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Chapter 1

 


I elected to have Christmas dinner in hell
and took my lover with me.

Not a literal hell, of course. As a
materialist, I didn’t believe in such things. But if proved wrong
and condemned by a deity cruel enough to fashion me to love men,
then proceed to damn me for it, I rather imagined I’d find myself
spending eternity here in my childhood home.

But at least this version of hell contained
an angel. “Griffin, I’m glad you came,” my mother exclaimed,
kissing him on the cheek.

Griffin’s smile removed some of the lines of
care from his face. I always found him damnably handsome, with his
overlong chestnut curls and bright green eyes, but his grin brought
out all of his devilish charm.

“Thank you for the invitation, Heliabel,” he
said. “May I say how lovely your home looks? I don’t think I’ve
ever seen a Christmas tree quite so large.”

I eyed the monstrosity in the foyer. Like
everything in Whyborne House, it was absurdly ostentatious, as if
Father refused to take the chance any visitor might forget just how
rich and powerful a man lived here. The pinnacle of the towering
evergreen brushed the ceiling twenty feet above, and its boughs
hung low beneath the weight of ornaments, ribbons, and softly
glowing candles. Melting beeswax perfumed the air alongside the
spice of conifer.

The sights and smells transported me
involuntarily to the holidays of my youth. Most of which featured
my brother opening great mounds of presents, and myself making do
with a few books from Mother and an orange from Miss Emily.

“Father gave me a child-sized pair of boxing
gloves one Christmas.” I hadn’t thought of those in years.

Griffin arched a brow. “Did he? That
seems…an unlikely gift.”

A charitable way of saying I wasn’t the most
athletic of men. “He had unrealistic hopes,” I muttered, glaring at
the tree. I itched to speak the words which would set it on fire,
but burning down the house seemed a bit much. Even on
Christmas.

“Have you investigated any interesting cases
lately, Griffin?” Mother asked, rescuing the conversation.

Griffin began to relate the details of a
kidnapping he’d recently looked into—successfully, I should add,
with the abducted tyke returned to his family unharmed. I stood
back and watched them. Griffin looked quite fine, dressed in his
best suit, wearing the emerald tie I’d given him for a Christmas
present. With his broad shoulders and trim form, he presented the
very image of vigorous manhood.

Mother stood in sharp contrast. The year
hadn’t been kind to her…but none ever were. Her health broke when
she delivered my twin sister and me into the world. My sister never
even took a breath, and I’d spent a good deal of my childhood
sickly.

Mother hadn’t left the house for years; I
couldn’t recall the last time she’d set foot across the threshold.
But she had abandoned the refuge of her room and dressed for
dinner, and if her skin held an unnatural pallor and her smile wore
lines of pain around the edges, I couldn’t help but feel even more
grateful for her kindness to Griffin.

Had it merely been the three of us, I would
have looked forward to the afternoon with great anticipation.
Unfortunately, I possessed other family members.

“Percival,” Father said crisply, striding
into the foyer as if onto a battlefield such as he fought on under
the command of General Grant. Although the years had grayed his
hair and beard, his back remained unbent and his eyes still
glittered like knives. His lips pressed into a thin line, but he
nodded in Griffin’s general direction. “Mr. Flaherty.”

Mother folded her hands together. “Wasn’t it
kind of Griffin to join us for the holiday?” she asked
pointedly.

Father had been involved in a cult which
first unjustly confined Griffin to a madhouse, then tried to
sacrifice him to an undead abomination. I rather thought it beyond
kind for Griffin to respond to the invitation at all, instead of
just flinging it into the fire.

Society, however, would more likely overlook
Father’s crimes than the one Griffin and I committed by virtue of
falling in love.

“Yes,” Father grated out, glowering as he
did so. “Most kind.”

“Thank you for the invitation,” Griffin
said, not warmly, but with more graciousness than I could have
summoned.

The gong rang to announce dinner. Even
though this was, in theory, an intimate family gathering, all the
formalities must be observed. Seeming relieved, Father hurried to
the dining room, while servants swung back the ponderous doors to
allow us entry. Griffin offered Mother his arm, which she
accepted.

