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      So, I wanted to write a monster movie. This series, The Peculiars, is and will be an homage to the Mummy, Dracula, The Wolfman and all the other great romps through cinematic history. As such, while I tried to walk the line of historical accuracy and real archaeology, some liberties have been taken and some pieces of an alternative reality fictional past have been inserted. I hope y’all totally take this book in that spirit, and raise a glass with me to toast Lon Cheney, Bela Lugosi, Boris Karloff, and Brendan Frasier.
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      Los Angeles, California, 1923

      

      Donald Fitzhugh strode into his brother’s garden room, where Douglas and his lady friend, Betty, lounged in the sun filtering through the glass walls. He carried a large packet wrapped in brown paper, the weight of it impressive.

      He slammed it down onto the patio table, rattling cups and saucers together.

      Douglas raised a single perfect eyebrow at him. “Really, Donnie, must you make such an entrance? Especially if it’s just the post?”

      “This came by courier just now. Did I interrupt your assignation?” As if he didn’t know full well that Douglas’s interest in Betty “Little Boo” Miller was purely platonic.

      “Not at all. Shall I go swim?” Betty rose, her trim figure perfectly accentuated by the bathing suit she wore.

      “Thank you, my dear. Let me see what this boor wants.” Doug waved a languid hand, but as soon as Betty vanished, he perked up. “So? What is it?”

      “It’s from our ever-so-reclusive benefactor.” A rush of pure excitement flooded Donald. After their disaster in Paris, he had feared they would never see another missive from the elusive M. Grant.

      Douglas stood immediately and rushed to his side. “Well, open it!”

      He laughed. His ever-so-civilized brother did like an adventure.

      Doug smiled at him, the look one of a long-held fondness. They had lost their parents to disaster when he was but ten, and Doug had become both Mother and Father.

      His brother had done well for them. More than twenty films in his relatively short career, and while Doug had to give all the appearances of excess, he was a shrewd investor. Donald’s own position at a small university didn’t pay nearly as well but afforded him freedom to research and explore at his will.

      The trustees loved it when he traveled, broadening his experience and expertise.

      Donald finally loosened the strings so he could tear at the brown wrapper.

      Inside the packet was a sizeable amount of cash, tickets for travel to… Cairo—interesting—along with a lovely bound book.

      “Cairo!” Douglas clapped his hands. “Excellent! Tombs! I wonder what we’re to find this time.”

      Donald fought back his shudder. At least this would be desert and sand, sun to bleach away the danger. The catacombs had held horrors that had been unspeakable.

      “What’s in the book?”

      He glanced at it. The cover was blank, the leather old but still well-kept.

      He unwrapped the laces and opened it to discover a spiked handwriting combined with sketches of temples and hieroglyphs. There was also a note on heavy paper, written in the same neat block printing Grant’s communiques always seemed to come with. The instructions were… succinct to the point of being sparse, per usual.

      “Looks as though an archaeologist has disappeared. The find was small. Nothing like Carter’s expedition, but similarly, there was a curse…”

      Douglas rolled his eyes dramatically. “Seriously? Another curse? Aren’t we full up with them?”

      “We haven’t exactly disproven them…” Donald sure thought the catacombs of Paris were cursed. His mind skittered away from the memories of… No. His hand went to his ribs, the heavy scars from a bony, ghostly hand ropy under his fingers.

      “Hey.” Doug leaned across the table, dark blue eyes suddenly burning. “You know I’m always flip. I won’t let that happen to us again. I swear it. No matter what Grant has in store for us.”

      “I know, Brother. The train tickets to New York are scheduled to leave tomorrow. First class.”

      “I do like the way our benefactor thinks.” Douglas walked to the wrought-iron bar set behind the conversation seating. He poured two small glasses of Scotch. “To a new adventure.”

      “To our new adventure. I think perhaps we’re off to Cairo.” He lifted his tumbler.

      They clinked glasses, and if Donald felt a shiver of dread among the anticipation, well, he attributed that to the shadow of the cloud that moved across the sun, cooling off the room.

      He had a great deal of packing to do.
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      “You’re going where?” Betty stared at Douglas wide-eyed. “Without me? Nonsense!”

