




    “Delightful Victorian romantic suspense with a touch of the paranormal…a quick-paced, fun thriller.”

    
     —Midwest Book Review
    

    

    
     
      The New York Times bestselling author of Lie by Moonlight and The Paid Companion takes you on a thrilling adventure filled with the simmering passions of the Victorian age—and the lure of ancient secrets…
    

    Venetia Milton’s memories of a romantic night with Gabriel Jones—an alchemist’s descendant—are shattered soon thereafter by news of his death. Adopting the guise of his respectable widow, she embarks on a new career as a fashionable photographer in London, where her unique ability to “see” beyond her subjects makes her photographs highly prized.

    But Venetia’s romantic whim causes unexpected trouble. For one thing, Mr. Jones is about to stride, living and breathing, back into her life. And someone he is tracking will go to any length, even murder, to possess an ancient, extraordinary secret that has been lost for centuries—someone who believes that, as the “wife” of Mr. Jones, Venetia is the key…

     

    “Clever dialogue, well-handled paranormal elements, and an intriguing plot merge with Quick’s lively wit in this thoroughly entertaining romance. A new psychic thriller series.”

    —Library Journal (starred review)

    “It doesn’t take ‘psychical abilities’ to see this one’s a winner…Second Sight is the opening book in the Arcane Society series, and if it’s any indication of what’s to come, the series may be one of Quick’s best.”

    —The (Columbia, SC) State

    “A clever and entertaining tale about secrets…With her witty dialogue, multidimensional characters complete with eccentricities and psychic abilities, clever plotting, and generous humor, the perennially popular Quick has penned another surefire winner.”

    —Booklist (starred review)

    “Another spirited Victorian romance.”

    —Publishers Weekly

    “Polished, proficient romantic suspense.”

    —Kirkus Reviews

    “Murders, blackmailers, and assorted evildoers appear thick and fast…quite entertaining.”

    —The Roanoke Times

    
     PRAISE FOR

      Lie by Moonlight
    

    “Quick’s trademark wit and humor run gracefully throughout this suspenseful and satisfying novel, and fans and new readers alike will fall for the newest additions to Quick’s impressive collection of characters.”

    —Booklist

    “This rousing, steamy story is a captivating read.”

    —Library Journal

    “For fans of Quick, certainly another pleaser, as romance and murder and silk flounces abound.”

    —Kirkus Reviews

    “One of Ms. Quick’s most charming and entertaining historical romantic investigative novels.”

    —The Best Reviews

    “The story line brings the reader into the pages that flow from one to the next, never missing a beat. You can never go wrong with an Amanda Quick book. Every single one is a keeper!”

    —A Romance Review

    
     PRAISE FOR

      Wait Until Midnight
    

    “Terrific historical romantic suspense…Regardless of the time period, Ms. Quick provides a fabulous tale that seems to always land on the keeper shelf.”

    —The Best Reviews

    “[A] wonderful story of mystery and romance…Amanda Quick is the queen of romance. All of her books are keepers, and Wait Until Midnight is no exception.”

    —A Romance Review

    “With a quick wit, quick pace, and quick-thinking investigators, Quick delivers another engrossing suspense/romance with a dark and haunting side.”

    —Romantic Times (4½ stars)

    
     ACCLAIM FOR AMANDA QUICK AND HER NOVELS
    

    “Quick has the Regency–murder mystery mix down to a fine science.”

    —Publishers Weekly

    “Tense and romantic…her pacing is impeccable…sexy and suspenseful.”

    —People

    “Quick is an expert at witty dialogue…and the depiction of early nineteenth-century England.”

    —School Library Journal

    “If you start an Amanda Quick book in the late afternoon, you’ll probably spend the night with it.”

    —The Denver Post

    “Amanda Quick has the gift of storytelling.”

    —Under the Covers Book Reviews

    “A plucky heroine, a hero with a dark side, snappy dialogue…lots of humor…one of the best and brightest voices in the romance genre.”

    —Booklist

    “[Quick’s] dialogue is always fun, fresh, and romantic.”

    —The Romance Reader

    “Great storytelling…[Quick] spins a great yarn.”

    —All About Romance

    “Sprightly, funny, and highly sensual.”

    —Library Journal
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       Prologue
      
     

     
      Late in the reign of Queen Victoria…
     

    

    
     
      
       
        THE SKELETON LAY on an elaborately carved and gilded bed in the center of the ancient laboratory that had become the alchemist’s tomb.

     The two-hundred-year-old bones were still draped in tattered robes that had been fashioned of what had surely been the most costly silks and velvets. Gloves and slippers embroidered with gold and silver thread shrouded the bones of the hands and feet, giving an eerie appearance of flesh and blood.

     “His tailor must have loved him,” Gabriel Jones said.

     “Just because the client is an alchemist, it doesn’t follow that he cannot possess a keen sense of fashion,” Caleb Jones remarked.

     Gabriel glanced at his cousin’s clothes and then surveyed his own attire. The trousers and linen shirts they wore were covered in dust and grime but the garments as well as their boots were handmade and fit to perfection.

     “A family trait, it seems,” Gabriel said.

     “Makes for a nice addition to the Jones legend,” Caleb agreed.

     Gabriel moved closer to the bed and raised the lantern higher. In the flaring light he could make out the cryptic al-chemical symbols for mercury, silver and gold that decorated the wide hem of the skeleton’s robes. Similar designs were carved into the wooden headboard.

     A heavy strongbox sat on the floor next to the bed. Two centuries of rust encrusted the sides of the box but the lid was covered with a thin sheet of some metal impervious to corrosion. Gold, Gabriel thought.

     He leaned down and used a still-spotless handkerchief to wipe away a bit of the dust that coated the lid. The light glinted on a leafy, decorative design and some cryptic Latin that had been etched into the thin sheet of gold.

     “It’s astonishing that this place was never discovered and looted at some point during the past two hundred years,” he said. “By all accounts, the alchemist had a number of rivals and enemies during his lifetime. To say nothing of all the members of the Arcane Society and the Jones family who have searched for it for decades.”

     “The alchemist had a well-deserved reputation for cleverness and secrecy,” Caleb reminded him.

     “Another family trait.”

     “True,” Caleb agreed. There was a decidedly grim edge to his voice.

     He and his cousin were different in many ways, Gabriel reflected. Caleb was inclined to brood and sink into long silences. He preferred to spend time alone in his laboratory. He had no patience with visitors, guests or anyone else who expected a modicum of civility and a few social graces from him.

     Gabriel had always been the more outgoing and less moody of the two of them, but lately he found himself retreating into his personal library for extended periods of time. He knew that he was seeking not only knowledge but distraction, perhaps even escape, in his studies.

     They were both running, each in his own way, from those aspects of their natures that could only be classified as not normal, he thought. He doubted that either of them would find whatever it was they were searching for in a laboratory or a library.

     Caleb examined one of the old books. “We’ll need assistance packing up these relics.”

     “We can hire men from the village,” Gabriel said.

     Automatically he began formulating a plan of action to take care of the crating and shipping of the contents of the alchemist’s laboratory-tomb. Formulating plans of action was something he did well. His father had told him on more than one occasion that his ability to craft strategy was closely related to his unusual psychical talents. Gabriel, however, preferred to think of it as a manifestation of the part of him that was normal rather than paranormal. He wanted desperately to believe that he really was a logical, rational man of the modern age, not some primitive, uncivilized throwback to an earlier stage of evolution.

     He pushed the disturbing thoughts aside and concentrated on his scheme to transport the relics. The nearest village was several miles away. It was very small and no doubt owed its survival over the centuries to the smuggling business. It was a community that knew how to keep its secrets, especially when there was money involved. The Arcane Society could afford to buy the villagers’ silence, Gabriel reflected.

     The remote location on the coast that the alchemist had chosen for his small fortress of a laboratory was desolate even today. Two hundred years ago it would have been even wilder and more isolated, he thought. The laboratory-tomb had been concealed underground beneath the remains of an ancient, tumbledown castle.

     When he and Caleb had finally succeeded in opening the door of the laboratory a short while ago they had been met with a foul, dead-tasting wind. It had sent them both reeling back, coughing and gasping.

     By mutual agreement, they had decided to wait for the atmosphere inside the chamber to be refreshed by the crisp ocean breeze before entering.

     Once inside, they had discovered a room furnished in the manner of a scholarly study. Ancient leather-bound volumes, the spines cracked and worn, lined the bookshelf. Two candlesticks stood at the ready, awaiting tapers and a light.

     The two-hundred-year-old apparatuses that the alchemist had used to pursue his experiments were neatly set out on a long workbench. The glass beakers were caked with dirt. The metal implements, burner and bellows were clogged with rust.

     “If there is anything of great value in here it will no doubt be in that strongbox,” Caleb said. “I don’t see a key. Shall we force the lock now or wait until we get it back to Arcane House?”

     “We had better find out what we are dealing with,” Gabriel said. He crouched beside the heavy chest and examined the iron lock. “If there is a fortune in gems or gold inside this box, it will be necessary to take extra precautions to protect the contents on the journey home.”

     “We’ll need some tools to pry open that lid.”

     Gabriel looked at the skeleton. An iron object lay partially concealed beneath one gloved hand.

     “I think I see the key,” he said.

     He reached down and carefully lifted the gloved fingers to remove the key. There was a soft rustling sound. The hand separated from the wrist. He found himself holding a glove filled with bones.

     “Damn,” Caleb muttered. “Talk about a chill of dread going down one’s spine. Thought that sort of thing only happened in sensation novels.”

     “It’s just a skeleton,” Gabriel said, putting the glove and its morbid contents down on the old bed. “A two-hundred-year-old one at that.”

     “Ah, but it happens to be the skeleton of Sylvester Jones, the Alchemist, our ancestor and the founder of the Arcane Society,” Caleb said. “From all accounts the man was both very cunning and very dangerous. He may not like having his laboratory discovered after all these years.”

     Gabriel lowered himself beside the strongbox again. “If he felt that strongly about his privacy he should not have left clues to the location of this place in that series of letters he wrote before he died.”

     The letters had sat moldering away in the society’s archives until he had dug them out several months ago and succeeded in deciphering the alchemist’s private code.

     He tried the key in the lock and knew at once it was not going to work.

     “Too much rust,” he announced. “Get the tools.”

     Ten minutes later, working together, they managed to pry open the strongbox. The lid rose reluctantly. Harsh grinding groans emanated from the hinges. But there were no explosions, flashes of fire or other unpleasant surprises.

     Gabriel and Caleb looked down into the box.

     “So much for the notion of finding a hoard of gold and jewels,” Caleb said.

     “Fortunately we did not carry out this expedition with the hope of discovering a treasure,” Gabriel agreed.

     The only object inside the strongbox was a small leather-bound notebook.

     He picked up the book and opened it with great care. “I suspect this will contain the formula that the alchemist hinted at in his papers and letters. He would have considered it vastly more important than gold or jewels.”

     The yellowed pages were filled with the alchemist’s precise handwriting, all in cryptic Latin.

     Caleb leaned forward for a closer look at the seemingly meaningless jumble of letters, numbers, symbols and words that covered the first page.

     “It’s written in another one of his damned private codes,” he said, shaking his head.

     Gabriel turned one of the pages. “A love of secrecy and codes is a tradition that the members of the Arcane Society have maintained with great enthusiasm for two centuries.”

     “I have never encountered a greater bunch of obsessive, reclusive eccentrics in my life than the members of the Arcane Society.”

     Gabriel closed the notebook with great care and met Caleb’s eyes. “There are some who would say that you and I are just as eccentric if not more so than any of the members of the society.”

     “Eccentric is probably not the right word for us.” Caleb’s jaw tensed. “But I’d just as soon not try to come up with a more appropriate term.”

     Gabriel did not argue. When they were younger they had reveled in their eccentricities, taking their special sensitivities for granted. But maturity and adulthood had given them a different, far more cautious perspective.

     Now, to make life even more difficult, Gabriel thought, he found himself dealing with a modern-thinking father who had become an enthusiastic supporter of Mr. Darwin’s theories. Hippolyte Jones was determined to see his heir married off as soon as possible. Gabriel had concluded that his sire secretly wished to discover if the unusual sort of paranormal sensitivity his son possessed would prove to be an inheritable trait.

     Damned if he would allow himself to be coerced into participating in an experiment in evolution, Gabriel thought. When it came to finding a wife, he preferred to do his own hunting.

     He looked at Caleb. “Does it ever concern you that we are members of a society that is populated by secretive, reclusive eccentrics who are obsessed with the arcane and the uncanny?”

     “Not our fault,” Caleb declared, bending to study one of the old instruments on the workbench. “We were merely fulfilling our filial obligations when we allowed ourselves to be inducted. You know as well as I do that both of our fathers would have been outraged if we had refused to join their precious society. Besides, you are in no position to complain. You were the one who talked me into agreeing to go through with the damned ceremony.”

     Gabriel glanced down at the black-and-gold onyx ring that he wore on his right hand. The stone was embossed with an alchemical symbol for fire.

     “I am well aware of that,” he said.

     Caleb exhaled heavily. “I realize that you felt an enormous amount of pressure to join the society, given the circumstances.”

     “Yes.” Gabriel closed the heavy lid of the box and studied the cryptic words engraved on the gold sheet. “I certainly hope this isn’t some alchemical curse. He who dares open this strongbox will die a dreadful death by sunrise, or something along those lines.”

     “It probably is a curse or at least a warning of some kind.” Caleb shrugged. “The old alchemists were notorious for that sort of thing. But you and I are men of the modern age, are we not? We don’t believe in that kind of nonsense.”

      

     
      T
      HE FIRST MAN DIED three days later.

     His name was Riggs. He was one of the villagers Gabriel and Caleb had hired to pack up the contents of the alchemist’s tomb and see the crates safely aboard the wagons for transport.

     The body was discovered in an ancient alley near the docks. Riggs had been stabbed twice. The first strike had pierced his chest. The second slashed open his throat. A great deal of blood had pooled and dried on the old stones. He had been killed with his own knife. It lay beside him, the blade darkly stained.

     “I am told that Riggs was a loner who had a penchant for drinking, whoring and getting into tavern brawls,” Caleb said. “As far as the locals are concerned, he was bound to come to a bad end sooner or later. The assumption is that he finally got into a fight with an opponent who was either faster or luckier than he was.”

     He looked at Gabriel; waiting, not speaking.

     Resigned to the inevitable, Gabriel crouched beside the body. Reluctantly he picked up the knife by its hilt, focused his attention on the murder weapon and braced for the shock of icy awareness that he knew awaited him.

     There was still a great deal of energy left on the knife hilt. The murder had been committed only a few hours ago, after all. Strong sensations still clung to the blade, enough to ignite a dark thrill deep inside him.

     All of his senses sharpened. It was as if he were suddenly more alert in some indefinable metaphysical fashion. The disturbing part was the elemental desire to hunt that heated his blood.

     He released the knife quickly, letting it clatter on the stones, and rose to his feet.

     Caleb watched him intently. “Well?”

     “Riggs was not killed by a stranger who was in the grip of a sudden rage or panic,” Gabriel said. Absently he made a fist out of the hand he had used to grip the knife. The gesture was automatic, a futile attempt to exorcise the lingering stain of evil and the urge to hunt that it excited in him. “Whoever met him in this alley came here with the deliberate intention of killing him. It was all very cold-blooded.”

     “A cuckolded husband or an old enemy, perhaps.”

     “That’s the most likely explanation,” Gabriel agreed. But he could feel the prickles of awareness raising the hair on the back of his neck. This death was no unconnected event. “Given Riggs’s reputation, the authorities will no doubt come to that conclusion. I think, however, that we should inventory the contents of the crates.”

     Caleb’s brows rose. “Do you believe that Riggs may have stolen one of the artifacts and attempted to sell it to someone who then murdered him?”

     “Perhaps.”

