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      When Peter Hilliard joined the band of 1920s adventurers he fondly calls the Peculiars, he had no idea he would be doing more than researching things in dusty old books. As a librarian, that's his job after all. Instead, he found himself in Egypt, and falling in love with another man. Now Peter feels like he needs to prove himself, to find a way to support himself and his lover so they can be together and not be dependent on anyone else. That's why he's heading off to Romania to catalog a dusty old library for a long-lived count.

      

      Don Fitzhugh doesn't want Peter to leave him, but he understands that a man has his pride, so he waits in London while Peter runs off to Romania. When Peter sets off a chain of events that leads to the Romanian count coming to London and proving to Don once again that there's evil alive in the world, the Peculiars all band together to stop it. From a playboy millionaire to a Texas cowboy, as a man, they come together to face the count and try to save their friends, but will it be too little too late? Don and Peter must remember two things: they have each other as well as their friends and family, and that, hopefully, love can conquer all, even their own insecurities. As long as they can stay alive.
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        October 14, 1924

        

        My Dearest Grandson,

        One again I must prevail upon you to do the work I am too aged and too infirm to do. I fear events have been set in motion, this time not by me, that we must interject ourselves into, both for the good of your fellow Peculiars, and for the rest of society. A great danger has been awakened once more in Romania. Oddly enough, you will first need to go to London. Be prepared to travel at a moment’s notice, and know that this situation will require all your particular skills.

        I loathe asking you to do this for me over and over. I wish I could leave you to your life as you would live it. But this is our family calling, and none of us can escape it.

        Please have a special care for young Donnie Fitzhugh. This will be another trial for him, and I fear he is reaching the end of what he can endure. I have sent you the readings you will need to be aware of the situation. Unfortunately, you will still be reacting rather than preempting, as it so often works. Be on your toes and stay alive, my boy.

        

        Your loving grandfather,

        Grant
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      Los Angeles, 1924

      “Dammit, Peter. Really? The Carpathians? Why on earth are you going there?” Donnie Fitzhugh trailed along behind his…what? Did he call Peter Hilliard his lover? His very particular friend? They had been a pair since the desert in Egypt, where they’d gone on their first adventure together.

      Right now, Donnie felt rather like a backdoor prostitute, so he wasn’t sure what to signify Peter as. They’d spent hours together, loving one another, touching and kissing, talking about their dreams.

      None of it seemed to mean anything at the moment. Peter was making a very stupid decision.

      “I told you. I’m classifying a library at an estate there.” Peter’s stiff shoulders and his refusal told Donnie a great deal about how much his pride was involved in all this.

      “You’re running away from me.” They’d been traveling and staying in the same rooms, in the same bed, since they’d left Egypt nearly six months ago. Last night, Donnie had finally declared his love. He’d told Peter he wanted to spend the rest of their lives together.

      Now Peter was suddenly fleeing the sunny shores of Los Angeles for the wilds of eastern Europe.

      “I am not running away. I have to work, Don. I’m not like you. I have nothing to fall back on. This job pays well enough to provide my living for a long while.”

      “Fall back on…” He supposed Peter meant his brother Douglas, who was a darling of Hollywood and had amassed quite a fortune. “I just thought you were part of the team. A Peculiar.” They were a team of adventurers who did tasks at the behest of their benefactor, the mysterious Monsieur M. Grant, of Paris.

      “I am, but there’s been no call for us, no use for me. What we are—what we do, Don. People judge it harshly. I don’t know how—I believed myself to be as a eunuch might be, and you quite disabused me of the notion.”

      “I did. I understand that you’re worried, Peter, but⁠—”

      “Do you?” Peter sighed. “Your brother has the money and prestige to be a confirmed bachelor, Don. I don’t. We’re not spinsters who can wind wool and keep gardens in the country without tongues wagging. Our idyll has been lovely, but I need to get back to work.” Those dark eyes wouldn’t meet his, Peter keeping his face turned away just slightly.