      “I cannot take you, sweet.” There was no way he was leaving her in the hotels of Cairo to sail on the Nile. She was a smart cookie, but in that place, she would be a lamb to the slaughter.

      “You boys always get to go have fun without me.” She pouted playfully, teasing him. They had an agreement of the most agreeable type—they both had a mask for their peccadilloes.

      “I know, my darling. Have Annie in. Go shopping.”

      “You know I do worry about you on these awful outings. You have scripts to read. Why do you subject yourself to this?”

      He took her hands in order to spin her in a circle. “Bah. Movies are my work. Travel is my calling. I love the thrill of new places to explore.”

      “You and Donnie. You’re incorrigible, traipsing about like nomads.” She kissed his cheek, laughing softly.

      “We are.” Excitement rose in his chest at the thought of the trip, of the curse. His only worry was Donnie. He needed to keep his baby brother safe. That was, in fact, his calling.

      His calling. His responsibility. Hells bells, his eternal frustration. Bad luck followed Donnie like a shadow.

      “So when do you leave?” Betty moved to pick up a cut crystal lighter. She put a cigarette to her lips, then lit it.

      Douglas wrinkled his nose slightly. “Tomorrow.”

      “So soon? No time for a going away party at all!”

      No, thank goodness. “Have Thomas make reservations for dinner.”

      “I will.” She pouted, her perfect bow lips pressing together. “I want champagne.”

      “Naturally. All right, love, I need to go pack my trunks.” He batted his lashes and blew kisses at her.

      “You cad. I’ll see you at eight for our celebration. Will Donald be in attendance?”

      “If you’re amenable.” Donnie hated the big social dos, but a nice steak and a cigar? He would join them for that.

      “You know that I adore him, the odd little duck. I would never leave him out.” No. As much as Betty adored teasing Donnie, she cared for him. Had cared for him after Paris like a doting mother.

      “Excellent. I shall look forward to it.” He lifted a hand to her and bounded away, not really wanting a smoky kiss. The book that had come with their packet had indicated archaeology was the name of the game, and he wanted to make sure he took a small chest of tools. It was a hobby.

      Thomas had pulled out his trunks and was carefully packing clothes for his voyage. “Will you hire a manservant in Egypt, sir?”

      “You don’t want to go?” he asked, surprised. Thomas was aging, yes, but he had always been eager to travel.

      “I thought after Paris, you—well, you might wish to have a younger man.”

      Douglas clapped Thomas on the shoulder. “No one I would rather have in an emergency, Thomas. You had a cool head and a steady hand in Paris.”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir. I appreciate it, sir. I look forward to serving you, always.”

      “Good man. Apparently there are some famous parties at the hotels in Cairo and Luxor. Make sure to pack my evening kit, hmm?” He knew how well turned out he could be, which would distract from Donnie the Disaster.

      “Of course, sir.”

      He didn’t have to worry. Thomas was preternaturally good at anticipating his needs.

      Douglas moved to his study, which his Hollywood friends would think was Donnie’s, for certain. Every inch of the place lay smothered under books and papers, maps and oddities from around the globe.

      To tell the truth, in another world, one where his parents hadn’t died in a train crash in the Alps when he was sixteen and Donnie a mere ten years old, he would be an academic himself.

      Instead, he was a silent film actor who knew his time was limited. That was why the benefactor and the trips out of the country were so important to him.

      At some point, all his fortune would be in this world he and Donnie had created.

      His tools sat in a trunk in a corner of the room, and he carefully transferred small hammers, chisels, picks, and brushes to a smaller press. He pondered his trowel, then placed that in as well.

      Then he added a new leather-covered journal to the top. He needed to jot down his journey, and compare it to Donnie’s recording. A few fountain pens, freshly filled, completed the kit. Well, that and the pistol he placed on top, wrapped in oil cloth.

      Some things were unavoidable, danger being at the top of that particular list.

      Douglas nodded, then closed the lid and locked it in place. This chest would travel with him, instead of being taken as luggage.

      He felt that familiar eagerness that he’d worried he’d lost in France. Douglas smiled. Adventure. Yes, he craved it.

      Even if he no longer laughed in the face of danger.

