial thing when going to someone’s rescue. You had to know how to get there, and safely, and break every speed limit doing it.

From the middle seat, I could hear Rowen make the call. “Mrs. Patterson? NCA Agent Rowen Ferry. Aye, we’re on our way and should be with ye in under ten minutes. I want to make it clear before we enter—yer boy’s sick, is that right? Can ye give me any details? Is he under attack now? Oh. Oh, well, that’s a blessin’. An adult witness is what we need to straighten this out. Aye. We’ll be there soon.”

I twisted in the seat to look back at them. “Rowen, was that the mother you spoke to?”

“Aye. Said there be nae attack this mornin’, that it happened late in the evenin’ yesterday, and it took them a while to report it to the right channels.” Rowen’s narrow face drew tight with worry. “One thing the boy did say, his dead granny stood as a protection over him. She told him what to do to keep the thing out of the house.”

My eyebrows rose straight into my hairline. “Now that’s interesting. If she knew how to protect her grandson against it, does that mean she recognized what this was?”

Eli turned to ask, “And is he a medium? If he can see her.”

“That be what the mother insinuated.”

Well, now, this was taking an interesting turn. But if granny was there, that also meant we had an adult witness that could explain things better.

We arrived at the house in under eight minutes. I swear to you that Quinn takes the ETA of the GPS as a challenge—a time that he has to beat. We didn’t have sirens on this car, of course. It was a rental, but he sure drove it like a cop car.

The house was a cute little two story, almost a Tudor in style. Like most of the Scottish houses I’d seen, it was made of stone and slate tile, a picturesque property with its flower beds in the front. All of that barely made an impression on me. I kept staring in horror at what I saw on the roof and the western side of the house.

That same icky stain of black energy.

“Oh my god,” I whispered in horror. “It was here.”

Eli, Booker, and even Quinn lurched forward, scrambling over seats and the tiny aisle space to look through the front window. Eli barely got eyes on it before she started swearing.

“Fucking shit! It was here. And fresh, too, that’s the freshest energy we’ve seen yet. Dammit, we need to get in there. Now.”

I scrambled to unbuckle my seatbelt, escaping the car like it was on fire. I absolutely had to get in there. Everyone else was just as quick to follow me out, and we were at the door in seconds.

The family must have been watching for us, as a sprightly woman with tired eyes and a pained smile opened the door. She didn’t get a chance to say boo to me before I quickly spoke.

“I’m Mackenzie Lafayette, FBI. I need to see your son now.”

Alarmed, she quickly nodded and ushered me inside. Not far, just inside the house and the living room. I spotted my quarry in a second. Squirreled away in a large rocking chair sat a small-boned little boy, still wearing dinosaur PJs, a tablet in his hands. He was wrapped in a blanket, and the ghost of his grandmother held him tightly to her side. His power, still coming into its own, was enough to boost her so she could have physical contact with him.

And I was ever so thankful for it.

I went for him, coming in a little slower, kneeling at his feet and looking up with what smile I could manage. He wasn’t in as rough a shape as I’d feared, not after seeing how close he’d been to being attacked. His energy was a bit of a mess and he was wan and tired, but seeing him reassured me as nothing else could have.

I turned to give the mother a reassuring nod, not blind to the way she gasped in relief. Then I focused on him again, even as the rest of my team crowded in behind me. “Hello. I’m Mack.”

“I’m Aoife,” he answered shyly. “Yer really FBI?”

“I am indeed. And a medium, just like you. Will you introduce me to this pretty lady holding you?”

There was a stir behind me, and the mother whispered, “Someone’s holding him?”

“His grandmother, I assume,” Eli answered.

“She be here?!”

Aoife ignored his mother and answered forthrightly. “This be me gran.”

“Agnes Patterson,” she introduced herself with a nod to me, looking wary but somehow hopeful, too. “Have ye come to help, then?”

“Yes ma’am. We got the report about your grandson just now and wanted to make sure all was well with him. I heard he was attacked? Aoife, can you tell me more about what happened?”

“Somethin’ scary was tryin’ to get in,” Aoife answered, then burrowed further into his grandmother’s arms. “Gran told me to lock the windows.”

“I don’t see how that helped thwart that thing,” I admitted frankly. “We’ve been tracking this monster for days now, and we don’t even know what it is. If you’ve seen it, can you describe it to me?”

“Seen it?” Agnes scoffed. “Lad, I can do better than that. I can tell ye what the beast is.”

For a moment, I almost didn’t understand what she meant. I’d been searching desperately for this answer, and yet she knew? Just like that? “You know?!”

“Oh aye, anyone who’s been born and bred in these hills should know it. It be a sluagh.”

Okay, she might know the answer, but I still didn’t know what it was.

Logan, though, did. He bit off a curse crisp enough to turn the air blue. I twisted sharply but could barely see him as he still hovered near the front door. “What? What is it?”

“I didnae think those were real,” Logan grumbled, looking perturbed. “Shite, those are real?”

“What?” Rowen demanded of him.

“The grandmother said it’s a sluagh.”

Rowen’s jaw dropped. “The hell ye say!”

Logan took pity on us Americans and explained, “A sluagh’s a demon, sort of. More a mythical beast than anythin’ else. It consumes newly departed souls. It be said to fly around, and those it consumes, they become part of its flock, unable to go to heaven or hell.”

“Ye speak of the Christianized version,” Agnes corrected him. “Originally, the sluagh was known to hang about houses and weaken a healthy person till they sickened and died. Then it would consume their soul. After, it became the sinners that it would do that with.”

I wasn’t surprised that it had changed forms a little over the years. A lot of mythology did, depending on what religions and cultures came in through an area. And it wasn’t really important at the moment. I could get the finer details later. “You recognized it. How?”

“Oh, me mam loved to tell the story of the sluagh to scare me into washin’ me hands, and bein’ clean, and all sorts of things to keep me healthy. Made sure that any door or window facin’ west was closed up tight, too, to keep the sluagh out. She was a superstitious one, me mam.” Agnes leaned forward a little to impart, “Only way that a sluagh can get into a buildin’ is through the west. As long as that’s locked up tight, he cannae enter.”

“That is very good to know,” I answered, relieved to have something to work with. “What else works on it?”

“Honey, can you boost her enough so the rest of us can hear, too?” Brandon requested plaintively. “I’m only able to guess based on what you’re saying.”

I belatedly realized that half the room couldn’t hear or sense Agnes and felt bad. “Sorry. Madam, do you mind taking my hand?”

“Oh aye, holding a cute lad’s hand be such a hardship,” she drawled, a twinkle in her eye, and promptly put her hand in mine.

I liked Granny.

For everyone else’s sake, I repeated, “She said that the only way a sluagh can enter a building is through the west. As long as all the doors and windows are shut tight, it can’t enter. Which is how you safeguarded your grandson?”

“Aye. The lad was quick to shut and lock the windows, thankfully.” She dropped a kiss on Aoife’s forehead and got a smile from him in return.

Brandon leaned in a little closer with a warm smile at her. “I’m Brandon, by the way, nice to meet you.”

“And you, sir,” Agnes returned.

“If you know about the sluagh, is there any chance that you know how to defeat it?”

“Sad to say I dinnae.” Agnes’s smile fell and she looked troubled, her arm tightening around Aoife. “I do wish ye agents would figure it out quick smart. Me grandson already came too close to it as it was.”

I looked at the others and said, “I’ll help clean out his energy so that he can rest properly. Aoife, you probably feel like you were in a tar bath, huh.”

Aoife grimaced at me. “It be really sticky.”

“Yeah, I bet. I don’t know if salting the west side would help any, but….”

Eli glanced at the others before offering, “I say we try it anyway. And Aoife, I want to give you a water pistol. It’s blessed with holy water and will act as a good deterrent if anything troubles you. And Mrs. Patterson, we’re only a call away. I’ll give you my number before we leave. We’re only eight minutes up the road from here, we can be here quickly if that thing comes back.”

The mother looked outright relieved to hear this. “Aye, please. Should I keep him in?”

“As much as possible. The house will offer protection after we’re done with it. I can’t say as much about the outside.” Eli grimaced, and her expression spoke volumes.

Salt and water were our go-to, but here, I didn’t think it was enough. We needed a mythology expert on sluaghs.

And we needed one yesterday.
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Rowen and I sat in the SUV while the psychics did their thing, as much as they could, to protect the house. Booker and Logan sat with the grandmother, trying to get more details about the sluagh, and why she was so sure of it. I couldn’t help with any of that, but calling in the report so we could get an expert? That I could do.

Of course, Rowen knew who to call. They started with their super.

“McCall,” Rowen started in a brisk, no-nonsense, don’t mess with me fashion. “I need experts here, and I need them as of yesterday. This shite has gone from bad to worse.”

McCall’s voice sounded like he chewed on sandpaper when bored and chased it down with a shot of broken glass. I’d never heard a rougher voice than his in my life. “I sent ye two experts already!”

“Aye, and they’ve been lovely.” Rowen shot me a wink. “We’d be in even worse shite without them. It be no reflection on them, ye understand. It be just that the situation has gotten that weird.”

I gestured to myself, then to the phone, silently asking if I could chime in. Rowen gave me a nod of encouragement. “Sir, this is Brandon Havili. If you don’t mind, I’d like to throw in my two cents here.”

He sounded a bit startled but responded readily enough. “Of course, Agent.”

“What we’re facing is quite possibly the weirdest and most alarming situation I’ve ever seen. And I was SWAT before I joined the FBI. We’ve been tracking a creature ever since my arrival that is slowly herding all of the souls still lingering in this area, and it appears to be herding them to the inn that we’re staying in. Worse, my medium has detected signs that this thing has consumed recently departed souls. And it’s tried to consume older souls. Mack described the entities as zombies, they were that…butchered, I guess is the word. He had to exert considerable energy just to repair them enough that they could pass over.”

McCall let out an oath I didn’t understand. Nor needed to, not in that tone.

“We’ve been chasing this thing’s energy and today, when we came to the aid of an ill psychic child, we finally got a reliable eyewitness. The deceased grandmother in this home is acting as a guardian angel to her grandson, and she recognized what it was. She…Rowen, what did she call that thing?”

“A sluagh,” Rowen repeated, twisting a bit in the driver’s seat so they were facing me more directly, the phone still balanced in an open palm between us. “And she explained a wee bit what it be. Do ye know it, McCall?”

“I dinnae know that at all. A sluagh?”

“Old bit of Scottish lore, that one.” Rowen pushed hair out of their face, looking stressed for some reason. Not sure how to explain? “Somethin’ that predates Christianity, and it changed forms apparently after that. It flies about and consumes souls, makin’ them part of its flock. It likes to perch near a person’s home, make them ill, and then eat their soul as soon as they die. The grandmother says it can only enter a buildin’ from the west, for some reason.”

McCall sat on that and digested for a second.

I gave him that second and then got down to the crux of the matter. “Sir, here’s the thing. We don’t really know what we’re dealing with. We’ve only got that description to go on, and the grandmother has no idea how to combat it. Only that locking windows and doors on the western side of a building will ward against it. So we’re sitting here, like ducks in a shooting gallery, with no idea how to defeat this thing. No idea how to protect anyone else. We need an expert’s guidance.”

He blew out a noisy breath. “Shite, I see why ye’re desperate. I be feeling the same. I’ll get on that request immediately, have someone call ye before the afternoon’s out. But who am I callin’? Ye said this thing predates Christianity in the Highlands, so is it from mythology? Demonology? I thought ye had a demon expert on ye.”

“No, Eli’s not that,” I corrected him. “She’s an exorcist. Different skillset.”

“Aye? We tend to lump them together. Ye Yanks are different on this, I guess.”

“Looks that way. And honestly, I wish I could give you an answer on who to call, but I have no idea. We’re just as stumped over here.”

“Call both,” Rowen suggested. “A demonologist and a mythology expert. Let them figure out which this thing is.”

McCall grunted. “I’ve no better idea. All right, I’ll make some calls. Someone will call you, Rowen, so keep yer phone on high.”

“Will do.” Rowen hung up, pocketing the phone, head canted at me in question. “How did ye go from police to FBI, if ye don’t mind me askin’?”

“Ah. Long story there. Short version is my brother’s psychic partner told the FBI that I had all the qualities to be a good anchor. They approached me just as I needed a career change. When I asked if I could go into the spooky section, they just about cried tears of joy and immediately threw me in.” I shrugged, as it was kind of funny how quickly that all connected. It’s always a sign to me that I’m on the right path when things start snapping together like that.

“I heard ye met yer partner because of a haunted snow globe. Was that before or after?”

“After. I was a proby when he met me. Mack finished my training with me.” I was just as interested in Rowen’s story, and they’d been with Logan a long time from the signs of it. “How about you and Logan?”

“Oh, we’re step-siblin’s,” Rowen answered comfortably. “Our parents got married to each other when I was eight years old. Logan has five years on me and had the sight even then. Once I hit me teens, I started actin’ the part of an anchor for him more and more. He has shite taste in women; we didnae think a romantic partner was the best idea for him as an anchor. When I hit nineteen, he asked me to be his partner and I promptly agreed. Just as well, too. He’s been married and divorced three times already.”

I winced. “Yeah, good call, then.”

“I’ve always wondered at how the romantic partnerships work out, really. I know they do, I’ve seen them, but it doesnae make sense to me.” Rowen shrugged good-naturedly. “But then, I be lithromantic. So I guess I cannae get it.”

Now this term I had not heard before. “Define that for me?”

“Oh, it be nae a term everyone knows. Lithromantics are the type that like the idea of romance—I like readin’ it, watchin’ it, happy for those who are in good relationships. I be all right with romance right up until I be involved in it meself. And then it be a hard pass. It…” Rowen trailed off, brow scrunching up in thought. “It be awkward for me. And stressful. I dinnae get anything out of it. Took me most of me thirties to figure it out, that I didnae want romance.”

I tucked this one away to remember later. “I find that really interesting. So it’s not that you’re aromantic—”

“No, no, I still like romance. I just dinnae want to be in a relationship.”

“Got it. Well, in theory. I’m not sure I can completely empathize. I like being in relationships. And being with Mack is the easiest, most fulfilling relationship I’ve ever had. If I’d known being with a man was like this, I would have tried it way before now.”

Rowen blinked at me. “Wait, wait. The way ye say that, it’s as if Mack’s the first boyfriend ye’ve had.”

“He is.”

Rowen’s eyes almost popped right out of that thin face. “Yer off yer head! I’ve seen how natural ye are with him, and the two of ye new agents to boot!”

“Yeah…another really long story on that one. Short version is, I didn’t even figure out I was bisexual until a year ago?” I stopped and did the math, then nodded. “Yeah, a year ago. Turns out my taste in men is very particular. Like, super particular. And Mack fits it to a T. He’s been great about taking this in stages so I can figure crap out as we go. It would have been stressful otherwise.”

Rowen really was in danger of losing their eyes. “Holy shite, man, ye sure do take it all at once. New fit on yer sexuality, new career, new boyfriend all in a year. And ye’re properly bonded to each other, too.”

I shrugged. I could see why Rowen was reacting this way; a lot of people did so. It didn’t bother me, though. “If it’s right, it’s right. I’m not the type to second-guess anything.”

“That be plain obvious, all right.” Rowen glanced up, then stayed focused on something dead ahead. “Seems like they’re done.”

Quinn came jogging out to us, propping a hand on my door frame to lean in a little. “Hey, so we’re wrapping up here. We’ve put up what protections we can, but the consensus is, if we can’t fix this in the next two days, one of us has to escort the family out. They’ve got relatives in London, said they’d stay there for a while until this is cleared up.”

“That be a wise precaution,” Rowen approved. “And sensible. Not like ye can keep a little boy indoors for more than two days without goin’ stir crazy yerself.”

“No one’s disagreeing. How did the call go?”

“Me super has no idea who be better to talk to, demonologist or a mythologist, so he be calling both,” Rowen reported. “And we should expect a call back no later than this afternoon.”

“So we’re in waiting mode.” Quinn grunted in understanding. “I just love waiting mode.”

“Especially when we’re in the middle of a fight with something we don’t understand.”

“Unarmed,” he agreed sourly. “I wonder if we can shoot it?”

I blinked at him. Just how desperate was he? “You really think that you can shoot a creature that pre-dates Christianity? Really?”

He eyed me sideways. “Not to flex, but I’m better at making bad decisions than you. And you’re not giving me a better idea.”

“I would if I could, trust me. But as it is, I don’t have a lot of working knowledge when it comes to myths. I can’t even tell you the difference between a succubus and an incubus.”

Quinn pondered that for a second. “Incubus grows down from the ceiling, and a succubus grows up from the floor, I think.”

Rowen had been mid-drink when Quinn said that bit of nonsense and just about snorted water out of their nose.

Oh, is that how he’s going to play this? Game on. Seeing how droll Quinn was being, I deadpanned, “But that’s for male and female, right? What about the nonbinary ones, what are they called?”

“Concubus? I mean, if ‘con’ is ‘with’ wouldn’t that work?”

“Ye two are breakin’ me brain,” Rowen complained, pounding at their chest with a flat palm. “And dinnae troll me with such straight faces. I almost swallowed wrong.”

“There is a reason why we get along so well.” Booker came up to join us, squeezing in to stand next to Quinn. “And part of it is that these two share a truly dry sense of humor. All right, we’re ready to go. What’s the status on our expert?”

I repeated the conversation we’d had for him, then again for Mack, Logan, and Eli when they climbed into the SUV. We had done all we could for now, so Rowen turned us around and headed back for the inn.

Mack listened intently in that way he did that made he think he was doing high level calculus. Then he turned in his chair, looking everyone over. “Who wants to place their bets? My bet is the sluagh is not demon.”

Annnnd then he says crap like that. I shook my head in amusement. “I’m also voting non-demon.”

Mack started taking notes on his phone about who said what. No one bet more than five bucks, but it was the principle of the thing. And I could see how stressed everyone was about the situation, fighting something that we weren’t even sure how to fight. I was glad Mack had thought of a way to get some levity in here. We sure needed it. I could feel the stress of it all lingering in my shoulders and neck. I’d have to take a very hot shower tonight to work out the kinks, otherwise I’d be locked up tomorrow.

Or maybe get Mack to massage me? If he wasn’t too tired after today. We hadn’t had sex in days, and I may have been a bit antsy to get some naked time with him.

He was sexy. This wasn’t on me.

Rowen’s cell started ringing, and they gestured for me to take it and answer since they were driving. I swiped answer and immediately put it on speaker.

“This is Agent Rowen Ferry,” Rowen answered crisply.

“Agent Andy Dunaidh speakin’. Agent Ferry, I’ve received yer request for more information about sluaghs, is that right?” a male voice said clearly.

“Correct.”

“I wanted to touch base with ye. I have someone who can possibly help, but I need confirmation. Can ye forward all information to me? I’ll show it to me experts. Dependin’ on which way this falls out—as I be not sure if it be a demon or not either—then I have two different people I can send to help ye.”

Relief swamped me for a second. Oh thank god. We weren’t completely on our own after all.

“I can absolutely send all information that we have to ye in about ten minutes,” Rowen promised. “Can ye text me yer email?”

“Aye. And Agent, dinnae try to chase after this thing until we have an answer. I strongly advise ye to go to the inn and hunker down, take precautions until we know how to handle this.”

“Trust me, sir, we’re not eager to tackle this thing head on. We’re not about to put ourselves at risk without some kind of game plan.”

“Good, glad to hear it. I’ll have an answer for ye before dark. Dependin’ on who ye need, I can get an expert to ye within twenty-four to forty-eight hours. Is that fast enough?”

I shared a glance with Mack, who was looking at me with worry in his eyes. Was that fast enough? With the rate this thing was closing in on us, herding every soul it could in our direction?

Maybe. Maybe we had twenty-four hours.

I wasn’t sure if we had forty-eight, though.
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My man was in the shower.

Oo-la-la.

Now this was an opportunity not to be passed up.

Brandon had made noises about a hot shower while waiting on our experts to call us. We really didn’t have much to do but wait at this point. I didn’t want to pass any more ghosts on until I knew what the plan was. I might need that energy later.

Cases sometimes did this, I’d discovered. It was often a hurry up and wait situation. Learning how to take advantage of that downtime and rest when you could, that was the trick. I couldn’t always manage it.

But right now, with a very temptingly wet Brandon at my disposal? No problem.

The bathrooms in the inn couldn’t be described as generous in size, but the shower was large enough for two at a squeeze. Brandon had his back to the spray, eyes closed and letting the water pound at his neck and shoulders. He got these tension headaches sometimes, as he carried all the stress in his neck. I’d deal with that shortly.

Entering the bathroom, I shucked off my clothes and stepped beyond the glass, joining him. He blinked golden-brown eyes at me and smiled a little.

“Well, hi.”

“Hi. I think I should join you.”

“Mm, please do,” he said, a hand extended in invitation. That hand slid around my waist, pulling me in closer. Warm skin met in a sweet brush, his slick with water, mine becoming so.

I tilted my head up as he leaned in, and the kiss was soft and gentle. His mouth worked over mine, sweetly consuming. Those soft lips were so warm, the kiss hot without even trying to be. I kissed him back, hands sliding up to frame his head, not at all interested in hurrying this along. The moment was too perfect to rush.

Under the hot water, his always-warm skin radiated pure heat. It drew my hands down, encouraged them to trail over all that smooth copper skin. I found a nipple and tweaked it, simply to hear the catch in his breath. I felt him respond a little against my stomach and smiled into the kiss. It was really so much fun how sensitive he was.

Brandon pulled back a little to ask against my mouth, tone hopeful, “Is it one of those kinds of showers?”