     “I thought we agreed that there was very little in the alchemist’s laboratory that was worth a lot of money, let alone a man’s life.”

     “Let’s notify the local authorities and then open the crates,” Gabriel said quietly.

     He turned and started swiftly toward the narrow mouth of the alley, wanting to put as much distance between himself and the spoor of violence as possible. The desire to hunt was still under control but he could feel it whispering darkly, urging him to open himself to that other aspect of his nature, the part of him that he feared was anything but modern.

      

     
      I
      T TOOK SOME time to check each of the relics that had been carefully wrapped and prepared for shipment against the list of artifacts that Gabriel and Caleb had made. In the end only one item was found to be missing.

     “He took the damned notebook,” Caleb said, disgusted. “It will not be amusing to explain the loss to either one of our fathers, let alone the Council.”

     Gabriel contemplated the empty interior of the strongbox. “We made it easy for him because we had already pried the lid open. He didn’t have to work very hard to retrieve the notebook. But why would anyone want it? At most it’s merely an interesting scholarly artifact filled with the deluded ramblings of a mad old alchemist. It’s of historical significance only to the members of the Arcane Society and then only because Sylvester was the founder of the society.”

     Caleb shook his head. “It would seem that there may be someone who actually believes that the formula will work. Someone who is willing to kill for it.”

     “Well, one thing is certain. We have just witnessed the start of a new addition to the legends of the Arcane Society.”

     Caleb winced. “The Curse of Sylvester the Alchemist?”

     “It has a certain ring to it, don’t you think?”
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      Two months later…
     

    

    
     
      
       
        HE WAS THE MAN she had been waiting for, the lover who was destined to ruin her. But first she wanted to photograph him.

     “No,” Gabriel Jones said. He crossed the richly appointed library, picked up the brandy decanter and splashed a healthy dose of the contents into two glasses. “I did not bring you here to Arcane House to take my picture, Miss Milton. I employed you to photograph the society’s collection of relics and artifacts. I may appear to be in my dotage to you, but I like to think that I am not yet ready to be classified as an antiquity.”

     Gabriel was no aged relic, Venetia thought. Indeed, she sensed in him the power and confidence of a man in his prime. He gave every appearance of being just the right age to sweep her off her feet into the thrilling fires of an illicit passion.

     She had waited long enough to find the right man for the task, she thought. By Society’s standards she was past the age when a lady could reasonably expect to contract a marriage. The responsibilities thrust upon her a year and a half ago when her parents had been killed in the train wreck had sealed her fate. Few respectable gentlemen were eager to take to wife a woman in her late twenties who was the sole support of two siblings and a maiden aunt. In light of her father’s behavior, she had grave misgivings about the institution of marriage, in any event.

     But she did not want to live the rest of her life never knowing genuine physical passion. A lady in her situation, Venetia thought, had a right to engineer her own ravishment.

     The project of seducing Gabriel had been a great challenge because she possessed no practical experience in the business. True, there had been a few minor flirtations here and there over the years but none had resulted in anything more than some experimental kisses.

     The truth was, she had never encountered any man who was worth the risk of an illicit affair. Following the death of her parents, the need to avoid a disastrous scandal had become even more imperative. The financial security of her family was entirely dependent upon her career as a photographer. She must not do anything to jeopardize it.

     But this magical time at Arcane House had been literally dropped into her lap; a gift that she had never expected to receive.

     It had come about in the most mundane way, she reflected. A member of the mysterious Arcane Society had viewed her photographic work in Bath and recommended her to the society’s official governing Council. The Council, it seemed, had determined to have the contents of their museum recorded in photographs.

     The lucrative commission had offered her an unprecedented opportunity to live out her most secret romantic fantasies.

     “I would not charge extra for taking your portrait,” she said quickly. “The fee that was paid in advance will cover all expenses.”

     And a good deal more, she thought, trying not to reveal her satisfaction. She was still dazzled by the incredibly handsome sum the Arcane Society had paid into her account at the bank. The unexpected windfall was literally going to change her future and that of her small family. But she did not think it would be wise to explain that to Gabriel.

     Image was everything in her profession, as Aunt Beatrice never hesitated to point out. She must give her client the impression that her work was worth every penny of the huge sum that had been paid.

     Gabriel smiled his cool, mysterious smile and handed her one of the brandies. When his fingers brushed against hers, a little thrill tingled along her nerves. It was not the first time she had felt the sensation.

     She had never met a man like Gabriel Jones. He had the eyes of an ancient sorcerer. They were filled with dark, unfathomable secrets. The flames that flared on the massive stone hearth cast a wash of golden light across the planes and angles of a face that had been carved by strong, elemental forces. He moved with a dangerous, predatory grace, and he looked incredibly masculine and elegant in his beautifully tailored black-and-white evening clothes.

     All in all, she thought, he was quite perfect for what she had in mind.

     “Cost is not the issue, Miss Milton, as I’m sure you’re well aware,” he said.

     Embarrassed, she took a quick swallow of brandy and prayed that the shadowy lighting would conceal her blush. Of course cost was not the problem, she thought, chagrined. Judging by the furnishings that surrounded her, the Arcane Society was evidently sustained by a comfortable fortune.

     She had arrived at the crumbling heap of stone named Arcane House six days ago, conveyed in a modern, well-sprung private carriage that Gabriel had dispatched to meet her at the train station in the village.

     The massively built coachman had been a dour sort who had spoken very little after confirming her identity. He had hoisted the trunks that contained her clothes as well as her dry plates, tripod and developing chemicals as easily as though they contained nothing but feathers. She had insisted on carrying her camera herself.

     The journey from the station had taken nearly two hours. Night had fallen and Venetia had been uneasily aware of the fact that she was being driven deeper and deeper into a remote, seemingly uninhabited landscape.

     By the time the taciturn coachman had drawn up in front of an old mansion that had been built upon the ruins of an even more ancient abbey, it was all she could do to conceal the jittery sensations that coursed through her. She had even begun to wonder if she had made a great mistake by agreeing to take the exorbitantly lucrative commission.

     All of the arrangements had been conducted by post. Her younger sister, Amelia, who worked as her assistant, had planned to accompany her. But at the last minute Amelia had contracted a bad cold. Aunt Beatrice had been anxious about Venetia going off on her own to complete the commission but in the end financial necessity had won out. Once the grand sum of money had been deposited into the bank, Venetia had never once considered declining the project.

     The isolated location of Arcane House had generated more than a few doubts but her first encounter with Gabriel Jones had quelled all of her private concerns.

     When she had been ushered into his presence by the near-silent housekeeper that first evening, she had been nearly overwhelmed by a rush of astonishing awareness. The sensation was so acute it had aroused and excited all of her senses, including the very special kind of vision that she kept secret from everyone except the members of her own family.

     That was when the inspiration for her grand plan of seduction had struck.

     This was the right man, the right place and the right time. After she left Arcane House she was highly unlikely to ever again encounter Gabriel Jones. Even if by some chance they did happen to cross each other’s path in the future, she sensed he would be gentleman enough to keep her secrets. She suspected that he had a few of his own.

     Her family, clients and neighbors in Bath would never know what took place here, she thought. While she was at Arcane House she was free from Society’s strictures in a way that she never would be again.

     Until today she had dared to hope that, in spite of her lack of practical experience, the seduction of Gabriel Jones was going well. She knew from the occasional glimpses of heat that she surprised in his eyes and the exciting aura of energy that enveloped them when they were in the same room that he was attracted to her.

     In the past few days they had sat down to long, intimate dinners and stimulating, wide-ranging conversations by the fire. They had breakfasted together in the mornings, served by the taciturn housekeeper, and discussed the day’s photography plans at length. Gabriel seemed to enjoy her company as much as she did his.

     There was just one problem. This was her sixth night here at Arcane House, and thus far Gabriel had made no attempt to even take her into his arms, let alone carry her upstairs to one of the bedrooms.

     True, there had been many small, fleeting, incredibly exciting little intimacies: his warm, powerful hand on her elbow when he guided her into a room; a casual, seemingly unintended touch; a sensual smile that promised more than it delivered.

     All extremely tantalizing, to be sure, but not what one would call definitive indications that he desired her enough to make mad, passionate love to her.

     She was starting to worry that she had fumbled the business. In a few more days she would depart Arcane House forever. If she did not do something soon, her dreams would remain unrealized.

     “You have made excellent progress with your work here,” Gabriel said. He went to stand in front of the windows, looking out into the moonlit night. “Do you feel that you will be able to finish on schedule?”

     “Most likely,” she admitted. Unfortunately, she added silently. She would have given a great deal for an excuse to linger. “With all the sun we have enjoyed these past few days I have had very few problems with the lighting.”

     “The light is always a photographer’s greatest concern, is it not?”

     “Yes.”

     “The word from the village is that the weather is expected to hold.”

     More bad news, she thought glumly. Poor weather was the only reason she could think of for prolonging her stay.

     “How nice,” she said politely.

     Time was running out. A sense of desperation gripped her. Gabriel might feel some desire for her, but he appeared to be too much of a gentleman to act on it.

     Her plans for at least one night of illicit passion appeared to be evaporating before her very eyes. She had to act.

     Recklessly she tossed back the last of the brandy. It burned all the way down but the fire gave her the courage she needed to rise to her feet.

     She set the glass aside with such determination that it made a decided clink when it hit the table.

     It was now or never. Would he be appalled if she simply threw herself into his arms? Most certainly. Any true gentleman would be utterly shocked by such unseemly behavior. She was rather appalled at the thought herself. What if he rejected her? The humiliation would be unbearable.

     This situation called for subtlety.

     She groped for inspiration. Outside, moonlight streamed down onto the terrace. It cast a very romantic spell, she thought.

     “Speaking of atmospheric conditions,” she said, striving for a light tone, “it has become a trifle warm in here, has it not? I believe I shall take some fresh air before retiring. Will you join me, sir?”

     She moved toward the glass-paned doors that opened onto the terrace in what she hoped was a suitably sultry, inviting manner.

     “Yes, of course,” Gabriel said.

     Her spirits soared. This just might work.

     He followed her to the door and opened it for her. When she stepped out onto the stone terrace the chill night air struck her with unexpected force. Her optimism failed abruptly.

     So much for her brilliant ploy, she thought. This brisk temperature was hardly likely to incline Gabriel toward a state of heated passion.

     “I should have brought a wrap,” she said, folding her arms beneath her breasts to warm herself.

     Gabriel braced one booted foot on the low stone wall that surrounded the terrace and examined the starry night sky with an assessing expression.

     “The crisp, clear weather tonight is another indication that we will, indeed, enjoy ample sunlight tomorrow,” he said.

     “Wonderful.”

     He glanced at her. In the moonlight she could see that he was smiling his cryptic smile.

     Good grief, was he amused by her poor attempt at seduction? That was an even more distressing thought than the fear that he might reject her.

     She hugged herself more tightly and imagined the photographic portrait she would have made of Gabriel if he had given her the opportunity. There would have been areas of intense, powerful shadow in the final image, she thought, reflections of the invisible dark energy that emanated from him.

     That knowledge did not alarm her. She knew that the metaphysical darkness that flared around Gabriel was evidence of his strong will and self-mastery. It was not the sort of disturbing energy that emanated from a fevered brain. She had glimpsed those peculiar, dreadful hues occasionally among some who sat for their portraits. The chilling experiences never failed to leave her with a sick sense of revulsion and fear.

     Gabriel Jones was very, very different.

     She pondered the night and her failed attempt at seduction. There was nothing to be gained standing out here shivering. She might as well admit defeat and retreat back into the warmth of the library.

     “You’re feeling the cold,” Gabriel said. “Allow me.”

     To her amazement, he unfastened his elegantly cut coat and peeled it off with fluid masculine grace. The next thing she knew, he was draping the heavy garment around her shoulders.

     The fine wool carried the residual heat of his body, warming her instantly. She inhaled and caught the trace of his scent.

     
      Do not read too much into this bit of gallantry, she thought. He was merely playing the gentleman.

     Nevertheless, the intimacy of the situation was incredibly exhilarating. She wanted to cling to the coat and never let go.

     “I must tell you that I have found this photography commission quite interesting,” she said, huddling deeper into his coat. “From both an artistic and an educational point of view. I had no idea that the Arcane Society even existed before I arrived here.”

     “As a general policy the members of the society shun any sort of public notice.”

     “You have made that clear,” she said. “I know it is none of my affair, but I cannot help but wonder why the society is so intent on maintaining a cloak of secrecy.”

     “Blame it on tradition.” Gabriel smiled again. “The society was founded some two hundred years ago by an alchemist who was obsessed with secrecy. Throughout the years, the members have maintained the same attitude.”

     “Yes, but this is the modern age. No one takes alchemy seriously these days. Even in the late sixteen hundreds it was considered to be one of the dark arts, not a genuine science.”

     “Science has always been dark at its edges, Miss Milton. The border between the known and the unknown is extremely murky, to say the least. Today, those who explore those obscure fringes call what they do psychical or metaphysical research. But in truth, they are merely modern-day alchemists sailing under a new flag.”

     “The Arcane Society is engaged in psychical research?” she asked, startled.

     For a moment she thought he might not answer the question. But then he inclined his head, once.

     “That is correct,” he said.

     Venetia frowned. “Forgive me, but in that case, the obsession with secrecy seems very odd, indeed. After all, psychical research is a perfectly respectable field of study these days. Why, they say that in London one can attend a séance any night of the week. And there are a vast number of learned journals dealing with psychical investigations published each month.”

     “The members of the Arcane Society view the majority of those who claim to possess psychical powers as frauds, charlatans and tricksters.”

     “I see.”

     “Arcane Society investigators and researchers take their work very seriously,” Gabriel added. “They do not wish to be associated with impostors and deceivers.”

     It was clear from the tone of his voice that he held similar strong views, she thought. This was certainly not the time to announce that she could see auras.

     She tugged the edges of his coat more snugly around herself and retreated into the safety and privacy of her own secrets. The last thing she wanted to do was leave her fantasy lover with the impression that she was a charlatan or a fraud. Nevertheless, she could not bring herself to drop the subject without some small protest.

     “Personally,” she said, “I prefer to keep an open mind. I certainly do not believe that all who claim to possess paranormal senses are liars and frauds.”

     He turned his head to look at her. “You misunderstand me, Miss Milton. The members of the society are more than willing to allow for the possibility that some individuals do possess paranormal senses and abilities. That possibility is the reason the Arcane Society is still in existence.”

     “If the society’s focus is psychical in nature, why has it acquired the rather strange artifacts in the museum here at Arcane House?”

     “The antiquities in the collection are all believed to have some metaphysical importance, either real or imaginary.” He shrugged. “I think it is safe to say that in the majority of instances, the latter is the case. Either way, each relic has research and historical significance as far as the society is concerned.”

     “I must tell you that I found many of the artifacts exceedingly unpleasant, even disturbing in some manner.”

     “Did you, indeed, Miss Milton?” he asked very softly.

     “My apologies, sir,” she said hastily. “I did not mean to offend your taste or that of the other members of the society.”

     He was amused. “Never fear, Miss Milton; I am not so easily offended. As it happens you are a very perceptive woman. The artifacts here at Arcane House were not collected with a view toward preserving the elegant or the artistic. Each was brought here for purposes of scientific study.”

     “Why did the society decide to have the collection photographed?”

     “There are many members throughout Britain and in other parts of the world who wish to examine the relics but are unable to make the journey to Arcane House. The Master of the society decreed that a photographer be employed to record the relics so that those who cannot view them in person will be able to study the pictures.”

     “The society plans to issue the photographs in the form of albums that can be dispersed to the members?”

     “That is the intent, yes,” he said. “But the society does not want the pictures made available to curiosity seekers and the general public. That is why, by the terms of our agreement, I will take possession of the negatives. That way the number of prints produced can be strictly controlled.”