      Donnie blinked, his heart hurting, it was beating so hard. He felt as if he had mere moments to convince Peter to stay with him, and he had no idea what to do. “I meant what I said last night, Peter.”

      “I know. I do. And I—I return the sentiment. Let me do this. Let me come to you on equal footing, as someone worthy of your declaration.” Peter’s cheeks were flaming red. Now they came to the real crux of it, didn’t they?

      “Worthy of!” Donnie threw up his hands. “How can you not be worthy?”

      “I need this.” Peter finally stared at him, into him. There was something Peter was trying to say that he just wasn’t understanding. How could he when he just wanted to be with this man? Peter was all the things Donnie desired in the world. “If we are to flaunt convention, then I must be able to protect us, Don. You deserve that.”

      “I wish it were different.” They all did, didn’t they? But it wasn’t.

      “I do as well. But if I can make a name for myself, if I can do a few large jobs…then we can go to Europe.”

      They would be together. He believed it. Donnie wanted to argue so badly, but he stopped himself. What could it hurt to let Peter prove himself? To let Peter miss him? So Donnie changed his tack. “Will you wire me when you get there? And write often?” He was desperate to believe this wasn’t the end, and that he was right in thinking that Peter would come back to him sooner rather than later.

      “I will. Why don’t you go to London? I know you have an invite from that old school friend of yours.”

      “I would be closer, and that would allow us to travel together for a while…”

      “Exactly.” Peter offered him one hand, and Donnie took it eagerly.

      “That I can do.” If something happened, he’d be so much closer to his lover…

      Peter smiled, then moved closer. “Thank you, Don. I know it’s difficult, but it’s important.”

      “Mmm. Just kiss me, idiot.”

      “Yes, my dearest one.”

      Peter came to kiss him, holding him tight, and he could feel the fear and desperation in Peter. It matched his. He’d grown to need this man with him.

      “It will take the summer, no longer. You have my word. And think of the tales I’ll have to tell you.”

      “I can’t imagine.” Donnie just hoped his mysterious benefactor, Monsieur Grant, didn’t call upon him and his brother and their brothers-in-arms to go adventuring about the time Peter was to come home.

      “I swear to you, I’ll write you every day.”

      “I count on it.” Donnie would do the same. He sighed, then took one more long, lingering kiss. “You should go pack. You have a long journey ahead.”

      “If you’re coming to London, Don, so do you.”

      “I do.” He took Peter’s hand. “Let’s do it together.”
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        * * *

      

      The train rumbled across Europe, and the farther the distance stretched between him and Don, the lonelier Peter became.

      He knew his lover didn’t understand, but he had to make his own way in the world, come to Don as an equal, not as a beggar. The simple fact was Don’s brother Douglas had paid his train fare, since his travel stipend would have sent him on a slower route through some dangerous areas.

      He refused to be a charity case all his life. The stereotype of the penniless librarian in tweed. No, he was an archivist of some education and talent, and a researcher, and this was a chance to make a name for himself. This collection, and Castle Polidorus, had never been cataloged. It held manuscripts as much as five hundred years old, or more, according to the owner, who had hired him through his university mentor.

      He intended to make his name with this, perhaps find a position within an estate or in rare books.

      One that would allow him to travel with Don occasionally. Peter still wasn’t at all certain about tossing himself into danger every few months. Men like Douglas and their cowboy ally Jeb seemed to thrive on it. Peter preferred to do the book work for them.

      Of course, he had quite found the lands of Egypt fascinating, the art and history amazing.

      The pottery! Oh, he could have cataloged it and the glyphs on walls and in tombs for years, the colorful paintings and mysterious figures they held evoking awe and admiration.

      Perhaps Don would return with him one day. He’d suggested a few days of museums in Paris, and his lover had refused him, leaving him standing gaping at the station in London.

      He knew Don had a history with Paris, but he didn’t know it was so bad that Don would just…let him go on alone. His lover had never told him all the specifics, so how could he know?

      Perhaps he had hurt Don more than he wanted to believe, however. That had not been his intention or desire.