“If you’d like,” I murmured in response, still smiling. “I really think that if you turned around and faced the shower wall, I could fuck you and get you all loose and relaxed again.”

“I see absolutely no flaw in this logic.”

“It is impeccable,” I agreed dryly.

Brandon was the epitome of an eager puppy as he pulled free and immediately turned, hands braced on the tile, ass on offer. For all that he’d been nervous about anal sex the first time, he’d certainly changed his opinion quickly. He encouraged me to take him now, and often.

You’ll notice I’m not complaining about that.

I’d brought lube into the bathroom with me. I quickly stepped out of the shower, snagging it, then hurried back in. I didn’t use it immediately, though, putting it on the shower niche and then turning hands and mouth to that gorgeous backside.

My hands went first to those rock-hard muscles in his neck, digging in with my thumbs and forcing them to relax. Brandon let out a little sigh of relief and pleasure as I worked, and I knew I was right to tackle that first. With a kiss against his shoulder, I swept my hands down, smoothing over his back in strong strokes, encouraging the rest of him to relax, relax, relax.

Good, that was better. I could feel the difference. I trailed kisses down his skin, felt him shudder a little.

Brandon’s voice was low and guttural as he spoke against the tiles. “I can’t figure out if you’re teasing me or just enjoying yourself.”

“Yes,” I answered lightly, then scraped my teeth against the top of his buttock.

He jumped a little, breath shuddering against the tile. “I’m leaning toward teasing.”

“Brandon, just asking, but how thoroughly did you wash off before I joined you?”

“Very thoroughly?” His voice trailed up hopefully. “Please oh please tell me you’re in the mood to eat ass.”

“Laissez les bon temps rouler.” He didn’t see my smirk before I spread his ass cheeks with both hands.

My lover jumped a good six inches when I blew a hot stream of air against his opening. And then he groaned, loud and long, when I lay the flat of my tongue against his hole and swiped it strongly.

“Fucking hell, Mack,” he breathed, then groaned again.

My position was a bit awkward, the tiles under my knees hard, but none of that mattered. I could feel his reactions against my mouth, hear his breathing go ragged and fast, knew that I was driving him crazy in the best of ways. That puckered ring was opening up to me the more I fucked him with my tongue. Brandon’s body knew that pleasure was coming and was eagerly meeting me halfway.

“Hon, please,” Brandon whined, shifting a little. “I can’t…I can’t…finger me, fuck me, do something!”

I’d apparently driven him to his limit. The evil part of me wanted to eat him out a little longer, just because. I didn’t, because my body also craved the connection to him, of driving home in that hot channel. And my knees were starting to hurt, encouraging me off the floor.

I stood, snagging the lube on my way up, and wasted no time in coating one finger before sliding it in. Brandon was already semi-loose after all that rimming, so I quickly inserted a second, watching his head fall back as I fingered him. His eyes were closed in pleasure, the picture of sensuality and beauty.

I had no idea to this day what kind of twist of fate I owed, to have been able to meet and love this man. Moments like this made me wonder, because he was just so beautiful in my arms. But I thanked the heavens for it.

I kissed his shoulder, then wrapped an arm around his waist to give his dick a loving squeeze. It was hard as a rock in my hand. I was surprised Brandon didn’t put a hand to himself, but it could be he was enjoying the situation too much to risk climaxing just yet.

His hand landed sharply on mine, stilling me. “Don’t. Don’t. I’m too close.”

“Ah, I wondered.”

Brandon tilted his head slightly so he could look at me from the corner of his eye, his lashes lowered in a sensual tilt. Damn, that look was sexy as sin. “Fuck me?”

I didn’t need to prep him any more than this. I nodded jerkily and grabbed the lube again. He’d turned me on so much it barely took more than three strokes to get myself up to full hardness. All slathered up and ready to go, I was still careful when seating myself into him.

Brandon had to slide his legs apart to offset the height difference, but I still had to go a little up on my toes. We made it work, and after that initial adjustment, I slid smoothly home.

Fucking shit, why was he always so perfect like this? He was so hot and ready for me. That initial slide in almost set me off right there and I had to take a second to breathe. Shit, seriously.

“I’m all right,” Brandon encouraged.

“I’m not pausing for you,” I gasped against his skin. No, no, he felt amazing, I had to…my body started moving of its own accord. “You feel too good.”

“I’ll work on that.”

Smartass. I slapped him on the ass just for that remark. It made him laugh although it changed to a groan as I fucked into him harder.

There we go. That’s what we both needed, right there. I had my hands on his hips, but it wasn’t enough. I needed more contact with him. I leaned in, my hands coming around and curling over his shoulders, forehead resting on his back. His skin was so hot against mine, and I could feel him tense and release every time I fucked into him. In that moment, I felt perfectly in tune with him, perfectly connected.

It was too perfect. I could feel that telltale tingle in my groin, feel myself tightening. My climax was rushing over me, and I needed it, I needed that release.

I needed Brandon to come with me.

This time when I dropped a hand to his dick, he didn’t protest. He welcomed my touch, thrusting into my hand, fucking himself onto me. I loved seeing how open he was in his enjoyment, relished it, but it proved to be my undoing. On instinct, I slammed tighter into him, vision going white as I climaxed hard in that beautiful ass.

I may have blacked out for a second. I was leaning heavily against his back, my cock sliding slowly out of his ass, when my vision came back into focus. I was still panting, trying to catch my breath, but the afterglow was a warm wave of endorphins that swept along my body. Making love with this man was always like this, perfection followed by a sweet contentment.

It took a minute for brain cells to travel back above the belt, and for me to question whether or not my lover had come yet. He was still braced against the tile, not moving. “Brandon?”

“Mm,” he responded, head tilting back to smile at me.

That expression was enough. He’d come, I’d just missed it. “Bed?”

“Bed,” he agreed. “My legs are protesting standing right now.”

“I bet.” I pulled completely out and rinsed him off. I didn’t want him sticky and uncomfortable later. Brandon allowed my attentions docilely, just turning where I moved him.

At work, Brandon was all alpha male. He was dominant, and no one questioned it. When we were alone like this, though, he didn’t keep that attitude. Not completely. He followed my lead in moments like these, letting me care for him as I wanted. More than love, there was complete trust, and I saw it in every movement he made. If I turned his face away from the spray with a gentle touch, he followed. When I slid a towel between his legs, cleaning him, he let me support him.

This man treated me as his equal, no more or less. It empowered me more than words could express—and humbled me in turn. I trusted him so much that I’d bonded to him. He trusted me enough to follow my lead.

I loved it.

Even saying it like that was an understatement. There was an irrepressible smile on my face as I turned off the water, urging him gently out of the shower to stand on the thin bath mat. I grabbed a towel and started at his head, ruffling that thick black hair to dry it, then worked my way down over lovely, lovely muscles.

“You’re smiling,” Brandon said with curiosity. “Sex that good, huh?”

“Sex is always amazing with you. Stop fishing.” I peeked up at him and saw that his curiosity had not abated. All right, fine, I’d confess. It wasn’t that big of a deal—well, it was, but I had no qualms saying it. “It’s just, you take such amazing care of me throughout the day. I enjoy turning the tables.”

“Ah, that’s what that smile means. I’m certainly enjoying the attention.”

“I can tell.” I swiped the towel over him, taking my time with it as I wasn’t in a hurry to finish. Brandon didn’t protest, his fingers tangling in my curls a little as I worked.

When I finished, he took up another towel and did the same to me, which I certainly didn’t mind. We were both growing chilled out of the shower like this and were quick to get into bed, curling into and around each other. Brandon pillowed his head on my shoulder, hand on my waist. The sheets were a little cold but warming quickly under our body heat, and it felt like the ideal cocoon.

I traced gentle fingers along his jawline, just quietly enjoying the moment with him. There was so much love in my man’s eyes, it made my own burn.

“I love you,” he whispered against my skin.

I smiled as I answered him, kissing his forehead. “Mwen renmen’w, ma moitié.”

“I really need to buy that Cajun phrase book. Stop snickering. You and Mama Adelle get going, and I stand no prayer of keeping up.”

“I’ll translate for you,” I promised, still snickering. “That one meant I love you.”

“I figured.” He tilted his head up to kiss my chin. “I really can’t wait until we have our own house together. The realtor sent over some nice-looking houses for us to go through.”

“We haven’t had enough downtime to really look at anything.” That was true. It was also not the full reason why I hadn’t even glanced at the agent’s emails.

Something must have shown on my face. Brandon’s eyes searched mine. “Are you still not comfortable with buying a house?”

“I absolutely want a house,” I told him firmly. “Staying with your family has been nice, but I want our own space. It’s just…it’s a lot of money, cher.”

“I know. Do we need to sit on this a little longer, let you get comfortable with the idea?”

“There will never be a time when I get completely comfortable with it,” I promised him, a wry hint in my tone. “It’s a lifetime of habit, of pinching every penny, that you’re up against. But even I realize I’m being ridiculous. A house is a necessity, it’s not something that we can just go without. And renting is not financially the best decision. I’d rather buy than rent.”

Brandon sounded only half-teasing when he asked, “Will I need to resuscitate you when you sign the papers?”

“You think you’re joking,” I grumbled, shaking my head.

“I promise you we’re not going to buy something outlandish. And the payments will be something we can very comfortably afford.”

“You said that in the beginning, and I believe you.” He really was worried about this, I could tell. “Do you think you’re pushing me into this?”

“No. I think we’re on the same page. But I can see your nerves, love.”

“Yeah. I can’t help those. I want to do this. I promise that I do. We just both need to ignore the butterflies duking it out in my stomach.”

“Fair enough.” He kissed me, light and soft, before snuggling back in.

There was a knock at the door. “Hey guys,” Quinn called through. “We have an expert on the line. Come down!”

Brandon and I immediately jolted out of bed, reaching for the clothes we’d discarded. Snuggle time was awesome, but more than anything we both wanted answers.

May the expert have them, please and thank you.
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We were quick to join everyone else down in our makeshift base room at the back of the inn. I felt a twinge now and again from my ass, which was to be expected after just making love with Mack. I liked the physical reminder of it even as my brain was shifting gears back into work mode.

Mack was right behind me. He stayed in that position a lot in this inn, letting me act as trailblazer as I went right through the ghosts. Of course I did, I couldn’t even sense them. It was easier for him to move if I went first.

When we arrived in the room, I found that everyone else was already there. Someone had their laptop set up on the table, stacked on top of four books to give it some height, with everyone crowded in front of it like kids all watching Saturday morning cartoons. I joined the back since I could easily see over everyone else’s heads.

On the screen were three faces, none of which I knew. From left to right, there was a man with greying hair in a comb-over, an NCA windbreaker on, and he was clearly out in the field somewhere. The second was a woman who looked forties at most, brown hair pulled back into a sensible bun and a red cardigan on, looking every inch the intellectual type. A professor was my guess. Last was a man with bulldog cheeks, wiry black hair touched with grey at the temples, and square black glasses perched on his nose. Also a professor, unless I missed my mark.

Graeme handled the introductions. “This be Craig McCall, Dr. Elspeth McCloud, a mythology professor at University of Edinburgh, and Dr. Hamish Henderson, our demonology consultant. Everyone, thank ye for this. We’re at our wits’ end here. Ye’ve been informed what we’re up against?”

“A sluagh,” Dr. McCloud said in a whisky-rich tone. Radio DJs would kill to have her voice. “I’ve reviewed the testimonial and the information ye’ve sent me, and I have to agree, that’s likely what this is. Nothin’ else in Scottish mythology flies and eats souls like this.”

I wasn’t sure if I liked having that confirmed. On the one hand, yay, we had an answer and knew what we were up against. On the other hand, this world had flying creatures that liked to eat souls. Hard pass on that. Seriously. I did not want that thing to be real.

“We’re taking bets on whether this thing is pure mythology or is considered a demon.” Eli gestured to the outside. “I did some Googling on it, and I understand it started out as one thing, and then grew into another.”

Dr. Henderson cleared his throat. “Ye’re quite correct. It originally was Scottish lore and was adapted to Christianity later. Its purpose changed from causin’ sickness in healthy individuals before devourin’ their souls, to visitin’ sinners and turnin’ them sick before devourin’ their souls. As ye may or may not know, the power of belief can heavily influence creatures like this.”

I thought of our last case, where a malevolent had gotten more powerful because of the actions of one person. Of how we’d come to deal with a ghost and instead had to call in an exorcist because in that short amount of time, it had become too much for Mack to handle on his own. “Believe me, sir, we’re all well aware.”

He gave me a nod. “Then I dinnae need to explain this to ye. This monster that ye’re dealin’ with is quite likely a hybrid. Those of the older generation will think of it as a sluagh in the traditional sense. The new generation will think of it more as a demon. It’s quite likely both at this point—and can function as both, which is why it’s chasing after any soul in the area.”

Dr. McCloud nodded along with this. “I have to concur. Traditionally, a sluagh only ate recently deceased souls. It woudnae be roundin’ up every soul in an area like this. That’s unusual behavior—unless one takes into account that it’s changed due to religious influence. Then the behavior makes more sense.”

Rowen asked, “Can ye explain at all why this thing be comin’ to light now? It’s been peaceful here for generations with no sightin’ of this thing. We cannae figure out where it even originally came from.”

“That’s hard to say.” Dr. McCloud paused, head canted in thought. “Me best guess is it was sealed somewhere. Seals dinnae last forever, so it could be the sluagh finally broke free. Either that or someone disturbed the area, and it was able to escape.”

With so much construction, natural disasters and the like in the world, the odds were good that this was an accidental release. But with no way to track it back to its containment, who knew? It was an academic question, anyway. We couldn’t chase it back into its prison and re-seal it. No one here had that kind of mojo.

We had to destroy it.

“I cannae tell ye how to defeat somethin’ that’s a demon,” Dr. McCloud continued. “But I can tell ye how to fight somethin’ from Scottish mythology.”

“I cannae tell ye how to defeat somethin’ from Scottish mythology,” Dr. Henderson pitched in wryly. “But I can tell ye how to defeat a demon. In this case, ye should likely hedge yer bets and do both. I dinnae think ye’ll get a second crack at the sluagh.”

I really could not disagree with him there.

Eli already had a notebook in front of her, her pen poised over the paper. “Shoot, Doctors. We’re ready.”

“Iron,” Dr. McCloud said firmly. “Iron is always the answer to beasts of mythology. Pure iron if ye can manage it. It’s the only way to slay the beast. I can send ye an email with various wards and traps that ye can employ to keep it in place in order to fight it. But ye’ll need iron to slay it.”

Iron, eh. So bullets really wouldn’t do anything to it. Most bullets were a mix of alloys—lead, brass, copper, cupronickel, and steel usually. It would likely aggravate a sluagh, but it wouldn’t have the power to kill it. That did beg the question, though— “So when you say iron, what do you mean? Are we talking like an iron bullet, or…?”

“Iron sword would be me suggestion.” McCloud got this twinkle in her eye that suggested she was enjoying this question immensely. “There’s a reason why all the old tales of derring-do have a sword-wieldin’ hero in there. It’s because an iron sword does the job. It’s not so much that the iron is poisonous to these creatures—although that is part of it—but also because they have no immunity to it. Iron will slice right through them and make it impossible to heal from the wound. Nothin’ else can manage that.”

“So iron is a sluagh’s kryptonite?” Booker rephrased thoughtfully.

“A very excellent way to think of it. That’s precisely what it is.”

McCall finally pitched in. “We do have a consultant we can pull in who slays mythological beasts. He wields an iron sword.”

The plot thickened. Also, could I have his job? Because that sounded too cool. “An actual iron sword?”

“He’s got iron, silver, and hardened wood. He’ll explain all the differences between them and what he uses them for if ye ask.” The way McCall said this, he’d made the mistake of asking once. And lived to regret it.

I was amused and made a mental note to ask. I personally found the idea of discussing swords all evening to be potentially fun. Yes, I was weird that way.

Dr. Henderson threw in his two cents. “The sluagh empowers itself through the souls it collects. Ye’ll need to be prepared to cage the souls it leaks as ye defeat it, and then properly pass them on afterwards. They’ll have no ability to do so on their own. Treat the sluagh as a demon in the sense that ye’ll have to exorcise its remains at the very least. Whatever seals and wards Dr. McCloud gives you, I would suggest using demon seals and wards right on top of it. I’ll send ye several suggestions in an email shortly. If the sluagh is herdin’ things in yer direction, it could very well be tryin’ to regain the strength it lost. If ye let it consume all the souls in that inn, the chances of stoppin’ it later will be…well, the odds won’t be good.”

“So if we’re going to kill this thing, kill it now.” Blair’s face scrunched up. “Lovely. McCall, have ye any good news to throw into this mix?”

“Aside from me sendin’ ye another expert?” McCall rolled his eyes at her. “Aye. I contacted him already—name’s Lachlan McTavish, by the way—and he’s wrappin’ somethin’ up tonight. Said he can be on the road and likely with ye by tomorrow night.”

Therefore we only had to hold down the fort another twenty-four hours or so? I liked the sound of that. Especially now that we had a game plan for how to fortify the inn. If we had stout protections up, then all the better.

Mack cleared his throat, his expression worried. “The wards and seals that you’re both sending us, does that keep absolutely everything out? Even the souls that are rushing here for refuge?”

Ouch. Now that was a good question.

Dr. McCloud’s nose wrinkled. “Aye, some of them will. I didnae think of that. Tell ye what, let me go through and mark which ones will ward the entire buildin’ and which ones will still let a ghostie through.”

“Please and thank you.” Mack turned and suggested to Graeme, “As soon as we have those seals, at least two of us should return back to the little boy’s house and properly ward it.”

Graeme gave him a reassuring nod. “I had the same thought. Blair and I can manage that. Dr. McCloud, Dr. Henderson, thank ye so much for yer help. We were truly at a loss.”

“Me pleasure, and it’s nice to know that nae all of me knowledge is for academic use.” Dr. McCloud gave us a sweet smile. “I’ll get that email to ye in the next hour.”

Eli leaned in and typed something into the chat box. “Send it here, if you would. I’ll be looking for it.”

Dr. Henderson backed her up. “I’ll have mine to ye very shortly. I have a package that I keep on hand for this sort of thing. Some of the seals are on narrow talismans that ye can just print out, apply some salt and holy water to, and activate them. I suggest gettin’ them down first. They’ll be in the first zipped folder and clearly labeled as step one. It will get base defenses down while ye focus on the rest.”

I did love competent people. If he was a consultant with the NCA, he no doubt got requests like this often. It proved smart to be organized enough to just zip people what they needed without having to assemble it into a package every time.

“Thank ye so much,” Graeme said again with a smile at our experts. “Ye’ve saved our arses, right enough.”

We said goodbyes and thank yous, everyone waved—why did people wave on Zoom calls? Serious question—and the call ended. I looked at my colleagues and wondered just how to split the labor up. I really had no clue.

“Let’s divide and conquer,” Graeme suggested. “Blair and I will go and protect the boy’s house a bit better. Logan and Rowen, ye’re in charge of puttin’ down the first layer of seals. Eli and hubbies, do ye know how to put down a proper ward?”

“I do,” Eli said comfortably. “We can take charge of that.”

“Good, good. Mack, I hate to ask it of ye as I know that it drains ye—but if ye can pass on every ghost ye can? We’re crammed full to the rafters once again. And it’s only goin’ to get worse as the sluagh herds them in. We need the room to work.”

Mack was already nodding. “I’ll do my best.”

“Don’t overdo,” Graeme cautioned. “We need ye fresh and sprightly tomorrow, too. When ye get to a good point, just stop. Rest and pick it back up tomorrow.”

A slight smile curved the corners of that mobile mouth when he said, “I promise.”

Thank fuck he was being sensible. “Sounds good, hon. If you’ll pass the word to the ghosts, I’ll get a light trail set up for you in the next room.”

“Okay.” He gave my back a pat as he passed me, leaving the room.

Everyone else was also packing up, getting ready to go out and do several hours of work. We didn’t have a lot of daylight left; maybe an hour. I was sure everyone wanted to get those basic seals up before night fell. The sluagh was no doubt stronger at night. Most mythological monsters and demons were. It just came with the territory.

Eli paused right in front of me, staring up at me suspiciously. “Did you two have sex before you came back down? Don’t bother denying it, you have that afterglow on you. And the smugness.”

I grinned at her. “You could have, too, you know.”

“Dammit. I really should have. Now I’m all jealous you got action. I should have paused on the house hunting and taken advantage.”

Now that was interesting. “Last I talked to Booker, you guys didn’t know where to go?”

“Well, you gave my better third good advice. So I talked to my super, asked where he would prefer we be stationed, and got an idea of three possible cities. Now we just have to figure out which one we prefer, and which one we can afford.”

I was glad that I got them unstuck. Hopefully they could come to a decision and get out of the limbo they’d been balancing in. “Good! We’ll talk houses more after this. I’m curious what you guys are looking at.”

“Okay by me.” I watched her go, amused by her attitude. Eli was always a trip.

I saw her lightly slap Booker’s ass as she exited the room and murmur something to him. From the way he lit up, he just got promised some fun later tonight. Were my pheromones leaking or something? I seemed to be having a ripple effect without intending to.

Shaking off the thought, I went hunting for lights. Work first.

Pleasure most definitely later.
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The packets of talismans and wards came in quickly. I didn’t pay much attention to them. My entire goal was to pass as many ghosts as I could and clear the space inside the inn.

Problem was, not many of them wanted to go.

“There is literally nothing you can do here,” I said to the very grumpy old man who refused to budge from his seat in the corner. “No one aside from us mediums can see or hear you. It’s not like you can pass on some important message. No one can interact with you. Why are you so insistent on staying?”