     “You do understand that our arrangement is most unusual. Until this commission, it has been my practice to retain possession of every negative that I create.”

     “I appreciate your reluctance to alter your customary mode of business.” His brows rose slightly. “But I believe the society did make it worth your while in this instance.”

     She blushed. “Yes.”

     He shifted slightly in the shadows, taking his foot down off the low wall. It was the most casual of motions but it somehow closed the space between them, heightening the sense of intimacy in a way that made her pulse race.

     He reached out with one hand and lightly gripped the lapel of the coat she wore. “I am pleased that you are satisfied with our financial arrangements.”

     She went very still, startlingly aware of his strong fingers so tantalizingly close to her throat. This was definitely not a casual sort of touch, she thought.

     “I hope you will be equally satisfied with my work,” she said.

     “I have seen enough in the past few days to know that you are an excellent photographer, Miss Milton. The pictures you created are remarkably clear and detailed in every respect.”

     She swallowed hard, striving to project a woman-of-the-world image. “You did say that you wanted to be able to see every inscription and line of engraving on every artifact.”

     “Detail and clarity are critical.”

     He gripped both lapels of the coat and drew her closer. She did not even attempt to resist. This was what she had been yearning for these past few days and nights, she reminded herself. She was not about to lose her nerve at this juncture.

     “I have found my work here quite…stimulating,” she whispered, staring at his mouth.

     “Did you?”

     “Oh, yes.” She could hardly breathe now.

     He tugged her a little closer.

     “Would it be presumptuous of me to conclude that you find me somewhat interesting, too?” he asked. “Or have I misread the situation between us?”

     Excitement shot through her, brighter than the glare of the magnesium ribbons she occasionally used to light her subjects. Her mouth went dry.

     “I find you quite riveting, Mr. Jones.”

     She leaned closer, parting her lips a little, inviting him to kiss her.

     He responded at last. His mouth closed on hers, slow and searching. She heard herself make a soft, urgent little sound and then, greatly emboldened, she put her arms around his neck, clinging as though for dear life.

     The warm coat slid off her shoulders but she paid no attention. She no longer needed the garment. Gabriel was holding her tightly against him. The heat of his body and the invisible energy of his aura enveloped her.

     The kiss was beyond her wildest dreams and fantasies. There was much about Gabriel that remained an enigma, but she knew at last that his desire for her was very real.

     Her seduction plan was a blazing success.

     “I think,” Gabriel said against her throat, “that it is time to go back inside.”

     He picked her up in his arms as though she were weightless and carried her back through the open door into the inviting warmth of the fire-lit library.
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        HE SET HER DOWN on her feet in front of the fire. Holding her mouth captive with his own, he went to work unfastening the hooks at the front of the stiff bodice of her gown. She shivered again in spite of the warmth of the flames on the hearth and was suddenly very glad that she numbered herself among the many women who considered corsets unhealthful as well as uncomfortable. It would have been awkward, indeed, to stand here while Gabriel unlaced her, she thought.

     Oddly disoriented and a little unsteady, she instinctively braced her hands against his shoulders. When she felt the sleek muscle beneath the fabric of his shirt, an unfamiliar heat swirled inside her.

     Impulsively she flexed her hands, sinking her nails into him.

     Gabriel smiled slowly. “Ah, my sweet Miss Milton, I do believe that you will drive me mad tonight.”

     The heavy gown fell away before she even realized that he had gotten it open. The dark crimson skirts pooled at her feet. She drew a sharp, unsteady breath when his hand cupped her breast. Through the fine linen of her underclothes she was intensely aware of his fingers moving gently, coaxingly across her nipple.

     The next thing she knew her hair was tumbling down around her bare shoulders. He had removed the pins, she thought.

     It dawned on her that in spite of the fact that this was her seduction, he was doing all the work now. Surely as a woman of the world she should be doing something more assertive.

     She caught one end of his bow tie and yanked hard.

     A little too hard.

     Gabriel gave a husky laugh. “Do you mean to strangle me before we have concluded this business, Miss Milton?”

     “I’m sorry,” she whispered, horrified.

     “Allow me.”

     He deftly unknotted the tie. It dangled briefly from his fingers and then, to her astonishment, he draped it lightly around her throat. In the firelight, his eyes darkened with an emotion she knew was desire.

     In a matter of a few more moments, the length of black silk was all that she wore. She closed her eyes against the realization that she was nude in front of her dream lover.

     “You are very beautiful,” he said against her throat.

     She knew that was somewhat short of the truth but she suddenly felt quite lovely, such was the power of his voice and the atmosphere of the room.

     “So are you,” she blurted, enthralled.

     He laughed softly, picked her up and settled her on the velvet cushions of the sofa. Dazed from the waves of excitement and sensation pulsing through her, she closed her eyes. The end of the sofa gave beneath his weight. She heard one of his boots hit the floor and then the other.

     He rose from the sofa. She opened her eyes in time to watch him strip off his shirt. In the golden light of the fire she could see that he was sleekly, powerfully made.

     He stepped out of his trousers and tossed them aside.

     When he turned back to her she froze at the sight of his aroused body.

     He, too, went still.

     “What is it?” he asked.

     “Nothing,” she managed. She could hardly tell him that this was the first time she had ever seen an adult man naked and erect. A woman of the world would be familiar with a sight like this, she reminded herself.

     “Do you find the sight of me displeasing?” he asked, still not moving.

     She drew a deep, steadying breath and gave him a tremulous smile.

     “I find the sight of you very…stimulating,” she whispered.

     “Stimulating.” He sounded as though he did not know what to make of that. Then he smiled his mysterious smile. “I believe you used that term to describe your work here at Arcane House. Does that mean that you would like to set up your camera before we proceed?”

     
      “Mr. Jones.”
     

     He came to her in a low roar of masculine laughter. Lowering himself down on top of her, he slid one muscled thigh between her legs.

     He breathed hot, seductive, shockingly wicked words against the bare skin of her breast. She responded impulsively, not with words because she could no longer speak, but with her body. She twisted and arched beneath his weight, clutching at him.

     Very soon he ceased talking to her. His breathing became harsher. She could feel his muscles tightening beneath her hands. The dark thrills flashing through her were so intense that she could not even spare a second to be shocked anew when he reached down between them and caressed her sex.

     She needed him to touch her like that. In fact, she needed more; much more.

     “Yes,” she whispered. “Please, yes.”

     “Anything,” he got out hoarsely. “Anything you want. You have only to ask.”

     He stroked her until she pleaded with him for a release she could not describe, until she was clenched with need. When he slipped a finger inside her the sense of urgency became unbearable.

     She realized that a similar sensation was riding him, too. He groaned, as though he ached somewhere deep inside. He was no longer touching her with the exquisite tenderness of a gentlemanly lover. Instead he was fighting her for the embrace, tormenting her, challenging her. She fought back, glorying in the sensual battle.

     “You were made for me,” he said suddenly, as though the words had been ripped from him. “You are mine.”

     It was a statement, not an endearment. A declaration of indisputable fact.

     He caught her face between his hands. “Say it. Say that you are mine.”

     “I am yours.” For tonight, she added silently. She raked her nails across his back.

     Energy swirled around them. Her aura, she thought in some distant part of her mind, somehow it had infused with his to create an invisible metaphysical storm that engulfed them both.

     When she narrowed her eyes slightly she realized that her paranormal vision was flashing in and out of focus. Light and shadow reversed and reversed again.

     Gabriel used one hand to fit himself to her. He probed once and then he drove deep with a single, relentless thrust.

     Pain snapped through her, shattering the sensual trance.

     Gabriel froze, every muscle rock solid.

     “Sweet hell,” he muttered. He raised his head and looked down at her with eyes that were as dangerous as his dark aura. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

     “Because I knew you would stop if I did,” she whispered. She speared her fingers through his hair. “And I didn’t want you to stop.” He groaned. “Venetia.”

     But the energy they had generated between them was rising once more. Gabriel lowered his mouth to hers in a kiss that had all the hallmarks of a stamp of possession as well as passion.

     When he freed her she drew in an unsteady breath, wriggling a little in an effort to adjust to the intimate invasion.

     “Don’t,” Gabriel said. “Move.” He sounded as though he were having trouble breathing.

     She smiled a little, put her arms around his neck and pulled him more tightly to her.

     “You do realize you will pay for this,” he said.

     “I certainly hope so.”

     He started to withdraw very slowly.

     
      “No.” She tightened herself around him, trying to hold him deep inside.

     “I’m not going anywhere,” he said.

     The words were both a promise and a delicious threat.

     He drove back into her, filling her, stretching her to the limit. She wanted this desperately but she could not take any more of it, she thought.

     Without warning, the great tension inside her was released in compelling waves, a pleasure so intense that it bordered on pain.

     With an exultant roar, Gabriel surged into her one last time. His climax caused the psychical fire to leap with such potent force that she was amazed it did not set the whole of Arcane House ablaze.
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        SHE FELT GABRIEL STIR a long time later. He sat up slowly, his hand resting on her breast. He studied her for a long time in the firelight before he bent his head, kissed her lightly and got to his feet.

     He picked up her underclothes and handed them to her. Then he reached for his trousers.

     “I think,” he said, “that you owe me an explanation.”

     She crushed the fine linen of her chemise between her fingers. “You are annoyed because I did not tell you that I had never done this sort of thing before.”

     He looked thoughtful, almost amused. “Annoyed is not the right word. I am delighted to know that you have not done this sort of thing before with any other man. But you should have made that clear at the outset.”

     She struggled into the chemise. “If I had, would you have gone forward with the project?”

     “Yes, my sweet. Without a doubt.”

     She looked up, startled. “Is that true?”

     “It’s true.” He smiled slightly. “But I like to think that I would have employed rather more finesse.”

     “I…see.”

     He watched her face in the firelight. “Does that shock you?”

     “I’m not sure. Yes, I think it does.”

     “Why? Did you believe me to be such a proper gentleman, then?”

     “Well, yes,” she admitted.

     “And I believed you to be a lady with some experience of the world. It seems that we were both under some minor misconceptions.”

     “Minor misconceptions?” she repeated coolly.

     “Not that they matter now.” He fastened his trousers. “Tell me, what made you decide to seduce me?”

     So much for her powers of subtlety. She was embarrassed that she had been so obvious.

     “Given my age and circumstances, it has become clear that I am unlikely to ever marry,” she said. “Frankly, sir, I saw no reason on earth why I should feel obliged to deny myself a taste of passion for the rest of my life. If I were a man, no one would expect me to remain celibate forever.”

     “You are correct, of course. When it comes to certain things, Society sets down a different set of rules for men than it does for women.”

     “Nevertheless, there are rules.” She sighed. “One flaunts them at one’s peril. I have certain responsibilities to my family. I must be careful to avoid any scandal that could ruin my photography career. It is our only source of income.”

     “But when you arrived at Arcane House it occurred to you that the situation offered an opportunity to conduct a grand experiment with illicit passion, is that it?”

     “Yes.” She had her dress on now. She busied herself with the hooks. “You did not appear to object, sir. In fact, you seemed quite willing to go along with my experiment.”

     “I was, indeed, quite willing.”

     “Well, there you have it.” Relieved that her logic had proven sound, she managed a smile. “There is no need for either of us to be concerned about what happened here tonight. We will soon go our separate ways. When I return home to Bath, it will be as though it was all a dream.”

     “I don’t know about you,” Gabriel said, suddenly quite grim, “but I think I need some fresh air.”

     “No offense, sir, but are men always this moody after making love?”

     “I happen to possess rather delicate sensibilities.”

     He took her hand and led her back out onto the terrace. The evening coat that he had given her to wear earlier lay in a crumpled heap on the stone. He picked it up and draped it once more around her shoulders.

     “Now,” he said, gripping the lapels to hold her where he wanted her. “About this theory of yours that what happened here tonight will soon be nothing more than a dream.”

     “What of it?”

     “I have news for you, my sweet. The situation between us is somewhat more complicated than you believe it to be.”

     “I don’t understand,” she whispered.

     “Trust me, I am all too well aware of that. But I do not think that tonight is the right moment for a full explanation. Tomorrow will be soon enough.”

     He bent his head to kiss her again. But this time she could not abandon herself to the embrace. Uncertainty was clawing at her. Perhaps she had made a terrible mistake after all.

     Gabriel’s temper seemed uncertain, even volatile. All in all, he was behaving in an extremely odd manner for a man who had just been engaged in an act of passion. Then again, what did she know of how men acted after such events?

     His mouth covered hers. She opened her eyes, braced her hands on his shoulders and pushed hard. It was like trying to shove aside a mountain. Gabriel did not move but he did raise his head.

     “Will you deny me a good-night kiss?” he asked.

     She did not answer him. She wanted to view his aura first. It might give her some clue to his true emotions.

     For a second or two her vision wavered between normal and paranormal. Light and shadow reversed. The night took on the aspect of a photographic negative.

     Gabriel’s aura became visible. But so did someone else’s.

     Startled, she looked out into the dark woods beyond the garden.

     “What is it?” Gabriel asked quietly.

     She realized that he had immediately understood that something was wrong.

     “There is someone out there in the woods,” she said.

     “One of the servants,” he suggested, turning to look.

     “No.” There were very few servants at Arcane House. Over the past few days, her curiosity about the place had prompted her to view all of their auras. Whoever was out there in the thick trees was a stranger to her.

     A second aura appeared, trailing swiftly behind the first.

     There was no point trying to describe what she saw to Gabriel. Let him think that her vision was especially keen. That was, in a sense, the truth.

     “There are two of them,” she said softly. “They are keeping to the shadows. I think they are making for the conservatory door.”

     “Yes,” he said. “I can see them.”

     She glanced at him, astonished. The intruders’ auras were visible to her paranormal senses but she could not believe that Gabriel could make out the two men using only his normal vision. Very little moonlight penetrated the woods that bordered the grounds of Arcane House.

     There was no time to question him. He was already in motion.

     “Come with me.” He swung around, seizing her arm.

     Automatically, she clutched his coat to keep it from sliding off her shoulders. He drew her swiftly back through the French doors into the warmth of the library.

     “Where are we going?” she asked a little breathlessly.

     “There is no way of knowing who those two are or what they are after. I want you away from this place at once.”

     “My things—”

     “Forget them. There is no time to pack.”

     “My camera,” she said, trying to dig in her heels. “I cannot leave it behind.”

     “You can buy another with the money you were paid for this commission.”

     That was true but she did not like the thought of leaving her precious equipment behind, let alone her clothes. The gowns she had brought with her to Arcane House were her best.

     “Mr. Jones, what is going on here? Surely you are overreacting. If you alert the servants they will be able to make certain that those housebreakers do not get inside.”

     “I doubt very much that those two are ordinary, garden-variety thieves.” Gabriel paused beside the desk and gripped the velvet bell pull. He gave it three short, sharp tugs. “That will alert the servants. They have their instructions for this sort of emergency.”

     He opened the bottom drawer of the desk and reached inside. When he straightened, Venetia saw that he held a pistol in his hand.

     “Follow me,” he ordered. “I will see you safely out of here and then I will deal with the intruders.”

     A hundred questions leaped to mind but there was no ignoring the unequivocal air of command. Whatever was going on here, Gabriel obviously believed that it amounted to more than a common house burglary.

     She grabbed fistfuls of her heavy skirts and hurried after him. She assumed that they would make for the door that opened onto the long, central hall. But to her amazement, Gabriel went to a classical statue of a Greek god that stood near a bookcase and moved one of the stone arms.

     The muffled groan of heavy hinges emanated from somewhere inside the wall. A section of the wooden paneling swung ponderously outward to reveal a narrow staircase. She could see only the first few steps. The rest plunged downward into darkness.

     Gabriel hoisted a lantern that had been left at the top of the staircase and struck a light. The yellow glare of the lamp spilled into the pool of midnight below the steps. He waited until she had stepped gingerly onto the top step before pulling the wall closed behind them.