      The train just kept moving, from Paris into the mountains, Austria flashing by and becoming Hungary. As they left more familiar climes, the people with whom he shared languages became fewer and fewer until Peter felt very much alone. He had no idea what most of his fellow travelers were saying, never mind the conductors.

      A lovely young man came and stood near his table. “If you’ll excuse me, would you wish to dine with me? I am alone?”

      Peter glanced up, surprised, and his immediate urge was to refuse, but he was sick of sitting with his thoughts. “I would like that, yes.” What could it hurt? The man spoke English, after all.

      “I thank you. I am called Yvgeny.” The young man sat down across from him, bowing his head.

      “Peter. Pleased to meet you.” He couldn’t quite manage a smile, but pleasant he could do.

      “Peter. Have you traveled far?”

      “I started in Los Angeles. In the United States.” He searched for small talk. “Are you returning home?”

      “I am. I was in Paris studying. I have learned many things. Paris is a huge place with so much culture.”

      “It is. I wish I had taken time to explore.” Instead, he had arrived from London and gone straight to the train, his disposition much soured by Don’s refusal to come with him. He’d dreamed such romantic dreams, which was silly considering he was the one who was leaving.

      “You are a solicitor?”

      “A librarian and archivist,” Peter said proudly. He knew that would bore many people, but he loved what he did.

      “Oh, you have a love for the books then?” Now Yvgeny leaned toward him, elbows on the table.

      “I do.” He warmed to the conversation. “Everything from torrid novels to history tomes.”

      “I feel the same about art. I would have stayed in Paris for an eternity, had my father not called me home.”

      “Oh, I hope he’s not unwell.” That would be awful for this young man.

      “He has fallen from a roof and needs help with the animals. His neighbors help, but it is my place as his son.”

      “That’s awful! I’m so sorry.” He had very little family himself, but he understood why Yvgeny had to go home. “So where is your home?”

      “I live outside Bistritz, in Romania. It is near the Borgo Pass in the mountains.”

      “I’m going near there, I believe.” He pulled out his leather-bound notebook. “Yes. Castle Pollidorus. I hear it’s an ancient family home.”

      Yvgeny’s eyes went wide, the man obviously horrified, from the rictus his face had become.

      He blinked. Had he made some sort of cultural faux pas referring to something so old, or maybe an aristocratic family? Peter knew there was unrest in the area. Perhaps this man was opposed to the old ruling class and he’d stepped into a political mess.

      “My friend, what is at the castle for you?” Yvgeny asked, shaking his head. He didn’t seem to think there could be anything where Peter was going that was good.

      “I’m going to catalog the library there. It’s never been done. Can you imagine?” He smiled, trying not to bounce.

      “No. No, I cannot. No one goes up to the castle, my friend. No one.” That dark gaze burned into him, leaving him a bit shaken.

      Now Peter frowned, wondering why Yvgeny was so pale and dramatic. “Is it very isolated?”

      “It is high. Alone upon the side of the mountain. There is no way to get help except to come back into the village.”

      “Well, I’m not afraid of solitude.” In fact, it would give him time to reflect on his life, on whether making his name was worth the pain in Don’s eyes. “And I don’t expect to need help.”

      “Are you afraid of demons?” Yvgeny asked, clearly in all seriousness.

      “Demons?” His frown deepened. “We all have our own, I suppose.” There. A leading answer.

      He could have said he didn’t believe in demons, but he knew better. He’d seen evil. The desert of Egypt had shown him that terrible things existed, lurking just beyond the shadows. There they called them afreets, but they were all the same at the core. So, yes, he believed in them, but surely there was nothing to worry about on this trip. The job posting had come through a scholarly journal, pointed out by a trusted colleague.

      “My friend, please turn back before it’s too late. That castle… It holds evil. Corruption.” Yvgeny spread his hands, appealing to Peter, his whole body evincing worry and no small amount of fear.

      “Corruption?” He didn’t understand. The count was an elderly man, the countess long gone, no children to leave the castle to. The old man was probably lonely, and wanted his legacy preserved in some way. Peter was looking forward to the challenge.

