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Duncan stared at his friend. “You want me to investigate another cryptid?”

“Yes.” Matthew dropped his voice as if they could still be overheard. “We have reports of non-human activity in the jungle. I do hope you’ll take the case.”

For a moment, Duncan stared at Matthew as if the man were talking in a foreign tongue.

“You did say Africa?” he asked.

“Yes. There’s a kingdom out there, under the rule of a good and generous man, King Katlego. He’s fiercely loyal to her gracious majesty and makes a yearly offering to her of a single diamond. One as big as your fist.” Matthew held up his clenched hand as an illustration and Duncan whistled softly.

“And this has stopped?” Duncan cocked his head and Matthew nodded.

“Yes. His people are too afraid to go into the mine anymore. They say there’s a grootslang down there, killing the men if they try to enter the cave. We’re not particularly worried about the tribute, although as you can imagine her majesty’s government are, but we are concerned there’s a snake cryptid down there.”

“A great snake, isn’t that how grootslang translates?” Lachlan asked.

“Yes. There is an equally large mine in the neighboring kingdom under King Sizwe, along with other nearby kingdoms, but these mines are run by a big business magnate and have Dutch workers. Our tribe picked up their word for the beast.”

“Effectively, you want us to brave the interior and find out whether there is indeed, a beast, and if so, is it responsible for these deaths, or whether good old-fashioned greed is behind them. Right?” Duncan inclined his head.

“Exactly so.” Matthew pulled out a folded sheet of paper from an inside pocket. “I’ve had some paperwork delivered to your bank which includes tickets, money, references, and a letter of introduction to King Katlego. He was educated at Oxford and is concerned that the attacks on his miners are a prelude to Sizwe attempting to move against his kingdom. Sizwe’s son, Prince Badru is also Oxford educated. The rumors are his father’s ill, and the real ruler isn’t the prince and heir, but the king’s personal physician and shaman Seghen.”

“Then only Katlego knows who we really are?” Duncan asked and Matthew nodded.

“Yes. Now, the university will claim they’ve sent you to investigate reports of a new species of snake and want to have the honor of confirming its existence. This is a map of the location of the kingdom. As you can see, it has a high mountain range on one border, and this river takes care of another. The mine is on the periphery of the border with its neighbor, and Sizwe’s is on the other side of the border. As I understand it, King Katlego wanted his son, Thulani, to marry and make an allegiance with a neighboring kingdom, but that hasn’t been successful. Therefore the hope is for his daughter Tulia and Prince Badru.”

“Does the illness of King Sizwe jeopardize the marriage?” Lachlan asked and Matthew pursed his lips, taking a moment before replying.

“I got the impression that the prince wasn’t keen on such a marriage, although not against a merger of the kingdoms as such. Sizwe’s kingdom relies on a productive gold mine for its fortunes. But the king, or perhaps his shaman, has designs on bigger and better things. By contrast, Katlego has refused to bring in miners and work the diamond mine.”

“Do we know why?” Duncan looked up from where he’d been studying the map. Mostly think vegetation. A perfect place for a cryptid to make a well-hidden home.

“The king says that it’s their belief the diamonds belong to the demon that lives deep underground.” Matthew stroked his chin, looking at a distant point as he recounted what he’d learned. “They make offerings of a couple of cattle several times a year and in return it protects them and gifts them a small number of diamonds. To try and take the diamonds would insult and anger the demon and it would turn against them. He’s at a loss to know why it would suddenly start attacking his people. They’ve done nothing to anger it. He’s stoically refusing all attempts of persuasion by the owner of the mining company working for the other kingdom.”

“And does he also wonder if there’s more to it?” Duncan asked and Matthew focused his gaze on him.

“Yes. He does.” Matthew sighed. “And it may be so. But we can’t take the risk and no one else has your expertise in cryptids. Be on your guard at all times. Danger may come in human form as much as any cryptids.”

“Perhaps you should stay—” Duncan started, but Lachlan was already shaking his head.

“Oh, no. We’re married, Duncan. A team, a partnership. I am going with you. I’m not the same man you first met. I’ve grown, in many ways.”

“Yes,” Duncan smiled. “You have. I may want to wrap you in cotton wool and keep you safe, but you have every right to choose to accompany me. If you so wish.”

“I do wish.” Lachlan nodded. “I take it you’ll have no objection?” he looked at Matthew, who shook his head vigorously.

“Not at all. The fact you’re a married couple only adds to the impression that you’re only there at the university’s request to track this new species of snake. It makes your cover that little bit stronger, Duncan.”

“There. Perfect.” Lachlan folded his arms and Duncan held up his hands.

“I surrender.” Duncan chuckled and Lachlan looked smug.

“I thought Potts might help.” Matthew held up a second batch of paperwork. “I wanted him to pose as a wealthy man looking to cash in on a profitable business such as mining. Get him into the other camp, so to speak. Would he be interested, do you think?”