Compared to the last time we’d dined here,
the atmosphere was a bit more cheerful, thanks to the evergreen
boughs above the hearth and the bows tied around the pikes held by
the suits of armor. Not to suggest our family descended from
European aristocracy—the Whyborne lineage consisted of thieves and
whores who fled to the colonies to escape the hangman. But the
money, which fueled our ascension in society, encouraged certain
lapses in memory when it came to our sullied past.

Five settings lay at one end of the immense
dining table, and I resigned myself to the presence of my elder
brother. As we took our places, with Father at the head of the
table, Mother to his right, and Griffin and I to his left, Stanford
wandered in. From the flush on his face and his unsteady gait, it
seemed he’d begun the festivities early.

Griffin’s eyes narrowed at the sight of my
brother. I hadn’t the slightest idea if he’d been exposed to
Stanford when the Brotherhood kidnapped him. If so, did it count as
some sort of formal introduction?

Fortunately, Mother took matters in hand.
“Stanford, I don’t believe you’ve met our guest. Mr. Griffin
Flaherty, this is my eldest son, Stanford Preston Whyborne.”

Stanford grunted in Griffin’s direction and
didn’t bother to extend his hand.

The servants poured wine and
laid out the first course: oysters on the half shell. The
conversation limped along: Father asked about my job at the
Ladysmith, and I yet again explained my utter lack of interest in
becoming the head of the Antiquities Department, let alone the
director or—heaven forbid—president of the museum. Mother inquired
as to whether I’d read anything by Mr. H.G. Wells. I hadn’t, but
Griffin admired adventure fiction, and the two of them animatedly
discussed The Time Machine
through the soup and custard courses.

Father glowered but didn’t interrupt, no
doubt consigning Griffin onto the pile of womanish frivolity
alongside me. Stanford drank glass after glass of wine in silence,
while the rest of us pretended not to notice.

For us, it was practically a scene of
familial bliss.

Which of course meant it couldn’t last. The
servants set out the chestnut-stuffed turkey and presented another
bottle of wine. As they worked, Stanford cast a small, piggish eye
on Griffin.

“Why is he here?” my brother
slurred.

Silence fell. The servants pretended not to
hear, but I could only imagine they strained to catch every
syllable. My face grew hot. I didn’t know what, if anything, our
parents had said to Stanford about Griffin, let alone why Griffin
spent the day with us rather than visiting his family in
Kansas.

Mother set her fork carefully down beside
her plate. “Because everyone deserves to be with family on
Christmas.”

Stanford snorted into his wine glass.
“Doesn’t he have one of his own to go to?”

This silence was even tenser than the first.
Griffin’s expression slipped into a mask of polite indifference.
But anger turned the food in my belly to acid. How dare Stanford?
I’d spent my youth enduring his taunts and torments, but I’d be
damned if I let him callously dig into Griffin’s barely healed
wounds.

I pasted a false smile on my lips. “And
where are Darla and the boys?” I asked in the most pleasant tone I
could manage. “I would have thought you’d want to spend the holiday
with your wife and sons.”

Stanford’s face flushed brick red. “Shut
up.”

“I only asked a question, as innocent as
your own.”

“Innocent,” Stanford spat. “You don’t know
the meaning of the word. How dare you expose our mother to your
perversions—”

“You blasted—”

“Boys!” Mother slammed her hand down on the
table. The wine leapt free of every single glass along the table,
curling in the air for a moment before falling to stain the
cloth.

For a long moment, no one spoke, as we all
absorbed what we’d seen. Then a delighted laugh escaped me. “You’ve
been practicing!”

Mother’s cheeks flushed with pride. “Well,
yes.”

“Practicing?” Father’s tone bordered on
horror.

Mother’s shoulders went back a touch. “I
asked Percival to teach me some of his little spells.”

“What?” exclaimed Griffin,
at the same moment Father thundered, “There are no
little spells!”

Drat. I’d not intended for Griffin to find
out this way. Well, technically, I’d not intended for him to find
out at all.

“Mother requested to be
tutored in a few small spells,” I said, aiming the words at Father. “The water spell
came easiest to me, so I thought it might as well to her.” My
annoyance gave way to excitement. “And it did! You used it on
wine—what a brilliant idea!”

She smiled fondly at me. “Well, wine is
mostly composed of water, of course.”