     “Have a care,” Gabriel said, starting down into the depths. “These steps are very old. They date back to the most ancient portion of the abbey.”

     “Where do they lead?”

     “To a concealed tunnel that once served the abbey as an escape route in the event of attack,” he said.

     “What makes you think that those two intruders are more than ordinary ruffians?”

     “Very few people outside the members of the society are even aware that Arcane House exists, let alone its precise location. You will recall that you were driven here at night in a closed carriage. Could you find your way back again?”

     “No,” she admitted.

     “When visitors are brought to Arcane House they always arrive in a similar manner. Yet those two villains obviously know where they are going and what they are about. Therefore I must assume that they are more than simple burglars who happened to stumble upon a likely looking household to rob.”

     “I take your point.”

     Gabriel reached the bottom of the steps. Venetia barely avoided stumbling into him.

     The flaring lantern light illuminated a stone-walled corridor. The smell of damp earth and decayed vegetation was heavy. There was an unpleasant rustling and skittering at the edges of the shadows. The light gleamed briefly on small, malevolent eyes.

     Rats, Venetia thought. Just the added touch needed to complete the scene of gothic horror. She raised her skirts a little higher so that she could see precisely where she was putting her feet.

     “This way,” Gabriel ordered.

     She followed him along the low, vaulted tunnel, running to keep up with him. Gabriel had to keep his head low to avoid a nasty encounter with the unyielding stone.

     A fresh wave of unease washed across her senses. The passageway seemed to constrict around her. She fought the panic, forcing herself to concentrate on following Gabriel.

     “Are you all right?” he asked.

     “It is very close in here,” she said tightly.

     “Not much farther,” he promised.

     She could not answer. She was too busy managing her skirts and the shifting weight of the small bustle that threatened to unbalance her.

     The tunnel twisted and turned several times. Just when she was sure that she would start screaming mindlessly, the corridor dead-ended in a solid wall of stone.

     “Dear heaven,” she whispered, slamming to a stop. “I had better warn you that I do not think I can make a return trip through that dreadful tunnel.”

     “There is no need to go back,” Gabriel said. “We have arrived at our destination.”

     He reached out and grasped a heavy iron lever embedded in the stone. When he pulled it down, a section of the wall slid aside.

     Cool night air flowed into the passageway. Venetia breathed deeply, shivering with relief.

     Gabriel stepped through the opening, gun in hand.

     “Willard?” he called softly.

     “Here, sir.” A bulky figure loomed in the shadows.

     Venetia recognized the coachman who had collected her from the train station and driven her to Arcane House. She had seen him several times during the past few days.

     “Excellent,” Gabriel said. “Do you have your pistol?”

     “Yes, sir.”

     “Mrs. Willard is safe?”

     “She is in the carriage, sir. Scanton and Dobbs are waiting for you at the entrance to the Great Vault, according to the plan you gave us.”

     “You will take Miss Milton and Mrs. Willard to the village. Stay with Miss Milton until she boards the morning train.”

     “Yes, sir.”

     Gabriel turned back to Venetia and lowered his voice. “Good-bye, my sweet. I will find you when this business is finished. Remember what you said to me tonight when you lay in my arms. You are mine.”

     She could scarcely believe her ears. He intended to see her again? Dumbfounded, she opened her mouth to ask when and where they would meet.

     But Gabriel did not give her an opportunity to speak. He kissed her once, very hard. It was the kiss of a man who is staking a claim.

     Before she could recover, he was turning away, heading toward the blackness of the tunnel entrance. She concentrated briefly. The world became a negative image. She caught one last glimpse of Gabriel’s dark, powerful aura, and then he was gone.

     Before she could collect herself, the wall of stone resealed itself, leaving her alone with Willard.

     “This way, Miss Milton,” Willard said.

     She looked at the solid stone wall. “Will he be safe?”

     “Mr. Jones knows how to take care of himself.”

     “Perhaps you should accompany him.”

     “Mr. Jones doesn’t like it when folks fail to follow his orders, Miss Milton. I’ve worked for him long enough to know that it’s best to do as he says. Come along now. It’s a long drive back to the village.”

     Reluctantly she allowed him to assist her into the sleek carriage. The housekeeper was already inside. She did not speak when Venetia sat down across from her.

     Willard slammed the door shut and bounded up onto the box. The vehicle swayed beneath the weight of his bulk. She heard the slap of the leathers.

     The horses leaped forward, jolting Venetia back into the depths of the cushioned seat. Pulling aside the curtain, she watched the stone wall through which Gabriel had disappeared until it was lost from sight. It was not long before the carriage rounded a corner, cutting off her view.

     Some time later it dawned on her that she was still wearing Gabriel’s coat. She sank deeper into it, comforting herself with his lingering scent.

      

     
      T
      ALK ABOUT EXTRAORDINARILY poor timing, Gabriel thought. Irritation compounded the icy anticipation of the hunt as he moved back through the ancient tunnel. The evening had been going very well, indeed. He had enjoyed his seduction enormously, even though there had been a few surprises in the course of events. If there had been even a modicum of justice in the universe, he would have been escorting Venetia Milton upstairs to a cozy bedroom about now.

     He regretted having to send her away, but given the seriousness of the situation, he’d had no choice. He did not know yet what the intruders were after or just how dangerous they might prove to be. But the very fact that they had found Arcane House and seemed to know their way around was a very bad sign.

     He reached the hidden staircase and climbed it swiftly. At the top he paused to listen before opening the secret panel.

     All of his senses were fully open now. In this heightened state of awareness he could detect his prey and anticipate its actions in the way that only a true predator can.

     It chagrined him to realize that he had been so intent on trying to decide how and when to tell Venetia the full truth about their situation that he had not immediately sensed the intruders. The fact that she had noticed them first was embarrassing, to say the least. Obviously his attention and his concentration had been elsewhere.

     Nevertheless, it was astonishing that she had been able to see them at all in the dark woods that ringed Arcane House. He would have to ask her about that the next time they met.

     The psychical side of his nature would no doubt prove quite useful in dealing with whatever was about to happen here tonight. But it was an unpleasant reality that he could not make use of his paranormal senses without succumbing to the chilling fever of the hunt. It was already upon him, igniting his blood.

     His father was convinced that psychical senses represented a new, more advanced development in humans. But Gabriel secretly wondered if in his case the reverse might be true. Perhaps he was in reality some sort of throwback.

     When he was in this state his deepest fear was that beneath his expensive clothes and the gloss of a fine education and drawing-room manners, he was actually something quite the opposite of a truly modern man. He wondered if, in fact, he was exhibiting traits and characteristics that could only be described as primeval.

     If Mr. Darwin’s theories were correct, what did that make him? he wondered.

     There were two reasons he had wanted Venetia safely away from this place tonight. The first was to ensure her safety as well as that of the only other woman on the premises, Mrs. Willard.

     But the second reason was to prevent Venetia from seeing him while the fever was upon him.

     It was not the sort of thing that would make a good impression on one’s future wife.
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      Bath: One week later…
     

    

    
     
      
       
        MR. JONES IS DEAD. Venetia stared, horrified, at the small notice in the newspaper. She felt as though she had been turned inside out. “Impossible. It can’t be true.”

     Her aunt, Beatrice Sawyer; her sixteen-year-old sister, Amelia; and her nine-year-old brother, Edward, all looked up from their breakfasts.

     It was just a small item buried next to the shipping news. Venetia realized that she had almost missed it entirely.

     Shaken, she read it again, this time out loud for the benefit of the others at the table.

      

     FATAL FIRE AND ACCIDENT IN THE NORTH

     
      The body of a man named Gabriel Jones was discovered following a devastating fire in a mansion known locally as the Abbey. The tragic events occurred on the 16th of the month. Mr. Jones was found dead amid a collection of ancient relics, evidently having been killed when one of the heavy artifacts toppled over and struck him on the head.

      It is believed that at the time of his death the victim was attempting to save the antiquities from the fire that swept through the premises. Many of the objects were destroyed in the blaze.

      The body was identified by the housekeeper and her husband. The pair told the authorities that Mr. Jones had taken up residence at the Abbey shortly before the dreadful fire that took his life. Neither servant knew much about their employer. Both stated that he was exceedingly secretive and eccentric in his ways.

     

     Stunned, Venetia lowered the paper and looked at her companions. “The sixteenth was the night I left Arcane House. It isn’t possible. He said that we would meet again. He said there were things we needed to discuss.”

     “Indeed?” Amelia was clearly intrigued. Her pretty face brightened with curiosity. “What was it he wished to talk to you about?”

     Venetia brought herself back to the moment with an act of will. “I don’t know.”

     Beatrice frowned at her through her spectacles. “Are you all right, dear?”

     “No,” Venetia said. “I am in a state of shock.”

     “Get ahold of yourself, dear,” Beatrice said. Her round face crinkled with concern and a hint of reproof. “True, it is a bit of a jolt to lose a wealthy, exclusive client. But you were only acquainted with the gentleman for a few days. And he did pay in advance.”

     Venetia folded the paper with great care. Her fingers were shaking.

     “Thank you, Aunt Beatrice,” she said quietly. “As always, you do have a way of putting matters into perspective.”

     Beatrice had come to live with Venetia’s family upon her retirement as a governess and had immediately devoted herself to an endless series of artistic endeavors. She had been in the household when Venetia, Amelia and Edward had gotten word of the terrible train wreck that had taken the lives of their parents. Beatrice’s presence had steadied them all through the tragedy and the financial disaster that followed.

     “You never said that you developed some strong feelings for Mr. Jones,” Amelia exclaimed, eyes widening. “You were only in his company for a few days, not quite a week. You assured us that he had been a complete gentleman.”

     Venetia elected not to respond to that.

     “From what you have told us,” Beatrice said, “those two servants mentioned in the newspaper account were correct. Mr. Jones appears to have been secretive to the point of eccentricity.”

     “I would not employ the term eccentric to refer to him,” Venetia said.

     Edward looked interested at that. “What term would you use?”

     “Extraordinary. Intriguing.” Venetia paused, searching her brain. “Compelling. Mysterious. Fascinating.”

     It was only when she saw the startled expressions on the faces of the others that she realized how much she had revealed.

     “Really, dear.” Beatrice’s voice sharpened with unease. “You make Mr. Jones sound like one of those odd relics that you say you photographed in his museum.”

     Edward reached for the jam. “Was Mr. Jones covered with unreadable inscriptions and cloaked in inscrutable codes like the antiquities you described?”

     “In a manner of speaking, yes,” Venetia said. She seized the coffeepot, which stood next to the teapot. She greatly preferred tea but when she felt anxious or uneasy, she drank coffee on the theory that it would fortify her nerves. “He was certainly a man of mystery.”

     Amelia frowned. “I can see you are upset by this news but Aunt Beatrice is correct. Do keep in mind that Mr. Jones was only a client, Venetia.”

     “That may be true, but I will tell you this much,” Venetia said, pouring coffee into her cup. “If he truly is dead, it is most likely because he was murdered, not because he was the victim of an accident. I told you about the two intruders who were trying to enter the house the night I left. I suspect they were responsible for the fire and, quite likely, for the death of Mr. Jones. There ought to be a thorough investigation.”

     Beatrice hesitated. “There was nothing about intruders mentioned in that news account, only a fire and a fatal accident involving an antiquity. Are you quite certain that the two people you saw in the woods that night were burglars?”

     “They were certainly bent on mischief, I can tell you that much,” Venetia said quietly. “What is more, Mr. Jones concluded the same thing. In fact, he was even more concerned about those men than I was. That is why he insisted I be escorted off the premises via the secret tunnel.”

     Edward munched his toast. “I would like to have seen that tunnel.”

     Everyone ignored him.

     Beatrice looked thoughtful. “Surely the local authorities would have conducted proper inquiries if there had been any indication of violence or burglary.”

     Venetia absently stirred cream into her coffee. “I don’t understand why there was no mention of the intruders in the paper.”

     “And what of the servants who identified Mr. Jones’s body?” Edward asked with a shrewd expression. “Surely they would have said something about the villains to the authorities.” He paused for emphasis. “If there really were villains involved, that is.”

     They all looked at him.

     “Hmm,” Venetia said. “That is a very good point, Edward. I wonder why the servants neglected to mention the intruders.”

     Beatrice gave a soft, ladylike snort. “Remember, you have only a small news account of the events. Given the nature of the press it is quite likely that there are a number of inaccuracies in that report.”

     Venetia sighed. “In which case, we will probably never know for certain what really did happen that night.”

     “Well, I think it is safe to say that we do know that Mr. Jones is no longer in this world,” Beatrice declared. “That is probably the one thing the press got right. I doubt that there will be any more lucrative photography commissions coming from that quarter.”

     Gabriel Jones could not be dead, Venetia thought. She would know it if he were.

     Wouldn’t she?

     She started to drink some of the strong coffee. A sudden thought made her pause, her cup in midair.

     “I wonder what happened to the negatives and the prints that I made for Mr. Jones while I was at Arcane House?”

     Amelia shrugged. “They were probably destroyed in the fire.”

     Venetia thought about that. “Another thing. There is no mention in the paper about a photographer having been in the mansion on the night that Mr. Jones was killed.”

     “For which we can only be extremely grateful,” Beatrice said with a visible shudder of relief. “The very last thing we need is for you to be dragged into a murder investigation, especially now that our financial situation is starting to appear solid and stable at long last.”

     Venetia placed the cup very precisely down on the china saucer. “Thanks to Gabriel Jones and the fees he saw to it were paid in advance.”

     “Indeed,” Beatrice allowed. “Venetia, I understand that the news concerning Mr. Jones has come as a blow to you. But you must put the matter behind you. Our future lies in London. Our plans are in place. We must go forward with them.”

     “Of course,” Venetia said absently.

     “Clients come and clients go, Venetia,” Amelia added helpfully. “A professional photographer cannot allow herself to become too attached to any of them.”

     “Besides,” Beatrice said, cutting straight to the heart of the business, “the man is dead. Whatever the truth of the events at Arcane House, it no longer concerns us. Now then, let us get on to more pressing matters. Have you decided upon the name you will adopt when we open the gallery in London?”

     “I am still quite taken with Mrs. Ravenscroft,” Amelia said. “It is ever so romantic, don’t you think?”

     “I prefer Mrs. Hartley-Pryce,” Beatrice announced. “It has a more established ring to it.”

     Edward grimaced. “I still say that Mrs. Lancelot is the best name of all.”

     Amelia wrinkled her nose. “You have been reading too many Arthurian tales.”

     “Hah,” he retorted. “You’re a fine one to talk. I know perfectly well that you got that silly Mrs. Ravenscroft name out of that sensation novel you are reading.”

     “The thing is,” Venetia said, interrupting firmly, “I can’t quite see myself living with any of those names. For some reason they don’t seem to fit, if you see what I mean.”

     “You’ll have to make a decision and soon,” Beatrice said. “You cannot call yourself Mrs. Milton. Not when your brother and sister are also named Milton. People would think Amelia and Edward were your children rather than your siblings. That would not do.”

     “We have discussed this at some length,” Amelia pointed out. “You have no choice but to go into business as a widow.”

     “Quite true,” Beatrice said. “An unmarried lady not yet past thirty will have a great deal of trouble attracting the right sort of clientele. In addition, it will be difficult for you to conduct business with men without projecting the wrong impression. Your status as a widow will endow you with a certain respectability that will otherwise be impossible to attain.”

     “I understand,” Venetia said. She straightened in her chair. “I have been giving the matter of my new name a great deal of consideration and I have made a decision.”

     “Which name did you choose?” Edward asked.

     “I will call myself Mrs. Jones,” Venetia said.

     Amelia, Beatrice and Edward stared at her, mouths agape.

     “You are going to adopt the name of your deceased client?” Beatrice asked, amazed.