“I’m sure he would.” Duncan nodded, turning his own paperwork over in his hands.

“Where is he, by the way?” Matthew cocked his head. “I heard he was marrying.”

“He did. In Scotland where our home, and Jamie’s family are based.” Lachlan smiled. “They’re there now, staying in the house. We paid for a couple of weeks in Italy for them for their honeymoon, then Jamie wanted to spend some time close to his family before returning here.”

“Potts is training Jamie well.” Duncan shook his head and laughed softly. “On more than one front. If Pottsie takes the part of a rich businessman, Jamie could be his valet-secretary. They make every bit as good a team as Lachlan and I.”

Seeing the smile of delight on his husband’s face enveloped Duncan in a warm glow. 

It may be nothing, or it could be dangerous, but I’ve been teaching Lachlan, too. He’s much more confident and can look after himself.

“Then I’ll leave it to you to contact Potts.” Matthew stood. “Organize a meal at The Club and we can go over things in more detail. I take it Potts still works there as a cover?”

“Yes, and he’s teaching Jamie to be a head waiter. So both will be working there, although you might need to have a private room to be able to talk to them. Best we aren’t there, too. We don’t want to arouse suspicions.”

“Yes, I took a chance coming here, but I think we’re safe for now.” Matthew took a deep breath and held out his hand. Duncan, then Lachlan, shook it firmly. “However, I’ll take your advice and I won’t be back. There’s a fake address in your paperwork for you to send correspondence to if you think you’re in danger and need some support. Other than that, keep your letters addressed to the university. Good luck.”

“Thanks, Matthew. We’ll keep in touch, somehow.” Duncan waited for his friend to leave before turning his full attention onto Lachlan. “I need to know you truly want to do this. Even if we weren’t walking into a volatile situation, the jungle is a difficult enough environment.”

“Yes. I want to do this.” Lachlan caught hold of Duncan’s hands and squeezed them tightly. “There’s nowhere more I want to be than at your side. I know it could be dangerous. But I’ve faced a murderer before and lived to tell the amended tale.”

“Yes, you did.” Duncan took a deep breath. “I love you. I don’t want to see you in danger.”

“And I love you. I want to be beside you, to help and support you, as well as protect you as best as I can.” Lachlan tightened his grip on Duncan’s hands. “I want to go with you.”

“You will. I can’t imagine being without you. We’d best send a telegram to Pottsie.” Duncan went to move, but Lachlan caught his arm.

“Let’s check the railway timetable. We could go in person. Safer, more confidential, and no one will think twice about us going to my own home. Especially since today was the last day of term.”

“Excellent idea. You pack, I’ll get the timetable out.” Duncan grinned, leaning forward to kiss Lachlan. “Hurry.”

As Lachlan stood, Duncan swatted his husband’s pert ass and Lachlan gave him a sultry glance over his shoulder.

“I doubt we have time to play if I’m right about the time of the next train. But that’ll change once we reach home.”

“Tease.” Duncan groaned the words but laughed as well. Lachlan was far more outgoing now that his past life was quite literally dead. He’d proven to be intelligent, a quick learner, and an energetic as well as considerate lover.

I couldn’t have asked for a more perfect fit.

Sure enough, when Duncan checked the well-thumbed train timetable, there was enough time for them to get a cab to the station and catch the train they needed. He chuckled to himself.

Lachlan wonders how I remember the names and types of so many cryptids. Yet he knows the train timetable to the point we barely need to check this. Up to the house, talk things over with Pottsie and Jamie, then back for that paperwork Matthew mentioned.

“Make sure to pack the passports, my love.” Duncan called out. I want to make sure they’re with us.” 

Just in case. Now, books. I need books on the African continent, the area in which we’ll be, and the one which includes the more unique creatures that are said to live there.
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The journey to Lachlan’s Scottish home was uneventful, although Duncan had opted to have only one of them reading at a time. His instincts were well-honed, and he couldn’t shake the notion that they were being watched.

“You’re very on edge.” Lachlan leaned in and whispered softly. “Are we being followed?”

“I’m not sure. I feel we are, but I haven’t spotted anyone. If we are, they’re particularly good.”

“Hmm, but not so good that you aren’t aware of them.” Lachlan smiled as if Duncan had said something completely different. “Well, they’re on our home turf now. We’ll have the eyes and ears of every villager to watch and listen for us. We’ll stop at the inn and get a local cab from there to the house. Once we put word out at the inn, it’ll spread through the village very quickly.”

“Excellent. And very devious.” Duncan pecked a kiss to Lachlan’s nose. “Let’s do it.”

No longer caring whether there was a follower or not, Duncan relaxed and enjoyed the cab ride from the train station to the village. As soon as they arrived, villagers called out a greeting and Duncan ensured that he and Lachlan responded to everyone.