      No, that lesson had been carved into his baby brother’s very body.

      Douglas shook his head, thus shaking off the frisson of fear that tried to creep into his mind and squat like a fat toad. No, he was going to enjoy this trip. They would discover this archaeologist, find M. Grant’s information, whatever Donnie decided it was, and spend long nights floating along the Nile.

      The last, at least, sounded decadent, like something out of his movies.

      First-class travel to New York was nothing to sneeze at. He intended to live it up as best he could.

      “Doug? Are you still in here?” Donnie knocked before walking in.

      “I am. Betty wants supper. I told her you would come.”

      “The three of us, or will I have to pretend to listen to one of her friends?”

      “Annie.”

      Donnie’s relief was palpable. “Oh, she’s a good egg.”

      A good egg and Betty’s paramour.

      “Did you need something, Brother?”

      “This curse that the archaeologist wrote of. He says that it took four of the diggers, as well as two Brits—another professor and his wife.”

      “Donnie, curses in Egypt are a dime a dozen. No doubt carried by mosquitoes.”

      “Six, though… That seems significant.”

      “Of course. We cannot afford to be negligent.” He never wanted to pooh-pooh Donnie’s concerns again. Douglas simply tended to believe they could overcome anything.

      Not only that, but barring a certain terrifying night in the catacombs? The supernatural tended to come with an explanation.

      Usually a mundane and disappointing one. Often criminal.

      “Would you like the book for light reading tonight?” Donnie teased. He already appeared less worried, more confident.

      “We have days to occupy ourselves on the train, not to mention our transatlantic voyage.”

      “Mmm.” Donnie looked about. “You packed… er. You took precautions?”

      “Yes. Come, let’s dress for dinner and then have a nice stiff drink to prepare for the onslaught of ladies.”

      “If I must.”

      “You must. You won’t disappoint, Miss Miller, I know.”

      “No, of course not.” Donnie accompanied him out of the study, and he realized he would need to keep his brother’s company a great deal until they proved they could come out of an adventure unscathed.

      It was fortunate he found Donnie’s company, if not appealing, then interesting enough. He chuckled, and Donnie stared at him sideways.

      “What?”

      “I was just thinking how congenial you are. Rather like a spaniel.” That ought to put Donnie’s back up.

      “Of course. A spaniel who knows more about ancient histories than anyone you’ve ever met. A spaniel indeed.”

      “Well, you do follow me about and bark.” He stepped away just as Donnie slapped at his arm. His predictable pedant of a brother…

      “Ridiculous man. I don’t know why I put up with your nonsense.”

      “Because we’re in this whole thing together, Donnie. That’s all there is to it.” He looped an arm around Donnie’s shoulders, steering him down the hall. They would both get cleaned up, then do their duty to Betty, including a check for her living expenses while they were gone.

      Then tomorrow, they would make their escape from Hollywood and find themselves a new adventure.
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      Charles Angeloff stood on the deck of the Queen Anne, feeling pale as milk and twice as liquid at the knee.

      His father had sent for him with a telegram that insisted that he travel immediately to Egypt and bring a sealed box from Father’s study.

      Ridiculous that he couldn’t send it by courier or post, but exciting as well. He’d begged to accompany Father to the desert for years, and finally, he had a purpose and a reason to travel abroad.

      He breathed deep, ocean salt filling his nose. Oh, the views were enticing, utterly glorious. He should probably feel more reticence at leaving everything he knew, but he’d studied ancient civilizations from afar for years. Now he would see them up close.

      Assuming, of course, seasickness didn’t kill him.

      He swallowed, trying hard not to show his illness as a lady and her elderly companion strolled by, taking the air.

      Perhaps he ought just find a chaise and stretch out, keep his eyes focused on the horizon.

      “Ginger?” a man accosted him, seemingly from nowhere, although they were on an ocean liner. There could only be so many places to pop out of.

      “I beg your pardon?” He blinked up, rather blearily he feared.

      “Candied ginger. My brother swears by it. Packs me whole tins of it for the voyage, which I never use. Good for ailments such as seasickness and food poisoning.” The man was dreadfully cheerful, and awfully familiar. Hair like a raven’s wing. Dark blue eyes. A slight cleft in his strong chin.