“No.” Father gripped his fork in one hand as
if he meant to stab someone, as soon as he decided which of us to
target. “Sorcery is a dangerous matter, Heliabel. I forbid you to
conduct it within these walls.”

Her thin shoulders rose in a shrug. “Stop
me.”

Griffin cleared his throat in the ensuing
shocked silence. “The papers reported on a body partially exhumed
and eaten yesterday,” he said. “I don’t suppose anyone here knows
anything about it?”

Father beckoned for more wine.

~ * ~

Two hours later, escape lay within reach.
Father denied all connection with cannibalistic grave robbers and
seemed offended Griffin even asked the question. This despite the
fact his history with the Brotherhood of the Immortal Fire made it
a reasonable inquiry. Griffin accepted his assurance, and we all
had another round of wine. Or in Stanford’s case, several.

Dinner ended, and Mother stated her intent
to retire for the evening. Although she voiced no complaint, the
lines around her eyes drew tight with pain. It seemed a good time
to make our excuses to leave. While Father retreated to his study
with Stanford, no doubt for brandy and cigars, Griffin and I walked
Mother to the grand foyer to say our farewells beneath the great
tree. How many Christmases did we have left with her?

“Percival,” she said fondly, kissing my
cheek. Turning to Griffin, she took his hands. “Griffin. Thank you
for coming. It was very…generous of you.” The corner of her mouth
curled in a rueful smile.

“It was generous of you to invite me,” he
replied solemnly.

“I rather thought it the least we could do,
considering…” she trailed off with a sigh. “At any rate, pay
Stanford no mind. He’s suffered some personal disappointments as of
late. You’re always welcome here.”

Griffin eyes grew a touch bright. “Thank
you, Heliabel. Truly.”

She squeezed his hands, before turning
slowly, painfully toward the stairs. One of the maids hastened to
assist her, and within a few moments, she vanished upstairs.

“Your coat and hat, Master Percival,” Fenton
said at my elbow.

I started, not having heard the butler come
up on us. His habitual icy sneer didn’t alter in the slightest, but
I imagined him silently condemning me for frailty of nerves.

“Thank you,” I said, pretending I wasn’t
perfectly aware he wished to remove me from the premises as quickly
as possible. God knew I didn’t want to linger, now that Mother had
retired.

As we donned our coats and scarves, a heavy
tread approached from the direction of the study. “Fenton!”
Stanford bellowed. “Bring the motorcar around. I want to go
out.”

Fenton stiffened, almost imperceptibly. He’d
always worshipped the ground Stanford walked on, and I wondered at
the change. Had Stanford’s drinking alienated the staff, as it had
his wife?

“Right away, Master Stanford,” Fenton said.
He departed, and I made for the front door. Unfortunately, Stanford
blundered into the foyer and cut across the room to intercept me
before Griffin and I could make our escape.

While I’d inherited Mother’s willowy build,
Stanford took after Father’s stockier frame. Though Stanford had
been athletic in our youth, he’d run to fat in recent years. His
fashionable Fifth Avenue waistcoat strained around his paunch; it
must have been some time since he’d visited the tailor. Because
other things occupied his mind, or because he’d spent all his money
on gambling debts?

I didn’t care. Stanford could squander every
cent of the family fortune on cards and women, as far as I was
concerned. I’d given my inheritance up when I walked out at age
eighteen, Father bellowing threats at my back.

“You,” Stanford said, grabbing my arm.

I sensed Griffin stiffen behind me, poised
to give assistance. But this wasn’t his fight.

“Me,” I agreed with a cold smile.

I’d been a thin, sickly boy, while Stanford
grew up hearty and strong as any red-blooded American male might
wish. Most of my memories consisted of him locking me in dark
closets, or dangling me over the second-story railing, or striking
me about the legs with a baseball bat. I’d grown up in terror of
his whims.

No more. If he wished to make a scene in
front of a guest, I’d oblige. “Darla’s threatening divorce, isn’t
she?” I asked, my gaze boring into his eyes. “And taking the boys
with her, I hear.”

“I’ll get her back. She’s a woman. She can
be bribed.” His breath could have stripped paint. “But you. How
dare you?”