     “Why not?” Venetia said. A sad wistfulness rose up inside her. “Who will ever guess that a certain Mr. Gabriel Jones was my inspiration? After all, Jones is an exceedingly common name.”

     “That’s true,” Amelia said thoughtfully. “Why, there must be hundreds, if not thousands, of Joneses in London.”

     “Precisely.” Venetia warmed to her own idea. “No one will ever think to make a connection between me and the gentleman at Arcane House who was once, quite briefly, a client. In fact, to make quite certain of that, we shall invent an exciting little story to explain why our Mr. Jones is no longer among the living. We shall see to it that he expired in some distant, foreign clime.”

     “I suppose it is rather fitting, in a way,” Beatrice mused. “After all, had it not been for Gabriel Jones and those enormous fees that were paid in advance, we would not now be plotting our new financial venture.”

     Venetia felt the dampness gathering behind her eyes. She blinked hard, several times, but the burning sensation returned.

     “You must excuse me,” she said brusquely. She got to her feet and started around the table toward the door. “I just remembered that I want to place an order for a new supply of dry plates.”

     She could feel the worried eyes of her family upon her but no one tried to stop her.

     She hurried upstairs to the tiny bedroom of the rented cottage and let herself inside. She closed the door behind her and looked at the wardrobe on the far side of the room.

     Slowly she crossed the space, opened the wardrobe door and took out the gentleman’s evening coat she had stored inside.

     She folded the coat over one arm and smoothed the expensive fabric in a way she had done many times since the flight from Arcane House.

     She carried the coat to the bed, lay down and let the tears fall.

      

     
      S
      OME TIME LATER, her emotions drained to the point where she no longer felt much of anything, she got up and dried her eyes.

     Enough was enough. She could not afford useless sentiments and romantic daydreams. She was the sole support of her family. Their futures depended entirely on her ability to forge a career as a photographer in London. She could not allow herself to be distracted from the daring plans she and the others had made. Success would require a great deal of hard work, cleverness and attention to detail.

     Aunt Beatrice was right, she thought, picking up the tear-stained coat. There was no reason to become overly sentimental about a dead client. She had known Gabriel for only a few days after all; made love with him only once.

     He was a midnight fantasy, nothing more.

     She put the coat back into the wardrobe and closed the door.
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      Three months later…
     

    

    
     
      
       
        IDON’T PRETEND to comprehend how it has come about,” Gabriel said, “but I appear to have acquired a wife.”

     “The devil, you say.” Caleb crossed the library in a few long, impatient strides and came to a halt on the other side of the desk. “Is this your idea of a joke, cousin?”

     “I think you know me well enough to realize that I do not make jokes when it comes to the subject of my future wife.”

     Gabriel had been leaning forward, both hands braced on the desktop, to read the article. He straightened and reversed the newspaper so that Caleb could see the small notice.

     Caleb picked up the paper and read the item aloud.

     

     PHOTOGRAPHIC EXHIBITION HELD IN NOCTON STREET

     
      On Thursday evening a large crowd filled the new photographic exhibition halls in Nocton Street. The pictures displayed were widely held by those present to be among the finest and most striking examples of the photographer’s art. Various traditional categories were represented, including landscape, still life, architecture and portraiture.

      All were works of exceptional beauty and power, fully deserving to be hailed as High Art. But in this reviewer’s opinion, the pictures that most riveted the eye were the four photographs listed in the catalog as being the first in a series titled Dreams.

      Although exhibited in the architecture category, the photographs are remarkable in that they combine portraiture, architecture and a metaphysical quality that can only be described as dreamlike. One of the pictures took first prize and deservedly so.

      Mrs. Jones, the photographer responsible for the winning picture, was to be seen in the crowd. She is quite new on the photography scene in London and she has met with nothing short of great success. Her list of clients already includes some of the most discerning members of Society.

      The elegant widow was dressed in deepest mourning, as is her custom. Her elegant black gown accentuated her lustrous dark brown hair and amber-colored eyes. Indeed, it was remarked by several of those present that the photographer is as dramatic as any of her photographs.

      Mrs. Jones’s touching devotion to the memory of her late husband, who perished tragically while the couple was on their honeymoon in the Wild West, is well known in photographic circles. The lady has made it clear that, having lost the great love of her life, she will never love again. All of her attention, sensibilities and emotions are now employed in the perfection of her art to the great benefit of connoisseurs and collectors.

     

     “Damnation.” Caleb looked up from the article. His already stern features hardened further. “Do you really believe that this is the same photographer that you employed to record the collection at Arcane House?”

     Gabriel crossed the library and came to a halt in front of the Palladian windows. He clasped his hands behind his back and studied the rain-drenched garden. “It could be a coincidence.”

     “I know how you feel about coincidence.”

     “I must be realistic. What are the chances that three months after Miss Milton was hired to photograph the collection at Arcane House, another lady with the same color hair and eyes has set herself up in the photography business in London? I knew Miss Milton was very excited by the size of the fee she received from the Council. I could see that she had plans for the money, big plans, although she did not confide in me.”

     “You can’t be sure it is the same photographer.”

     Gabriel glanced at the newspaper over his shoulder. “You read those comments. The critic called her work striking and powerful. He said it had a metaphysical quality. That describes Miss Milton’s pictures quite accurately. She is a brilliant photographer, Caleb. And then there is the business of the name.”

     “If you’re right, what would have induced her to change her name to Jones?”

     Perhaps she was pregnant with his child, Gabriel thought.

     The thought staggered him, triggering a surge of possessiveness and arousing protective instincts he had not even realized he had until that moment.

     On the heels of the possibility came another realization that made him deeply uneasy. If Venetia had taken his name to lend respectability to a pregnancy, she must be terrified.

     He decided not to mention that potential problem to Caleb.

     “I can only assume that she concluded that she would be better off carrying on her career in the guise of a widow,” he said instead. “You know how difficult it is for any woman to conduct business or make a living in a profession. It is even harder for a single, attractive female.”

     There was a short silence behind him. Gabriel turned around to find Caleb watching him with a considering expression.

     “Miss Milton is attractive?” Caleb asked neutrally.

     Gabriel raised his brows. “She is nothing short of riveting.”

     “I see,” Caleb said. “You still have not answered my question. Why do you think she chose to use the last name of Jones when she decided to pass herself off as a widow?”

     “Very likely because it was convenient.”

     “Convenient,” Caleb repeated.

     “I expect she must have seen the notice that appeared in some of the newspapers following the events at Arcane House,” Gabriel explained. “Evidently she concluded that, as I no longer had any use for the name Jones, she would borrow it.”

     Caleb looked down at the newspaper. “That is unfortunate under the circumstances.”

     “It is more than unfortunate.” Gabriel turned away from the window. “It is a potential disaster. At the very least it throws all of our carefully laid plans into chaos.”

     “It is not as though our scheme was proceeding all that well, in any case,” Caleb pointed out. “We have not yet turned up any trace of the thief.”

     “The trail has, indeed, gone cold,” Gabriel agreed. A faint tingle of energy went through him. “But I think that is about to change.”

     Caleb narrowed his eyes faintly. “Will you be able to deal with this on your own, cousin?”

     “I don’t see much choice.”

     “If you can wait for a month or so I might be able to assist you.”

     Gabriel shook his head. “This cannot wait. Not now that Venetia is involved. You have your own responsibilities to attend to. We both know that they are every bit as important as this matter.”

     “I fear that may, indeed, be the case.”

     Gabriel started toward the door. “I shall leave for London at dawn. I wonder what my grieving widow will say when she discovers that her late husband is very much alive.”
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        THERE WAS NOTHING like having a dead husband return from the grave to ruin a fine spring morning.

     Venetia gazed, transfixed, at the headlines of the Flying Intelligencer.

       

     NOTED PHOTOGRAPHER’S HUSBAND,
FEARED DEAD, RETURNS

      by Gilbert Otford

     
      This correspondent is delighted to be the first to report that Mr. Gabriel Jones, believed to have perished while on his honeymoon in the American West, has returned unharmed to London.

      Readers will be thrilled to learn that Mr. Jones is none other than the husband of the renowned Society photographer Mrs. Venetia Jones.

      Mr. Jones spoke briefly with your humble correspondent shortly after his safe arrival in our fair city. He explained that, having suffered a severe bout of amnesia following his unfortunate accident in the Wild West, he wandered for several months. During that time he was unable to make his identity known to the authorities. But now, his memory and his health fully restored, he declared with the most fervent enthusiasm that he could scarcely wait to be reunited with his beloved bride.

      The eminent Mrs. Jones, who has caught the attention of connoisseurs of photography, has been sunk in the sad gloom of widowhood for nearly a year. Her devotion to the memory of the husband she believed to be dead has touched the hearts of all of her clients and those who admire her work.

      One can only imagine the magnitude of the joy and delight that will ignite the lady’s heart when she discovers that her husband is alive and has come back to her.

     

     “There has been a dreadful mistake,” Venetia whispered, aghast.

     Beatrice paused in the act of buttering a slice of toast. “Whatever is the matter, dear? You look as if you have just seen a ghost.”

     Venetia shuddered. “Please do not use that word.”

     “What word?” Amelia asked.

     “Ghost,” Venetia said.

     Edward paused in mid-chew. “You saw a ghost, Venetia?”

     “Edward, do not speak with your mouth full,” Beatrice said absently.

     Edward dutifully swallowed the last of his buttered toast. “Describe the ghost, Venetia. Was it transparent? Could you see straight through it? Or was it solid, like a real person?”

     “I did not see a ghost, Edward,” Venetia said firmly. She was well aware that she had to squelch the notion immediately if there was to be any hope of restraining her brother’s boundless curiosity. “There is a mistake in the morning papers, that’s all. Errors are quite common in the press.”

     That was all it was, she thought, an appalling error. But how could such a thing happen?

     Amelia watched her expectantly. “What did you see in the papers that disturbed you so?”

     Venetia hesitated. “There is a reference to the recent return of a Mr. Gabriel Jones.”

     Amelia, Beatrice and Edward stared at her, stunned.

     “What on earth?” Beatrice managed, going rather pale.

     Amelia looked very worried. “Good heavens, are you certain of the name?”

     Venetia handed her the paper across the table. “Read it for yourself.”

     Amelia snatched the newspaper from her.

     “Let me see.” Edward hopped out of his chair and went to stand behind Amelia’s shoulder.

     Together they studied the notice in the paper.

     “Oh, dear,” Amelia said. “Oh, my. This is, indeed, very disturbing.”

     Edward’s expression crumpled into severe disappointment. “It doesn’t say anything about a ghost. It says that Mr. Gabriel Jones, who was supposed to be dead, is actually alive. That’s not the same thing as being a ghost at all.”

     “No.” Venetia reached for the coffeepot. “It’s not.” Unfortunately, she added under her breath. A situation involving a ghost would have been a good deal easier to handle.

     “It is very odd, is it not?” Edward continued thoughtfully. “It says that this Mr. Jones died in the Wild West. That is just like the story that we invented for our Mr. Jones.”

     “Very odd, indeed,” Venetia said, gripping the coffeepot.

     Beatrice reached for the paper. “Let me see that, please.”

     Amelia handed it to her without a word.

     Venetia watched her aunt read the dreadful little announcement of a living, breathing, fervently enthusiastic Gabriel Jones having recently returned to London.

     “Good heavens,” Beatrice said when she finished. She handed the paper back to Venetia. Evidently unable to come up with any additional comment, she repeated herself. “Good heavens.”

     “It must be a mistake,” Amelia said forcefully. “Or perhaps some bizarre coincidence.”

     “It may be a mistake,” Venetia allowed. “But it is certainly no coincidence. All of Society knows how I became a widow.”

     “Do you think that, by some astonishing chance, it is the real Mr. Jones?” Beatrice asked uneasily.

     They all looked at her. Venetia’s sense of gathering dread intensified.

     “If it is the real Mr. Jones,” Beatrice observed, “he will likely be quite annoyed to discover that you are posing as his widow.” She paused, frowning. “Have a care with the coffee, dear.”

     Venetia looked down and saw that she had just overfilled her cup. Coffee had spilled over the rim and splashed into the saucer. Gingerly she set the pot aside.

     “Only think of the scandal that will ensue if it gets out that you have been pretending to be the widow of a gentleman who was never your real husband,” Amelia said. “It will be worse than it was when we discovered the truth about Papa. At least we were able to keep that a secret. But this situation will create a terrible sensation in the newspapers if it gets out.”

     “The business will be ruined,” Beatrice said in sepulchral tones. “We shall be plunged back into poverty. Venetia, you and Amelia will be forced to become governesses.”

     “Stop.” Venetia held up a hand, palm out. “Do not go any further in such speculation. Whoever this man is, he cannot be the real Mr. Jones.”

     “Why not?” Edward asked with predictable logic. “Perhaps the notice in the newspaper saying that Mr. Jones was killed trying to save a relic in a house fire was wrong.”

     The initial shock was fading. Venetia found that she could once again think clearly.

     “The reason I am certain that it cannot be the real Mr. Jones,” she said, “is because in the time that I spent with him at Arcane House I learned that he was a very reclusive gentleman. For heaven’s sake, he even belonged to a society whose members are obsessed with secrecy.”

     “What do his eccentricities have to do with this?” Beatrice asked blankly.

     Venetia sat back in her chair, satisfied with her own reasoning. “Trust me when I tell you that having a casual chat with a member of the press, especially a reporter from a gossipy rag such as the Flying Intelligencer, is the very last thing the real Mr. Jones would do. Indeed, the gentleman I met at Arcane House would go out of his way to avoid such a meeting. Why, he refused to even let me photograph him.”

     Amelia pursed her lips. “If that is the case, then we must assume that someone else has chosen to pose as our Mr. Jones. The question is why?”

     Beatrice frowned. “Perhaps one of your competitors has concocted this tale thinking it will create an embarrassing sensation that will hurt the business.”

     Amelia nodded quickly. “We all know that your success has not set well with every member of London’s photographic community. It is a very competitive profession and there are those who would not hesitate to reduce the competition.”

     “Such as that very unpleasant little man named Burton, for example,” Beatrice said grimly.

     “Yes,” Venetia said.

     Beatrice peered over the rims of her spectacles. “Do you know, now that I think upon it, I would not put it past Harold Burton to plant an outrageous tale in the press simply to start up gossip about you.”

     “Aunt Beatrice is right,” Amelia said. “Mr. Burton is a dreadful creature. Every time I think of those pictures that he left on our doorstep, I want to strangle him.”

     “So do I,” Edward declared fiercely.

     “We do not know for certain that Mr. Burton was the person who left those photographs,” Venetia said. “Although I must admit one of them certainly bears his stamp. He is a very good photographer, after all, and he does have a rather unique style.”

     “Odious little man,” Beatrice muttered.

     “Yes,” Venetia said. “But somehow I do not see him engaging in a scheme of this nature.”

     “What do you believe is going on?” Beatrice asked.

     Venetia drummed her fingers lightly on the table. “It occurs to me that whoever has decided to pose as Mr. Gabriel Jones may have blackmail in mind.”

     
      “Blackmail.” Beatrice stared at her in horror.

     “What on earth will we do?” Amelia asked.

     “What is blackmail?” Edward asked, searching each of their faces in turn. “Does it refer to a letter written on black paper?”

     “It has nothing to do with paper and ink,” Beatrice said briskly. “At least, not directly. Never mind, I will explain later.” She turned back to Venetia. “We do not have enough money to pay an extortionist. We have invested everything in this house and the gallery. If this is a blackmail attempt, we are ruined.”

     That was quite true, Venetia thought. They had used almost every penny of the generous advance that the Arcane Society had paid her to rent the small town house here in Sutton Lane and to outfit the gallery on Bracebridge Street.

     Venetia took another sip of coffee, hoping for inspiration.