      “I would try anything at this point, I must admit.” The man was lovely, so striking that it was hard to look away. Such a contrast to his own straw-colored hair and watery gray eyes.

      “Well, then. Ginger.” The fellow popped open a tin box, showing him what appeared to be tiny yellow rocks with sugar coating them.

      He took one, popped it into his mouth. “Much obliged, sir.”

      “Not at all. In fact, take the whole thing. I have more, and I never use them. I only accost other passengers.” That smile drew him, made him return it as best he could. “Your first voyage, then?”

      “I’m afraid so. I’ve been busy with my studies, and I haven’t had my grand tour.” Grand tour indeed. They were wealthy, if you counted a thousand old tomes and more crumbling artifacts than you could shake a stick at.

      A moldering mansion as well.

      “Ah, yes. You sound like my brother. He prefers his civilizations and languages dead.” Was that a hint of a sneer? Of course, this specimen would be a man of action, not letters.

      “Yes, well, some of us prefer to delve into the past and all its mysteries, I suppose.”

      “Mmm. I suppose too.” The man’s smile widened. “Delving can be amusing.”

      For a moment he was distracted, because delve was such an odd little word, wasn’t it? Then his eyes widened. What had the man said?

      “Oh, you are a treat, aren’t you? Is France your final destination?”

      “No, sir. I’m off to Egypt.”

      “How diverting! So am I.” The man took his arm, turning him so they strolled along like everyone else.

      Charles blinked, surprised to find that he was feeling less green about the gills. In fact, he could walk on the deck even as it moved irregularly, and he felt… calm.

      “The ginger works. Apply it as soon as you begin to feel peaked.”

      “I am beholden to you, sir. This was sorely needed.” He smiled up into those lovely eyes. “I’m pleased to have met you.”

      “The same here, my dear. I really—”

      “Oh, Mr. Fitzhugh. Douglas Fitzhugh, that is you!” A wide lady wearing an enormous hat from a bygone era came tripping over, dragging with her a dour younger woman.

      “It is, indeed.” His companion bowed to the lady, and Charles suddenly knew who he was. The actor, Douglas Fitzhugh. The man was dreadfully famous.

      “Angela Goodkind. I’m so pleased to make your acquaintance.” She immediately moved in, sliding her arm into Mr. Fitzhugh’s. “Oh, my dear sir, you must join us for some air. We have all been dreadfully cooped up inside.”

      “Oh? I suppose you were in your compartment for the sailing?” Fitzhugh shot Charles an apologetic look and mouthed, “Ginger,” over the ladies’ heads.

      He nodded. Of course. He headed back the way he’d come, leaving the actor behind. There was no reason a man of Fitzhugh’s stature would have an interest in conversation with him.

      Strangely enough, Douglas Fitzhugh didn’t have a reputation as a kind man. Careless, a bit self-absorbed. But he’d been kind to Charles.

      Of course, reputations changed, as did fortunes, on the whims of men more powerful than him.

      The ship pitched slightly, and nausea threatened once more. He grabbed his tin of ginger to pop another morsel into his mouth. Yes, yes that definitely helped.

      He would have to thank Fitzhugh again. Honestly. This might save him from starving during their voyage.

      Charles smiled, aware enough to know that he simply wanted to see Douglas Fitzhugh again. He only wished he could go back and pretend he had no idea who the man really was.

      As is, he would have to draw on his courage to approach the fellow again.

      He would do it, though. That smile… oh, he knew it was silly, but such fancies as he had could only be entertained at sea. Once they landed, he would be his father’s lackey once more.

      Until then, however, he would allow himself to enjoy whatever of Mr. Fitzhugh’s company he could.
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      “Where were you?” Donnie asked, practically accosting Douglas when he returned to their cabin—which was a lovely suite—to dress for supper.

      “I was being mobbed. You could have helped. Come look for me next time.” Gracious, the crowd of curious people he’d attracted.

      “Nonsense. I was researching. This man, the professor, is quite convinced a curse is following him.”

      “Well, what is your analysis?” He peeked into the bedroom. Yes, Thomas had laid out his dinner suit.

      “Honestly, I worry that the man is quite mad.”