“It be my home, isna’t?” he retorted, steadfastly staring at a wall to avoid looking at me.

I wanted to stuff his shaggy beard into his mouth. “You’re literally going to wear away in time, with no memory of this place. Ghosts can’t last forever. Just pass, won’t you? Don’t you have a significant other waiting for you on the other side?”

“I never had a wife.”

Damn, that line usually worked.

“Parents? Siblings you miss?”

“Me family were bastards.”

“I can relate. I don’t like most of mine, either. Best friend?”

He almost snapped out another retort, but then his expression softened. In a mumble, he admitted, “I do miss him.”

“See? There’s someone no doubt waiting for you. Come on, man. Why slouch around here when you could be having fun with your friend again?”

It took another minute before he grudgingly got out of his chair and followed me into the room. Brandon had done a runway of candles in mason jars that he had found somewhere. He was very, very good at putting his hands on lights when the situation called for them. I kept a weather eye on my reluctant ghost, not sure if he’d balk at the home stretch.

“Just walk,” I coached as we slowly made our way down the aisle of lights. “Think of the warmest place you’ve ever been, the place that made you happiest. If that wasn’t home to you, then think of your best friend. All you’re doing is returning to him.”

There might have been a smile lurking under the beard as he put a hand down on a handle and opened a door. It was bright white light that greeted him, blinding to me. The living couldn’t see through that door.

But I could hear it when a male voice boomed out, “Alastair! What took ye so bleedin’ long, mate?”

Alastair actually beamed. I didn’t know that craggy face could do any other emotion aside from glumness. But there he stood, overjoyed to the point that I swear there were tears in his eyes. “Ye cannae blame a man for gettin’ turned about!”

“The hell I cannae. Get yer arse over here!”

Alastair didn’t even glance back at me, or say thanks, or anything. He just went through, and the door shut firmly behind him, the room returning to its normal illumination.

I rolled my neck, feeling the stress of the evening catching up to me. Damn stubborn ghosts.

A warm pair of hands I knew well landed on my shoulders and started kneading. I relaxed into them with a groan of appreciation. Bless Brandon and his hands. Bless them. Oww, that was the spot, right there.

“Why do they always resist you so hard?” he asked in a mostly rhetorical fashion.

“Fear of the unknown. That’s my theory. Because something went awry with their death, and they were trapped here, they’re afraid of what might happen if they do pass beyond the veil. There’s so many different religions, so many takes on what the afterlife covers, it’s no wonder they’re confused. I think, too, it’s harder to try something again after you’ve already failed at it once. To try to pass on from this world, only to find yourself stuck, that has to be unnerving.”

He stopped kneading, sliding both hands around my waist, curling a little around me. I leaned into him, letting him support some of my body weight and enjoying the embrace. This man held me so tenderly, it was like he cradled my heart with his hands.

“Are you done in?”

“That obvious, huh? I basically finished passing our zombie ghosts since they were the most eager to get out of here. After that I had to sweet talk every other ghost into passing, as they’re too nervous to jump at the offer. I don’t know if I have it in me to talk one more into it.”

“From my count, you got another thirty to pass.”

“Yeah, that sounds about right. I lost track after a certain point. I don’t have any more energy to spare tonight, that much is true.”

“What do you want to do now, then? I was going to help them ward the inn on the inside. They’re just finishing the outside up now.”

Now that I could do without expending any energy. “Sure. Let’s finish up, then we can finally rest, eat dinner, all of that.”

Brandon kissed my temple before letting go. We both bent to blow out all the candles but left candles in place, because who knew? Maybe someone would finally request to be assisted to the afterlife without me badgering them into it.

Exiting the room, I went looking for the rest of our team. I didn’t get far. No one sensitive could get far in this building, not without being body checked by a ghost. Their numbers had diminished but they were by no means low. If I had to guess, we still had over a hundred in the building.

The ghost confronting me looked like one of those judgmental types. You know, the nosy neighbor that lived next door and had to be in everyone’s business, staring pointedly over her glasses whenever she could. That type.

“Yer too hands on with him to be friends,” she said in a starched voice. “Some funny business goin’ on here, looks like.”

I arched an eyebrow at her. Really? Really, we were doing this? “He’s my lover.”

Her jaw dropped, eyes bugging out of her head. Spluttering, she choked out, “Ye cannae say that so blatantly—”

“I have no idea what era you’re from, but the times have changed. I can, in fact, openly claim him as mine. And marry him if we both wish for it. No one can gainsay that. Now, unless you want me to scatter your soul to bits—”

She hastily backed up, arms crossed defensively over her chest.

“—I’d suggest keeping your mouth shut and staying out of my way. I have no patience for the homophobes.”

One of the older ghosts nearby—and he looked like an old soldier, especially with that sword hilt peeking out over his shoulder—gave a boisterous laugh. “He may look scrawny, but there be fight in this one! Lafayette, ye’ve a spine of steel, I grant ye that. Even if ye do choose a man as yer partner.”

I took the compliment in the spirit it was meant.

Brandon leaned in to ask near my ear, “Do I need to go get holy water and start shooting things?”

“No, it’s fine, the stupid bitch who challenged me now knows better. I forgot, Scotland was one of the last countries to accept LGBT rights.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, I remember reading about it. It was 2014, I think. She’s from an era long past, I think the 40s or so.” I shook my head. I wasn’t excusing her, because wrong was wrong, but I wasn’t willing to argue with an already closed mind.

Pushing past them, I went for the front rooms and found Booker sitting in front of a laptop in the main dining room, a printer on the table next to him. He was printing and sorting things as he went, taking them off the laserjet and sticking them in different piles. No one else was in the room, although from what I could hear the bar next door was hopping. No wonder he chose to work here, where he could spread out.

“Hi, Booker,” I greeted as I came to stand at his side. “How goes?”

“We underestimated how many talismans and warding symbols we needed for the outside,” he informed me with a quick glance up. “So I’m printing more. This other set is specifically for buildings. To be honest, I’m not sure if the first set we have will work all that well for the grounds.”

Uh-oh. “How come?”

“Because it’s meant more for buildings than an open area. It’ll create a defensive wall, sure, but this thing can fly. I think the sluagh will be smart enough to figure out it can fly over it.”

“So…” Brandon joined us, not sounding happy. “You think the first line of defense will fail?”

“I harbor severe misgivings, let me put it that way.”

Well, shit. “Let’s hope the sluagh is stupid. Our expert isn’t here yet, after all.”

“Seconded.” He reached for a stack and handed them to me. “Want to help with the inside? These can all be applied to the western wall. Especially doors and windows.”

I was a lot more motivated to help after hearing what he’d just said. “Yeah. What do we have to stick it with? Tape?”

He offered two rolls of masking tape, which would definitely do the job. I split the stack with Brandon, and we started in the same room as Booker since this outside wall faced west.

Brandon shuffled through them as he moved, brows drawn together in confusion. “I don’t know that I’ve seen this design before? How do I apply them?”

“Ah, you probably haven’t. These are rather new to me, too. But all warding talismans are set up the same way. You want one in every corner, one in the middle, one in every corner of an opening—door, window, whatever. And one in the middle of that.”

“The four corners are what we’re locking down, then?”

“Bing bing. Correct. The middle talisman is to help lock the others in place over a wide area.”

“Ahhh. The light just dawned. Got it, okay.”

I let him take the top corners as he could reach them without a ladder. I went low, and between the two of us, we had a good system down.

Even as he worked, Brandon questioned, “So can someone explain to me why it can only enter a building through the west? That part still doesn’t make any sense to me.”

“Hmm, we might not ever know the rhyme or reason,” Booker responded a little absently, still printing and sorting at the table. “But a lot of mythology and spirits have weird quirks to them like that. Some theorize that the reason why such things exist in the first place is because people made them to explain the unexplainable. Take the sluagh, for instance. The legend initially said it would attack healthy people, make them sick, and then feed from their souls, right? Well, if you have healthy people randomly getting sick and dying with no explanation, wouldn’t you think something was causing it deliberately?”

“A lot of superstitions came about because of that.” I rose from my crouch, examining my handiwork. Yeah, that should hold. “Every culture has their own beasts and monsters they can blame illnesses on. The part about coming in from the west—well, that’s likely due to our location. I mean, we’re surrounded by ocean on almost all sides here. I imagine a lot of storms hit and hit hard—and they came from the west.”

“And those factors all got mixed in together to create the sluagh?” Brandon shook his head in disbelief. “Without any other basis?”

“Oh, there might have been something initially that resembled it. Or something that took on the mantle and identity of what people believed. But human belief is something else. It’s amazing what power we hold, how we can form things. Like that malevolent on the last case.”

I winced at Booker’s reminder. “That situation was so messed up. But a good case in point. Anyway, if the legend says that it can only enter the building from the west, it’s likely correct.”

“But what if it’s wrong? You know how legends go, sometimes they’re off in the details,” Brandon said.

I did see his point. I stayed on my heels, looking up at him. After so many months together, I could read the concern on his face easily enough. “You want to do more than just the west side.”

“It can’t hurt, right? And I’d rather be safe than sorry.”

Really, I had no argument for him. Would it be more work? Yes. Would it be worth it so he could sleep peacefully knowing we had full protections up? Also yes. I wouldn’t sacrifice his peace of mind just because this would take another hour’s worth of work and probably another few printed pages of talismans.

Turning in place, I looked at Booker and saw the same pensive expression on his face. “I don’t mind doing the whole building.”

Booker slowly dipped his head in a nod of agreement. “Really, it’s a wise precaution. I’ll print out more sheets. Someone tell Catriona so she can let us into all of the rooms. I don’t think she’ll argue with us.”

I highly doubted she would. She was as nervous as a frog near the frying pan right now, and for good reason.

Brandon slapped the last talisman up in the far corner before lowering himself to his heels. “I’ll go and talk to her. Be back in a sec.”

Good choice. Brandon had the charm of a leprechaun. Even if she did balk for whatever reason, he’d work her around to his point of view. Not that I really expected trouble.

Booker paused in his sorting to look at me, head canted in question. “How many did you do?”

“Thirty or so, according to Brandon. He wrote names down as we went.”

“Was that your limit?”

“Of energy and patience, yeah. I passed the remaining zombie ghosts first. The rest of them have to be talked into passing.” I rolled my eyes. I still did not get the idea of lingering here where you literally had nothing to do, rather than passing on so you could reunite with loved ones. Seriously. Did not understand the apprehension.

“Have I mentioned recently how glad I am that you came?” Booker grinned at me as he lightly pushed his glasses back up onto his nose. “If it was Eli in your shoes, she’d have already lost her temper and forced them all into a single file line, whether they wanted to go or not.”

“I can see that, actually. And don’t think I’m not tempted, I am.”

“Heh. But you won’t actually do it. My wife, on the other hand, would. Thanks for your patience, Mack.”

“Don’t thank me yet. I may see the end of my rope before this is all said and done.”

“But the building will survive because you’re in charge of the ghosts,” Booker pointed out. “And the same could not be said if Eli was the one in charge instead.”

The man did make a good point.
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Sitting in the Old Inn tonight had a very interesting vibe. It was like being in a fortified haunted house, with no option of leaving and no idea when the festivities would actually begin.

With booze available.

Pretty obvious where this was going.

No one thought the sluagh would hit us immediately. The pattern of the ghosts coming in said it was getting closer with every night, and it was basically next door to us as it stood. We had a night before it reached us, if it stuck to the pattern it had done for the past several weeks. But we also couldn’t really settle enough to get any sleep. Catriona, amazing hostess that she was, opened the bar for us, and we all went for the poison of our choice.

Except Eli and Booker; both of whom were watching Quinn like a hawk. It was so blatant that it caught my attention, even with me sitting two seats down from Quinn.

“One drink,” Eli ordered her husband flatly. “No more.”

Quinn raised a hand in promise. “Fine, fine.”

“Just one,” Booker emphasized with that same look on his face.

“I said yes, didn’t I? Yeesh. Calm down.”

Neither of them looked like they believed him. As soon as they went to collect their own drinks, Quinn leaned toward me, tone low. “I don’t know why they’re so uptight about that. They say I can’t hold my liquor at all. But I’m not that much of a lightweight.”

People who had no memories when drunk said things just like that. My suspicions were roused. “Do you remember anything the next morning?”

“Eh, not usually. But that’s typical, right?”

“Not so much, no.”

Quinn blinked at me. “Really? You remember most of it, then?”

“I remember all of it. I’ve never had memory lapses when drunk.” I winced as a few particular memories raised their heads. “Much as I wish otherwise sometimes.”

Mack piped up next to me. “Same. I’ve had a few blips, where things are sometimes fuzzy in the morning, but I usually remember it all. How do you normally wake up in the mornings?”

“Eh, usually stark naked and in bed with them.” Quinn squinted at the ceiling as if fruitlessly trying to recall at least something. “I assume good times rolled, but yeah, nada.”

He must have had a standing agreement with his spouses that drunken sex was okay. Not everyone had that consent in place, for various reasons, but I knew quite a few people that did. Mack and I did. Drunk or not, if we asked for sex, then consent was in place. Really, the only time I turned Mack down was when I felt like I had a serious cold incoming and I didn’t want to infect him with it.

There was a yelp and a mad scramble, and between one blink and the next, Rowen was up on a table. I didn’t think anyone was drunk enough for that show yet, so I assumed something else had startled them up there.

“Rowen?” I asked in concern, already moving toward them. “Why are you standing up there?”

“I can stand where I want,” Rowen answered, still eyeing the floor with open trepidation.

Logan just turned, eyeing his sibling with amusement. “Where be the spider?”

“Crawlin’ towards yer foot, get it, get it!”

I saw the arachnid in question and gave it a nice squish with my boot.

Rowen sighed in relief, hand pressed against their heart. “Thank ye. I become a mafia boss whenever I see a spider. I want it dead, its family dead, their home burned down. I dinnae like spiders.”

“My mother is exactly the same. Here, let me give you a hand down.” I set my own drink aside and extended both arms to them.

Rowen stepped into them gratefully, then squeaked a bit in surprise when I didn’t so much aid them as just pick them up and put them on the floor. Rowen’s eyes were a bit wide around the edges as they blinked up at me.

“Shite, ye’re strong,” Rowen said in awe. “Mack, does he do things like this all the time?”

“All the time,” Mack confirmed. He sounded a bit too happy, and when I checked, he was halfway through his first drink. Buzz starting to kick in already, huh. “It’s funny, seeing him and his brother together. They tend to forget their strength. Things get broken.”

I snorted, shaking my head. “Unfortunately true. Then again, we’ve never grown out of the habit of teasing each other and settling everything with wrestling matches.”

“What’s wrong with wrestling?” Quinn leered, eyebrows waggling at his husband.

“I don’t wrestle like that with my brother, I promise you,” I assured him dryly.

Booker eyed Quinn back with a matching leer. “There’s benefits to our method.”

“I bet.” I had a feeling one of those wrestling matches would happen later tonight, too. Those two were looking a little feisty.

Mack blinked up at me with the saddest puppy eyes. “You don’t wrestle with me like that.”

There was a general snicker from our audience that I tried really hard to ignore. “I’m a little afraid of breaking you, honey.”

Mack’s pout went up another level or five. Seriously adorable but not helping me at the moment. Did this really bother him? He couldn’t be that drunk on just one glass, right? I looked him over more carefully and re-evaluated. Mack wasn’t really a lightweight, but he did not look sober to me right now.

“Just how high a proof is that drink of yours, honey?”

Mack blinked down at it, considering. “No idea.”

“Maybe slow down? Because you’re looking tipsy off just one.”

“Oh, this is my second.”

My eyebrows shot into my hairline. We’d only been in here fifteen minutes! “How the hell did you get a second one half-drunk already?”

“Eh…magic?”

Oh boy. I definitely needed to keep a closer eye on him.

Mack went back to pouting. “I promise you won’t break me. Just a little wrestling?”

Wasn’t going to let this go, was he? I shook my head and leaned in, murmuring right next to his ear, “We can take turns pinning each other later. Okay?”

“Okay!” Happy as a clam, he smacked a kiss on my mouth and went back to his drink.

At least Mack was an amiable drunk. I had that going for me. He was generally happy-go-lucky, too, not the type to get maudlin.

Still, none of us could afford to be super hungover tomorrow. That was not a good idea. It behooved me to get some food into all these guys and make sure they were at least drinking one glass of water for every glass of alcohol they downed. Otherwise, there would be trouble later.

I dared to leave the bar area long enough to order food for everyone. I was quick. I was efficient. I was in and out in less than three minutes.

It didn’t matter. By the time I returned, Mack had somehow collected four glasses in front of him and two of them were drained. As I returned to him, I watched him hand one of the glasses over to Quinn and Quinn happily take it.

Before downing a third of it in one pull.

Oh boy. I took the glass out of Quinn’s hand first, then shook a finger at Mack. “You, sir, are the person our math problems warned us about.”

Mack blinked up at me, the picture of innocence. “What?”

“You’re like one of those word problems. If Mack has four glasses, and Quinn has one, how many glasses did Mack drink, hmmm?”

“Two!” Mack said promptly.

“Which means Quinn actually drank two, not one?”

“Correct! Yay, you pass the math test.” Mack threw his arms around my waist and snuggled in. “You’re so smart.”

“I wish I felt smart. I feel stupid right now for leaving you on your own in this room. You’re clearly in the mood to get drunk. All right—”

I didn’t get a chance to say anything else. Quinn grabbed my head with both of his hands and kissed me right on the mouth. I pulled back on instinct, startled. Uh, what?!

“Oh god, here we go.” Eli was over the bar in a second—I mean that literally, she put her butt on the bar and swung over—landing on Quinn’s lap as if she’d done that exact move a hundred times before. It was so smoothly done that she had Quinn pinned and one of his arms trapped against her side before he could blink.

“Sorry about this,” Eli apologized to me, rolling her eyes in exasperation. “This is why we don’t let him drink. He becomes a kissing monster when he’s drunk. He kisses anyone he likes.”

“I like Brandon,” Quinn informed his wife happily. “Hang on, I need to kiss Mack.”

“No more kissing for you, mister. You can kiss me or Booker, that’s it. Sorry, Brandon.”

It was funny now that I understood what was going on. I laughed and waved it away. “It’s fine, it’s fine. Startled me more than anything.”

“How many drinks did you have?” Eli demanded of him.

Quinn’s expression turned serious, his brows furrowed as he tried to answer this very complicated question. “I think…I’m on my ‘cut your own bangs’ number of drinks.”

That did not answer anything. But kinda did at the same time. “Eli, I think he’s had about three. Turns out Mack’s been ordering for him and supplying him with drinks.”

“Oh god. Why?” Eli demanded of Mack.

Mack blinked sad eyes at her. “I can’t?”

“There’s no reasoning with him when he’s drunk like this,” I explained to her. “Mack does whatever makes everyone happy when he’s this far gone. Rationality has absolutely no impact on him.”

Eli sighed. It was a sigh of despair, of resignation, mixed with determination to somehow manage the shitshow this evening had become. “Shit. So, moving forward, these two are never allowed to sit next to each other if we choose to go drinking again.”

“Yup, noted and filed. You seem relatively sober?”

“You too. I promised Booker he could drink and I’d manage our troublemaker. Quinn—”

Quinn was staring at his wife with hearts in his eyes. “I really, really like you.”

“Yes, love, glad to hear it. Like you to—mmph.”

That was quite the kiss. It looked like it was going to take a while, too.

The fish and chips went to good use at least, everyone digging in and drinking. War stories of cases were told, people remembering things they’d somehow survived and could laugh about now. I got pulled into more than a few of them, swapping stories. Rowen had me tell the story, again, of how Mack and I got together.

Time passed, and I didn’t notice how much until I started counting glasses and realized people were definitely on the drunk scale. We’d been in here three hours, steadily drinking, and it definitely showed.

I looked around the bar and saw that everyone was more or less in the same state as Quinn. It looked like cleanup duty was on me, as Eli was definitely not going to move for a while. Not with the grip Quinn had on her.

Mack was listing against me, more dozing than awake, and I figured that was my starting point. I scooped him up and he snuggled in against my shoulder, arms around my neck, happy as a clam as I carried him up the stairs.

It took a minute flat for me to pull his shoes and jeans off, pouring him into bed, where he went with a boneless sprawl. All right, one down. Seven more to go.

I went back down, no order or system to my madness. I went for whoever was nearest the door, working my way through them. Turned out Rowen was closest to me, so I got an arm around their waist and hauled them out of the chair.

“Brandon,” Rowen whined at me even as they stumbled along at my side. “Brandon, listen to this. I saw this attractive man this week. I was gettin’ lunch, okay? And he was gettin’ lunch. And he spanked his kid after the kid threw their fries on the ground. So I threw me fries on the ground. But he didnae spank me. That was wrong, dinnae ye think?”

Mental note, Rowen should absolutely not be allowed more than two drinks. “Seems very double-standard to me.”

“Right?! I was so disappointed. Oh, that be me room. Ye brought me to me room. That be so clever of ye. Are all ye Yanks clever?”

“We do try. All right, into bed you go.” I took off Rowen’s shoes, pulled the blanket up snug, and immediately left before they got it into their head I could spank them.

You never knew with drunks.

Returning to the bar, I found that Eli had managed to collect Booker, but she was struggling under the weight of two husbands who weren’t steady on their feet. I picked up my pace, going for Quinn as he was definitely the harder to manage of the two, in weight alone.

Eli relinquished her hold on him with a huff of relief. “Thanks. I wasn’t sure how I’d manage. All right, you two, march!”

Booker didn’t so much as budge even as Eli tugged at him. He stared at me with his eyes nearly crossed behind his glasses. Very carefully, he pronounced, “Brandon.”

“Yeah, bud.”