Heat flared in my chest, like banked coals
raked over, to expose the fire beneath the ashes. “How dare I
what?”

His eyes narrowed
belligerently. “That.” He gestured vaguely in Griffin’s direction.
“How dare you bring him
to a family dinner and flaunt your perversions in
front of Mother?”

The heat grew, boiling my
blood. How dare I? How dare Stanford. “The invitation was formal. Which means
Father and Mother both agreed to it. If you have an issue with
their selection of dinner guests, I suggest you take it up with
them.”

He shoved my chest, hard enough I staggered.
Griffin started forward, but I flung out a hand, gesturing him to
stay back. Stanford noticed, of course, and his expression shifted
from anger to a contemptuous sneer.

“Finally found someone to fight your battles
for you, Percival? I suppose it’s easier than growing a spine of
your own.”

My heart thundered, but I forced an ugly
smile onto my mouth. “At least I haven’t come slinking back to
Whyborne House like a whipped dog. Has Father called you to heel
yet, or does he still delude himself into thinking you’ll change
your ways?”

Stanford stared at me, open-mouthed, as if
he couldn’t believe I’d spoken to him so. I could barely believe it
myself. Our entire lives, I’d swallowed down my vitriol and choked
on it. But I refused to stand here in front of Griffin and let my
odious brother make him feel unwelcome.

“You rotten little fairy,” Stanford
sputtered, even though I stood almost half a foot taller than him.
“You’re the one who’s delusional, thinking your nancy cares about
anything other than getting his hands on the family money.”

The Christmas tree shivered in a sudden
breeze. My hands curled into fists, and I took a menacing step
toward Stanford. A bit to my surprise, he shrank back, his eyes
darting toward the tree.

“Not. Another. Word,” I warned. The breeze
grew stronger. The ornaments tinkled, and the flames on the candles
guttered wildly.

“You dare threaten me?” he demanded, but the
words lacked force. “I’ll tell Father—”

I laughed. “Are you twelve? Father
won’t—”

He swung at me.

His blow would have landed, if Griffin
hadn’t grabbed the collar of my coat and yanked me back. Blind fury
ignited in my blood. I wrenched loose and threw myself at my
brother. My fist impacted with his jaw, even as a huge gust of wind
brought the enormous tree crashing to the floor.


Chapter 2

 


“Ow,” I said, as Griffin gently applied a
warm washcloth to the blood on my knuckles.

We’d returned to our house…although first
I’d suffered the humiliation of Father scolding Stanford and I for
brawling in front of the servants like a pair of common hoodlums.
Although brawling was rather a strong term for it. My blow to
Stanford’s jaw felt as if it had broken my hand, and resulted in
the both of us standing there in utter shock: myself at the pain,
and he at the fact I’d actually struck him. Meanwhile, the servants
and Griffin rushed to make certain the candles in the toppled tree
didn’t burn down the house.

Father charged in from his study like an
enraged bull, bellowing at us both and further compounding
Stanford’s surprise. Father always took his side during our
childhood, ruffling Stanford’s hair while telling me I needed to
toughen up. When Griffin led me out the door a short time later,
Stanford still stood in the foyer looking dazed, as if he couldn’t
quite comprehend what had just happened.

Now Griffin tenderly took my hand in his and
felt the bones. “Nothing seems to be broken,” he pronounced. “Just
bruised and bloodied.”

“I’m sorry,” I said as he dipped the
washcloth back into the basin. “My family is an utter horror. I
shouldn’t have dragged you there with me. I only thought…”

There existed no way to finish the sentence
without bringing him pain. “I should have known better,” I finished
unhappily. “Nothing good ever came out of that house.”

He put the washbasin aside and sat back on
his heels, looking up at me. “Not so.” He rested his hand on my
knee, his fingers warm through the cloth of my trousers. “You came
out of it, after all. Even if you are trying to turn your mother
into a sorceress.”

I didn’t bother to suppress
my sigh. I’d known he’d bring up the matter sooner or later. “No
need to lecture me. I know how you feel about the
Liber Arcanorum and the
spells within, and about my use of them. You know as well as I do
nothing bad has happened thus far.”

“The wind which blew over the tree. Did you
summon it deliberately?”