      “Hmm. Well, perhaps that’s it. I mean, he’s been out in the desert mostly alone…”

      “Then why would Grant send us?”

      A sound question. He had no idea. “Who knows what his motivations are? Who has ever known?”

      “Right.” Donnie sighed. “I suppose you’re booked at the captain’s table for supper?”

      “As are you.” He stared, daring Donnie to argue.

      “Supper and then brandy away from the throngs of women hoping to get close to you through me?”

      “Yes. God, yes. We’ll retire to the gentlemen’s lounge. I want a cigar.”

      “All right, then. I suppose that’s more than fair. What have you been occupying yourself with today?” Donnie offered him a rare smile, his brother’s pale eyes warm, his expression relaxed.

      “I was strolling about the deck taking air when I met the most seasick young man. Utterly charming.”

      “Oh? Usually seasick and charming don’t go hand in hand.”

      “I know.” He stripped off his jacket and hung it over the back of a chair. Thomas chastised him if he tossed his clothing on the floor. “In this case, it was a surprise, but a pleasant one.”

      “Well, good. This will be endless if we only have each other to play chess with.”

      He laughed, delighted at Donnie’s pluck. It was as if leaving the house in Los Angeles was already making Donnie less worried and more equal to the task ahead of them.

      Perhaps the act of travel alone was the last element in what Donnie needed to heal.

      “Are you going to change?” He glanced pointedly at Donnie’s worsted trousers and collarless shirt, the sleeves rolled up.

      “Must I? I don’t have a valet to dress me.”

      “Yes, you must. A clean shirt with a collar attached. You’ve ink stains all over you.” He frowned repressively. Douglas preferred to be well turned out.

      “I’ve been working.” Donnie pursed his lips. “I was making notes.”

      “You should step outside, admire the sea.”

      “It is the same as always.”

      “Such cynicism.” He stepped closer, studying Donnie’s face. “Are you worried?”

      “I have no reason to be…” There was a wealth of hesitation in Donnie’s voice.

      “But your research has made you concerned.” He’d left his brother alone too long. Douglas rang for water, needing to wash up. Sea air left one’s face and hair in tough shape.

      “No. No, of course not. I’m simply being… cautious.”

      “Excellent.” He tossed aside his collar. “Show me your notes.” Might as well try to ease Donnie’s mind. Academic pursuits always set his brother right. Always.

      “Yeah? We have time before the dinner bell. This professor has a permit to dig in a remote area. He hasn’t uncovered anything spectacular from his notes—mainly shards of pottery and a few jewels.”

      “What sort of jewels?” He opened the book where Donnie had marked it with a slip of paper. “Fascinating. So his dig has yielded nothing but shards and then this pops up?” One drawing depicted a heavy collar of stylized, carved feathers, all inlaid with stones. There was an impression in the center, a well in the gold where a large, central stone was missing. “And mostly intact? This seems like a plant.”

      “That was my thought. A distraction, do you think?”

      So often, local officials or diggers would place items from a robbed tomb on a worthless dig in order to stimulate interest and to keep an archaeologist hiring local workers.

      “I do. Either they want him to keep looking where they planted this, or they’re diverting him from a real treasure.” Ah, the conspiracies were already flying. Listen to him, inventing a fictional “they.”

      “And of the deaths? The wife might be excused by unusual disease, but the others?”

      “No idea.” Douglas moved back to the notes. “We’ll have to question him once we get there. I shall read the book as well.” He looked up when Donnie scoffed. “I do read.”

      “Are you sure? I mean, without an assistant to sound out the big words?”

      “I will avail myself of my new friend onboard ship.” He chuckled, not at all sure why his new acquaintance was so appealing. Perhaps because the fellow had no idea who he was on first meeting.

      To be honest, he had absolutely no idea who his new friend was at all.

      That made it all the more intriguing.

      Hopefully at dinner he could start with a name.

      They had days for him to seduce and tease, occupy his time. He did love a dance, delicate, played right out in public with no one the wiser. Donnie insisted he was tempting fate, and he supposed he was.

      He was no stranger to temptation, though, so he thought he’d accept the challenge.

      Donnie simply shook his head. “It’s a ship. Don’t get cornered.”