“Do you need to use the sleep?”

Annnd Booker was officially six sheets to the wind. “I sure do. Do you?”

“Yeah.”

“Then follow your wife, she can show you to the bed where the sleep happens.”

Booker blinked at Eli as if he hadn’t seen her before. “Oh. Hi, love.”

“Hi.” Eli visibly summoned patience from somewhere. “Come on, let’s go to the sleep.”

Booker finally moved, following docilely along. Freaking finally. Quinn apparently was in follow-mode like this was some RPG, as he went where the other two went. I didn’t fight it, just kept him upright and moving, as his balance was very much in question.

He thankfully was so focused on them that he didn’t think to kiss me again and it stayed that way. I poured him into bed, helping Eli take off shoes and cover them up.

Eli passed a hand over her face. “All right. Next round!”

“You’re helping me?”

“Might as well. I can’t leave all the cleanup to you.”

“I mean, I’m not about to turn down the help.”

We went back downstairs, retrieving Logan and Graeme, hauling them up to their rooms. Then back down again for the last one, finding that Blair had already passed out lying across the table’s surface. She didn’t even flinch when I picked her up in a bridal carry.

Eli went ahead of me to handle doors, remarking over her shoulder as she went, “Are we really all that stressed by this situation? That drinking seems the only way to relax?”

“Apparently so. I admit, I don’t have a lot of faith in those seals. When you have two different experts who can’t even agree on what you’re facing, it does seem a little…”

“Yeah.” Eli sighed heavily in agreement. “Yeah. I hear what you’re saying. The only thing we can do is hold on and wait for our sword-wielding guy to show up. Hopefully he can do something about this.”

I’d personally feel better if we had a plan B, but it didn’t look like anyone had any other ideas. I shook off the thought, focusing on maneuvering through the doorway and putting Blair into bed with Graeme. Graeme didn’t so much as twitch as she rolled in next to him.

Eli was quick to tuck her in, and we exited the room without any caution. Drunk as they were, they weren’t going to wake easily.

“I have mixed drinks about feelings—” Eli started, then stopped. She held up a finger. “Words. I have them, I promise.”

I grinned down at her. She’d not drunk much, but it was also pretty late at this point. “Maybe you need to use the sleep.”

“It does look that way. I was trying to say, I have mixed feelings about drinking tonight, but hopefully with your precautions of food and water, people won’t be death warmed over tomorrow.”

“That’s what I was trying to avoid, yeah.”

“Anyway, I guess we’ll see in the morning. Night, Brandon.”

“Night, Eli.” I went to the far end of the hall and joined Mack in our room.

My cute Creole was fast asleep still, breathing so heavy it was borderline snoring. A meteor could hit the room and I doubted he’d notice. Shaking my head, I stripped down to boxers and joined him, slinging an arm over his waist as I snuggled in.

The last random thought that floated through my mind was, wasn’t it traditional to get drunk and have a party on the eve of battle?
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I stood on the front patio of the Old Inn, the water gently lapping at the shore next to me, and watched the sky with open trepidation.

Holy shit. It was coming.

I’d never seen the sluagh with my own eyes, obviously, but I knew that energy signature. Eli and I had chased it around long enough that it was burned into my retinas. It was far enough off that all I could see was the familiar energy, like a flying void of light coming straight at us.

I had only a theory of why it was herding everything this direction. The position of the inn had a great deal to do with it. This place was a basin of power, augmented by the water right at hand. Of course it would want to feed here, absorb the energy and become all the more powerful. It was a really smart plan.

Bad part was, I was afraid it might work. Looking at this thing flying low in the sky, a backdrop of stormy clouds at its tail, it was like something out of a horror film. A flock of black, crow-like beings flew with it. Its flock, eh? So far, the legend of how the sluagh operated were right on the money. I had to hope that it meant our defenses against it stood a chance.

A shiver went through my soul. Right now, I didn’t have a lot of faith in them.

Brandon’s warm hand found the small of my back and he pressed close. It wasn’t the stance of a lover, but a protector. He was leaning ever so slightly in, the hand positioned to move me quickly. I could recognize the difference by feel alone. I looked up sharply at him, because I hadn’t said a word to him about the sluagh coming in yet, so how had he known?

Brandon’s eyes were fixed on the sky ahead of us, jaw dangling a bit. “Fuck. Fuck, that does not look good.”

“You can see it?” I asked in surprise.

“Clearly. Looks vaguely humanoid, like a crow and a woman had a baby. There’s a flock of a good hundred with it, I would guess. Shit, Mack, it’s not good if I can see it.”

“No,” I agreed through a dry mouth. My lover was as sensitive to this world as a drowned brick, so if he could see the sluagh that clearly, then it was more corporeal than spiritual. That didn’t bode well for us. “No, it’s not. Inside. We’ve got to warn everyone and get people indoors before it hits.”

“Yeah.” He was already moving, keeping me in front of him as we cleared the door.

I ran ahead, calling out as I went, “Sluagh incoming!”

Eli appeared at the dining room doorway, alarm written all over her face, eyes wide. “Wait, already? It’s not even sunset yet!”

I heard more than saw Brandon peel off, heading upstairs to warn anyone there.

“I see it clearly on the horizon; it’s coming in from the west,” I relayed rapidly, words tripping over each other. “Even Brandon can see it.”

“Oh. Uh. Shit. You go right, I’ll go left. Yell as you go.”

I nodded, leaving half the inn to her to notify, and kept running, yelling as I did. “Sluagh incoming, close all the doors! Inside, inside, inside!”

Ghosts of all ages scattered, giving me the room to maneuver, and I appreciated it. I really wished more had been willing to pass on, but even knowing what was coming, most had refused to leave just yet. They huddled together along the sides of the walls and in the corners, looking afraid but determined. Mostly afraid. I could spare no attention for them. My focus was getting those still outside back in and alerting the NCA team.

I hit the back door with a pop, finding Graeme and Logan standing out there, both staring at the sky with a frown.

“Be a storm comin’?” Logan was asking as I abruptly exited. “That be the weirdest lookin’ sky I’ve ever seen.”

“It’s the sluagh,” I corrected. I was a bit short on breath after sprinting and yelling throughout the inn and took a second to suck in some air. “You can see it clearly on the other side of the inn. Get in, quick!”

They both startled visibly, Graeme biting off an oath before they scrambled inside, locking the door behind them immediately.

I really didn’t know if locked doors would keep the sluagh out. Legend said they did, but…I double checked the seals and talismans taped to the walls as I moved, making sure they were still on tight. They seemed to be. Most of them were designed to keep something non-corporeal out, though.

And that was the problem.

By the time I made it back to the main room, Brandon had outfitted himself with the usual things—rock salt gun, water pistol, and a regular Glock. Honestly, I thought the Glock had a better chance of doing something than anything else. I didn’t fault him for being prepared just in case, though.

He wasn’t the only one prepared. Booker and Quinn were also armed to the teeth, bracketing Eli, who leaned with her face pressed against the window. She was tracking the sluagh carefully as it came in. I counted heads as I moved to Brandon’s side, accounting for our team. The inn had been on short staff this morning, everyone going home at noon and no other guests here but us. We’d organized it that way just in case this became an absolute shitshow.

If I was a betting man, I’d lay good odds it would be.

“We’ve got about five minutes before it hits,” Eli reported, her voice flat and curt. “I do not like what I’m seeing. That thing is not only an ugly motherfucker, but the spiritual power coming off it is unworldly. I’ve never seen the like.”

I joined her at the window. Now that it was so close, I unfortunately had a better visual. Brandon’s earlier comment of it looking like a human and a crow had had a baby was pretty spot on. The shape was generally humanoid, the feet larger with a dramatically arched heel and enormous wings sprouting out of its back. I expected horns, but no. The head was smooth, no hint of hair.

“Those aren’t…feathers.” Brandon observed in a clinical fashion.

“No,” I agreed. “Energy, is what it looks like. Overlapping layers of black energy. The flock isn’t slowing down, either. Do they always go wherever it goes?”

“Maybe, maybe not. We didn’t detect any signs of them when we were trailing the sluagh before.”

Eli made a good point there.

Graeme leaned over my shoulder and said, “They’re certainly followin’ it in now. Will the outer defenses stop it?”

We were about to find out. The first layer of wards was right at the oak tree, marking the property line. I held my breath, anxious to see if it would repel or even slow down the sluagh.

With a wet-sounding smack, the sluagh plowed right into the ward. We all flinched at the sound. I felt and heard the intake of breath from the people around me, but I didn’t look away. I was wholly riveted at the sight in front of me. The sluagh landed like a fly on flypaper, wings beating furiously—and oddly enough, most of the flock went right through the ward as if it wasn’t there.

Uh. Why?

I had no time to analyze it as the sluagh let out a roar, displaying a full set of jagged teeth—wow, yeah, no. That mouth was alarming. Piranhas had fewer teeth. It jammed both clawed hands right into the energy shield keeping it out, pulling at it like it was trying to manhandle apart two stubborn doors.

With a wrench, the ward broke and split in a visible crack. I winced. That was disturbing on every level. It also meant we were seriously fucked.

“Right.” Brandon sounded oh so very calm. It was a front. I could see through his calm exterior and knew on a deeper level he was terrified. “So, what’s plan B again? I give it thirty seconds before it crawls through the opening it just made.”

“This is going to sound insane—” Eli started.

My eyes darted to her, nervous about what would come out of her mouth next.

“But I think I better get out there.”

“Ye’re right,” Rowen growled out. “That be insane.”

I almost argued with Eli. The words were on the tip of my tongue. As I looked at the flock, though, I thought I saw where she was coming from. “The flock. It’s siphoning energy off the flock.”

Eli gave me a nod of approval. “You’ve got it. The birds are still ghosts; that’s why they came through the ward. They’ll have to be forcibly passed, but better than an exorcism. If I can pass some of the flock, it won’t have nearly as much power to work with. It might not be able to get through the protections on the inn itself if I can weaken it enough. We need to buy time.”

Yeah. She was right on that. Time was very much not on our side right now and if we stood a prayer, it was with the expert coming. The logic was sound. I could see the power connections between the sluagh and the crow-souls flapping about. Trails of dark, sooty ribbons stretched between them—it couldn’t be anything else.

That said, going out there still meant facing down the sluagh itself. I didn’t think it would stand idly by while Eli decimated its flock.

I looked at my friend, who was all riled up and ready to rumble, and knew that I couldn’t let her go out there alone. I maybe could only pass three or four birds. A forcible passing was harder than just passing a ghost. It wasn’t as hard as an exorcism, true, but it took something out of me. Four was probably the most I could do. But those four birds might make all the difference.

“I’ll go with you,” I told her firmly.

Eli gave me the biggest smile before snagging me with her good arm for a quick hug. “And this is why I love you. You tackle birds, whichever ones you can lay hands on, okay? Leave the sluagh to me.”

“I don’t stand a chance against it, so that sounds like a good game plan to me. That said, Eli—you sure you can do something about it?”

“The thing is, I know it’s not demonic, or ghostly, but there’s something about its energy that makes me think it does have spectral energy in its makeup. Probably because of the ghosts it’s feeding from. If I target that, I can at least stop it in its tracks for a second.”

The logic was there, and I didn’t see any flaws.

Graeme was behind us and demanded, “Ye sure on this?”

“Yes,” I answered quickly.

We were also out of time to discuss it. The sluagh had wiggled its way through the crack it had made and was now dropping heavily to the ground.

Our exterior perimeter had been breached.

Quinn was already at the door, ready to take point, Brandon and Booker right behind him. As he put a hand on the doorknob, Quinn asked his wife, “Salt or water?”

“Water,” she answered crisply, already moving. “It’ll have a better chance of hitting, I think. If you can dissipate the crows’ forms, it’ll disrupt things too, and I’ll take that win.”

I couldn’t let Brandon go ahead of me; he had limited protections against these things. He stayed right at my shoulder as we all quickly filed out the door. With a door open, the ward itself was open, so Booker was quick to close it behind us to offer some protection to the people inside. I heard the door slam shut but paid it no further attention.

Most birds, when people slammed through a door, startled up and into the air. I expected similar behavior from these and fully expected that Brandon might have to throw me into the air to have any prayer of catching one. The crow spirits didn’t so much as twitch. It was creepy, how still they were, as if they could only move on command. Their faces were turned toward the sluagh, their full attention there and nowhere else.

The patio furniture hadn’t been removed, the round tables and chairs still set up for patrons even though the inn was clear. The birds were using both tables and chairs as perches, landing lightly on them. I raced for the nearest two, my hands landing firmly on their backs. I didn’t question whether or not I could take two on at once. I didn’t choose to think that far in advance. I had two at hand, and dammit, I was taking two down. Come hell or high water.

Brandon saw me and said sharply in warning, “Mack!”

I ignored him—I was probably going to pay for that later—and deeply drew on my power. Using my ability was always an initial rush for me, like an adrenaline high. The rush was stronger and sharper with me doing this forcible passing. Dropping from the highest rollercoaster in the world might feel like this. I was energy and power, the current so strong I wouldn’t have been surprised if light shot out of my fingertips.

The birds fluttered a little under my hands, their heads finally turning away from the sluagh as if curious what had just grabbed them. I didn’t do any dramatic buildup or try anything fancy. I just released my power in one shot, that energy flaring through my arms and hands in a wild tingle.

Between one breath and the next, the birds were gone in a flash of light, there and gone so quickly my retinas barely retained the energy burst.

I spun, diving for the ones next to me before they realized what I had done, before they could take flight themselves. I caught one by a wing, the other by a leg, barely getting a hold on them. I didn’t hesitate to use my power again, knowing my grip on them was tenuous at best, knowing I didn’t have time. I zapped those two as well, forcibly passing them on, and saw the flash of light as they were sent abruptly past the veil.

So, in the same breath, was my own energy. I dropped heavily to one knee, panting. God above, I never seemed to remember how much this took out of me until I did it. I’d rather do a twenty-four-hour shift of passing ghosts than force a single passing, and here I’d just done four at once. My vision was dark around the edges, but I absolutely could not pass out. Despite how lightheaded I felt, how tempting just passing out was, I absolutely could not faint here.

Hear that, me? Stay awake, dammit.

Brandon’s hand landed on my shoulder and he urged, “Up, Mack. Up, back in—shit.”

I lifted my head, saw that while I’d gone down, Eli had moved like lightning toward our enemy. As I watched, the exorcist proved just how good she was and took five birds down with a single sweep of the arm. Holy shit but seeing her in action was awe-inspiring.

I wanted to be Eli when I grew up.

The sluagh roared in anger—and dare I think pain? It certainly looked weaker in comparison than before, its wings smaller and less dramatic in shape. But it was by no means down, not by a longshot, and it went for Eli with a snarl on its face, hands extended.

The report of a gun sounded in my ears as Brandon braced and fired, hitting the sluagh dead in the chest. Booker and Quinn both fired as well—holy water, also dead in the chest. The impact of both metal and water in that area sizzled visibly, and the sluagh fell back a few steps with a roar of pain.

It kept its feet, though.

Dammit. Just how tough was this thing?!

Eli didn’t wait for it to regain its balance. She lunged forward, putting a hand on its forearm, her own mechanical hand up in a guard position. For the second time, I saw her release her power, and it slammed forward with as much grace and brute force as the first. She was overwhelming to my sight, like open flame that sizzled and burned, not at all delicate. It was a forcible punch of light and power.

The sluagh, unfortunately, failed to disappear in a puff of smoke. It reeled back again, a wordless howl of pain on its lips, and beat at her strongly with its wings. Or tried—Eli dodged, doing a backward roll and regaining her feet so smoothly I could swear she learned the move from a ninja.

Apparently, we’d given the sluagh enough of a hard time that it didn’t want to play with us anymore. It launched itself back out of the crack in the ward, wriggling through, and the flock immediately followed. It did not, however, choose to completely fly off.

I watched in complete disbelief as it retreated to the massive oak tree, perching on a limb and glaring at us as it picked bullets out of its chest, flinging them away like they were thorns and nothing more.

“That,” Eli said with distinct coolness, “is a problem.”

“Which part, the one where holy water has no effect on it?” Quinn demanded in a growl. “Or fucking bullets? Or even your exorcism powers? It’s acting like a three-year-old after being spanked, for fuck’s sake.”

“Argue this inside,” Brandon urged. He holstered his gun and reached for me, hauling me into his arms without even asking if I needed the lift.

For the record, I did. I was still fighting not to pass out. I slumped against him, once again blessing fate for giving me an anchor strong enough to haul me around. But him lifting me meant that all the blood left in my brain abruptly went south.

“Imma pass out,” I warned him, tongue sluggish.

“Mack?!” Brandon sounded alarmed.

Darkness.
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Any anchor could tell you that their worst nightmare is having their psychic overuse their powers and go down because of it. It was the inherent danger involved in pushing past their physical limits, but also the helplessness that came along with it. When Mack went down like this, there wasn’t much I could do. I could put him to bed, make sure water was on hand for when he woke up, but mostly I had to let him sleep it off.

I really, truly, hated this feeling. Fucking hated it.

I got Mack inside in record time—and bless Rowen for opening doors for me and helping me up the stairs. Once I had Mack in the bed, though, I wasn’t sure what else to do. He was out cold, not so much as twitching despite the loud voices downstairs.

For several minutes, I lingered at his bedside, just brushing curls from his face and staring at him in worry. I knew he’d wake up fine from this; he always did, but I wasn’t sure if he’d wake up in time to battle the sluagh again. I wasn’t sure if I wanted him awake for that, either. The protective part of me would much rather have him in bed and sleeping through the battle than in the thick of things again.

Rowen hadn’t left, lingering at the foot of the bed and watching us. Quietly, they observed, “No one told me he could exorcise, too.”

“That was a forced passing, or so he told me. He can exorcise, though. It takes a toll on him, as you can see,” I responded softly, not looking away from my lover.

“The fact he can do it at all be damn impressive. He and Eli are really good friends, arenae they?”

“Yeah. We haven’t known those three long, but we’re becoming really amazing friends.”

“He didnae even hesitate to volunteer to go out there with her. Friends like that, who will back ye up no matter the personal cost, are rare.”

“It’s why I like him so much.” Eli scooted past Rowen and rounded the other side of the bed, sitting on the mattress and leaning over to put a hand on Mack’s forehead like a mother checking for a fever. She grimaced. “He definitely overdid it.”

I knew it. I’d cuss if I could think of a word strong enough. “He’s down for the night, isn’t he?”

“Yeah. If he’s up in the morning, I’ll frankly be surprised.” Eli shook her head, then took my hand and tugged me off the bed. “But you staring at him all night isn’t going to help anything. Come on, out you come.”

She was right. I didn’t really like to leave Mack like this, but I needed to eat something to keep up my strength and give him the quiet he needed to sleep peacefully. I’d check on him again in an hour or so, see if I could wake him enough to get water down him. I doubted it, but I’d try.

Grudgingly, I left with her and Rowen, closing the door softly behind me, and made my way down the stairs. As we descended, I heard Graeme clearly in the main room, pacing as he spoke to someone on the phone.

“—aye, it be that serious. No, I be not jokin’ about with ye. We came this close to being the damn sluagh’s meal. If not for Eli and Mack hurtin’ it, drivin’ it into a temporary retreat, we woudnae be having this conversation.”

Ah. Must be talking to his supervisor. As I wanted to know the conclusion to this phone call, I took a seat on the couch next to Blair and joined the spectators.

Graeme saw me sit and abruptly took the phone from his ear and put it on speaker. “I’ve put ye on speaker, sir. Brandon and Eli are now available to speak with ye.”

Nothing like being put on the spot.

McCall’s voice was brisk and businesslike. “Agents, in yer best opinion, how much time do ye have?”

“We don’t,” Eli responded bluntly. “We did the equivalent of antagonizing the schoolyard bully by slinging mud at it. Holy water left surface burns on it, nothing more. I hit this thing with full power and all it did was reduce the energy it was feeding from. It didn’t impact the sluagh directly.”

McCall’s wince was audible in a hissed-in breath. “But ye drove it off?”

“I think, honestly, it’s only being cautious. We hit it with things it might not recognize or understand, if it’s as old as we think. Brandon shot it three times dead in the chest—good shot by the way,” she added as an aside to me.

“Thanks,” I responded wryly.

“—and that startled it enough it flinched. I think it only retreated because it didn’t know what else we’d try next, and it was weak enough that it didn’t feel secure to continue the fight. If it knew that we had nothing else in our arsenal to try, that fight would have ended very differently.”

I gave a sour grunt. “I have to concur, sir. That’s my take on it as well. I watched this thing sit in a tree and pluck my very nice bullets out of its chest. We do not have what it takes to bring this thing down. The wards we have up are not sufficient to keep it out. We are literally in a hostage situation, and we’re the hostages.”

Blair, next to me, winced. “God, I wish I could disagree.”

McCall sounded alarmed. “I thought ye drove it off for now!”

“Yeah, a whole ten feet last I checked.” Eli glared out the window and to the tree she could see from this angle. “Well, it’s moved out of the tree, at least, but I can see its energy signature all around. It’s circling us, and I don’t think we’ve got much time.”

Graeme’s hand flexed around the phone, knuckles showing white. “McCall. Where be our damn expert?”

“On his way as of this mornin’. I cannae say where exactly. I’ll give ye his number, ye can talk to the man directly.”

That sounded good to me. I stood and readied my phone. When McCall rattled off the number, I punched it in and immediately pressed call. Graeme could finish up the phone call with his super, I didn’t really care about that. I wanted our expert here and I wanted him here now.

I shifted to stand next to Eli at the window, giving myself some space from the other conversation. The phone rang three times before it was picked up, the sound on the other end a little busy and choppy, as if the man was in a public place.