“It had nothing to do with me,” I protested.
“A fluke breeze.”

He didn’t seem convinced. “Quite the
fluke.”

“You know I have to draw a sigil to summon
wind. Did you see me do so?”

“No,” he admitted reluctantly. “But you
didn’t need a sigil at Stormhaven, either.”

Not an incident I wished to recall. “The
dweller possesses its own magic. Under its influence, I had use of
its power. Which isn’t the case now.”

“I suppose.” Griffin’s look remained
pensive. “Your mother…”

If the man couldn’t make an argument one
way, he’d find another. “Mother asked me to teach her. What was I
to say?”

“Did it occur to you not to tell her in the
first place?”

“Of course not!” For the second time that
evening, anger roused in my chest, although far less sharp than
what I’d felt toward Stanford. “Mother has spent the greater part
of her life confined to the house thanks to her illness. If not for
books, for knowledge, her world would be tiny indeed. Am I to make
it even smaller by keeping from her the existence of the arcane?
She’s not a child, or a fool whose fragile mind must be protected
from the truth.”

“I suppose,” he agreed reluctantly. “But to
teach her to actually cast spells…”

“She is not a child,” I repeated. “She can
make her own decisions. She asked me to teach her, and I saw no
harm in it. Nor do I now.”

His green eyes darkened for
a moment, but he didn’t speak whatever thought troubled him.
“You’re right,” he said eventually. “Heliabel is an adult, and a
very capable one. But I won’t pretend to like the idea of
the Arcanorum’s secrets spreading even this much.”

“We will simply have to disagree on the
matter,” I said, a bit stiffly. Would the man never come around to
my way of thinking?

He still knelt before me, his fingers on my
knee. “Yes. Forgive me. I don’t wish to argue tonight, of all
nights.” He shifted closer, hand sliding higher, onto my thigh.
“Given no one made an attempt my life, I think we can call the
visit to your family a success, don’t you?”

His fingers traced little circles on my
thigh, making it hard to think. “Up until the bit with Stanford,
anyway.”

“Hmm, yes. It occurs to me I haven’t yet
thanked you for your valiant defense of my honor.” His eyes gleamed
wickedly, and his hand moved yet higher, making it clear what sort
of thanks he had in mind.

Desire tented the front of my trousers, and
my breath quickened, responding to his touch. “No,” I said, my
voice rough with need, “you haven’t.”

He shifted between my knees, a wicked grin
on his lips. The electric lights we’d had installed a few weeks ago
brought out glints of gold amidst his chestnut curls. I still
didn’t know what I’d done to capture the attention of such a man,
let alone his heart, but I was grateful beyond words to have done
so.

He undid the buttons of my trousers slowly,
teasing my rapidly hardening length by rubbing deliberately against
it through the cloth.

“D-do you want to go upstairs?” I asked.

“No. Just stay where you are.”

I wanted to protest we were
in the kitchen for
heaven’s sake, but the firm grasp of his fingers as he drew my
member free drove all such thoughts from my mind. I shifted
slightly in the chair to give him better access, a soft sound
escaping me as he fondled my sack. “Griffin…”

“Watch,” he commanded. I obeyed, loving the
hungry look in his eyes almost as much as the sensation of his
tongue as he licked me slowly from base to head. The wet, red tip
of his tongue flicked lightly at the slit, teased at the edges of
the hood, and generally made me whimper and stiffen with the lust
for more. And all the while, his gaze remained fixed on my face,
every emotion and change of expression bare to him. A part of me
wanted to close my eyes, to hide whatever vulnerability he might
see, not because I didn’t trust him, but out of old habit and
nebulous fear.

Then his mouth closed around me, and I
gasped, hands clenching on the arms of my chair. He slid down
slowly, hot and wet, all the way to the base before repeating the
action. I gripped the chair harder, holding back the urge to thrust
into his mouth. When his eyes closed briefly, and he moaned around
my cock, I knew he’d unfastened his trousers and put a hand to
himself as well.

I gave myself over to it, letting pleasure
wash over me, through me, all centered around the length of hard
flesh in his mouth. He moaned, picking up the pace of his
ministrations. God! It all felt incredible, and the sight of his
swollen lips wrapped around me, his eyes dilated with pleasure as
he stroked himself, undid me. I groaned his name as a warning, even
as my sack tightened and my body clenched. He moaned encouragement
around my cock, and I shuddered with ecstasy as I spent myself in
his throat.