      “Never.”

      “Some of those old women have long, long memories, Brother.”

      “I know.” Some of them were vicious when he rejected their daughters as well. On occasion, discretion was the better part of valor. Too bad he had no desire to live up to his movie roles.

      Betty was enough of a smokescreen for him, and until neither of them could avoid the altar longer, they would remain devoted fiancés.

      Then they would have an amazing and very public breakup, where Douglas could nurse his broken heart deep into old bachelorhood.

      It was a lovely plan that suited them both to the bone.

      “Just take care.”

      “And what of you, Brother?”

      “Romance isn’t meant for me, Douglas. I am in love with my books.”

      “A man has needs, Donald. There’s no shame in enjoying the pleasures of the flesh.” In fact, there was a great deal of happiness there.

      “Douglas!” Oh, he could still horrify his oh-so staid baby brother.

      “What?” He widened his eyes, pretending innocence he had not had since he was a strapping teen.

      “You are incorrigible.” Donnie’s laughter was light, happy, and that warmed him, bone-deep.

      “How many times did Mother tell me that?” For a moment he missed his parents so badly it was a physical ache.

      “Not enough.” Donnie smiled at him. Donnie’s memories were much more vague. Douglas was Mother and Father for his little brother. Friend, confident, and family.

      “No, not nearly.” A knock sounded, Thomas entering when Douglas opened the door.

      “Shall I dress you both for dinner, sir?”

      “Please. You know Donald is hopeless.”

      “Absolutely, sir.” Thomas winked at Donnie. Honestly, everyone spoiled the lad.

      Donnie rolled his eyes but smiled for Thomas. “Why don’t I dress, and you fix everything I do wrong? I know Douglas will take up all your time.”

      “Of course I will. I am a star, dear boy.”

      “A bright, shining asshole.”

      “Master Donnie!” Thomas proved he’d been with them for a very long time, reverting to what he’d called Donald as a child.

      “Forgive me, Thomas. I misspoke.”

      “He’s a grown man now, Thomas. Can you make sure my gold cufflinks are in my box?” When Thomas went to the bedroom, Douglas tucked the book they’d been sent into the desk in the main room. “Just in case. Working for Grant, you never know who else is lurking about.”

      “Yes, of course.” Donnie smiled at him. “We would have a lot to explain if we lost that before we made it to Egypt.”

      “Indeed. We need to be discreet about this, perhaps.” Douglas had no idea why that popped up, but he believed it.

      Donald tilted his head, but didn’t question him, simply nodded as if his words made perfect sense.

      “Come, Thomas. Make me presentable.” Douglas moved into the bedroom to smile at his valet. Time to go see what he could find out about his seasick friend.

      Honestly, one had to make diversions during a long voyage. It was simply necessary.
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      Charles ate quietly, letting the Bouviers and Lady Sanderson control the conversation. The Bouviers were spending their holiday in Rome, while Sanderson was apparently traveling to Athens to care for an aunt who had fallen ill.

      Everyone had such interesting stories. Far more diverting than his own, at any rate. Also, Mrs. Bouvier wore a feather in her red velvet hat, and it bobbed when she spoke, like the tail of a molting peacock. He admitted to being fascinated, as well as eternally grateful that the ginger treats had done their magic, because the food was exquisite.

      They dined on roast beef with baked jacket potatoes, sweet peas, and fresh, buttery rolls. For dessert, he was looking forward to the rice pudding, his favorite.

      A strong hand landed on his shoulder. “Good evening, sir.”

      Charles looked up in surprise, meeting Fitzhugh’s famous blue eyes.

      “Good evening. I—how are you?” He summoned a smile.

      “Very well. I came to invite you to join me and my brother in the library this evening for brandy, Mister…”

      “Angeloff. Charles Angeloff.”

      Fitzhugh smiled, the expression well-known from his movies. “Well, then, Charles. After dessert?”

      “Um, yes. Thank you. I would love that.”

      “Excellent. We’ll see you there.” Fitzhugh departed, leaving his companions all openmouthed.

      “You’re friends with Douglas Fitzhugh?”

      “We have made an acquaintance.”

      “Goodness.” Mrs. Bouvier clapped her hands. “So handsome.”