“Lachlan McTavish,” he answered brusquely.

Mack has said to me more than once that I have the perfect voice to be a phone sex operator. I wasn’t quite sure if he was teasing or not, although I enjoyed the compliment. Lachlan McTavish, though, I could listen to that man read the phone book. His voice was smooth as honey with a slight burr around the edges.

I shook the thought off and went to business. “McTavish, this is Special Agent Brandon Havili, FBI. I’m on the team you’re coming to help.”

“Ah, a pleasure, Agent. Or would be if ye didn’t have ancient evils breathin’ down yer neck, be I right?”

“Right on the money. Speaking of, we’ve already had to fight this thing off once today—”

He bit off an oath. “Yer bum’s out the windae, ye faced off with it?!”

Eli leaned in to snarl, “I watched that thing jam its hands into the ward and pry it open like it would a stubborn cardboard box. If I didn’t fight it off out there, I would have been fighting it in here.”

McTavish let out a whistle. “And ye lived to tale the tell? Lassie, when I see ye, I’ll buy ye a drink.”

A grin might have crossed Eli’s face. “I’m tougher than I look, but all I did was weaken it and drive it off. Which is why we’re calling you, McTavish. We’ve bought us time. It’s still circling this place, though, and we’re nowhere near out of the woods yet. Where the hell are you?”

“Damn plane got delayed three hours, but I’m boardin’ now for Inverness. I should be there by midnight. Ye think it’ll hold off till then? Hang on. Aye, those are swords, lassie. No, ye may not take them. Aye, aye, I’m sure it be somethin’ ye’ve not seen before, but the last time I trusted me swords to yer baggage people, they tried to pretend the swords were ‘lost’, so they stay with me. Ye know? There be a sweetheart. Sorry about that, they always throw a bit of a fit when it comes to me swords bein’ me carry-on luggage.”

Oh, to be a fly on the wall for those conversations. “I bet. Pretty swords bring out the greed in people.”

“God’s truth, there. And mine are definitely the pretty sort. Now, can ye hold till midnight?”

I looked at Eli, as I didn’t know the answer to that question. I hoped the answer was yes, but I really didn’t know what to do if the answer was no, either.

Eli had her thinking face on, lips pursed, eyes staring directly outside. “I believe…so. I weakened it considerably. So did Mack. We took out some of its flock before I hit it directly.”

“Damn, lassie. I really need to buy ye that drink. Wait, someone else had the balls to go out with ye?”

“My psychic, Mack,” I explained. “He can exorcise in a pinch, but it takes a lot out of him. He won’t be able to do it again.”

“He’s passed out now, in fact, and probably won’t wake until morning,” Eli tacked on.

“Ye Yanks sure can take the fight, can’t ye? Makes me all jittery, it does. It means the sluagh is no easy opponent. I do like me a good fight. Havenae had a proper one in ages. If ye weakened it that much, I dinnae think it’ll try again tonight. I’ll rush to ye regardless as I dinnae like to bet with people’s lives. Just hang tight for another four hours or so, yeah?”

Four hours. I looked around at the room and the protections that I couldn’t trust and thought of my defenseless lover lying comatose upstairs.

I found myself praying, as I never had before, that we had four hours.
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I ate dinner, then made up something for Mack I could easily reheat if he chose to wake tonight. I wasn’t betting on it, but I did it anyway because I had too much nervous energy and nothing to expend it on. Then, out of things to do and with another two hours to kill, I retreated upstairs to Mack’s side.

He was still out for the count, flat on his back, breathing deeply. I shucked off my shoes before climbing into bed with him, cuddling in close with my head pillowed on his chest. I just needed a second with him.

This man had courage. No one ever questioned that. Sometimes, though, I wished he wasn’t quite so quick to throw himself into the path of danger. Seeing him outside tonight had put my heart in my throat, and it hadn’t crawled back down yet. Me being in danger was one thing. Him, another.

It probably sounded really hypocritical to anyone outside of my own head. Why was it okay for me to be in danger but not him? But that was kind of how the Havili instincts ran. Anyone in the family—including my cousin Alan, who was the bookworm of the family—would choose to be in danger themselves and have their loved ones safe. I’d thought when I first joined up with Mack that I’d have it easier than Donovan. Mack’s job was spooky but not really all that dangerous. It turned out to be a naïve thought. Our first two cases were this dangerous already. I was a little nervous about what it signified for the rest of our careers.

I must have stayed up there a good two hours, just holding Mack and trying to settle my anxiety about the whole situation. I didn’t know if I could do anything to help deal with the sluagh once and for all. Surely there had to be something, though. Something aside from just sitting here worried half to death.

A commotion started downstairs, and I could hear a car coming in hot into the back parking lot. I scrambled out of bed and to the window, confirming that someone had just pulled up in the back, driving a large black SUV. Lachlan McTavish, I hoped.

I dove for my shoes, jamming them back on my feet, and was down the stairs in a hot second.

Eli met me at the foot of the stairs, speaking rapidly, “He’s here, just drove up. I’m going to step out to help safeguard him in, can you help him grab his bags?”

“Yeah, of course.”

Quinn was already at the back door, his hand on the knob, waiting on us to catch up with him. Once we were close enough, he opened the door and immediately was out, all of us quick to exit the building and get the door closed behind us. I had no idea where the sluagh even was and it really wasn’t possible to get a visual on it right now. Midnight in Scotland meant it was pretty dark. If not for the back lights on the building, I’d not be able to see anything.

Once out, the SUV’s door opened, and a man stepped out.

Hello, Romance Novel? Your hero is missing. Got him right here.

I smacked myself mentally for the irreverent thought. The impression didn’t fade any, though. He had long, flowing hair that fell past his shoulders, looking a soft brown in the light, a neatly trimmed beard close to his face. The light freckles on his face suggested ginger genes somewhere in his makeup, and the way he was dressed, with the knee-high black boots, slim fitting black pants, and grey Henley, made him look like he’d stepped out of some kind of Highland festival.

“Bag?” Eli asked, already moving to a slightly defensive position, her eyes on the sky.

“Just the two, with me swords in the back. Gentlemen, get the bags, I’ll get the swords.”

I was quick to round the back of the vehicle to the two bags there, one a duffel that weighed enough to carry around part of King Tut’s tomb, the other a larger rolling suitcase. Quinn grabbed the suitcase, and we barely got the doors shut before we were skittering back inside.

McTavish was quick on our heels, and as soon as we were in, he shut the door and locked it with a breath of relief.

“I do hate bein’ around at night with a known beastie lurkin’ God knows where.” He looked us over, and in the brighter lighting of the hallway I could see he really did edge toward being a redhead. His voice went a little rough around the edges. “And ye all look a bit done in. All right, who be who?”

“Eli,” she introduced herself with a hand to her chest. “This is my husband, Quinn. This is Brandon.”

“Ah, the one that called me. Pleasure, lass and laddies. Introduce me to the rest of yer team, and then we can discuss just how we’re goin’ to tackle this thing, aye?”

I perked up at these words. “You have a game plan?”

“Had four hours to think of it, didnae I?” He winked at me, his confidence reassuring as nothing else could be.

“Thank god. We really didn’t know what to do.”

“Well, that be why they pay me, isna’t?”

Man made a good point. I turned and showed him into the main room, letting his bag down at the foot of the stairs. Quinn parked the suitcase next to it, but I noticed that the bag holding McTavish’s swords stayed with the man. I honestly felt better about him being armed.

Eli handled the round of introductions to everyone. McTavish shook hands, greeted them all, then turned to me with a furrowed brow.

“And where be yer medium, then?”

“Upstairs, still out of it,” I answered with a grimace. “When we said that it takes a toll on Mack to force a passing, we mean that it exhausts him completely. He’s out for the count for another twelve hours at least.”

“Ah. Good God, man, were things that bad he felt the need to do such?” McTavish shook his head, expression sympathetic. “And ye havin’ to watch him do it. Damn sorry the flight delayed me gettin’ here. I might have spared ye that if I’d gotten here a little sooner.”

I really appreciated that he was sympathetic to how I felt about all of this. It showed he was good people. “It’s water under the bridge now. But thank you.”

“Well, we’re in a wee bit of a fine pickle. I’ve read the reports and the emails.” He smiled and nodded to Graeme. “I thank ye for those, they helped me keep track of what’s goin’ on here. Me plan be simple—slay the sluagh.”

I liked simple plans, but… “Are you just going to rush it?”

“Naw, a bit of bait and pinch seems called for. Ye seem certain it be goin’ to come here again, and I have no reason to doubt it. Yer logic be sound enough. If we know it be comin’ back in, I say let it come in. But let’s be smart about how we fight it. I brought a few handy things with me.” McTavish pointed to the duffel bag. “That’s got some lovely ammunition in it. Bullets packed with iron shavings.”

I looked at the bag with renewed interest. Oh-ho.

“Which means I can arm quite a few of ye and ye can shoot at either sluagh or the ghost-crows, as ye please.”

Rowen’s expression was filled with fierce delight. “I would like the iron bullets very much, please and thank ye.”

“Aye, more than enough to go around, and I expect ye to lay down cover fire if nothin’ else.” McTavish gave them a wink. “Most weaker beasties will die as soon as they get iron in their system, makes the fight easier. The sluagh will take more than one hit, I think. Which be why I be askin’ this.”

He turned and looked directly at me and Quinn. “I’ve two broadswords, both iron, that will work wonders on yon brute. Takes a man with a significant amount of strength to wield them for more than ten minutes. Would ye like to kilt up and join me?”

Quinn looked as delighted by this offer as I felt. “I’m all for going out and swinging a sword around, but I don’t have much experience with sword fighting.”

“Pointy end goes in the beastie,” McTavish said helpfully.

“Right,” Quinn responded with a laugh. “I think I can manage that. Kilts, though?”

“Tradition, man. Ye cannae fight a monster and nae wear a kilt.”

Quinn didn’t offer another protest, just nodded. “Sold. Brandon?”

Swords? Kilts? “I’m in.”
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I woke up to the sight of my lover standing next to the bed, dressed in a Scottish kilt, sans shirt. It was a perfectly lovely sight. I’d fantasized more than once about getting Brandon into one and taking alllll the pictures.

That said, in my groggy, not quite awake state, I wasn’t so sure about him. “Mon cher, if you’ve died and gone Highlander as a ghost, I will never let you hear the end of it.”

He snapped around, looking at me in delighted surprise. “You’re awake? Thank god.” He hurried the three steps it took to reach me, leaning down to kiss me gently, like butterfly wings against my lips. “And I’m still living, love. How are you?”

“Groggy,” I admitted, then pulled him back in for another soft kiss.

He released me with a sigh, eyes searching my face. “You do seem a little out of it still. Are you awake enough to get up?”

“Yeah.” I would honestly rather roll back over and return to dreamland. I was tired enough that I felt tenderized, like someone had worked me over with a meat mallet. However, I could see morning light coming in through the windows and that meant things had probably happened. I didn’t think I could keep lying here. “The sluagh?”

“Didn’t attack again. Our expert arrived, though, and he has all sorts of fun toys for us. I’ll fill you in over breakfast.” Brandon slid an arm under my shoulders, helping me sit up. Then he eyed me in the weighing way he had again. “I really don’t think you’re up to getting out of bed yet, are you?”

“Pretty exhausted still.” Just sitting up had drained me of energy. The idea of getting out of bed and doing something energetic, like putting on pants, sounded like climbing Mt. Everest. Then doing it again for kicks. I wouldn’t have even contemplated it, but…I had no idea what was going on. No idea if I could sleep some more or not. “What time is it?”

“Barely nine in the morning. Tell you what, stay awake long enough for me to get some food in you, okay? Lachlan filled us in last night a bit more on the sluagh, and he’s adamant that it won’t even think of attacking until sunset. It might be safe for you to sleep most of the day.”

That sounded possibly good. “Double-check with him and the team if I can do that. Wait, is he where you got the kilt?”

Brandon winked. “And a sword to play with tonight. I’ll explain later. What sounds good for your tummy? Scrambled eggs, hashbrowns, bacon?”

“That sounds amazing.” My stomach gave a hopeful rumble.

“All right, hang tight.” He smacked a kiss against my lips, threw on a shirt, and was out the door in three shakes of a lamb’s tail.

I got up long enough to visit the bathroom and brush my teeth, trying to rouse myself enough to stay awake for breakfast. Even that was exhausting. Ugh, I hated forcing anything to pass. I really and truly hated it. As much of a rush as it was in that moment, the cost of it was hell afterward.

I climbed back into bed, checking my phone to see that I had text messages from my mom, so I answered those. I absolutely did not tell her I was facing down some Scottish monster that we could barely put a name to, much less fight off. My survival instincts were awake enough to avoid that clash of wills, at least.

Brandon returned with a tray that smelled delicious—and a man who looked just as delicious.

I blinked at him, quite sure that he was corporeal, too, but I had some doubts. He was dressed like a Highlander—kilt, white shirt, black belt, and boots. His hair had a reddish tint to it and flowed over his shoulders, as smooth and silky as any hair model. A handsome man, no doubt. My eyes appreciated the candy in front of me.

No idea who he was. None.

“Mack, you up to talking?” Brandon asked as he came around the bed, putting the tray on my lap. “This is Lachlan McTavish.”

“Oh!” Now it made sense who he was. I gave him a smile. “Enchanté, Mr. McTavish. I do appreciate you coming.”

He smiled in return, holding out a hand which I promptly shook. “Glad to come. Sorry it wasnae sooner, damn plane was delayed. Tell me, where be that accent from?”

“The deep southern end of the United States,” I responded easily. “We Creoles are French speaking, more or less.”

“Ahh. It be lovely to listen to. One of the perks of bein’ me—I travel all over and listen to very fun accents.” With concern, he looked me over. “I do see why yer anchor isnae sure if ye’re up to talkin’. I can delay it for this afternoon, if ye would rather sleep.”

I immediately shook my head. “Please fill me in first. I won’t be able to relax enough to sleep otherwise.”

“Fair enough.” He took a seat on the edge of the mattress, getting comfortable. “So, to be candid, I’ve nae faced a sluagh before meself. But me grandda has, and I spoke with him on the way in, and he gave me a few tips.”

I bit into my eggs, interest piqued. This was hereditary, this line of monster-hunting? Or at least in his family it seemed to be. Mm, good eggs.

“Grandda warned that the sluagh is very much nocturnal. Which be good and bad for us. Means we winnae get good visibility on this thing with it bein’ as bright as the inside of a sheep out here. He suggested puttin’ up new wards that will help trap the sluagh in once it enters. We cannae have it flyin’ off again on us, after all.”

Brandon settled on the other side of my legs, toward the foot of the bed. “We had that problem on the last case. We had to herd a malevolent into a specific area so we could trap and destroy it.”

Lachlan nodded at him. “Then ye know what I mean. Once we have it trapped inside, we turn on every light we have, keep good visibility on it at all times. The sluagh itself be weak to iron—I’ve armed all of yer colleagues with iron bullets. They work like buckshot, in a sense. Every bullet they can put in it or a crow, it’ll weaken it. The trick for us three—and by that I mean Brandon, Quinn, and meself—be to get it weak enough that it cannae fly. Then we can jump the beastie and get a foot of cold iron in it. We do that, it’ll die a quick death.”

“This game plan sounds simple enough, and I’m certainly up for it. But how hard is this going to be in practice?”

“Have ye heard the poem, ‘The best laid plans of mice and men aft go awry’ by chance?”

“Robert Burns,” I answered.

“Ah, we’ve a well cultured gentleman in our midst.” Lachlan was pleased I knew the Scottish poet.

It was part of the curriculum in school systems, but I wasn’t about to tell him that. “I take it to mean that you don’t know if this plan will survive first contact?”

Lachlan shrugged, but there was a sort of amused resignation on his face. “Been at this business damn near fifteen years, if ye count the apprenticeship under my grandda. Never had a single case where me first plan went off without a hitch. I armed Brandon and Quinn to hedge me bets. Someone will get iron into that thing, one way or another.”

That was fair enough. I was glad he was the sensible type, one that would work with people and not try to do it all himself. “Okay. So is it safe for me to sleep a bit longer or do I need to get up?”

He waved me down. “Sleep, man. Sleep. I’ll have yer man wake ye for dinner, yeah? He’s got a gun with yer name on it. Ye can help us shoot crows or the sluagh, if ye can line up a good hit.”

After what I’d done yesterday, I didn’t have the psychic energy to even carry on a full conversation with a ghost. Shooting things was about all I was good for. “I can shoot with the best of them.”

“I can vouch for that,” Brandon threw in. “He’s quite a good shot. Mack, you want more orange juice?”

I’d drained the glass and still had half a plate to work my way through. “If you would, cher.”

“Sure thing.” He plucked my glass off the tray and headed out of the room.

After he’d left, Lachlan regarded me steadily for a moment. “That be a good man ye’ve got there, Agent. When I asked if he’d wield a sword, he didnae so much as blink. Not many would join in like that.”

I snorted. “Brandon’s Tongan. He’s from a warrior culture. Trust me, that whole family doesn’t blink at danger.”

His eyebrows rose a little. “Really?”

“Also, you offered him a kilt and a sword. That’s like offering shiny toys to a little boy. There’s no way in hell he would have refused.”

Lachlan laughed outright, a warm, deep chuckle that came from his chest. “I see yer point. A warrior culture, eh. I dinnae know much about the Tongans.”

“The more I learn about the culture, the more I love it. They’re very family oriented and loving. Oh, say, does your grand plan include baiting the sluagh inside by antagonizing it?”

Lachlan gave a nod, expression saying well yeah, why?

“Get Brandon to do a Sipi Tau,” I encouraged eagerly.

“Why do you like that so much?” my lover asked of me as he returned, orange juice in hand. “You’re constantly finding reasons for me to do a Sipi Tau.”

“It’s incredibly cool to watch,” I defended myself, grinning from ear to ear. “And damn effective.”

“What be this?” Lachlan asked, still intrigued.

Brandon pulled out his phone, no doubt searching for a good video on YouTube. I ate the rest of my breakfast as he handed his phone over to Lachlan and let him watch a clip.

Lachlan’s brows rose steadily as he watched. “Aye, aye. I can see why that would antagonize man and beastie alike. Brandon, if yer up for it, that would definitely bring the sluagh inside.”

Brandon shrugged. “It’s honestly fun to do. I’m always up for it. It’s going to look strange with me doing that in a kilt, though.”

I waggled my eyebrows mischievously. “Not at all, cher. Not at all.”

“One of these days you’re really going to have to explain this to me.” Brandon shook his head, amused more than anything. “A Sipi Tau is meant to scare your enemy and raise fighting spirit.”

“Oh, it does that,” I assured him, my grin going a tad lecherous. “It also gives me delicious chills. My fight or flight instincts get all confused and land on fuck instead.”

“Annnd that be me cue to leave, me thinks,” Lachlan said rhetorically to the air. “Not that the two of ye arenae cute together. There just be things a man doesnae need to know. Mack, ye sleep. Just sleep, and if I feel the situation’s taken a turn for the worse, we’ll wake ye. All right?”

I felt better for that, knowing that I could rest and be that much more recovered for when shit went down. “Yeah. Thanks, Lachlan.”

“Rest,” he encouraged, getting up. “Brandon, once he’s settled, come down for a bit of trainin’.”

“Will do.” Brandon perked up like Lachlan had just asked him out for a play date. Which, to be fair, he pretty much had.

After Lachlan left, I finished off my hashbrowns with a sigh of satisfaction. With my belly full, I could feel lassitude creeping over me, my body pulling me back to sleep. I fought it a little longer so I could speak with Brandon. “You seem to like him.”

“He’s good people. I had a good first impression of him last night, and it’s only gotten stronger every minute I spend with him. He’s not a blowhard, or one of those super optimistic people that ignores reality. He’s got his head on straight, and he’s sensible about having contingencies, just in case. I think we’re in good hands, here.”

“I’m relieved to hear it. You seem a bit tired, cher.”

“Yeah, I only got about three hours sleep this morning. After Lachlan gets through teaching me some sword basics, I’ll come back up and take a nap with you. Better to be rested for tonight.”

I nodded at this sensible plan. Brandon was always sensible.

He took the tray from my lap and I scooted back down, getting horizontal again. Brandon leaned in to kiss my forehead gently.

“Love you,” he whispered against my skin.

It made me smile. “Mwen renmen’w, ma moitié.”

His hands tucking the blanket around my shoulders was the last thing I felt before slumber sucked me under.
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We were ready.

We had better be fucking ready, at least, as sunset painted the skies indigo purples and orange golds, which meant we were out of time.

Lachlan had given us different seals, and we’d placed those all around, forming a better defensive ward that would activate as soon as the sluagh was inside. There was a lot of grassy green space on all sides of the inn, only cut off by the river on one side and the road on the other. It wasn’t close to any other buildings, so there was a lot of ground for us to ward and cover. To me, it looked like any other magical sigil drawn onto paper, but I wasn’t an expert on these things. I didn’t really expect to understand the difference myself. I hadn’t been in charge of placing them, either; the rest of the team did that.

I’d had a very fun sword-fighting lesson with Lachlan and Quinn that made me want to go home and sign up for official lessons. Surely someone taught this stuff in the States. Surely. Lachlan had also armed Eli with a long dagger of iron, something that she could easily wield and move with. His swords were two-handed weapons even for me, so giving her something lighter was a smart plan.

I cast a glance at Mack, who was parked in a defensive position right outside the door. He didn’t look his normal self just yet. Mack dragged when he walked, his exhaustion obvious, but he had that determined glint in his eye that said he wasn’t going to sit this one out. He was armed with my gun and Lachlan’s ammo, ready to shoot anything that moved. I felt confident he was good there.