He swallowed eagerly, coaxing out everything
I had to give him. When I relaxed back against the chair, still
panting and shaking, he let my softening cock slip from his lips.
Arching his back, he gave me a view of his erection, flushed deep
red against the paleness of his hand as he worked himself. “Yes,
Griffin,” I said hoarsely, wanting to see.

His orgasm took him, and he cried out,
spending himself on the tiled floor. He stroked his length a few
times more, before slumping to rest his head against my thigh. I
leaned forward and wrapped my arms around his shoulders, pressing
my cheek against his hair.

“Was that adequate thanks?” he asked, when
his breathing slowed enough to allow it.

I nuzzled his hair, delighting in the scent
of sandalwood and musk. “Mmm, yes. I’d offer to play the knight
errant more often, but I fear I really would succeed in breaking my
hand.”

He chuckled softly, then shifted position to
kiss me. “Thank you for a wonderful Christmas, Ival.”

I still thought him too generous. “You’re
welcome. But perhaps next year we’ll keep to just the two of
us.”

He sat back with a smile. “I like hearing
you talk about our future,” he admitted. “It makes me feel…I don’t
know how to say it, exactly. Wanted. Permanent.”

“I’m glad.” I set about to getting my
clothing back in order. “But for tonight, let’s clean up here and
go to bed.”

~ * ~

I awoke late the next morning. The museum
closed for the holiday, so we’d set no alarm. I reached blindly to
Griffin’s side of the bed, only to find the sheets empty and
cold.

I sat up, hoping to find him at the
washbasin. We’d spent the night in his room, which contained his
shaving kit. We kept two bedchambers, for the sake of appearances,
as a woman came in once a week to clean and take away the laundry.
But we never slept apart, rather alternating nights in the two
beds.

Before coming to Widdershins, Griffin worked
for the Pinkerton Detective Agency, a career which ended in a
double set of horrors: his partner dead in the clutches of some
otherworldly abomination, and himself shut away in a madhouse. His
experiences left him prone to nightmares and fits, which stole his
sleep on a regular basis. But the fits had grown less frequent
recently, and I hadn’t waked alone in some time. A bit concerned, I
rose and pulled on a dressing gown, before going in search of
him.

I found him in the second-floor study,
staring fixedly out the window at the barren hedges beyond. His
face reflected in the window, drawn and pensive. I’d discovered him
in such a mood several times over the last few months, ever
since…

Well. Ever since his family turned their
backs on him for daring to love me.

“Griffin?” I asked tentatively. “Is
everything all right?”

He blinked back to the present and turned to
me with a smile. “Of course, my dear. Breakfast?”

I wanted to say…something. He’d given up
everything for me, and I…

I didn’t know if I was
enough. If I could ever be
enough. And I was too much of a coward to ask and
find out for certain.

“Breakfast sounds wonderful,” I said. “Shall
I cook?”

“You? Voluntarily offering to cook? It’s a
Christmas miracle.”

“Hilarious,” I muttered. “Keep it up, and
you’ll be wearing your eggs instead of eating them.”

After a lazy breakfast, I retired to the
study to relax with a new book on cryptography. Griffin remained in
the downstairs parlor where he kept his office and attended to his
account books.

There came a knock on the door sometime just
before lunch. I ignored it; one of the many advantages to living
with Griffin was his willingness to interact with postmen, delivery
boys, and neighbors. Not to suggest I disliked any of them in
specific, so much as I never felt comfortable with people in
general. I didn’t know what to say, and my attempts at small talk
generally failed miserably and made social situations even more
awkward. Griffin, on the other hand, enjoyed such interactions and
excelled at them. I thought it best for all concerned if I left
them up to him.

The faint murmur of voices floated up to me,
followed by the sound of the door shutting. The stairs creaked
beneath Griffin’s weight, and I set my book aside as he joined me.
“Who was at the door?” I inquired.

“The telegram boy.”

“Word of your brothers?” I asked. After the
falling out with his adoptive family, Griffin decided to attempt
finding his two older brothers, whom the orphan train had separated
from him.