     “It occurs to me that this may be one of those situations in which one must fight fire with fire,” she said at last. “Perhaps I should go to the press myself.”

     “You must be mad,” Amelia said, astonished. “Our goal should be to squelch the rumors, not fuel them.”

     Venetia checked the paper again, memorizing the name of the correspondent who had written the outrageous piece. “What if I were to inform this Mr. Gilbert Otford that an impostor is perpetrating a terrible hoax on a devoted widow?”

     Beatrice blinked twice and then turned abruptly thoughtful. “Do you know, that is a rather brilliant notion, Venetia. Who can challenge you? You are Gabriel Jones’s widow, after all. You knew him better than anyone. Unless this fraudulent person can prove his identity, the public will be on your side.”

     Amelia contemplated that for a moment. “You may be right. Handled well, the notoriety could be turned to our advantage. I can foresee the possibility of generating a great deal of public interest and sympathy for Venetia. Why, curiosity alone will bring many potential customers into the gallery. Everyone loves a sensation.”

     Venetia smiled slowly as the plan took shape. “It just might work.”

     The muffled clang of the door knocker echoed from the front hall. Mrs. Trench’s footsteps sounded in response.

     “Who on earth would call at this hour?” Beatrice asked. “The post has already arrived.”

     Mrs. Trench’s sturdy frame appeared in the doorway of the breakfast room. Her broad face was uncharacteristically flushed with excitement.

     “There’s a gentleman at the door,” she announced. “He says his name is Mr. Jones. Asked to see his wife, if you can believe it. Said her name is Mrs. Venetia Jones. I didn’t know what to do. The only thing I could think of to say was that I would see if the lady was at home.”

     Venetia was dumbfounded. “How bold he is. I cannot believe he has the nerve to turn up on our doorstep like this.”

     “Good heavens,” Amelia whispered. “Shall we summon the police?”

     “The police?” Mrs. Trench’s red-faced excitement transformed into alarm. “See here, when I agreed to take this post there was no mention of dangerous callers.”

     “Calm yourself, Mrs. Trench,” Venetia said quickly. “I’m sure it will not be necessary to summon a constable. Please show the gentleman into the study. I will be in shortly.”

     “Yes, ma’am.” Mrs. Trench hurried away.

     Amelia waited until the housekeeper was gone before she leaned forward and said in low tones. “Surely you do not intend to confront this blackmailer, Venetia?”

     “How can you possibly even consider such a thing?” Beatrice demanded.

     “We must discover as much as possible about what we are dealing with,” Venetia said, trying to strike a note of calm authority. “It is always important to know the enemy.”

     “In that case, we will accompany you to meet this man,” Amelia stated, starting to rise from her chair.

     “Of course,” Beatrice agreed.

     “I will also come along to help protect you, Venetia,” Edward said.

     “I think it would be best if all three of you wait here while I interview our visitor,” Venetia said.

     “You cannot go in there alone,” Beatrice insisted.

     “I am the one who brought this problem down upon our heads by choosing to use Mr. Jones’s name.” Venetia crumpled her napkin and got to her feet. “It is my responsibility to discover a solution to it. Besides, this impostor will no doubt reveal more of his true intentions if he thinks that he has to deal with only one person.”

     “There is that,” Beatrice admitted. “In my experience, a man who finds himself alone with a woman is generally inclined to believe that he has the upper hand.”

     Edward frowned. “Why is that, Aunt Beatrice?”

     “I have no idea, dear,” Beatrice said absently. “I suppose it is because they are often somewhat larger in size. Very few appear to understand that it is intelligence, not muscle, that matters most.”

     “The thing is,” Amelia said anxiously, “this particular man may present a threat to your person, Venetia. And in that sort of situation, size does, indeed, matter.”

     “I don’t think he will try to harm me,” Venetia said. She shook out the black skirts of her gown. “Whoever he is and regardless of his plans, he is highly unlikely to murder me in this house.”

     “What makes you so certain of that?” Edward asked curiously.

     “Well, for one thing, there would be no profit in such an act.” Venetia made a face. “One can hardly collect blackmail from a dead woman.” She rounded the table and went toward the door. “In addition, there would be far too many witnesses to his crime.”

     “There is that,” Beatrice agreed reluctantly.

     “Nevertheless, you must promise to scream if you sense that he is about to do you some harm,” Amelia said.

     “I will fetch one of the knives from the kitchen, just in case,” Edward said, rushing toward the swinging door that separated the breakfast room from the kitchen.

     “Edward, you are not to pick up any knives,” Beatrice called after him.

     Venetia sighed. “I trust it will not come down to the use of knives.”

     She went quickly along the hall, anger, fear and determination pounding through her. The last thing she needed was a blackmailer, she thought. It was not as though she did not have enough problems to deal with at the moment. The chilling photographs that had been sent to her anonymously were keeping her awake at night as it was.

     She paused at the closed door of the small study. Mrs. Trench hovered uneasily.

     “I showed him into the room, ma’am.”

     “Thank you, Mrs. Trench.”

     The housekeeper opened the door for her.

     Venetia drew a deep breath, focused her mind and the part of her that allowed her to see beyond the normal range of human vision and swept into the study.
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        IN THE NEGATIVE-IMAGE WORLD in which she now moved, she saw the man’s aura far more clearly than she saw his face.

     She stopped, stunned.

     Auras were unique and none more so than that of Gabriel Jones.

     Controlled, intense and powerful, the dark energy flared around him.

     “Mrs. Jones, I presume,” Gabriel said. He stood near the window, his face in shadow.

     The sound of his voice made her lose her faltering concentration. Venetia blinked. The world reverted to its normal hues and colors.

     “You’re alive,” she whispered.

     “Yes, I am, as a matter of fact,” Gabriel said. “I can see that the news has come as an unpleasant shock to you. Forgive me, but speaking personally, I must admit to being somewhat relieved under the circumstances.”

     Everything in her was urging her to throw herself into his arms, to touch him and inhale his scent; to revel in the glorious knowledge that he really was alive. But she was paralyzed by the enormity of the disaster that loomed.

     She swallowed hard. “The notice in the press—”

     “Contained some factual errors. Never believe everything you read in the papers, Mrs. Jones.”

     “Dear heaven.” Pulling herself together with an effort of will, she managed to reach the desk. She sat down hard in the chair. She could not take her eyes off him. He was alive. “I must tell you, sir, that I am delighted to learn that you are in good health.”

     “Thank you.” He remained where he was, silhouetted against the window. “Forgive me, madam, but I feel that, under the circumstances, I must ask if you are…well?”

     She blinked. “Yes, of course. I, too, am quite fit, thank you.”

     “I see.”

     Was that disappointment she heard in his voice?

     “Did you expect to find me unwell?” she asked, baffled.

     “I was concerned that there might have been some repercussions from our earlier association,” he said gravely.

     Belatedly it dawned on her that he had wondered if she was pregnant. She turned very warm and then quite cold.

     “I suppose you are wondering why I borrowed your surname,” she mumbled.

     “I can certainly understand why you decided to set up in business as a widow. It was a shrewd decision, given Society’s attitudes toward unmarried females. But yes, I will admit to some curiosity concerning precisely why you chose to use my last name. Was it simply a matter of convenience?”

     “No.”

     “Was it because you concluded that Jones was such a common name no one would notice the connection?”

     “Not entirely.” She gripped a pen very tightly in her right hand. “Actually, I made the choice for sentimental reasons.”

     His dark brows rose. “Indeed? But I thought you just implied that there was no need to conceal anything of a personal nature.”

     “It was your decision to employ me to photograph the collection at Arcane House. The generous fee that I received for that project allowed us to open our gallery here in London. I thought that taking your name would be a fitting tribute, as it were.”

     “A tribute.”

     “A very private, very personal tribute,” she emphasized. “No one outside the family knows about it.”

     “I see. I can’t recall that anyone has ever before seen fit to honor me for merely having seen to it that a bill was paid in advance.”

     His low, dark, resonant voice sent a chill of awareness through her. He did not sound amused.

     She put the pen down on the blotter, sat forward and folded her hands. “Mr. Jones, please believe me when I tell you that I sincerely regret this entire situation. I am very much aware that I had absolutely no right to appropriate your surname.”

     “Appropriate is an interesting word under the circumstances.”

     “However,” she said, plowing on, “I must point out that the problem that appears to have arisen here would never have occurred in the first place if you had refrained from giving a somewhat detailed interview to that correspondent from the Flying Intelligencer.”

     “Otford?”

     “May I ask why you spoke with him? If you had kept quiet, we could have passed this off with no one being the wiser. There are a number of Joneses in the world. No one would have made a connection between the two of us.”

     “Unfortunately I fear we cannot depend upon that assumption.”

     “Don’t be ridiculous.” She unclasped her hands and spread them wide. “If you had not spoken to the press no one would have paid the least attention to a coincidence in names. Unfortunately, you saw fit to declare to that reporter that you were looking forward with fervent enthusiasm to being reunited with your wife, the photographer.”

     He nodded. “Yes, I believe I did say something to that effect.”

     “No offense, sir, but I must ask you why, in the name of all that is sane and reasonable, you did such a feather-brained, mutton-headed, doltish thing? Really, what were you thinking?”

     He studied her for a moment. Then he crossed the room to stand directly in front of her, looming over the desk in a most unsettling manner.

     “I was thinking, Mrs. Jones, that you have greatly complicated my life and in the process quite possibly put yourself in mortal danger. That is what I was thinking.”

     She sat back very quickly. “I don’t understand.”

     “Is it the word complicated or the word danger that defeats you?”

     Her cheeks burned. “I fully comprehend the meaning of the word complicated, especially given the context.”

     “Excellent. We are making some progress.”

     She frowned. “What is this about my being in danger?”

     “That aspect of the matter is also complicated.”

     She flattened her shaking hands on the blotter. “Perhaps you would be so good as to explain yourself, sir.”

     He exhaled heavily, turned and walked back toward the window. “I will try, although it will take some time.”

     “I suggest you go straight to the heart of the matter.”

     He stopped and looked out into the tiny garden. “Do you recall the night you departed Arcane House via the secret tunnel?”

     “I am hardly likely to forget the incident.” A thought struck her. “Which reminds me, since you are obviously alive, who was the man whose body was found in the museum? The one the housekeeper and coachman identified as Gabriel Jones.”

     “He was one of the intruders you spotted moving through the woods that night. I regret to say the other one got away, although he did not succeed in making off with the relic that he and his companion had planned to steal. The artifact was heavy, you see. It would have required two men to carry it.”

     “The notice in the newspaper mentioned that there was an accident in the museum,” she ventured. “Something to do with a heavy stone artifact falling on the unfortunate victim, as I recall.”

     “I believe that was the way the death was reported, yes.”

     “I don’t understand. Why did the Willards identify the dead intruder as you?”

     “The staff at Arcane House is very well trained,” Gabriel said expressionlessly. “And very well paid.”

     The servants had lied, she thought. Another icy shiver trickled down her spine. She felt as though she were wading into very deep, very dark waters. She did not really want to know any more about the secrets of the Arcane Society. But in her experience, blissful ignorance of a potential problem had a variety of unpleasant consequences.

     “Can I assume that there was no fire and that no artifacts were destroyed, either?” she asked.

     “There was no blaze and the relics are all in excellent condition, although many have been moved into the Great Vault for safekeeping.”

     “What did you hope to accomplish by letting it be known in the press that you were the one who was killed?” she asked.

     “The intent was to buy some time and confound the villain who sent those two men to Arcane House. It is an ancient strategy.”

     “I would have thought that going after villains was a job for the police.”

     He turned his head and gave her his cryptic smile. “Surely you learned enough about the eccentricities of the Arcane Society to realize that the very last thing the members would wish to do is involve the police in the society’s affairs. Tracking down the villain is my task.”

     “Why would the society select you to perform such an investigation for them?” she demanded suspiciously.

     His mouth twisted in a humorless smile. “You could say that I inherited the problem.”

     “I don’t understand.”

     “Believe me, Mrs. Jones, I am very aware of that fact. Unfortunately, in order to bring you to a full realization of the danger you may be facing, I am going to have to tell you some of the Arcane Society’s most closely guarded secrets.”

     “Frankly, sir, I would rather you didn’t.”

     “Neither of us has any choice. Not now that you have elected to call yourself Mrs. Jones.” He studied her with his sorcerer’s eyes. “We are man and wife, after all. There should be no secrets between us.”

     She felt as if the breath had been knocked out of her lungs. It took her a few seconds to collect herself and find her voice.

     “This is not an appropriate moment in which to indulge your obviously warped sense of humor, sir. I want an explanation and I want it immediately. I deserve that much.”

     “Very well. As I said, I more or less inherited this situation.”

     “How did that come about?”

     He began a slow prowl of the room, halting in front of one of the two framed photographs that hung on the wall. He examined the picture of the dark-haired woman first and then turned to the portrait of the robust, larger-than-life man.

     “Your father?” Gabriel asked.

     “Yes. He and my mother died a year and a half ago in a train accident. I took both pictures shortly before they were killed.”

     “My condolences.”

     “Thank you.” She paused meaningfully. “You were saying?”

     He resumed his prowl. “I told you that I was in pursuit of the individual who sent the intruders into Arcane House.”

     “Yes.”

     “I did not tell you what it was those men went there to steal.”

     “One of the more valuable artifacts, I assume.”

     He stopped, turned and looked back at her. “The exceedingly odd aspect of this affair is that the relic those men tried to take was not considered particularly valuable in either a scholarly or a monetary sense. It was a heavy, two-hundred-year-old strongbox. Perhaps you remember it. The lid was inset with a sheet of gold inscribed with a design of herbal leaves and a passage in Latin.”

     She sifted through her recollections of the many disturbing items in the society’s collection that she had photographed. It was not difficult to recall the strongbox.

     “I remember it,” she said. “You said that it wasn’t considered particularly valuable but what about the gold in the lid?”

     He shrugged. “It is only a thin sheet.”

     She cleared her throat. “No offense, Mr. Jones, but such things are relative. Gold is gold, after all. The box may have appeared far more valuable to a poor, hungry thief than it does to you or the other members of the society.”

     “A thief intent only on financial gain would have tried to take one of the smaller, gem-encrusted artifacts, not a box so heavy it requires two men to lift it.”

     “I see what you mean,” she said slowly. “Well then, perhaps the thief assumed there was something of great value inside the strongbox.”

     “The box was empty and unlatched because the object that had once been housed inside was stolen several months ago.”

     “Forgive me, Mr. Jones, but it would seem that the society has a rather serious problem guarding its antiquities.”

     “I must admit that lately that does appear to be the case whenever I’m involved.”

     She elected to ignore that strange remark. “What was originally stored in the strongbox?”

     “A notebook.”

     “That’s all?”

     “Believe me, I am as puzzled as you are,” he said. “Let me explain. The box and the notebook it protected were part of the contents of a secret laboratory built by a notorious alchemist who lived in the latter part of the seventeenth century. The alchemist died inside his hidden room. The location was lost for two centuries. Eventually the laboratory was discovered and excavated.”

     “How was it discovered?” she asked.

     “Two members of the society succeeded in deciphering some coded letters that the alchemist wrote shortly before he disappeared into his laboratory for the last time. In the letters there were hints and clues that were eventually pieced together.”

     “These two members of the society you just mentioned,” she said. “Were they the ones who excavated the laboratory?”

     “Yes.”

     “One of those two people was you, wasn’t it?” she guessed.

     He stopped his restless prowling and looked at her. “Yes. The other man is my cousin. We were inspired to carry out the project because the alchemist is a family ancestor. He also happens to be the founder of the Arcane Society.”

     “I see. Go on.”

     “The alchemist was convinced that he possessed some psychical talents. He spent years working on a formula to enhance those abilities. He was, in fact, obsessed with his research. He indicated in some of his last letters that he was close to perfecting his formula.” Gabriel moved one hand slightly. “My cousin and I suspect that was what was in the notebook that was stolen out of the strongbox.”