They stopped outside the inn and Lachlan went inside. When it came to tip the cabbie, Duncan added a generous extra payment. The driver’s eyes grew wide as he looked at it.

“If you happen to notice someone following us here, get a message to the innkeeper. He’ll make sure I get it. Tell him it’s for Duncan Muir.”

“Yes, Mr. Muir. I’ll do that. Thank you, sir.” The cabbie touched the brim of his cap, then urging his horse on, turned the cab around and headed out of the village. When Duncan looked for his bags, he wasn’t surprised to find they’d already been taken inside.

With a wide smile, deep breath, and a look around as if admiring the view, Duncan went to join Lachlan.

“Duncan! Over here.” Lachlan called out and Duncan spotted him at a table with a tankard of beer already waiting for him.

“I miss this when we’re in the city.” Duncan stood and raised his tankard and Lachlan copied his action. “Slàinte Mhath!”

The rest of the patrons stood and roared out their toast back to the couple and Duncan sat down with Lachlan settling opposite him. Lachlan leaned forward, his voice softer than normal.

“I’ve asked the landlord to spare us a minute. I thought him coming to us as though just welcoming back old patrons looked less suspicious than us asking him directly about watching out for strangers.”

“Fine.” Duncan nodded, then took several swallows of the beer. “Ah, I miss this. The beer in the city never quite tastes the same.”

“Afternoon, sirs. It’s good to have you back again.” The landlord flopped into one of the vacant chairs, a smile on his ruddy-cheeked face.

“It’s good to be back, Hugh.” Duncan clapped the man on the shoulder. “We thought we’d surprise Potts and young Jamie.”

“I’m sure they’ll be very pleased to see you, sirs.” Hugh’s smile faded as he looked at Lachlan. “Is something wrong, Mr. Lachlan? You seem on edge.”

“Well, Mr. Duncan has been given a job to discover a new snake species. Naturally, whoever finds it gets the opportunity to name it, and it’ll bring a lot of prestige to his university.” Lachlan leaned forward, lowering his voice. “But he has a rival. We’re certain they’re dogging our steps. Much easier for them to ride on our coattails.”

“If I see any strangers in the village, I’ll be sure to pass on a message to you, Mr. Lachlan. All of us will. I’ll spread the word around the village. Don’t you worry. We’ll not let some outsiders take your credit.”

“Take care, my friend.” Duncan glanced around as if the very outsiders under discussion could already be inside the tavern. “I don’t want to tip them off that we’re on to them.”

“Have no fear, sir. We know how to deal with their sort.” Hugh nodded slowly, his own gaze flitting around his bar.

“Thank you, Hugh. And as an advanced thank you, drinks are on me.” Duncan grinned and clapped the man’s solid shoulder.

“There’s no need for that, sir. You and Mr. Lachlan are part of the village now. But it’s a generous gesture and the men here will be glad of it.” Hugh ambled back behind the bar and began to set tankards in a row. “Drinks are on Mr. Lachlan and Mr. Duncan. Give them a cheer, men.”

A cheer rang out and Duncan raised his own tankard, along with Lachlan, before turning back to his husband.

“Excellent. Nothing gets past the eyes and ears of a close-knit village.” Duncan smiled and Lachlan nodded.

“All we need do now is enjoy the ride to Beltane House, tell Pottsie and Jamie, and make our arrangements to travel. Anyone or anything out of place in the village’s eye will be reported with great relish.”

“And we’ll generously reward everything they do.” Duncan rested his hand on top of Lachlan’s. 

“I remember being in here and longing for you to do just this. It seems like a lifetime ago.” Lachlan gazed at Duncan.

“In a way it was. You’d been manipulated into a different man and forced into a life that wasn’t your own. You’re free to be the real Lachlan.”

“I couldn’t have done it without you. But let’s not look back. You were the only light in the darkness. I prefer to look forward. It’s going to take some time to prepare for this trip, isn’t it?”

“You’ll be surprised at how quickly we can move.” Duncan stroked Lachlan’s hand with his thumb. “Matthew will have already booked the tickets. Through a different government department, or even the university itself. We all have our passports. Potts will take care of his own fake identity, while all we have to do is be ourselves. A scholarly professor and his husband hoping to discover a new species of snake and claim glory for the university. We just need to let the dean know the date we’re leaving, pack, and we’re off.”

“You make it sound so simple.” Lachlan took a sip of his beer. “I never imagined going to Africa, even on a safari. It’s quite exciting, if a little nerve-wracking. It’s so unlike anything I’ve ever done before. But I know it’ll be fine because we’re together.”