I’d try to stay near him as the battle went down, of course. I didn’t want his flank unprotected while he was still recovering. Graeme promised me he wouldn’t move from Mack’s side just in case I got sucked into fighting the sluagh. Either way, all danger ended with the sluagh’s death so that had to be the priority.

Speak of the devil, and there it was. The sluagh flew in from the west—funny how that part of the legend was true—and it was heading right for us with its flock of crows. I watched it come with a sick sort of twist in my gut as something primal in me revolted at knowing this thing existed. I was the first to believe in shades of grey when it came to the world we lived in. That said, something this evil shouldn’t exist.

Lachlan came to stand next to me, the sword in his hand pointing toward the ground. In that moment I could almost believe we were back in the sixteenth century, as he looked wholly at place here, a Highlander watching his enemy approach, ready for battle. He looked not calm—not with that feral grin stretching from ear to ear—but ready.

“Brandon, yon beastie might be reluctant to come in as it should, considerin’ what happened before. If ye’d antagonize it a wee bit, I’d be obliged.”

“Sure thing. Hold my sword for a moment, please. I need both hands for this.”

He held out a hand, taking the broadsword easily. With my hands free, I took a few steps ahead of him, moving into a clear space that had no other people. It put me in front of the team by several feet.

I sucked in a deep breath, getting ready. Adrenaline kicked in, as it always did during this, and I welcomed the rush even as I went into horse stance. I used a closed fist to thump my chest, the sound loud in the quietness of the still evening. “Teu to ki he tupe!”

I heard more than one person jump behind me, and it amused me, on some level, how people always jumped a little when I first started a Sipi Tau. Like they didn’t know it would be this loud and ferocious.

I lifted both arms in challenge before slapping my hands against my thighs, the slap echoing. “Ko e ’aho! Ko e ’aho mavava mo e tangi!”

The sluagh was definitely not liking the challenge I threw at it. Even from this distance—and it was a good fifty feet away at least—its teeth were showing in a snarl. I didn’t know if I’d antagonized it enough to get it all the way in, though, so I kept going.

I popped down to one knee, then up again, turning sideways as I did so. I punched the air in a quick motion back and forth in front of it, daring my enemy to come out and face me. “Teu mate maa Tonga!”

Crossing both arms, I stomped one foot on the grass, feeling the impact in my leg, but my eyes were on my enemy. “Tonga ’e!”

I just about had it. It was five feet closer to the ward now and not slowing down any. It’d have no choice but to crash right through the line and activate the ward. Still, I didn’t let up any. I gave it one more push to make sure it was too antagonized to think smart.

“Ta ke hu ki ai!” I pounded a fist to my chest again, felt my heart speeding, gearing up for battle. The adrenaline was strong enough in my system to make my body sing with it.

“Aye, that did it.” Lachlan was abruptly at my side, pushing the sword into my hand. His expression was as fierce as my own as he got his sword up in guard position. “Come, ye beastie!”

I didn’t see as much as feel it, or perhaps hear it is the better word. The ward snapped up in an audible hum, the air vibrating, trapping both sluagh and crows. Rowen turned on all the lights, illuminating the area as fully as possible.

Lachlan was braced in front of me, willing the sluagh to come right at him, holding his ground and not reacting prematurely. It took nerves of steel to do that, to not flinch, and he had them. I thought for a second it would work, the sluagh wasn’t slowing any, the expression on its face mad with hatred and an odd greed.

At the last second, survival instincts kicked in, and it veered up instead, away from both of us and toward the sky.

The iron. It was likely avoiding the iron. Not as stupid as I’d hoped, dammit. I whirled on my heels to track it, the sword still in my hand and ready to poke a hole in it as soon as I was within range.

People started shooting, the pop of guns loud as everyone took aim at something and fired. Multiple crows went down, dissipating into ash and dust that scattered on the wind. The sluagh screamed, the sound part agony, part rage as people systematically destroyed its energy source.

There was no point in my standing here, so I rushed back toward the building, closer to Mack. I crossed paths with three crows in the process, slicing them in half as I went, surprised they were sluggish enough that I could hit them with a broadsword. I wasn’t that skilled with it, after all. Only one day of practice couldn’t make me an expert.

I kept an eye on Mack as I ran back to him. My lover was calm as he lifted the gun, taking a crow in his sights and firing. Southern boy that he was, he was no stranger to firearms, and it showed. He must have hit what he aimed for as his expression was briefly satisfied before he shifted his focus to the next target.

I stayed out of his firing line as I whirled, putting my back to the building and taking a guard stance next to him and Graeme. People were spaced out in different areas, trying to cover all angles as they took the crows down. I saw Quinn had rejoined Eli and Booker near the edge of the patio, an upturned table their defensive shield as they fired.

“Graeme’s a pretty good shot,” Mack informed me calmly before firing off another round.

Graeme snorted at his side, mouth kicked up on one side in a wry twist. “I’ve missed at least two. Ye havenae missed a damn thing. Brandon, ye could have said yer man be a bloody marksman.”

“I did tell you he’s a good shot,” I defended myself mildly. My eyes were not on them, but on the sluagh that had come careening around the side of the building and right over Quinn’s head. It was just out of range of him, although Quinn took a swing at it anyway.

“Looks weaker than it did before,” Mack observed, the words edged with hard satisfaction. “I don’t think it’ll be long before it’s too weak to fly. Ma moitié, don’t worry about me, I’m in a good position here.”

I trusted his statement. He certainly wasn’t stressed as he shot one crow after another. I wanted to linger at his side because my protective instincts said to and for no other reason than that. Well, and he was a damn impressive sight when he was like this. I wanted to watch the show a bit longer.

Things needed killing, though. I tracked the sluagh as it whirled, trying to find a way out of the ward, only to be rebuffed every time it got near the boundary. It screamed in frustration and pain, diving for Eli and Booker, only to be driven off as Quinn immediately tried to engage it with his sword.

“I have a feeling it knows what the swords are,” I commented to Mack. “It’s avoiding them strongly, so it’s dealt with them before.”

“Oh aye, no doubt of that,” Graeme agreed. “But then, it be an ancient beast. Swords be what it knows for sure.”

That made my job a little harder. I was determined to drive my sword into it, though. I wanted this nightmarish situation over so Mack could properly rest and recover.

Three more crows went down, visibly affecting the sluagh. For a moment, it lost the coordination to stay in flight, and it dipped sharply toward the ground. Instinct propelled me forward, the sword a heavy weight in my hand.

Lachlan was already racing for it as well, bellowing as he ran, “A McTavish to me!”

Honorary McTavish that I was, I answered, sprinting for the spot I thought the sluagh would crash.

At the last second, the sluagh got its feet under it, not so much landing as getting a hard foot on the ground and launching back into the air. I missed it by a bare three feet and swore. Dammit, so close!

I don’t know who did it, either Mack or Graeme, but someone fired at the sluagh directly. I heard the report of the gun, but more than that, I saw the moment when the sluagh jerked back in pain.

Its head snapped toward them, angered beyond belief. Those massive wings were smaller now than they had been in the beginning, but they flared out to an impressive span still, and it used them to brake mid-air and twist, now diving for them.

No.

Nononono! God no!

My heart was in my throat as I spun and sprinted back to my lover’s side. I ran like I never had before, every muscle straining to get to Mack. I’d not gotten far from him to begin with, but right now, every foot felt like a mile.

Mack, because he had no fear or proper survival instincts, raised his gun and fired. It didn’t deter the sluagh as it should have, although it hurt it. I heard the guttural grunt of pain.

I caught up just as the sluagh reached Mack, its clawed hand bare inches from my lover’s body. I had no time to brace myself as I should or do more than get my other hand on the sword’s hilt. I threw everything I had into it, getting the sword up and against its chest, swinging hard like I would a baseball bat, compelling it backward.

The sluagh had no purchase on the ground, it wasn’t anchored in any way, so I could shift its weight. But, fuck, was it heavy—the weight of it strained every muscle in my shoulder to the max, forcing it back. My heart was in my throat the entire time, praying I had caught it in time, that no part of it had touched my Mack.

It flew backward, landing on its back with a growl, although it didn’t stay down, rolling immediately to its feet, snarling, wings spread as if in challenge. In my haste to hit the thing, I’d done it with the flat of the blade instead of the edge. Dammit. Two more seconds, and I could have gotten the perfect hit in. Too late now, although hopefully I had a second chance.

“Mack?!” I demanded, not daring to take my eyes off the sluagh but needing the reassurance that he was all right.

“I’m good, I’m good, mon cher,” he assured me quickly. “Go, go, go!”

Thank fuck. I’d have nightmares about that moment later. Right now, we finally had the sluagh on the ground. I didn’t intend to waste this chance.

We all must have had the same thought. Lachlan was already on it from the back, Quinn coming in like a freight train from the right. It was a pincer move and almost perfectly positioned.

We didn’t look at each other, didn’t coordinate, just rushed it. The sluagh’s head swiveled, realized we were converging on all sides, and was smart enough to know it had no chance on the ground. It sank onto its haunches before thrusting itself into the air.

I couldn’t see precisely what he did, the angle was all wrong for it. I could swear to you, though, that Lachlan grabbed the thing by its tail and hauled it back down. His own feet left the earth by about a foot, so something had dragged him upward.

The sluagh landed again, unbalanced and falling to its side, barely up on one knee. Quinn and I gave it no quarter. Both hands on the hilt, I stabbed it in the chest, feeling the impact of that strike right through to my shoulders. The sluagh screamed in true agony at the strike, then screamed again as Quinn stuck his sword into the ribs. I wrenched my own blade free, ready to strike again if need be.

I half expected blood, but it was a black sort of ichor that poured from the open wound, spreading all over the place as the sluagh thrashed. It reacted as if it had just been exposed to acidic gas or a noxious poison, foam at its mouth.

Lachlan urged, “Back, get back, ye dinnae want its blood on ye!”

I retreated immediately, still on guard as I didn’t know if it would get back on its feet after this. I didn’t think it would, those looked like death throes to me, but I couldn’t be sure. I had no point of reference.

Lachlan wasn’t just standing there watching with us. He grabbed several vials from the pouch at his waist, tossing them one after another onto the sluagh and saying something in a quick chant. It sounded like a religious prayer of some sort, but whatever he was saying was in a language I didn’t recognize.

With a last guttural sigh, the sluagh’s whole body twitched—and then it went still, as only death can. From the wounds outward, I could see it start to turn to ash and dust, as the crows had done before disappearing.

Lachlan finished his prayer and then gave a grunt of satisfaction. “And this, gents, be why I arm multiple people if I can. Good work, both of ye.”

We really would have been so screwed without him. I may have dealt one of the death blows, but he was the one who guided my hand. I owed this man a round of drinks, at least. “You’re a godsend, Lachlan.”

He grinned at me, eyes crinkling at the corners in a good-natured smile. “All I did was pull it down. Ye and Quinn, ye slew it. Now, this thing be goin’ to melt for a while, and then we’ll have a right mess to purify after. I say we clean up and look to any wounded. Who’s wounded, anyone?”

“Just turned me ankle,” Rowen called back, exasperation and pain mixed together in their voice. “I think we’re all okay, otherwise.”

“I barely got to kill anything,” Eli grumbled. “Although I’m glad it’s over.”

As they conferred with each other, I went to my first priority, Mack. He was sitting propped against the side of the building, smiling at me. The smile had a lecherous tint to it. Something about seeing me fighting always sent his mind into the gutter.

“How are you?” I asked him, coming to kneel at his side.

“Fine. Not a scratch on me.” Mack leaned in, catching the nape of my neck and hauling me in for a not so chaste kiss. His mouth lingered over mine, tongue teasing at my lips.

I really liked it when he kissed me like this. It normally meant he was up for fun things. That said, I wasn’t sure if he actually had the energy for it, all things considered. I pulled back to ask him, not sure if adrenaline had given him a second wind or something.

“I’m sure a clever man such as yourself can figure out how to ditch everyone and take me to bed,” he murmured against my mouth. “After all, there’s nothing left for us to do here.”

I was still all riled up from the fight, so I was more than ready to rumble. Thank fuck he was too. A cold shower did not appeal whatsoever right now. I smacked a kiss against his mouth before turning and calling to Graeme, “I’m taking Mack back to bed!”

He waved us on. “Aye, aye, we’ve got this. Go have a good rest.”

I smiled innocently in return. I was sure we’d rest. Eventually.
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We hit the bedroom door with our mouths fused together, unable to pull apart from the kiss long enough to focus on something paltry like turning a knob. Mack kissed me as if he couldn’t get enough of me, his tongue invading my mouth in a demanding thrust to tangle with mine. I loved it when he kissed me like this. It made every nerve in my body light up, and I couldn’t help but crave him in return.

I somehow got us inside the room, kicking the door blindly shut after us. My main focus was pinning him against a wall and driving him as crazy as he was me.

Mack’s back hit the wall with a soft thud, his arms latching onto my waist, pulling me snugly into him. I broke the kiss to trail hot kisses across his cheek, down his jawline, onto that spot right behind his ear that always made him squirm and melt a little. I could hear his breathing change, become shorter, a little harsher, knew his arousal was steadily growing.

Damn, I loved driving him crazy.

I got a hand under his shirt, stroking that smooth skin, feeling the heat of it. He was already tugging at the back of mine, trying to get it up and over my head. There was no way for him to reach, so I let go of him long enough to finish the job, tossing it carelessly off to the side. I wanted clothes off. I thought Mack felt the same.

I also wanted him under me. I badly craved that feeling right in this moment. Catching him under the thighs, I hoisted him up long enough to turn and toss him lightly onto the bed.

He landed with a grin, the mattress making him bounce. Mack didn’t even properly settle before I was on him again, straddling his waist and leaning in to kiss him. I couldn’t—didn’t want to—stop kissing him.

Mack pushed me up so he could wrestle his shirt off. Once he had that cloth barrier out of the way, I leaned back in, homing in on a very appealing nipple. Mack groaned, dropping back down, his hands coming up to cradle my face as I played with that little nub of flesh. I especially got good reactions when I tugged at it lightly with my teeth.

I could feel him, the hard length of his dick pressing insistently against my stomach. I definitely wanted to do something with that, but I had more immediate plans. I levered myself up long enough to undo the button on his jeans, pulling them and his boxers off in one go, which he helped with by lifting his hips. I had to wrestle with shoes and socks before I could focus on the pants. As soon as they were off and somewhere on the floor, I flipped him onto his stomach. He went easily, legs splaying at the movement.

Mack made such a pretty picture that I wanted to stop and appreciate it for a moment. Not the type to tan, my cute Creole stayed pretty pale in skin tone no matter how much time he spent in the sun. On those white sheets, he could have been one of those erotic charcoal sketches that artists like to do. The curls around his head were artfully disheveled, hands lightly gripping the sheets with anticipation, and those light freckles along his shoulders looked downright lickable. I’d commission something like that if I could bear anyone but me seeing him like this.

I climbed back onto the bed to start at the top, kissing the back of his neck and trailing down along his spine.

Mack squirmed a little under the attention. “Br-Brandon—”

“Mmm?” I liked the feel of smooth skin under my lips too much to bother forming words just then.

“Please, please tell me you want to rim me, cher.”

“Oh, I’m going to rim you,” I promised him, the anticipation in my system already making me a little giddy. I loved eating him out.

“Thank fuck.” Mack immediately spread his legs wider, his eagerness easily read in his body language.

I may have been grinning by the time I reached the top curve of his ass. Part of me wanted to tease, but I was so hard already, so ready to have him, I didn’t have the patience for it. Maybe next round if Mack had the energy for another.

Spreading those cheeks with my thumbs, I leaned in, trailing my tongue lightly down to that pretty hole. I could hear and feel it when Mack fisted the sheets with both hands, the way his breath shivered against the sheets. The number one reason why I loved rimming him was the sounds he made, the way his entire body jumped and trembled under my hands. The feeling was addictive and like none other.

I spent a little time teasing; I couldn’t help that impulse. Just the tip of my tongue went around his ring, tracing it as if I didn’t know it well by now. Mack’s body knew what was coming; it started flexing and opening under my attentions.

“Brandon,” he whined at me.

Okay, okay. I smiled internally even as I slipped my tongue past that taut ring of muscle and fucked him gently with it.

What came out of his mouth was a string of Creole I had no hope of interpreting, but I took it to be praise for me and my mouth.

The muscles in his ass and thighs were quivering harder now, the pleasure driving him slowly over the edge. I’d learned to read the signs when he was past his threshold, ready to combust. I just about had him there.

For that matter, my dick was throbbing with want, and it’d gotten past the point of being uncomfortable.

Lube.

Definitely needed lube.

Dammit, where the hell did I even put the lube?

“Ma moitié,” Mack whined against the sheets. “Fuck me, please—”

I pulled my mouth away, panting a little, feeling as desperate as he did. “Where’s the lube, do you know?”

“Nightstand, top drawer.”

I was on one hand pleased he remembered, on the other hand displeased he still had brain cells to rub together. I had not driven him as close to the edge as I thought.

But I could fix that.

I scrambled over him, pressing against his lean back in order to stretch and fumble with the top drawer. Ha, he was right, there it sat. I snatched it up, wasting no time in pouring a healthy amount over my fingers.

This would be a fast prep, and I knew Mack was hoping for just that. He was trying to lie still and wait for me but couldn’t quite pull it off.

My fingers found him half-stretched already just from the rimming. I put two in him, felt him thrust back against them, neck arched in bliss. I slid in a third, found him stretching just fine around me, and knew that he was ready. Holy fuck was I glad. I seriously had no patience left. I had to get in him.

I yanked off the rest of my clothes, letting them pile on the floor. I slathered lube on my dick with more haste than care, then let the bottle fall somewhere. I paid no attention to it. Everything was focused on Mack.

He let out a groan as I pressed into him, steady and slow, because even in my haste I couldn’t bear the idea of hurting him. He accepted me fully, head turning just enough so he could look back at me. His mouth parted around the quick breaths he was taking in, and the look in his eye was that of a man getting exactly what he wanted.

I had to close my eyes, otherwise I’d go right over the edge. I’d barely bottomed out when I had to pull back to start thrusting into that tight, enveloping heat. It was just too perfect. Mack levered onto his knees, just enough to get some angle, and it went beyond perfect somehow.

The sound of our bodies slapping together filled the room, like a soundtrack to the love we were making. I stretched over his back, found his hands and held them because I wanted to touch every inch of this man that I could. The feeling of his bare skin brushing against mine was incredible.

This would be over far too quickly. I could already feel the buildup in my groin, that taut, tingling sensation. I wanted him too much. He felt too good. This wasn’t one of those nights where I could take my time.

Because he’d lifted his hips a little, I had the space I needed to slide a hand down his waist and around, finding his rock-hard dick and wrapping a hand around it. Mack let out a garbled groan, his pace faltering for a moment before he started thrusting between my hand and the dick in his ass.

I wasn’t surprised when he came seconds later, head thrown back against my shoulder, his cum a hot spurt over my fingers. I wasn’t surprised, but glad, as I had no control left. I thrust into him hard, once, twice, and then came deep within him so violently my vision went dark around the corners.

For a second, I may have blacked out. I had no memory of draping myself over Mack’s back like this, boneless, with the afterglow washing through me like a warm buzz. I was so incredibly comfortable where I was that the idea of moving felt sacrilegious, but I was probably squashing my lover.

“Gimme a sec,” I muttered against his shoulder. “I’ll move.”

“Don’t you dare move,” Mack muttered back, sounding dreamy, as if he wasn’t altogether with it.

“I’m squashing you.”

“It’s a good kind of squashing. Don’t move.”

“Yeah, okay.”

Really, no need to twist my arm. I didn’t have the energy anyway.

It took a small eternity, mental bribes, and eventually the uncomfortable, sticky feeling between us to prompt me to move. Even so, it was only to the bathroom to fetch a damp hand towel to wash us up a little, and then I was back in bed with him, Mack cuddled into my side, head pillowed on my shoulder.

He was just so lovely like this, all the stress of the world shoved to the side for a while. Mack was utterly relaxed and content in my arms, his expression said so, and without those cares pressing upon him, he looked younger. I traced light fingertips over his forehead, down his cheek, grazing the plumpness of his bottom lip. I wasn’t teasing or starting something, I just liked touching him.

Mack kissed my fingertip, smiling as he did so. “Love you too, ma moitié.”

“I also love you, and I love that you hear me say it when I don’t speak a word.”

“With you, actions are your love language.” He blinked those gorgeous light brown eyes of his up at me, the smile he wore warm. “As hard as this trip has been for both of us, I’m glad you’re with me. It would have been so much harder without you.”

“I shudder to even think of it, what you would have gone through without me supporting you. It may have been hard, but at least we made new friends?”

“There’s that. And I got to see you in a kilt and wielding a sword, so there’s another perk.” Mack’s grin grew a little naughty. “I noticed you had absolutely nothing on under that kilt.”

“It’s tradition,” I deadpanned.

Mack snickered into my shoulder. “Did he really not allow you even boxers under that?”

“Nope.”

“That didn’t feel strange, battling a Scottish monster without even underwear on?”

“Oh, it felt strange. It definitely felt that. Also kind of fun, in a strange way? I was super motivated to take it down before something happened to lift the kilt’s hem up and bare all, shall we say.”

Mack snickered again. “Maybe we should buy you a kilt, mon cher.”

I perked up immediately. “Please and thank you. Wait, are you thinking naughty thoughts?”

Mack’s grin was pure filth. “Maaaybe.”

I had no idea what evil, sinful idea had just gone through his mind. I was, however, totally on board with it.

We were so buying a kilt tomorrow.
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What followed was two days of cleanup.