     “For heaven’s sake, what person with any common sense would be so foolish as to believe that an alchemist who lived two centuries ago had actually developed a formula for enhancing psychical talents?”

     “I don’t know,” Gabriel said. “But I can tell you this much. Whoever he is, he was willing to kill for that damned formula.”

     Another chill iced her spine. “Someone was murdered because of this ancient notebook?”

     “One of the workmen who helped pack the crates containing the contents of the laboratory was evidently bribed to take the notebook out of the strongbox and deliver it to someone. The workman’s body was later found in an alley. He was killed with a knife.”

     She swallowed hard. “How dreadful.”

     “My cousin and I spent a considerable amount of time trying to find out who had bribed the workman and murdered him but the trail went cold almost immediately,” Gabriel continued. “Then, three months ago those two men came to Arcane House and attempted to steal the strongbox.”

     “I don’t understand. If the thief already possesses the alchemist’s notebook, why would he take the risk of sending men into Arcane House to steal the box in which it had been stored?”

     “That, Mrs. Jones, is an excellent question,” Gabriel said. “One to which I do not yet have the answer.”

     “There appear to be a great many unanswered questions here, sir.”

     “There are, indeed. And I fear that if I do not find the answers soon, someone else may die.”
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        THE NEWS HAD a pronounced effect upon her vivid, expressive face. Venetia was clearly appalled. Gabriel regretted the necessity of frightening her, but it was for her own good. He had to make her understand that the situation was extremely serious.

     Her brows snapped together. “Where is your cousin, the person who assisted you in the excavation?”

     “Caleb was called back to his ancestral home on vital family business. I’m afraid it is up to me to finish the task of tracking down the notebook and the person who stole it.”

     She cleared her throat. “No offense, sir, but have you had any experience in this sort of thing?”

     “Not a great deal. This sort of problem doesn’t come up much at Arcane House. I am a scholar and researcher by training, not a detective.”

     She sighed. “I see.”

     It was so exquisitely satisfying to be in her presence again, he thought. She was even more spectacularly compelling than she had been in his dreams these past months. The fashionably cut black gown she wore was no doubt meant to throw up a forbidding barrier to intimacy, but to his mind it created a startlingly sensual effect instead.

     The tight bodice of the gown was cut in a square that framed her graceful breasts. The snug fit emphasized the sleek, enticing curves of her waist and hips. The skirt was hooked up, revealing a glimpse of ankle. The dainty bustle added a discreetly provocative touch.

     He realized that, for all her photographer’s sensibilities, she was blissfully unaware of the exotic, seductive challenge she posed dressed in the colors of night.

     Some men might be put off by the feminine resolve and determination that she radiated, he thought. But those characteristics aroused him as surely as the sight of that shapely little ankle.

     “What progress have you made in tracking down the thief?” she asked.

     She was obviously suspicious of the extent of his abilities in that line, he thought.

     “I regret to say that I am not much closer to a resolution now than I was on the night the thieves attempted to steal the box from Arcane House,” he admitted.

     She closed her eyes briefly. “I was afraid of that.”

     “For the past three months my cousin and I have been operating under the theory that the attempted theft was engineered by a member of the Arcane Society who has managed to conceal his identity. But I am starting to question even that basic assumption. Unfortunately, if someone outside the society is involved, I am dealing with a much larger pool of potential suspects.”

     “It cannot be too large. I doubt if there is a vast number of people who even know about your alchemist, let alone that his laboratory was discovered and excavated. Even fewer would give a penny for a two-hundred-year-old notebook.”

     “I can only hope you are right.” He held her eyes, willing her to comprehend the severity of the situation. “Venetia, I must tell you that I am not at all happy with the knowledge that you have become involved in this affair.”

     “I am not greatly enchanted by the information myself. As you will have noticed, I have a business to pursue, Mr. Jones. I cannot afford to become enmeshed in a scandal involving alchemy, murder and a dead husband who has shown the extremely poor taste to come back from the grave. I could be ruined. If I am ruined, my family will also be ruined. Do you comprehend me, sir?”

     “Yes. I give you my word that I will do my best to protect your reputation until this matter is concluded, but do not ask me to walk away from you or this household. There is too much danger involved.”

     “Why, precisely, am I in danger?” she asked, clearly exasperated.

     “Because you chose to present yourself to Society as the widow of Gabriel Jones.”

     “If you had not spoken with that reporter—”

     “Venetia, I talked to the reporter because I had to move quickly. Once I realized what you had done, I had no choice but to take immediate steps to protect you.”

     “From whom?” she demanded.

     “From the person who stole the formula and tried to steal the strongbox.”

     “Why would the villain be interested in me?”

     “Because,” Gabriel said with careful precision, “if the villain becomes aware of you and if he connects you to me, he will likely suspect that all is not as it appears. He will no doubt start to wonder if he is still being hunted.”

     Her brows came together in a delicate frown. “Hunted? That is an odd choice of words.”

     Gabriel felt his jaw clench. “The word is not important. My point is that we must assume that sooner or later you will likely attract the villain’s attention. It is only a matter of time. There are too many clues.”

     “What would he want with me? I’m just a photographer.”

     “The photographer who recorded the relics at Arcane House,” Gabriel said deliberately. “The photographer who claims to have been married to me.”

     Her eyes widened. “I still do not understand.”

     But she was beginning to comprehend, he thought. He could see it in her eyes.

     “The villain wants the strongbox for some reason,” he continued. “He knows that after the failed attempt to steal it from Arcane House, it will likely now be secured in the Great Vault. He must realize that he cannot possibly get his hands on it now. But he will also know that it is possible that a photograph of the box exists.”

     She cleared her throat. “I see.”

     “Once he concludes that you were the photographer who took the pictures of the relics, he might also conclude that you possess the negatives. Most photographers, as you once pointed out, do keep the negatives of their own work.”

     “Dear heaven.”

     “Do you see why you may well be in danger now, Mrs. Jones?”

     “Yes.” She tightened her grip on the pen. “But what do you propose?”

     “If the thief has decided to stalk you, as I suspect, he will likely be hanging about somewhere in your vicinity, trying to determine if you really are my widow and if I am still alive.”

     “How can you know that?”

     “It is what I would do in his place.”

     Her eyes widened.

     He ignored her startled expression. “In any event, if my reasoning is correct, I may be able to identify the villain before he does any more mischief.”

     “What will you do, sir? Post guards at the front and back doors? Interrogate every client who wants his portrait taken? For heaven’s sake, surely you can see that such actions would lead to the wildest sort of rumors and speculation. I simply cannot afford that kind of notoriety.”

     “I intend a more subtle approach.”

     “You call announcing your startling return and fervent enthusiasm at the prospect of being united with your bride to a member of the press an example of a subtle approach?”

     “I would remind you that you were the one who precipitated this situation in which we now find ourselves.”

     “Hah. Do not attempt to pin this on me, sir. How was I to know that you had faked your own death?” She shot to her feet, confronting him across the desk. “You never bothered to send me so much as a letter or telegram letting me know that you were alive and well, did you?”

     It dawned on him that she was furious.

     “Venetia—”

     “How do you think I felt when I picked up that newspaper and read that you were dead?”

     “I did not want to get you involved in this affair,” he said steadily. “I did not contact you because I thought you would be safer that way.”

     She straightened her shoulders. “That is a very poor excuse.”

     He felt his temper start to slip. “You were the one who said that you did not want anyone to know of our night together at Arcane House. Your plan, as I recall, was to have a brief affair and never look back.”

     Her mouth thinned. She sank back down into her chair. “This is ridiculous. I cannot believe we are arguing over the fact that you are alive.”

     He hesitated, wary of her mood. “I understand that you are in shock.”

     She folded her hands and looked at him. “What, precisely, do you want of me, Mr. Jones?”

     “Play the role that you have invented for yourself. Present me to the world as your husband.”

     She said nothing. She just sat there, watching him as if he were quite mad.

     “It is a simple, straightforward plan,” he assured her. “Nothing complicated about it. The word is already out in the press that I have made an astonishing return. You need only support that story. As your husband, I will be in an excellent position not only to protect you but to hunt the thief who may be circling in your vicinity.”

     “Nothing complicated about it at all.” She winced. “Tell me, sir, just how does one go about pretending to have a live husband when one has gone to great pains to ensure the world that he is dead?”

     “Quite simple. I will take up residence here with you and your family. No one will question our association.”

     She blinked. “You intend to move into this household?”

     “Believe it or not, there are those who would find it quite unusual, shocking, in fact, if you insisted that your husband take lodgings in another part of town.”

     She turned pink. “Yes, well, under the circumstances, I don’t see any other course of action. You cannot move in here, sir.”

     “Be sensible, Mrs. Jones. You know how it is, a man’s home is his castle and so on and so forth. Society would be appalled if you forced me to live somewhere else.”

     “This house is hardly a castle,” she said. “Indeed, we are quite crowded as it is. Every bedroom is occupied.”

     “What of the servants? Where do they sleep?”

     “There is only one, the housekeeper, Mrs. Trench. She has the small sitting room off the kitchen. You cannot ask me to make her abandon it. She would give notice on the spot. Do you know how difficult it is to find a good housekeeper?”

     “There must be someplace I can sleep. I assure you, I am not particular. I have spent a good deal of my life traveling in foreign climes. I am accustomed to living rough.”

     She contemplated him for a very long moment.

     “Well, there is one room that is not occupied,” she said eventually.

     “I’m sure it will do.” He looked at the door. “Now then, perhaps you should introduce me to the other members of your family. I believe they are out there in the hall. They are no doubt quite anxious to know what is happening in here.”

     She frowned. “How did you know they were out there? Never mind.”

     She got up, rounded the desk and crossed the room. When she opened the door Gabriel saw a small cluster of concerned faces. The housekeeper, an older woman who had the look of a maiden aunt, a pretty young lady of about sixteen and a boy who appeared to be nine or ten.

     “This is Mr. Jones,” Venetia said. “He will be staying with us for a while.”

     The crowd in the hall fixed Gabriel with expressions that ranged from astonishment to curiosity.

     “My aunt, Miss Sawyer,” Venetia said, making introductions. “My sister, Amelia; my brother, Edward; and our housekeeper, Mrs. Trench.”

     “Ladies.” Gabriel bowed politely. Then he smiled at Edward, who was clutching a wicked-looking kitchen knife in both hands. “Ah, a lad after my own heart.”
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        YOU CONSIGNED HIM to the attic?” Amelia set down a tray of retouching tools. “But he is your husband.”

     “There appears to be a grave misunderstanding here.” Venetia grasped the edge of the large metal stand that held the painted backdrop of an Italian garden. “Mr. Jones is not my husband.”

     “Yes, of course, I know that,” Amelia said, impatient. “The thing is, people are supposed to believe that he is your husband.”

     “That circumstance,” Venetia said, hauling the backdrop into position behind the sitter’s chair, “is not my fault.”

     “A matter of opinion, if you ask me.” Amelia began to sort through the large selection of props. “What will the neighbors think if they discover that you have stashed Mr. Jones in the attic?”

     “It is not as though I had a great deal of choice.” Venetia released the backdrop stand and stood back to survey the results. “I am certainly not about to give up my bedroom and take up residence in the attic. Nor will I allow you or Edward or Aunt Beatrice to be shifted upstairs. It would not be right.”

     “I doubt that Mr. Jones would want you to inconvenience any of us to that extent in any event,” Amelia said. She selected an Italianate vase from the assortment of props. “He seems very much the gentleman.”

     “When it suits him,” Venetia muttered darkly.

     She was still feeling the mix of angry tension and crushing dismay that had settled upon her following the initial joy at discovering that Gabriel was alive. It had not taken long for her to realize that he had not come back to her because he wanted to be in her company again. Oh, no, she thought, he had landed on her doorstep that morning only because he was convinced that she had interfered with his scheme to catch a thief.

     This time around their association was a straightforward business affair as far as Gabriel was concerned, a matter of strategy. She must not forget that. She would not allow him to break her heart a second time.

     Amelia grew thoughtful. “I do not suppose that there is any need for the neighbors to discover that your husband is living in the attic. They are hardly likely to take a tour of the house.”

     “Of course not.” Venetia crossed the studio to where her camera was mounted on a tripod. She checked to see how the scene appeared.

     Thanks to Beatrice’s expertise as a painter, the Italian garden backdrop looked impressively real, right down to the classical statue of Hermes and the graceful ruins of a Roman temple. A few additions such as the vase would complete the desired effect.

     The rent on the gallery, which was located within walking distance of Sutton Lane, was higher than that of the house in which they all lived because it was in a far more fashionable street. Venetia and the others had agreed that the cost was worth it. Location was crucial to the stylish image they wished to present to the world.

     The premises they had chosen had originally been an elegant little two-story town house. The owner of the property had converted it into space for two businesses. The upper floor, accessed by a separate entrance, was vacant at the moment.

     Venetia, Beatrice and Amelia had chosen the front rooms on the ground floor for the sales gallery. The walls were lined with samples of Venetia’s photographs for clients to examine and purchase.

     The darkroom, a storage room and the dressing rooms for the clients occupied the remaining space.

     The studio itself had originally been a small greenhouse. The glass walls and roof allowed a flood of natural light in good weather. When she was faced with having to do portraits on foggy or overcast days, Venetia augmented the poor light with gas lamps and the burning of magnesium ribbons.

     Lately she had given some thought to investing in a small, gas-fueled dynamo so that she could experiment with the new electric lights. Thus far she had not been at all impressed with the weak light given off by the small bulbs, however, and they were quite expensive.

     In the meantime, she considered herself extremely fortunate to have found the little house with the glass-walled room. Many of her colleagues were forced to work in dark, converted parlors, sitting rooms and other poorly illuminated spaces that made it impossible to conduct business in bad weather.

     In desperation, a number of photographers resorted to the use of explosive pyrotechnic powders made of magnesium mixed with other ingredients. Unlike the steady burn one could achieve with a strip of pure magnesium, however, the powder concoctions were dangerously unpredictable. The photography journals were routinely filled with notices of the destruction of homes, serious injury and deaths due to the use of such flash powders.

     To control the natural light in the greenhouse, Venetia, Amelia and Beatrice had designed a complicated system of drapery operated by cords and pulleys. Several large, parasol-shaped devices covered with various colored cloths and a variety of backdrops helped diffuse the light. Mirrors and a number of polished reflective surfaces made it possible to create interesting artistic effects.

     Two sittings were scheduled for that day. Both of the clients were wealthy ladies who had been referred by another satisfied customer, Mrs. Chilcott. In spite of the unsettling events of the morning, Venetia was determined to give satisfaction. Her reputation as a fashionable photographer was building swiftly. There was nothing like a referral from a well-connected member of Society to ensure future business.

     “Is the ladies’ dressing room ready?” Venetia asked.

     “Yes.” Amelia carried the vase across the room and positioned it beside the chair. “Maud cleaned it this morning.”

     The ladies’ dressing room had required a staggering investment but the marble-topped table, velvet curtains, carpets and mirrors had been well worth it. Venetia knew that several of her new clients had booked portraits on the basis of the gossip about the small jewel of a room.

     “I wonder how long it will take Mr. Jones to find this villain he is seeking,” Amelia mused.

     “Left to his own devices, I fear it could take forever,” Venetia said. “He admitted that he has had very little experience in this sort of thing. He also said that he has had no luck thus far, even though he has been searching for the thief for three months. It appears that I shall have to assist him.”

     Amelia’s head snapped up. “You are going to help him with his investigation?”

     “Yes.” Venetia made a small adjustment to the tripod. “If I don’t, we shall never be rid of him. We cannot have him living in the attic indefinitely.”

     “Is Mr. Jones aware that you plan to aid him in finding this dangerous individual?”