      “It has centuries of death and destruction contained inside.” Yvgeny put a hand on his arm, the grip far too tight to be polite. “Please do not go.”

      “The count seems very kind, actually. And he gave me plenty of colleagues to check with about his collection. I feel quite safe.” A chill did run down his spine, though, didn’t it? Once he would have been able to deny such claims as fluff, but now… Yvgeny seemed so sure. So like some of the men in Egypt who had warned them about the afreets and what they could do. About curses being real.

      Yvgeny gave him a searching look, dark eyes full of fear and sympathy mixed. “I understand a man must make his way in the world, but you put yourself at terrible risk.”

      “Well, I—We have time before we arrive for me to think on it, yes?” He couldn’t turn back now, not and win his Donald’s heart. How could he go back with his tail tucked between his legs and say he’d been afraid?

      “We do. I will do my best to convince you.”

      “Would you gentlemen care for a coffee or a snack?” asked a uniformed waiter in French, thankfully turning them to another topic, the safe one of food and drink.

      “I would love coffee,” Peter murmured. “Do you want something, Yvgeny? I’m lucky enough to have my expenses paid until we arrive.”

      “You do not mind?”

      He shook his head and smiled. “Not at all, my friend. I would love to have someone to join me. Eating and drinking alone are depressing.”

      “Then I would appreciate a coffee, yes.” He got a smile.

      “A coffee and…profiteroles, please. With the chestnut cream.” That sounded decadent and something they could share to cheer them both up. Maybe Yvgeny wished him not to go to Castle Polidorus because he himself did not wish to go home. The man had said he’d wanted to stay in Paris, so maybe he felt as though all of his countrymen were backward.

      How dangerous could one old count possibly be?
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      Donnie paced the library at his friend’s London home.

      Normally, he would revel in the ability to explore Lyle’s collection, which had been growing in his family’s extensive house since the late seventeenth century. Truly, it was a delight. But right now, all he could think about was Peter and how far away his lover was, in a land where he didn’t speak the language or know a single soul.

      “I should have gone to Paris,” he groused.

      His dear friend Lyle, who sprawled on a chaise, waved a languid hand. “You hate Paris, my love.”

      “I do, but I hate worse that I let him leave me.” Why had he not insisted on going with Peter? He could have taken lodgings near this count’s castle and kept after Peter, wearing down his resistance.

      “He needs a dowry to claim your hand, does he not?”

      “That’s what he says.” He gave Lyle a dark look. “We’re not exactly aristocrats, he and I. We could come together with nothing and be fine. Dowry.” He clicked his tongue in disgust. “It’s ridiculous.”

      “Ah, and live off the kindness of friends and family? Like me?” Those bright eyes went wide with false innocence.

      “Stop it. Whose side are you on?”

      “Yours always, dearest. Always. I’m simply acting as a distraction.” Lyle’s faux naivete dissolved into laughter. Silly man. Donnie did adore him.

      “By enraging me.” He poured himself a brandy, then just held it. “I swear, Lyle. I know he’s the one for me. He knows it. I wish things⁠—”

      “Wishing is all good and well, but such affairs aren’t for men like us. Your brother can get away with it. As can I.” Lyle’s pink lips curved into a smile. He looked like a young angel, and his family had connections and money Donnie couldn’t even imagine. How they had become friends at school, he had no idea.

      He was glad they had.

      Lyle had always made him feel an equal in everything but money, and with his influence, he was generous.

      He thought Lyle was lonely, and Donnie was not afraid of him at all. So their friendship worked out perfectly.

      “You are so perturbed. You need to play dress-up and experiment. Your Peter seems incredibly uptight.”

      “Oh, you. Just because he’s not a frivolous one like you.” He smiled to soften the words. He knew Lyle was caught in his place in life. Many of the old families were dying out, but Lyle’s family was still going strong, and still ruling with an iron hand. There were only so many things he was allowed to do, so Lyle played the idiot.

      “Everyone needs a dilettante about to play with, don’t they?”

      “Indeed.” He sighed, then sat across from Lyle. “Play chess with me.”