“Then let’s drink up and sort out a ride to Beltane. Don’t be surprised if Potts hasn’t already heard we’re here.” Duncan picked up his tankard and sat back to enjoy his drink.
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As Duncan and Lachlan strolled out of the tavern, a familiar figure approached them steering a small clockwork carriage.

“Andrew!” Duncan called out and waved to the man driving it. “It’s good to see you.”

“Aye, and to see you, too. Both of you. I heard you were back for a visit. What do you think of my new-fangled toy?” Andrew stopped the machine beside them. “I still have the old donkey, but she’s getting a bit old to be pulling me around. Want a ride up to the house? It’s time I saw what the new girl can do. One can sit up by me, and there are some good, thick sacks to make the back comfortable.”

“You sit by Andrew, Duncan.” Lachlan heaved the first case up. “I’ll be fine in the back. I’ll be able to hear you, I’m sure.” He tossed the second into the back, then jumped agilely up himself, settling with his back to Andrew. “There. Perfect.”

“Here, sir.” Andrew reached back offering Lachlan a thick woolen blanket. “Duncan and I can share the other.”

Although Duncan would have preferred to cuddle next to Lachlan, Andrew spent part of the journey updating him on all the village gossip since their last visit.

“Any time now, there will be an engagement announced between the Sergeant and Cook up at Beltane.” Andrew nodded as Duncan looked at him. “Especially since your friends came back here after their wedding. The womenfolk have been getting together very regularly. Always a sign.”

“About time.” Lachlan’s voice carried from behind them. “They began stepping out over a year ago.”

“Ah, but you mustn’t rush these things.” Andrew shook his head and Duncan chuckled at Lachlan’s snort.

“Rush? Far from it.”

“Now, why are you here?” Andrew asked. “The beasties are behaving and there are no other creatures that I know of.”

“You’re a canny man, Andrew McAdam.” Duncan shook his head. “But we could just be visiting.”

“Aye, man. True enough. But you haven’t warned your friends at the house, or there would have been a flurry of buying at the village by Cook. And I saw you arrive. You were looking back as if the hound of hell was on your trail. I may be old, but I’m not blind and my mind is as sharp as ever.”

“I don’t doubt that.” Duncan pursed his lips. “All right. You share the knowledge of the beast of the loch. This is more a demon in a mine.”

“A what?” Andrew stared at Duncan as if he’d lost his mind and Duncan laughed.

“According to a friend, there’s a devil or demon in a cave terrorizing and killing miners. I’m going to take a look. It may be, as everyone thinks, that I find a new species of animal. Something quite mundane and innocuous, but mishandled or disturbed and it becomes dangerous. Or I may find something quite different.” Duncan gazed over the loch and then smiled as the surface broke. “We have an escort.”

“Och, I knew they’d show.” Andrew guffawed as a several sleek heads briefly appeared. “They wouldn’t miss out on greeting ye. After all, it’s thanks to you that they weren’t blamed for those murders. Our very own beasties of the loch.”

“It’s nice to see they’re happy.” Lachlan waved at them, and they bobbed up and down in the water.

“Well, Duncan, wherever it is you’re going, I wish you luck.” Andrew patted Duncan’s shoulder. “Ah, there she is.” He pointed as Beltane came into view. “Looks like the machine will make it. Close enough anyway.”

The carriage clicked its way up toward the house, running down just a short walk from the house.

“Och, not so far.” Andrew sighed. “Next time, I’ll stop half-way and rewind her.”

“We can walk from here.” Duncan leapt down from the carriage. “It’ll be good practice for us. I predict a great deal of walking in our future, my love.” He grinned at Lachlan who dropped their cases to the ground, then jumped down himself.

“Don’t forget I walk the dogs every day while you sit in stuffy classrooms.” Lachlan patted his abdomen. “I think one of us is already capable of such walks.”

“You may be right.” Duncan groaned softly. “Then I’d best make a start. We’ll make sure to see you before we leave, Andrew. Maybe take a quick trip on the lake. In something smaller than Lachlan’s boat.”

“It’ll be my pleasure. I look forward to it. Perhaps out there, you can tell me more of your travels.” Andrew clambered agilely to the ground and shook Duncan’s then Lachlan’s hands. “Give my regards to your friends. Be seeing ye.”

“Have a good journey back to the village, Andrew. Here, you take this one.” Lachlan’s grin was nothing short of devilish as he thrust the travel bag at Duncan.

“At least I won’t be carrying one of these on my future walks.” Duncan gave Lachlan a baleful look and Lachlan laughed.

“Oh, you poor old soul. Is it truly too much? Perhaps I need to buy you a pipe and slippers, and we should avoid strenuous activities.”

“Brat.” Duncan leaned in close. “I’ll teach you not to tease me later.”

A peal of delighted laughter was Lachlan’s reply as he began to stride toward the house leaving Duncan behind.

With a last wave to a chuckling Andrew, Duncan jogged after his husband.
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