      “Isn’t he?” Lady Sanderson tittered. A dull flush stained her cheeks.

      Yes. Yes, he was.

      “Coffee?” Their waiter brought around coffee, then took dessert orders. It would almost be worth skipping the rice pudding to see Fitzhugh again. Almost. It would be unseemly to rush.

      As it were, Charles ended up sitting far too long with his companions before he found a reasonable opening to stand and take his leave.

      He made his way to the library, which was also the gentlemen’s lounge, his heart pounding. No doubt he was being very silly. Fitzhugh would be surrounded by men wanting to hear his tales.

      All he’d needed was an invitation, a reason to attend.

      He passed through the big doors, thinking how odd it was a ship should look like a mansion or a gentleman’s club. Charles looked around, trying not to seem utterly out of his league.

      “Ah, Charles. Come.” Fitzhugh broke away from another man, one who appeared rather rumpled, wearing spectacles. “Come meet my brother, Donald.”

      “Of course, thank you.” Charles nodded, following Fitzhugh.

      “Thank you for coming. I felt just awful about us getting interrupted earlier. How did the ginger treat you?” Fitzhugh pointed him to a chair at a round table.

      He nodded at the rumpled brother. “Charles Angeloff.”

      “Donald Fitzhugh. Pleasure to meet you.”

      “Likewise. And the ginger was kind. Supper is sitting well.”

      “Good, good. Brandy?”

      “Please.” If it made him feel the least bit ill, he would just hold it. He loved the smell of brandy warmed by his hands.

      “Of course.” Douglas poured the brandy as Charles sat, the chair remarkably comfortable and solid.

      The whole ocean liner experience tickled Charles to death. Especially now that his belly had stopped rebelling.

      “Charles.” Donald sat on one side of him. “My brother tells me you’re to carry on to Egypt, the same as we are.”

      “Yes, sir. I’m attending my father. He’s overseeing an archaeological dig there.” That was, of course, enough information.

      A look he couldn’t fathom passed between the brothers. “Archaeology is also our pursuit this trip.”

      “Honestly? How very fascinating! Do you have a specific dig in mind or are you taking a tour of your options?”

      “Well, naturally we want to go to Luxor,” Douglas said. “Perhaps Amarna.”

      “Oh, yes. I’ve always wanted to see Abu Simbel as well.” He clapped his hands, his excitement overtaking him.

      Douglas smiled at him, the look warm. “This is your first time to Egypt?”

      “My first time anywhere, really.” He ducked his head. “That makes me sound provincial.”

      “Of course not,” Donald murmured. “Simply new to this world of travel.”

      “Thank you. I spend a goodly bit of time in libraries.”

      “I can sympathize with that, most thoroughly.” The younger Fitzhugh offered a warm, knowing smile.

      He gave one back, relaxing a bit. The first few moments with them had felt as though they had an ulterior motive. Now he felt as if they were simply taking a bit of a fledgling under their wings.

      That idea gave him a bit of confidence. Enough to sip the brandy.

      They sat together, speaking about nothing of consequence. Douglas kept staring at him, glancing at him.

      He wasn’t sure if he had something on his face, or what was the matter….

      He decided that they were trying to figure out if he could hold his liquor, after the seasickness.

      Charles smiled brightly. “So, I know Douglas is an actor. What do you do, Donald?”

      “I’m a Professor of Antiquities.”

      “Oh? Oh, how wonderful! I’ve just recently left my studies.”

      “What did you study?” Donald asked.

      “Languages. Mostly dead ones. I also did a goodly study of literature. The Romantics. But I also did course work in archaeology so I could help my father.”

      Douglas clapped his hands. “Oh, I love Blake.”

      “Do you?” He leaned forward, caught by the happiness of those dark sapphire eyes.

      “I do. The Marriage of Heaven and Hell is a favorite.”

      Suddenly they were having a rollicking discussion, all three of them, about books and history, travel and philosophy. He loved talking to people who had so many ideas, who were so well-read. Stimulating!

      Before he knew it, the room had emptied, as had their snifters.

      “Well, I suppose I shouldn’t keep you…” He didn’t want to go back to his stateroom.

      “Nonsense. Now I
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