I was still on the tired side, so I had to take it easy, but I was well enough to pass along a few ghosts, write reports, that sort of thing. The energy sticking around outside was no joke. Even someone not sensitive could pick up on it, making them feel queasy and nauseous. Lachlan guided people on how to cleanse it out, and they focused on that while I tried to get the ghosts to either pass on or go back to wherever they were haunting to begin with.

To the surprise of no one, that was something of an argument.

Brandon got drafted to help outside since he couldn’t do much to help me with the ghosts, and they needed a strong back. He checked in with me regularly, though, making sure I wasn’t overdoing it.

Mid-afternoon of the second day, I finally gave up and took a break, requesting a glass of water from Catriona. I’d barely put my butt in a chair when Lachlan strolled in, looking a little on the wet side. His hair was damp and hanging around his shoulders, shirt sticking to him and displaying some quite lovely muscles.

His brown eyes locked on me, and he relaxed into a hearty nod of approval. “Yer sittin’ down. Good! Maybe that man of yers will stop worryin’.”

I snorted. “A Havili? Stop worrying? That’ll be the day.”

“Bit of a worrywart, then?” Lachlan joined me at the table, the chair legs scraping a bit as he pulled it back.

“It’s not so much worrying as it is protectiveness. The whole family is famous for it. It’s how Brandon got roped into joining the FBI as a prospective anchor, in fact. An FBI agent met his brother Donovan, saw how good he was, and went to recruit Brandon next.”

Lachlan’s eyebrows rose a little. “That be how ye met, then? Through the agency?”

“Sorta. We met because he accidentally picked up a haunted snow globe as a Christmas present, and I was asked to deal with the situation.” I shook my head fondly at the memory. “I basically took one look at him and went yum, can I has?”

Lachlan chuckled, eyes dancing. “I cannae blame ye for that. He’s a fine man, all right.”

Oh-ho, so my gaydar was correct. Lachlan was definitely not straight. “Is he your type, then?”

“Eh, not really. Not that I havenae had a bit of fun with the big, brawny type before.” He gave me an evaluating look. “Really, ye’re more me type than he is. I like mine cute and cuddly.”

“I’m flattered?”

“It be a compliment, I promise.” He shrugged, showing that he meant nothing by it. “Not that I have time to date, with all the runnin’ around I do. Bit hard on a relationship with me on the road most of the year.”

“I bet.” He seemed sad at this, and I did understand why. If Brandon wasn’t my work partner, we’d be separated most of the year too. Just the idea of that sent a shiver of distaste through me. No, thank you.

I changed subjects for him. “How goes it out there?”

“Eh, we’re more or less there. We gave up on the idea of gettin’ vials of holy water pretty quick. Too much area to cover. I asked the local priest to come in and he’s been blessin’ whole tubs of water for us before we douse the area clear. Takes about three attempts for every spot before it be actually cleansed, hence why it be takin’ so long.”

“Ah. And why you needed Brandon out there?”

“Not many strong enough to lug about a tub of water. Him and Quinn can do the job, though.”

“I’d like to see something they can’t lift, actually. That’d be a way to pass a good time.” From my seat here, I could just see a hint of them through the window. They were hard at work and as wet as Lachlan was, for some reason. My suspicions stirred. “Why are all of you so wet if you’re pouring water over the ground?”

Lachlan’s expression was the epitome of innocence. “Ye cannae have a water hose and tubs of water without a water fight, man. It be tradition!”

I shook my head as I laughed. “You Scots must uphold tradition, after all.”

“Of course! Dinnae be daft. Hey, speakin’ of traditions, I’d ask a favor of ye, Mack.”

Oh, this’d be good. I could tell from that mile-wide, shit-eating grin on his face. “Yeah?”

“As it happens, Loch Ness isnae far from here.”

“Loch Ness…as in, the Loch Ness monster?”

“Right, right. Yer one of the stronger mediums I’ve ever met, and I’d like yer help in provin’ a theory.”

My suspicions tripled. “What theory?”

“See, the sightin’s of Nessie are so inconsistent, I’ve a thought. I dinnae think it be a monster at all. If it had corporeal shape, people’d see it more readily, right?”

“Your logic has no gaps so far.”

“All we’ve seen as evidence of it are photographs, and people capture strange, otherworldly things on film all the time. Which leads me to think”—he held up a finger, the light in his eyes like a gleeful child—“that Nessie not be flesh and blood at all. I think she be a spirit.”

I turned that over in my head for a moment. “On the one hand, I can see your point. On the other, what the hell kind of spirit is that big?”

“A dinosaur.” He grinned even brighter, expression inviting me in on this theory.

My instinctive, gut reaction was that he was pulling my leg. This sounded like the stuff for conspiracy nuts. On the other hand, I’d seen animal ghosts before, so…this wasn’t entirely unfeasible. Still, I had many questions on this theory. “What kind of dinosaur?”

“Spinosaurus,” he answered promptly.

“Get out. You’re even sure of the type of dinosaur?”

“Here, let me show ye.” He pulled out his phone from a back pocket, pulling up images quickly and then scooting in closer to show them both to me. “Now, here be a picture of Nessie in the water. See the shape of her?”

I nodded. The shadow was distinctive. It was an aerial shot, taken from above, so the darker shape in the water was all that I could see.

“Now compare that to this.” He switched tabs and pulled up a different image.

I blinked at the illustrated drawing of the dinosaur. Holy shit, I could see why he made the connection. The shape was almost dead on. The slender head and neck, the oval-shaped body, with the long tail and the flippers for legs on either side. It was almost a mirror image. “Daaaaamn.”

Lachlan was giddy at my reaction. “Ye see?”

“Damn, man, I do get why you believe this. That’s uncanny. So you think it’s a ghost from ages past, just chilling in the lake?”

“As it’s always done.” Lachlan waggled his eyebrows at me. “Come with me? I’ll play tour guide, and ye can prove me right or wrong.”

“I mean, you’ve got me all curious now. I’m invested. Let’s do it. I want to see some sights up here before we go home anyway.”

“Excellent. I think we’ll be free to move by tomorrow. We’re really almost done outside. They’re just givin’ the grounds one last pass near the patio.”

“Good.” I was more than relieved that this was almost over.

Eli came in, looking the worse for wear like the others, damp in places and not bothered by it. It didn’t surprise me one iota that she’d gotten in a water fight with gusto. It was a very Eli thing to do.

Her greeting to Lachlan was, “Did you ask him?”

“I did,” Lachlan answered with supreme satisfaction. “And he said aye.”

“Perfect. I want to see this for myself.”

Right. So clearly these two were talking while they were working. “I take it you’re going to Loch Ness too.”

“Damn right I am.”

“Maybe while we’re drivin’ there, I can get this one”—Lachlan inclined his head toward Eli—“to tell me the real story of how she lost her arm.”

“Lost it in the Cthulhu invasion,” Eli deadpanned. “Besides, you won’t tell me how you got that very impressive scar that wraps around your back. How far down does that go, hmmm?”

“Wraps around the hip.” He stood and immediately stripped off his damp shirt, showcasing the scar in question.

It was a damn impressive scar, all right. As wide as two fingers, stretching from the shoulder blade, down and around to the front, and dipping below his waistband. It lay flat but was a dark maroon in color, an obvious difference to his normal pale skin. The sight of it made my body wince in sympathy. My god, that must have hurt like a bitch, whatever happened.

“Damn kelpie did this to me. Never track a kelpie in the Highlands when it be a dark, foggy night. No matter what else might be goin’ on. Damn near died doin’ that bit of foolishness.”

I had no idea what a kelpie was.

“Kelpie?” Eli inquired.

Fortunately, I had an Eli, and she asked questions like that for me.

“I dinnae think ye have somethin’ like it in the Americas. It be a water creature, likes to shapeshift into a horse sometimes. It nae be a friendly beast. It’ll lead people to their death by baitin’ them into the water and then devourin’ them.” Lachlan grimaced. “I got too close to the river in the dark, and it got a good hold on me. All right, Eli. Yer turn.”

Wait. Were we comparing scars right now? Seriously?

Eli, without hesitation, turned and lifted her shirt, showcasing the lower section of her back. “See those three puncture marks? Friendly fire. Got hit by three darts filled with holy water meant for something else. They went in deep enough that we had to surgically remove them.”

“Wait, wait, I need the full tale there.” Lachlan pushed out a chair, encouraging her into it. “What all was goin’ on, then?”

Eli seemed inclined to tell the story, at least, as she readily took the chair, settling in. I could see the process of a good yarn being spun.

Then again, these two seemed the type to like good storytelling.

I listened with half an ear as she spun an outrageous tale of hunting a malevolent-almost-demon in a half-decayed church, and how it had all gone to shit rather quickly. Really, my focus was on Brandon and how lovely he looked in the afternoon sunlight. My Brandon was always handsome, no lie there. Something about him in sunshine always turned my head, though. Especially with the damp clothes clinging in all the right spots, it was hard for me to take my eyes off of him. Looking at him like this made my heart do funny things in my chest. My thoughts may have veered toward the gutter, too.

When I saw him head for the door, I got up, maneuvering in that direction so I could meet him there. If there was anyone on this planet that would appreciate that even a dinosaur could be a ghost, it would be Brandon. He’d get a kick out of this.

He cleared the door just as I hit the main room, and I greeted him with a quick, chaste kiss.

“Hi yourself.” He had a smile on his face, but he looked me over, too, checking that all was well.

“I’m fine,” I assured him wryly. “Really, I haven’t done much in the past two hours. The ghosts have all cleared out, except the ones that were here to begin with, and I’ve helped pass anyone interested. I was just sitting and taking a break when Lachlan came in.”

“Ah, good. We’re pretty much done outside, too. I think the only thing left is to take all the talismans down.”

Considering those were literally all over the inn, inside and out, that would take a hot minute. Also, not my concern right this second. “So, Brandon.”

“Hmm?”

“Lachlan passed a theory by me.”

“Loch Ness?” he asked eagerly.

“I take it he’s already run this past you.”

“Yeah, while we were working. What do you think?”

Look at him. He was literally bouncing on his toes he was so eager to go. Even if I wasn’t already intrigued, I would have gone just because of how he was reacting. “I think it’s just plausible enough that I want to go see for myself. Let’s do it tomorrow.”

His grin was boyish and adorable in the extreme. “Ha! I figured you’d be on board. Absolutely, tomorrow. We should find at least one castle to tour, too.”

“Hard yes on that. And a kilt that will fit you.”

“A sword, too.”

I eyed him sideways. There was this glint in his eyes that I just didn’t trust. “And why, pray tell, do you need a sword?”

“To stab things,” he responded helpfully.

“Clearly, I should not have questioned.”

“You really shouldn’t. Look how well stabbing things worked out for us here.”

I rolled my eyes to the heavens, praying for patience. “Mon cher, I do hope that we’ll not need to face down another sluagh in our lifetimes.”

“But it’s better to be prepared, right?”

“That’s a Havili family creed, isn’t it?”

“Yup.”

“You’re spinning this to your advantage. You can get your sword—you also get to explain to the airport security people why you have it.”

“For the good of the people of the United States of America,” he intoned.

I slapped that fine ass. “Why don’t you take you and your sass to a shower, hmm?”

He kissed me quick, just because, before he whistled his way up the stairs.

This man, seriously. The little boy in him apparently was alive and well. Shaking my head, I rejoined the two inside the dining room, hoping they hadn’t stripped off everything in their game of show and tell. “All right, stop comparing scars and let’s talk castles. What’s good around here? And is it just us going to Loch Ness?”

“Aye,” Lachlan answered easily. “The others cannae go with us, they’ve duties pulling them another direction. But I think Graeme’s native to the area. He might have a good idea of castles to see.”

“I’ll ask, then.” I went back out. Graeme and Logan were just finishing up themselves and heading back in. “Hey, we want to play tourist before we go home. Got any recommendations on castles?”

“Oh aye,” Logan assured me. “Several I can think of. Some with gardens attached. I’ll give ye a list.”

“Thanks.” Gardens, eh? That might be fun and relaxing.

Graeme put a hand on my shoulder, the weight of it warm and heavy. “Mack, I cannae thank ye enough for coming as ye did. I may have been a bit miffed at first when Eli insisted on callin’ for ye, but I see now she was dead right on it. We’d have been up shit creek and no boat without ye and Brandon. So thank ye. If we can ever return the favor, call me, yeah?”

I meant it when I smiled and answered, “I’d love to work with all of you again. Let’s make sure it happens. But no more sluaghs.”

Logan nodded vigorously. “No more sluaghs, aye, I’m good with that. How about a drink as we plan out yer vacation, though?”

“A drink,” I heartily agreed, “sounds great.”
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The area of Loch Ness was gorgeous, beyond picture perfect. The water blue, the land around it sloping hills that went down to the water’s edge. There were even the ruins of a castle visible on the shoreline. The lake was large enough that it offered a cruise ship to Inverness and back, so we took the ship. Easier that way by far, and we’d all earned the chance to kick back with our feet up and a drink in hand.

It was a touch chilly out on the deck, the wind coming off the water making it colder than the actual temperature, so I wasn’t surprised when Mack squirreled into my side. I’d picked a good lounge chair on the main deck with an awesome view and my lover had no qualms about cuddling in with me and sharing it.

One of the things I liked about Mack was that he didn’t give a fuck what the world thought of our relationship. He’d never been shy expressing himself in public or reaching out for me. It thrilled me every time when he did something like this. It said without words that he wasn’t embarrassed about what he felt for me.

Eli was snuggled up to Quinn in the chair next to me, Booker on the other side, his own chair pulled in close so he and Quinn could look at the phone screen.

“I really want to see Castle Leod, I think,” he said, “but Cawdor Castle also looks interesting. It has gardens attached that we can walk through.”

I perked up a little at this information. “That sounds good to me, too. Do you think the gift shop has kilts?”

“I think anything in a gift shop will not fit you,” Quinn shot back at me.

He had a point there. I was definitely in the big and tall section of sizes. Dammit.

Lachlan rejoined us, a drink in hand and a grin I did not trust. “If ye’re wantin’ a kilt, Brandon, I can take ye to the right place for it.”

Oh, now that was an offer I wasn’t passing on. He was native to the area, he owned kilts, of course he’d know where to go. “Do it. I really want one.”

“The trouble bein’, of course, what Clan’s kilt are ye goin’ to buy?”

Ah. I hadn’t thought of that at all. No wonder his grin was mischievous. “Uh…far as I know, I have no Scots blood in me. What’s the protocol on that?”

“Here be the thing.” He leaned in a little, and he was still smiling but there was a more serious cast to his expression. “Me grandda isnae doin’ so well, health-wise. I’ve told him a bit about the battle of the sluagh, and these crazy Yanks who helped me, and he’s demanded proper beer and a re-tellin’ when I see him next. Ye five are the type of people that he likes best. So why dinnae ye come home with me over the weekend, sweet talk me grandda into makin’ you honorary McTavishes. It winnae take much. Say ye slew a sluagh with a blade he helped forge, wearin’ McTavish colors, and he’ll be sold on the spot.”

As a game plan, that wasn’t a bad one. I personally thought that meeting his grandfather, who by all accounts trained Lachlan, would also be super interesting. The stories that man could tell alone would make the trip worth it.

Mack, of course, saw it a little differently. “You sure we wouldn’t be an imposition?”

Lachlan immediately shook his head no. “Trust me, you’d be welcome. Grandma be about ready to strangle him herself. She cannae get him to sit and rest for any length of time. If he be sittin’ with ye and talkin’, then he be restin’.”

“I really want to pick the man’s brain, if nothing else,” Eli threw in. She was already looking all bright-eyed, like a child promised fabulous presents under the tree. “He’s sure to know all sorts of interesting things.”

Lachlan grinned at her. “That he does, fair lassie, that he does. So, shall I call home and say ye’ll be visitin’ a while?”

“I personally have no desire to leave Scotland before seeing some of the sights, and our super has already given us a week to do that.” I rubbed my chin, thinking crafty, clever schemes. “I bet if we call Sylvia again and say that an expert here wants to teach us a few tricks, we can make this training and extend our stay even longer.”

Quinn offered me a high-five. “I like a man who can think on his feet.”

I slapped my palm against his, grinning.

Lachlan held up a finger, a silent gesture for us to wait. “Let me call Grandda, see what he thinks of this. I expect orders to drag ye home immediately, but I dinnae know if he’s got appointments or whatnot.”

We all encouraged him to call, so he stepped away from us and toward the railing, putting the phone to his ear. The wind was strong enough I couldn’t make out much of what he said, but then he threw his head back in a laugh. Turning, he pushed wayward hair out of his face, a grin stretching from ear to ear. Lachlan walked back to us, putting the phone on speaker as he moved.

“—if they’ve got the common sense to come here and learn, then of course I’ll teach them. Be ye daft, lad?” The voice was old whisky, smoke, and gravel, the age clearly heard. “How many of these agents are there, then?”

“Five,” Lachlan answered. “And ye’re on speaker.”

It didn’t so much as cause a hiccup. “Well, Agents, me grandson says yer of a mind to come to an old man and learn a thing or two. How long can ye stay?”

“We don’t know at this point. We’d have to call in to our supervisor and get this approved.” I glanced at the others, gauging how they were taking this. “I’d hope for at least three days. We barely know anything about Scottish lore, after all.”

I could hear the delight in him even though his voice stayed rough and gravelly. “Get it approved, then. I’ll tell the wife when she comes back in from her shoppin’. Ye’ll stay with us, of course.”

Mack protested instinctively. “Sir, I do appreciate the offer but—”

“Bah, winnae hear otherwise. Ye slew a damn sluagh, didnae ye? It makes ye welcome in me house. Now, get over here. Lachlan, ye mind them. I want them here in a day or so.”

“Aye, Grandda,” Lachlan said with a wink at us. He mouthed, “See?”

He did know his grandfather well. I was really looking forward to it. The older generation always knew more tricks, and I was so recording every conversation for later. My father loved history; he would listen to every recording, I had no doubt.

“Where are ye, anyway? Sound be for shite.”

“On a cruise ship in Loch Ness,” Lachlan answered brightly. “Mack and Eli both have amazing sight. If we’re lucky, maybe one of them can prove me right or wrong.”

“Oh, aye? Call me back when ye have an answer. I be damn curious meself.”

“Will do. We’ll call ye back later.”

“Luck with ye.”

Lachlan hung up, looking supremely satisfied.

I pulled out my own phone, calling Sylvia. I wanted to have an answer to this question sooner rather than later.

She answered on the second ring, brisk as usual. “Brandon. I assume everyone is still alive and well, and so I do wonder why you’re calling me.”

“Got an interesting offer on the table. Lachlan McTavish has offered us a private crash course in Scottish monsters. His grandfather wants to host us for a few days and teach us some of the tricks of the trade.”

There was a digestive silence. “The expert is offering you free monster-slaying lessons?”

“The man’s in poor health, bored out of his skull, and likes to teach people. Lachlan asked, and he jumped at having us over. So what do you say, boss? Can we linger for another week or so and pick this man’s brain?”

“Hell yes, you can. Record the sessions if he’ll let you. At the very least write detailed notes and then type it up in a report that we can insert into training manuals from now on. I do not want to pass on this opportunity.”

I waved to everyone and gave them a thumb’s up. We had a green light. I didn’t expect anything different. Sylvia was a smart supervisor who wanted her people trained as much as possible.

Next to me, Eli was making a similar phone call to her super and giving everyone else the same signal. Green light all around, then. Excellent.

“Then we’ll confer with Mr. McTavish and get back to you on how long we’ll stay.”

“Good. I’ll extend the expenses budget to cover you. Good thinking, Brandon. I know this last case was worrying because no one knew what to do.”

“Yeah, I do not want a repeat of this case. Trust me. If an expert wants to teach me something, I’m all ears.”

“It’s part of why I love you. All right, I have to go, but keep me posted.”

“Will do. Thanks, boss.” I hung up and gave Lachlan a nod. “Okay, so we’re good there. She’s all right with us staying for however long your grandparents want to host us. Just one question, Lachlan. You said your grandfather helped you forge most of the swords you have, right?”

He gave a nod. “Aye, why?”

“Well, I’d really like to have a sword myself for when we go back. I’m not sure where to buy a good quality one, though.”

“Ah. No, those are hard to buy.” Lachlan rubbed at his chin, that look of mischief back. “Especially a sword that will be the right size for ye. I’ll speak to Grandda about it. He might have a solution for us there. But why, might I ask, do ye want one?”

“Excuse you, I just had to battle something that could only be killed by iron, and you’re asking me this question?” I arched an eyebrow at him pointedly.

He blinked innocent eyes at me in return. “It not be because ye want a shiny thing that stabs?”

Mack snickered into my shoulder.

I poked him in the ribs. He wasn’t helping. “You, quiet. Lachlan, only half the reason why I want a sword is because it’s a shiny thing that stabs.”

He pretended to consider that for a moment. “Fair.”

Quinn, proving that he was my brother from another mother, immediately perked up. “I want a shiny thing that stabs, too!”

Lachlan waved him down. “We’ll see to it, I promise ye.”

Eli rolled her eyes. “We’re all going home with shinies at this rate. Oh. Oh wait, Mack, I think we’re up.”

Mack lifted off my chest and peered in the same direction as Eli. “Yeah, there it is. Lachlan, see it? Right near the shore at the base of the castle ruins.”

Lachlan beat them to the handrail, like he was Speedy Gonzalez, grasping the metal rods and leaning over to stare hard in that direction. “Damn. I think I see the shape of it?”

“It’s clear as day in my vision.” Mack lifted himself off completely, heading for the railing.

We all joined them at the rail, me staring as hard as I could—and not seeing a damn thing.