“No, I’m afraid not.” Disappointment muted
his voice as he crossed the room and extended the telegram to me.
“Actually, it’s a message for you.”

“For me?” I straightened in my chair and
took it from him. Who on earth would feel the need to contact me in
so urgent a fashion, let alone do it at home rather than at the
museum?

The telegram read:

Can’t explain but need you in Egypt
immediately Stop Wire when you have date of arrival secured
Stop

Dr. Christine Putnam

~ * ~

“This is an outrage, even by Christine’s
standards,” I fumed. “What is she thinking? I’m not about to just
drop everything and rush off to the other side of the world on a
whim!”

We sat to either side of the kitchen table,
our lunch of fish chowder in front of us and the offending telegram
lying to one side. Our cat, Saul, circled the table in hopes we’d
let him jump up during an unguarded moment. I considered crumpling
the telegram and throwing it for him to chase about on the
floor.

“Egypt isn’t on the other side of the world,
precisely.” Griffin pointed out. “More of a third of the way
round.”

“Oh, well, I’ll just nip right over,” I
muttered, clanking my spoon against my bowl a bit more forcefully
than necessary.

“Given Christine is well aware of your
aversion to travel, she must have some compelling reason to ask you
to come.”

“Ask? More like ordered.” My appetite had
vanished, so I set aside the spoon and sipped on my coffee. “And if
she has a compelling reason, she should have told me what it
is.”

“Perhaps she didn’t wish to commit it to
writing, or wire, in this case,” he suggested. “She’s conducting
further excavations near Nephren-ka’s tomb, isn’t she?”

As if she hadn’t gone on about it for months
before leaving. “Yes. Looking for evidence of a lost temple or some
such. Nothing which would possibly require my expertise, at least
not urgently. If she wants something translated, she can mail
photographs or a sketch.”

Griffin didn’t look certain. “Some of the
objects from his tomb held the secrets of dark sorcery, at least
judging by the scroll the Brotherhood stole last year. What if she
doesn’t want your expertise as a philologist, but as a
sorcerer?”

I gave Griffin an annoyed look. “I wish you
wouldn’t call me that. I’m a scholar, nothing more.”

“Forgive me, my dear. But you’re changing
the subject.”

I broke off a piece of bread
and nibbled on it to give me an excuse not to respond immediately.
West Virginia marked the farthest I’d ever strayed from
Widdershins. I’d hated the heat and mosquitos, but at least we’d
had a hotel and other civilized amenities. What if Christine
expected me to sleep in a tent?

“I don’t know,” I said at last. “Christine
is my friend and not given to flights of fancy, but…how am I to
excuse taking several months away from the museum to the
director?”

Griffin shrugged. “Show him the telegram. He
knows Christine; I doubt he’ll think anything of its abruptness.
He’ll assume she wants your skill at translation. If I’m not
mistaken, the expedition is of great importance to the museum,
especially after the revenue her previous discovery brought. Surely
he’ll be more than happy to send you to Egypt if he thinks it will
secure similar results.”

I put down my coffee and glared at him. “Are
you on my side or not? You’re supposed to be helping me find
reasons not to go, not chipping away at the ones I have.”

He hid a smile—unsuccessfully—behind his
cup. “I’m sorry. I thought you wished my honesty.”

“Hmph.” Blast the man. He always knew what
to say. “I’m not convinced. I’ll write to Christine and ask for
more information. I wish to help her, but she thinks of nothing of
these long journeys. Possibly the matter can be handled via
post.”

“Possibly,” Griffin agreed, although he
didn’t sound as if he believed it. For that matter, neither did
I.


Chapter 3

 


I went to work the next morning, still angry
with Christine. Griffin thought me unreasonable, but how could he
understand? He’d traveled all over the country, almost into Mexico
even, while working for the Pinkertons. When it came time to start
his life over, he’d moved to Widdershins and set up shop despite
never having set foot in Massachusetts before.