      “I’d love to. Winner chooses the restaurant for a late supper.”

      “Might as well show off.” He liked the ice creams and meringues at the Ivy. That would be his choice. Lyle’s would undoubtedly be the Royal or Simpson’s.

      Wherever they ended up, he would be thinking of his librarian, traveling farther and farther away from London.

      One way or the other, he was not happy with that turn of events.
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      Peter stood at the base of the huge doors to Castle Pollidorus, where a carriage had dropped him and his trunk unceremoniously. He said carriage, because it might have been animated on its own, for all he saw of the driver.

      The place was…imposing. Standing there now, he remembered what his new friend Yvgeny had told him when they’d parted ways at the train station.

      “I hope you will not soon find out why we all fear that place.” Yvgeny had squeezed his hands. “But if you do, and you can make your way out, come to my home and I will help you. I swear it. The Balan farmstead, only a small way outside Bistritz to the south.”

      Just the look of the castle made him want to run and tell Yvgeny he had changed his mind.

      Don would understand, would welcome him back with open arms, and he would find something in the States, possibly in London…

      The doors opened, the creak and groan shaking him to the bone.

      Peter gulped in a breath, pasting a smile across his face. He straightened his shoulders, but no one was there. Blinking, he cleared his throat. “Erm. Hello?”

      “Please enter and be welcome.” The voice came from the shadows, startling the hell out of him.

      “Thank you. Let me just get⁠—”

      “Your trunk will be brought in. Please.”

      He stepped inside, determined not to let anyone see that his hands were shaking.

      This was either a butler or the count himself. He needed to stay calm, patient. Relaxed. “Thank you, sir. I appreciate it.”

      “I am Count Polidorus.” The man stepped into the light, and it was all Peter could do not to backpedal. The fellow looked to be a hundred years old. The wispy hairs on his most bald pate were yellowed, and his eyes were slits in a mass of wrinkles. His English was heavily accented but utterly understandable.

      “Pleasure to meet you, sir. I am Peter Hilliard. I’m also versed in French and Greek, if you prefer.”

      “English is fine, my friend. I need to practice.”

      “Ah. Well, then, I am at your service.” He shifted from foot to foot, not sure what to do.

      “Come in. I will get you something to drink while my…servants bring in your trunk.”

      He followed when the old man turned and paced through the grand hall, which seemed to take a year as slowly as he was moving. The place was painfully empty, the corners heavy with dust and cobwebs, old moldy leaves built up in heaps in the corners.

      There had been precious rugs on the floor at one time. He could see scraps of them, but they were only faded memories now. Please, Lord, don’t let the library be like this. If so, why was he here?

      “The house is very large, so we maintain only some spaces.”

      Had he mentioned it out loud? Peter supposed his dismay showed on his face, but then, the count had his back to Peter…

      “Ah. Wine?” They stopped in a room that had a certain amount of intimacy, as if it was a private sitting area.

      “Please. Wine goes to my head, but a little can’t hurt.” There was a pair of chairs in decent repair sitting in front of a small fire burning in a hearth, a plate of cheese, hard bread, and sliced meat next to carafes of drink and two goblets.

      “Of course. Please, sit. Eat.” The count poured him a measure of deep red wine. “Drink.”

      Then the count sat, leaving himself an empty glass.

      “Are you not going to join me?”

      “I never drink—” the count smiled, exposing shockingly bright, straight teeth. “—wine.”

      “Oh. Will it bother you?” He hated to be rude by eating and drinking in front of the man if he wasn’t going to indulge.

      “No, no. Please.”

      It had been a long while since he’d dined last with Yvgeny, so he sipped the wine, then tucked into the soft cheese, which seemed to be from goat or sheep’s milk. The wine was lovely—which surprised him—but it was luscious, like velvet on the tongue.

      The count watched him closely, which was unnerving, but he wasn’t impolite at all. Simply…intense.

      “I’m eager to look at your library and begin cataloging. This is an exciting opportunity.” Peter was terrible at small talk, and he was afraid that he had a rather
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