Which, really, could only mean one thing.

Mack and Eli exchanged a glance before looking at Lachlan.

He must have read the answer on their faces, as he nearly vibrated in place with excitement. “I be right? I be really right?”

“You’re right,” Mack confirmed. “Ghost of a dinosaur.”

Lachlan threw a fist of victory into the air. “Ha! Fuckin’ knew it!”

“Nessie the ghost,” Eli said with a shake of her head, amused. “Now that, I didn’t properly see coming. Lachlan, haven’t you seen it before, though?”

“Never with me own eyes,” he said, still grinning and bouncing in place. “I’ve tried a few times, but never spotted her. I hoped that with ye here, we’d have good luck and she’d show herself. Besides, I cannae see ghosts as well as the two of ye. Yer spiritual sight is better honed. There be a reason why I hunt beasties and not spirits.”

It made sense. He was just sensitive enough to see and combat the otherworldly. That didn’t make him a medium with strong sight.

Lachlan cackled like the demented soul he was and danced in place. “I be so glad to be proven right. Ha fuckin’ ha! I be fair puckled.”

“Call your grandfather,” Eli urged. She already had her phone out and was taking a video. “I’m getting this live. This is too cool, I need it documented.”

I’d do the same—except there was no chance in hell I’d actually be able to record it right. I couldn’t see anything, after all, unlike a medium whose power allowed them to record ghosts. I gave Mack puppy eyes.

He snorted, shaking his head, but immediately pulled out his phone and started recording for me.

I kissed his temple. “You’re the best, love.”

“I spoil you, I know. This is too cool not to record, though. Oh, she’s going back under. I wonder if she’s the type of ghost that doesn’t realize she’s dead? Which is why she’s going through the same habits she would have as a living creature?”

Lachlan stopped dancing and gave Mack a shrug. “Who kens? Ah…ye’re not tempted to exorcise her, right?”

Both Eli and Mack shook their heads.

“She’s not causing trouble,” Eli pointed out. “What would be the point? If she’s happy roaming around in the lake, let her be.”

“Besides, it would be impossible to chase her down in here.” Mack gestured to the lake in general. “This thing is the size of a small sea. Even scuba diving equipment wouldn’t help us track her down in here.”

Lachlan relaxed, happy with this answer. “All true. Thank ye both for provin’ me theory. I can finally sleep happy without it hangin’ over me head. I’ll call Grandda—and then lunch? And castles?”

“Lunch and castles,” I agreed. I hadn’t had my fill of Scottish food, that was for sure.

Castles, swords, kilts, and awesome spooky stories were all in my immediate future. Really, what more could a man ask for?

Scotland, I like you.
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Grandpa McTavish proved to be an absolute character. Grandma McTavish was her own brand of firecracker. I loved every second staying with them and was more than sorry that we eventually had to leave. I’d not only learned a lot while here, but Lachlan had taken us around and showed us quite a bit of Scotland. It was a beautiful country, and I was sad to leave it.

Lachlan was kind enough to take us to the airport, all of us going at once since our flights were only an hour apart. As we drove in, I followed up with Booker about the housing thing.

“Which cities are you looking at, anyway? You said there were three possibilities.”

“Well, Nashville is a possibility, but they said Atlanta, New Orleans, and Birmingham are all good possibilities too. Nashville’s real estate is insane right now. I’m not sure if we can afford to go in there.”

Eli leaned in from the back to pitch in. “But Birmingham and Atlanta look doable. I’m not keen on New Orleans, frankly. Too many damn mosquitoes.”

I saw where they were going with this. “If you’re in Birmingham, it’s not far of a drive. About three hours, isn’t it, cher?”

“More or less. Atlanta’s a four-hour drive in bad traffic. I think it’s about equal distance.” Brandon rubbed at his chin and looked between the three of them. “But in terms of LGBTQIA+ friendliness, Atlanta’s a better choice.”

The three spouses looked at each other as if they hadn’t considered that aspect of it.

Quinn lifted a hand. “Personally, I want Nashville. Professionally speaking, if shit is going to hit the fan again, I want Mack nearby so he can go with us. But I’d also like to be able to hang out with you guys, and it’s going to be damn near impossible if we’re in a different city. Even a three-hour drive can be quite the deterrent.”

“We went with Murfreesboro for a reason. It’s cheaper than Nashville and only a thirty-minute drive to the airport. Maybe consider that?”

They looked at each other again, conferring silently in that way only lovers or spouses could do, where full conversations were being conveyed with just their expressions.

A consensus seemed to be reached in that moment before Eli requested, “What’s the name of your real estate agent? We need to look more into this.”

I grinned. I figured we just got friends in our new city. “Sure. I’ll text you her contact info.”

“What’s really the price difference?” Booker asked, intrigued. “Between Murfreesboro and Nashville.”

Brandon pulled up the listings our agent had emailed us that morning so Booker had something to look at. We compared houses and talked possibilities for the rest of the drive in. It was nice just chilling, and something of a rare moment for us.

Lachlan delivered us to the airport safe and sound. In between getting out and collecting bags, I gave him a hearty hug and thanked him for the ride. I hoped we’d get to work with him again, too, although odds were likely against it. If nothing else, he was welcome to visit us in the States, and I made sure he knew it.

Not knowing when we’d see them next, I gave everyone hugs, and Eli extracted a promise from me that the next time we got together, it wouldn’t be because life or limb was on the line. Which sounded good to me, no lie.

We were separated from each other in the security lines, and I lost track of everyone but Brandon as we went in. The airport was busy this morning, people hurrying toward terminals, sometimes dragging kids who were trying to go every direction but the right one. I had to dodge distracted parents more than once. Brandon didn’t have the same problem, I noticed. His size alone made people instinctively dodge him, like he was some moving wall.

I may have been a touch green with envy.

Eventually, we got to our terminal. I scoped out a pair of seats next to a window and plopped myself down before someone else could take them. Brandon sat next to me, taking advantage of the clear space to stretch out his long legs, crossing them at the ankle.

Not to mention situating his sword in its nice leather carrier.

I looked at the sword, shaking my head in renewed amusement. Brandon getting a sword had been something of a side quest on this trip. It had started when we’d gone to one of the castles, and Brandon had seen a sign that said “Unattended children will be given kilts and swords.”

My six-foot-five lover had gone right up to one of the employees and explained he was an unattended child. He needed his kilt and sword, please.

She had doubled over laughing. I’d thought I would have to get oxygen for her, she’d laughed so hard. Of course, I’d taken a picture so I could show his parents later as they were sure to get a kick out of the story.

Brandon had not, needless to say, gotten either. He’d pouted a good portion of the way back to the McTavish household. Lachlan must have told his grandparents the story at some point as the next morning there had been a serious talk over breakfast about swords and kilts. Next thing I knew, Brandon was in “sword training”—he honestly looked to be having too much fun for me to seriously think of it as training—and he’d become the proud owner of a broadsword from the McTavish collection.

What the hell he’d do with it, I had no idea.

Brandon looked down at me, mouth quirked on one side. “What? You’ve got this smirk on your face like you’re laughing on some level.”

“I was just recalling when you walked up to that lady at the castle and tried to convince her you were an unattended child.”

“You’re still laughing at that?”

“Mon cher, it wasn’t just the way you said it, it was that you literally towered over that tiny woman and were still earnestly trying to sell her on the story. It was a hilarious picture.”

“Hence why you took a picture?”

“Absolutely. Already sent it to Mama, too, and she was howling so hard I had to pause three times while retelling the story.”

Brandon took my hand in his, leaning in to playfully air-bite at my nose.

I dodged him, laughing. “What?! I can’t resist a good story.”

“You Creoles live by storytelling, I think.”

“Comes with the blood,” I agreed, still grinning.

“Um, excuse me?”

I turned, regarding the pretty brunette that stood in front of us. She was about my age, a little on the curvy side, wearing a university sweatshirt to a school I didn’t immediately recognize.

She smiled, and her Scottish brogue was a bit thicker than I was used to hearing. “Me name be Amelia. Sorry if this be weird, but I be a psychology student at Edinburgh. I be doin’ a paper on same-sex couples and their relationships. I be explorin’ how representation in media has affected them, for better or worse. If ye have a minute, do ye mind answerin’ a few questions?”

I’d never in my life been approached by someone like this. I was intrigued by her paper, though. “Sure, miss. Pull up a chair. I’m Mack, this is Brandon.”

She immediately plopped down, yanking her backpack around and fetching a notebook and pen with alacrity. “Thanks so much. A lot of people arenae comfortable with this. All right, so tell me a little about yerselves. What do ye do for a livin’? How did ye meet? How long have ye been together?”

Brandon pulled his badge out of a pocket and showed it to her. “Special Agent Brandon Havili, FBI Paranormal Activity Division.”

Her eyes grew wide in her face. “SHITE! Yer bloody kiddin’ me!”

I liked her reaction, chuckling as I tacked on, “Special Agent Mackenzie Lafayette, same. We actually met on a job. That was, hmm, four months or so ago? We connected on that case and have been together ever since.”

She was so flabbergasted that she forgot to write anything down for a second. Then she jolted into action and wrote rapidly. “Okay, so workplace romance? That be cool. Uh, can I ask why yer here? Vacation?”

“No, came to help the NCA. Bit of a haunt in Gairloch, and they pulled in extra hands to help.” Brandon shrugged. “We stayed a little longer to learn more about Scottish mythology, ghosts, and the like. We’re just now returning home.”

“That be super cool,” she said dreamily. “Damn. Ye’re really goin’ to help me prove me point. I had a friend, see, that said gay relationships cannae be sustained. Not in a healthy way. I told him he was wrong. I be basically writin’ the paper to prove him wrong.”

In that case… “I’ll throw in, then, that I’m a medium and he’s my anchor.”

Amelia’s grin stretched from ear to ear. “Definition of healthy relationship, right there. Ha! That be perfect. Um, okay, two questions for ye. What do ye think of the portrayal of gay couples in media?”

“Depends on the media,” I answered honestly. “The ones in America for the most part suck. They love to end the relationship with someone dying of AIDS, or just dying in general. There should be a moratorium on that. Hollywood has run that into the ground.”

Brandon grunted sourly. “Tell me about it. I got disgusted by the attitude quickly. But if you’re looking for positive media, there’s quite a bit being produced in the Asian countries. Taiwan, Thailand, Korea, and Japan, specifically. My brother’s partner introduced me to them.”

Amelia was back to writing at full speed. “Now that, I didnae know. I’ll have to go look for it. They show positive relationships?”

“For the most part. There’s some really cute ones, perfect romcoms. I wish I’d seen them when I was still a teenager, but most of them are recent, made in the past three years.”

She wrote that down, too, then looked up. “So, what was the most positive thing in media that ye saw, somethin’ that influenced ye?”

I stared at her, perfectly blank. I couldn’t think of a blessed thing.

Brandon rubbed at his chin, staring straight ahead with a thoughtful cant of the head. “You know, I can’t think of one? But I was also late to the party.”

To her, I explained, “He didn’t know he was bi until about eight months before he met me.”

“Oh, late bloomer?” Amelia asked, intrigued. “Then ye’re new to the LGBTQIA+ community altogether.”

“Eh, yes and no. My brother’s bi, and I always considered myself an ally. I just wasn’t really interested enough to go looking for shows, or books, or anything. I did watch Shelter with Don, though. That one was good and showed a very positive, healthy relationship.”

“Shelter?” she asked, already noting the name down.

“I think you can buy it on Amazon,” Brandon told her. “At least, that’s where I saw it last. But that’s the only thing I watched before I hooked up with Mack. After that, Jon introduced us to a bunch of shows and we got together several times and did movie nights with him. He’s more inclined to search it out than we are, so we mostly go off his recommendations.”

“We both loved Old Guard,” I pointed out to him.

“Dude, Old Guard was awesome. What was not to love?”

Amelia nodded along with us. “Totally awesome. I love Nicky and Joe. So ye’re sayin’ that media didnae really influence ye one way or another.”

I waffled a hand back and forth. “I didn’t have any means of watching things like that, growing up. It’s only in the past three years that I could have done so, but I didn’t know it existed until I met Jon and he invited me to watch something with him.”

Amelia, for some reason, got a vicious smile on her face. “Another point I want to make in me paper. If there be no representation, that be almost worse than bad representation.”

I couldn’t argue that point.

Her head came up, and she frowned at the terminal on the other side of the building. “Damn, that be my flight they’re seatin’. Thank ye both so much, ye’ve been super helpful. Can I quote ye in the paper?”

“Please do,” I encouraged her.

“Thanks.” She put notebook and pen away then put both of her hands on top of ours, her smile pretty. “Lang may yer lum reek.”

Before I could ask for a translation, she was up and gone in a flash, hurrying for her plane.

“Well, that was random,” Brandon observed. “I liked that we looked so confident to her, though, that she felt it safe to ask.”

“Right? It does say something. It’s an interesting point she’s trying to make, too. I wish I had a way to read that paper after she’s done with it.”

“Me, too.”

Brandon looked down at his own pocket, pulling out his phone, which was ringing merrily. “Havili. Oh, hi, Lizzie. We glanced at the listings on the way in, but we’re getting on a plane shortly for home. Yeah? Absolutely, we’ll take a better look at them once we’re home. Mm, we should be able to get back to hunting in about two days? Sure, we’ll touch base with you then. Thanks.”

I looked at the phone, intrigued. “Our agent found a house for us to look at?”

“Yeah. She said it’s damn near perfect. Right in the neighborhood we’re looking in, and the price is not bad. It’s a little outdated, needs some paint and carpet ripped out, but that’s fine.”

My handy boyfriend would tackle those projects easily. Donovan and Kanye would be happy to pitch in, for that matter, and the house would be whipped into shape before it knew what hit it.

Brandon pulled up the listing on his phone, and I leaned into his shoulder to get my own looksee.

Only to just about choke on my own spit. “Brandon, that house is over four hundred thousand!”

He blinked down at me. “Right. That’s fifty under our limit.”

I just about hyperventilated on the spot. Four hundred thousand for a three-bedroom house? One that needed fixing up? It was insane! I couldn’t rationalize spending that much money.

A tent in the woods somewhere sounded really good right about now. That I could spend without having a heart attack in the process.

Brandon’s big, warm hand landed on my shoulder, soothing up and down. “Mack, hon, we’ve talked about this. Is that much money still panicking you?”

“I feel like I’m careening down walls made of panic.” I shook my head, still dizzy with the idea of spending that much money. “Mon cher, surely we can buy a cheaper house!”

“In this economy? In the location we need? Not likely. We’re already doing better in Murfreesboro than we would in Nashville. Nashville is even more insane.” Brandon’s hand came up to cradle my face, locking eyes with me. “Mack. I’m not going to let us buy something we can’t afford. Remember, we have a very healthy down payment. That doesn’t even include the money I’ve set aside to do the repairs and buy the furniture we need.”

I looked at the house on his phone again. It did look nice, a sort of Cape Cod style with mature trees and some land around it. My parents would never have been able to afford it, no matter how they scrimped and saved.

I sucked in a deep breath and really faced the emotional reaction I’d just had. And it was purely emotional—there was no logic behind it. Brandon was right, we had more than enough saved to afford a nice house. We’d already been pre-approved by the bank. We’d set a limit, and this house was under the limit. It wasn’t that I couldn’t afford this house. It was growing up dirt poor, unable to even dream of eventually buying something that nice. It was going to bed many a night a little hungry but not complaining because I knew there was nothing else left to eat. It was seeing my parents fight over money and mama crying later because she felt like she was failing her kids.

It was years and years of not having two silver dimes to rub together. Of making every penny scream and then beg for mercy. It was habit. It was no reflection on how much money I made now, how much I had in my account.

Brandon had said to me that there was no point in making this much money if I still lived like I was part of the starving poor. He was right. There was no reason for me to stress like this, to still carry that mentality with me into the future. I also refused to hold him back like this. I knew he’d lived in a nice house in Colorado. He’d given that up when he switched careers and stayed with his brother only because of me. Brandon would have already gotten a new house if he’d not had me to consider.

Dammit. I really had to kick this mentality to the curb. There was no good reason for it, and it was doing more damage than good. I looked my fear dead in the eye and told it to go to hell.

Butterflies were still fluttering in my stomach when I looked back to Brandon. “It looks nice? But how outdated is it?”

A grin slowly took over his face. “Let’s look.”

The pictures showed golden carpet straight from the 70’s, a kitchen that could use a little help, and some interesting pink tile in the bathroom. I could see why it was a little under market price, as it would take some work.

But the land it sat on was gorgeous, the rooms were large, and it was squarely in the neighborhood we liked. I was not one to shirk from a little work, and I could paint with the best of them. This was doable.

“I like it,” I told him honestly. “Let’s call her back, tell her we want to see it.”

“You sure?” Brandon asked me gently.

“Yeah. Fuck my fears. We need a house, and this is a good one. Or at least it looks that way from the pictures. I refuse to let fear make any decisions for me.”

“It’s the wiser course of action.” Brandon leaned in and smacked a kiss against my mouth. “Proud of you, love.”

I pushed him off, blushing a little. “I’m amazed you haven’t gotten annoyed with me over this already.”

“I see you struggling, and old habits are hard to break.” Brandon shrugged as if it wasn’t a big deal and flipped the phone back over. “I’ll call her back.”

I looked at this man, my heart melting a little. Brandon gave me so many allowances. I truly blessed the Havili sense of patience. My life was so much better because of it.

Our flight announced that it was time to board, and I turned my eyes to the window, looking over the plane that would take us home. This trip had been an absolute rollercoaster in every sense. I felt like I’d return home a little different. A little more confident, that was for sure. Certainly happier, as I’d made new friends and had good stories to tell.

I caught Brandon’s hand in mine, lifting it to kiss the back of it, and shared the smile he gave me. Home was calling us back.

I was pleased to go.

Although how he’d explain the sword to the flight attendant was sure to be entertainment all on its own. The evil part of me looked forward to it. I had no intention of helping him.

After all, us Creoles loved a good story.
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Cher – Honey, darling, basically an endearment

Ma moitié – My other half

Mon cher – My dear

Mwen renmen’w, ma moitié. – I love you, my other half.
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arenae – aren’t

aye – yes

cannae – can’t

coudnae – couldn’t

didnae – didn’t

dinnae – don’t

doesnae – doesn’t

havenae – haven’t

isna’t – isn’t it

isnae – isn’t

nae – not

naw – no

wasnae – wasn’t

winnae – won’t

woudnae – wouldn’t


Thank you for reading Mack’s Rousing Ghoulish Highland Adventure! I hope you enjoyed reading about the team and Brandon fighting in a kilt as much as Mack and I did. Their next adventure will be a crossover with Jon and Donovan, so there’s much to look forward to!

Surprise! For the first time I’m trying a pure contemporary romance. Like home renovations? Like best friends owning a business? Like shenanigans? Try out Style of Love, the first in a new series called Gay 4 Renovations.

Pre-order Style of Love now!

In the mood for magic? Have you tried the series Jocelynn Drake and I created with dragons, mages and fated mates? Dive into an epic urban fantasy complete with castles, hoards, and secret clans!

Origin

Looking for a funny (cracky, let’s be honest), slice of life read? Poor Ross is up to his ears in supernatural problems, which is what happens when you’re a PA for a supernatural clan. It’s a good thing his vampire boss is so sexy. And gives him hazard pay. That helps too.

The Tribulations of Ross Young, Supernat PA


Books by AJ Sherwood

Gay 4 Renovations
Style of Love*

Jon’s Mysteries

Jon’s Downright Ridiculous Shooting Case
Jon’s Crazy Head-Boppin’ Mystery
Jon’s Spooky Corpse Conundrum
Jon’s Boom-Shaka-Laka Problem

Mack’s Marvelous Manifestations
Brandon’s Very Merry Haunted Christmas
Mack’s Perfectly Ghastly Homecoming
Mack’s Rousing Ghoulish Highland Adventure


Unholy Trifecta
How to Shield an Assassin
How to Steal a Thief
How to Hack a Hacker

The Warden and the General
Fourth Point of Contact
Zone of Action

Short Stories
Marriage Contract

Single Titles 
The Tribulations of Ross Young, Supernat PA

Books by AJ Sherwood and Jocelynn Drake

Scales ‘n’ Spells
Origin
Breath
Blood
Embers

Wish (a Christmas novella)


*Coming soon
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Dear Reader,

Your reviews are more important than words can express. Reviews directly impact sales and book visibility, which means the more reviews I have, the more sales I see. The more books I sell, the more I can write and focus on producing books that you love to read. You see how that math works out? The best possible support you can provide is to give an honest review, even if it’s just clicking those stars to rate a book! (I won’t even complain if it’s 4 stars, honest.)

Thank you for all of your support. See you in the next book!

[image: ]


AJ’s mind is the sort that refuses to let her write one project at a time. Or even just one book a year. She normally writes fantasy under a different pen name, but her aforementioned mind couldn’t help but want to write in the LGBTQIA+ genre. Fortunately, her editor is completely on board with this plan.

In her spare time, AJ loves to devour books, eat way too much chocolate, and take regular trips. She’s only been outside of the United States once, to Japan, and loved the experience so much that she firmly intends to see more of the world as soon as possible. Until then, she’ll just research via Google Earth and write about the worlds in her own head.

If you’d like to join her newsletter to be notified when books are released, and get behind-the-scenes information about upcoming books, you can join her NEWSLETTER here, or email her directly at sherwoodwrites@gmail.com and you’ll be added to the mailing list. You’ll also receive a free copy of her book Fourth Point of Contact! If you’d like to interact with AJ more directly, you can socialize with her on various sites and join her Facebook group: AJ’s Gentlemen!
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