I didn’t have his courage, let alone
Christine’s. I’d been born in Widdershins and would probably die
here—especially if I kept running into monsters and cultists. It
was a fine town, and had everything I needed: a job I enjoyed, a
man I loved, and a comfortable house. I liked knowing where
everything was located, and going home to the same bed—well,
beds—every night. Why should I have to go jaunting off across the
ocean, staying in strange places and eating exotic food? If I
wanted to see the world, I would have signed up for one of Mr.
Cook’s tours.

I tried to put the matter
from my mind and took out the Arcanorum. With Christine in the
field, no one ever visited my little basement office, so I could at
least be sure of no interruptions. I would have preferred to work
on my arcane researches at home, but Griffin’s absurd attitude
toward both book and spells made such an arrangement impossible, or
at least inconvenient. Learning new spells required concentration,
which meant I had no hope of doing so with his dire warnings
ringing in my ears.

The harmless spell I currently attempted to
master made such warnings seem even more ridiculous. Supposedly it
would allow me to shatter stone or open a rent in the earth,
neither of which had the slightest application I could think of.
The exercise was purely an experiment, nothing more.

And, thus far, a failed experiment. After
the ease of the water spell, I’d assumed this one would prove no
more difficult. Instead, it completely eluded me.

But today would be different. I felt
focused. Calm.

I took a small river rock from my drawer and
put it in the center of the desk. With will and words, I would
break it into two pieces. Putting aside all mental distractions, I
concentrated on the stone.

Really, it was completely unfair of
Christine to blithely ask me to join her in Egypt with no
explanation whatsoever.

Drat, no, I needed to focus. Not think about
Christine’s ridiculous telegram. I took a deep breath and fixed my
attention on the stone again.

After all, if I went to Egypt, it would mean
leaving Griffin behind. True, Griffin occasionally went on short
trips for his job, but never farther than Vermont or New York. I
could bear to be parted from him for a few days. But Lord only knew
how many months would pass before I returned home again. It would
take the better part of a month just to reach Port Said, and the
same amount of time to return. I didn’t want to be away from him so
long.

Oh, to hell with it. I’d never get the spell
right in this state.

Hoping to clear my mind, I wrote Christine a
stern letter, saying she must send an explanation if she meant to
demand my presence in so distant a place. But once finished, I
hesitated over giving it to Miss Parkhurst to post. Perhaps a
telegram would be better, if it truly was an imperative matter.
Then again, if she were in the field at the moment, would either
have a hope of actually reaching her?

Christine kept a copy of her itinerary in
her office while away, in the event of urgent news or
correspondence. Surely it would indicate whether a message could be
expected to reach her now, or whether it would sit at a hotel or
embassy for weeks until her return. I obtained the key from the
security office and let myself in.

Christine’s office was quite a bit tidier
than mine. One could actually see the floor, and both chairs were
clear of everything but a layer of dust, the janitorial staff
apparently having decided any cleaning could wait until immediately
before her return. A rather large stack of accumulated mail
teetered on one corner of her desk.

She kept the itinerary in the upper right
hand drawer, if I recalled correctly. As I made my way around the
desk, my elbow brushed against the tower of mail.

I grabbed wildly at it, but too late.
Letters, fliers, and small parcels went everywhere, scattering
across the floor in a drift of paper.

Drat. Going to my knees, I began to collect
letters from where they’d slid beneath the desk. Most seemed to be
ordinary correspondence, but one proved to be surprisingly heavy
for a mere letter.

I paused, inspecting the envelope. Postmarks
indicated it had made its way across the Atlantic from Berlin. The
pressure of the mail stack had embossed the outline of what
appeared to be a coin or token contained within on the
envelope.

I bit back a sigh of annoyance. Clearly the
sender had improperly addressed the letter to Christine, probably
having seen her name in the papers and assuming her an expert on
everything historical. As the Ancient Egyptians had no monetary
system, the contents of the letter clearly needed to be passed on
to someone else, probably one of the Classical scholars, since the
public often misunderstood the rarity of Roman era coins.

Restacking the rest of the
correspondence, I retrieved Christine’s letter opener, a dagger
purchased in the Cairo markets. Despite my expectations, the coin
was no Roman denarius, but rather a token of clearly modern origin.
On one side it bore an Egyptian cartouche, inscribed with the
name Nitocris.

Why did that sound familiar?

On the other side was a
symbol I recognized from the Al
Azif, meant to
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