     “I haven’t spoken to him about my plans yet,” Venetia said. “What with one thing and another today, we haven’t had an opportunity to discuss the matter in depth. I will mention it to him later this evening, after the exhibition is concluded. He insists upon accompanying me to the event.”

     Amelia looked at her. “Hmm.”

     “What is it now?”

     “I will admit that I have only just made Mr. Jones’s acquaintance,” Amelia said. “But it strikes me that he may not be enthusiastic about taking advice and guidance.”

     “That is too bad.” Venetia moved one of the parasols into position. “It was his choice to take up residence in our household. If he wishes to live with us, he will be obliged to listen to my opinions.”

     “Speaking of the photographic exhibition this evening,” Amelia said, “I expect that there will be a very large crowd. Everyone will be extremely curious about the miraculous return of the late Mr. Jones.”

     “I am well aware of that,” Venetia said.

     “What of your dress? Your entire wardrobe is black because you were supposed to be a widow. You do not have any fashionable gowns in other colors.”

     “I shall wear what I had planned to wear this evening.” Venetia made another slight adjustment to the parasol. “The black gown with the black satin roses at the neckline.”

     “A long-lost husband returns and takes up residence in the attic and his widow continues to wear black.” Amelia shook her head. “It all seems rather odd, if you ask me.”

     “Mr. Jones is rather odd,” Venetia said.

     Amelia surprised her with a knowing grin. “There are those who, if they were aware of your unusual abilities, sister dear, would no doubt conclude that you are quite odd.”

     Venetia tweaked the tripod one last time. “At least I have the common decency and good manners to conceal my oddities from polite company.”
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        I HOPE YOU WON’T take this personally, sir.” Puffing a little from the long climb to the top of the house, Mrs. Trench opened the attic door. “I’m certain that the only reason Mrs. Jones put you in this dreadful little room is because she is not herself at the moment. She’ll change her mind once she recovers.”

     “That is an interesting observation, Mrs. Trench,” Gabriel said. Together with Edward, he maneuvered one of the traveling trunks into the small, cramped space. “When I spoke with Mrs. Jones in her study a short time ago, I found her to be exactly as I remembered her, entirely in command of herself.” He looked at Edward, who was at the other end of the heavy trunk. “Let’s set it down here.”

     “Yes, sir,” Edward said. He carefully lowered his end of the trunk to the floor, obviously pleased to have been asked to assist in the manly task.

     Mrs. Trench opened the faded curtains on the single window. “I’m sure Mrs. Jones’s nerves have been quite shattered by the shock of your return, sir. As I understand the situation, she was a very new bride on her honeymoon when you were taken from her. That sort of thing is bound to have a profound effect upon a lady’s delicate sensibilities. Just give her some time to adjust.”

     “I appreciate the advice, Mrs. Trench.” Gabriel dusted off his hands and nodded at Edward. “Thank you for your assistance.”

     “You’re welcome, sir.” Edward beamed shyly. “Don’t worry about being up here in the attic. There are no spiderwebs or mice. I know because I come up here sometimes to play on rainy days.”

     “You relieve my mind.” Gabriel hung his long gray overcoat on a peg.

     Mrs. Trench snorted. “Of course there are no spiderwebs or mice, nor will there be so long as I am in charge of keeping this household clean.”

     “I have every confidence in you, Mrs. Trench,” Gabriel said.

     “Thank you, sir.” She planted her large, work-worn hands on her hips and surveyed the narrow bed. Then she switched her gaze to Gabriel, giving him an appraising, head-to-toe examination. “I was afraid of this.”

     “Afraid of what, Mrs. Trench?”

     “That bed is much too small for you, sir. You won’t be at all comfortable on it.”

     “It’ll do for now, Mrs. Trench.”

     She heaved a disgruntled sigh. “I expect the former tenants put the governess in this room. Not right to lodge the head of the household up here.”

     “I like this room.” Edward went to the window and waved a hand to indicate the array of rooftops visible through the glass. “From here you can see all the way to the park. On windy days there are lots of kites in the air, and sometimes there are fireworks at night.”

     Gabriel spread his hands and smiled at Mrs. Trench. “There you have it on the best authority, Mrs. Trench. This is clearly the finest bedroom in the entire house.”

     Mrs. Trench shook her head. “It’s not at all suitable, but as there’s nothing to be done about it, we’ll let the matter drop for the time being. Now then, breakfast is usually served sharply at eight so that Mrs. Jones can get an early start at the gallery. Mrs. Jones likes the morning light for her work. In the evening we dine at seven, so that Master Edward can join the family. Does that schedule suit you, sir?”

     “That will be fine, Mrs. Trench.” He did not care to contemplate Venetia’s reaction if he were to change something so basic to the household routine as the time of meals.

     “Very well.” Mrs. Trench headed for the door. “Let me know if there’s anything you need.”

     “Thank you, Mrs. Trench.”

     The housekeeper departed, leaving Gabriel alone with Edward.

     When the door closed, Edward said quietly, “I know you’re not really my brother-in-law, sir. Venetia explained everything to me.”

     “Did she?”

     Edward nodded quickly. “She says that we are going to play a game of pretend while you are here.”

     “Do you mind?”

     “Not at all,” Edward said. “It will be fun to have you here for real.”

     “For real?”

     “Yes. I helped Venetia get rid of you, you see. Now that you are actually here, it is as if you have become real.”

     “I think I’ve got the gist of it.” Gabriel crouched to unlock the trunk. “What parts of my history did you invent?”

     “I made up the bit about you tumbling off the cliff in the Wild West and getting swept away by a raging river,” Edward said, shoulders straightening with pride. “Did you like it?”

     “Very clever.”

     “Thank you. Venetia wanted to say that you were shot dead by a gang of outlaws during the course of a train robbery.”

     “Charming. Tell me, did I die a true hero of the Wild West, fighting on until my gun was empty of bullets?”

     Edward frowned. “I don’t recall that you had a gun.”

     “She intended to send me off to face the outlaws unarmed?” Gabriel opened the trunk. “She must have wanted to be quite certain that I did not survive.”

     “I thought it was an excellent story but Aunt Beatrice told her it was much too grisly for polite company. Then Venetia came up with the idea that you had been trampled by a herd of wild horses.”

     “That sounds exceedingly unpleasant. What saved me from that fate?” Gabriel asked.

     “Amelia said that since you and Venetia were supposed to be on your honeymoon, you should die in a more romantic fashion.”

     “That is when you invented the notion of having me fall off the cliff?”

     “Yes. I’m very glad you like it.”

     “It was quite brilliant.” Gabriel reached into the trunk to remove the leather kit that contained his shaving things. “If I’d been shot dead by outlaws or trampled by wild horses it would have been somewhat more difficult to explain my presence in the household now.”

     Edward hurried across the small room to examine the contents of the trunk. “I expect that we would have thought of something. We always do.”

     Gabriel rose and set the shaving kit on the washstand. He turned to contemplate Edward. It could not have been easy for a boy, no matter how intelligent, to maintain the fiction that his older sister was a widow.

     “You seem to be quite expert at playing games of pretend,” Gabriel said.

     “I am.”

     “Perhaps you can give me some tips on how to go about it.”

     “Certainly, sir.” Edward looked up from his perusal of the interior of the trunk. “It’s hard sometimes, though. You have to be very careful when there are other people around, especially Mrs. Trench. She’s not supposed to know our secrets.”

     In his experience, Gabriel thought, it was usually impossible to prevent the servants from learning a family’s secrets. It was astonishing that Venetia and the others had managed the feat for the three months they had been living in London. He doubted they would be able to maintain the fiction indefinitely.

     “I will be very careful,” he promised.

     He reached into the trunk again and took out a stack of neatly folded shirts. Ducking to avoid the low, sloping ceiling, he placed the shirts in the old, battered wardrobe.

     Edward watched his every move, fascinated. “Perhaps someday when you are not too busy we could go to the park and fly a kite.”

     Gabriel looked at him. “I beg your pardon?”

     “That is what a boy and his brother-in-law might do, isn’t it?” Edward was starting to look anxious.

     Gabriel braced one hand against the sloped ceiling. “When was the last time you went to the park?”

     “I go there sometimes with Aunt Beatrice or Venetia or Amelia but I have never flown a kite. Once some of the other boys asked if I would like to play a game with them but Aunt Beatrice said I mustn’t.”

     “Why not?”

     “I am not to talk to people very much, especially other children.” Edward made a face. “They are all afraid that I might forget and tell someone our secrets.”

     Every time Edward used the word secret, he employed the plural. How many confidences was the boy keeping?

     “It must have been difficult pretending that your sister was a widow for the past few months,” Gabriel said.

     
      “Master Edward?” Mrs. Trench’s voice sounded from the foot of the attic stairs. “Your aunt sent me to tell you that you are not to bother Mr. Jones. Come down to the kitchen. I’ll cut you a slice of plum tart.”

     Edward rolled his eyes but he went obediently, if reluctantly, toward the door. When he reached it he paused and looked back at Gabriel.

     “Actually, it hasn’t been very hard pretending that Venetia is a widow,” he said. “She wears black every day, you see.”

     Gabriel nodded. “I can understand how her attire would constitute a daily clue.”

     “I think it is the other secret that they all worry about the most,” Edward explained. “The one about Papa.”

     He turned and vanished through the doorway.

     Gabriel stood for a while, neckties in hand, and listened to the sound of Edward’s footsteps on the stairs.

     
      This is, indeed, a house of secrets, he thought. But then, what house didn’t have a few?
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        TWO MORE FISH had died.

     They floated just beneath the surface, pale bellies gleaming a dull silvery color in the light of the gas lamp.

     The new aquarium was massive compared to the previous tanks. The size and depth of three bathtubs placed side by side, it was fashioned of wood and glass supported by a sturdy metal frame. The front of the tank was made of glass. An underwater jungle of aquatic plants had been installed to provide nutrients and natural concealment for prey and predator alike.

     The killer picked up a net and scooped out the dead fish. An examination of the bodies would be necessary to rule out illness or some other natural cause but from the looks of things, the new species of plants were evidently not producing enough oxygen. Half the fish in the tank had died in the past two days.

     Reproducing a Darwinian world in miniature was proving to be far more complicated than one would have thought. The laws of nature seemed so dazzlingly clear and straightforward when one considered them in the abstract but in practice there were so many variables. Temperature, weather, disease, the food supply, even coincidence and chance came into play when one was dealing with the real world.

     But regardless of the variables, the laws were immutable. And overarching all others was the greatest law of all: Only the fittest survived.

     The killer took particular satisfaction in the obvious corollary: Only the fittest deserved to survive and prosper.

     Nature had, of course, taken care to make certain that prey enjoyed some protections. It was necessary to maintain a balance, after all. Where would all the predators be if there was no prey?

     But there could be no doubt whatsoever about which group had been designed and refined by the relentless, implacable forces of natural selection to rule.

     The knowledge that nature had ordained that there be predators and prey was vastly pleasing. It was self-evident that the strong had every right—indeed, a responsibility, a destiny— to dominate and control the weak. To show compassion or mercy was to deny the natural order.

     The fittest also had a duty to pass on the strong traits with which they had been endowed. Finding a suitable mate, a healthy female who also possessed superior characteristics, was an imperative.

     His first choice of mates had proven to be a disappointment, the killer reflected. But he was now quite certain that there was another, more appropriate selection available: a woman who was in all likelihood endowed with the unique talents he wanted in the mother of his offspring.

     The long-standing traditions of the Arcane Society were well known within the society. He knew that Gabriel Jones would not have chosen an unimportant female like the photographer—a woman with no money or social connections—unless she possessed strong psychical powers of her own.

     The killer placed the dead fish on the examination table and reached for a knife.

     Eyes that gleamed with a nerveless, inhuman lack of emotion watched him from inside the fern-choked, glass-fronted Wardian cases that lined one wall of the room.

     The insect, reptilian and aquatic worlds provided the ultimate examples of the great forces of natural selection in their purest form, the killer thought. There was no sentiment, no emotion, no family bonds, no passion or politics in those spheres. Life was reduced to its most basic elements. Kill or be killed.

     He went to work on the fish. Failed experiments were always disturbing but they were not without some interest.
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        CHRISTOPHER FARLEY IS no doubt greatly indebted to you this evening, Mr. Jones.” Adam Harrow swirled the champagne in his glass with a lazy movement of one gloved hand. “Mind you, I’m certain there would have been an excellent turnout even without your presence on account of the excellence of your wife’s photographs. Nevertheless, I strongly suspect that the news of your astonishing return did much to enhance the size of the crowd.”

     Gabriel turned his attention away from the framed photograph he had been examining and surveyed the thin, languidly graceful young man who had come up beside him.

     Venetia had introduced him to Harrow shortly after their arrival at the exhibition hall. She had then been swept up by a throng of individuals who appeared to be evenly divided between colleagues, admirers and the just plain curious. She was now holding court on the other side of the room. Gabriel had soon discovered that he would be on his own tonight. The exhibition was a social affair on the surface but beneath the earnest conversations about the art of photography and the latest gossip, his wife had business to conduct.

     Fortunately Harrow had proved to be an interesting companion. His voice was low and cultured. He projected the cool, amused air that marked him as a gentleman accustomed to the best in everything, from clubs and mistresses to art and wine. His trousers and wing-collared shirt were in the latest style. His light brown hair was brushed straight back from his forehead and gleamed with a judicious application of pomade.

     Harrow’s features were finely, almost delicately, molded. They put Gabriel in mind of one of the ethereally handsome knights in a Burne-Jones painting. Recalling the name of the painter made Gabriel realize yet again just how common the name Jones was. No wonder Venetia had concluded that no one would notice one more Jones in London.

     “I take it that Farley is the person responsible for staging this exhibition?” Gabriel asked.

     “Yes.” Harrow took a sip of champagne and lowered the glass. “He is a gentleman of means who has become something of a patron to the photographic community. He is known to be generous to those who are starting out in the profession. He even maintains a well-stocked darkroom here on the premises for photographers who cannot afford their own equipment and chemicals.”

     “I see.”

     “Farley has contributed greatly to the notion that photography deserves to be considered a true art.” Harrow arched a delicate brow. “Unfortunately, that view is still quite controversial in some circles.”

     “One wouldn’t know it by the crowd here tonight,” Gabriel said.

     The brightly lit exhibition hall was crammed with well-dressed visitors. The guests promenaded around the room, glasses of champagne or lemonade in hand, and made a great show of scrutinizing the photographs that hung on the walls.

     The pictures in the exhibition were the work of a number of different photographers and had been arranged by competition categories: Pastoral Views, Portraits, Architecture, Monuments of London, and Artistic Themes. Venetia had entered photographs in both the Portraits and the Monuments divisions.

     It occurred to Gabriel that Harrow could be a useful source of information. If the thief was moving in Venetia’s business circles, he might be here tonight.

     “I would appreciate it if you would enlighten me as to the identities of some of those present tonight,” Gabriel said. “My wife appears to be mingling with a rather elevated lot.”

     Harrow gave him a speculative glance and then shrugged. “My pleasure. I don’t know everyone, of course, but I can point out some of the highfliers.” He angled his chin toward a distinguished, middle-aged couple. “Lord and Lady Netherhampton. They consider themselves connoisseurs of art. The fact that they are here tonight gives this exhibition considerable cachet.”

     “I see,” Gabriel said.

     Harrow smiled fleetingly. “I am told that years ago Lady Netherhampton was an actress. Everyone in Polite Society has conveniently forgotten her origins due to the fact that she is now married to Lord Netherhampton.”

     “I’m sure that the craft of acting made excellent training for moving in the Polite World.”

     Harrow laughed. “No doubt. It is, indeed, a world of masks and false facades, is it not?” He nodded toward another woman. “The overdressed female in pink on the far side of the room is Mrs. Chilcott. Her husband obligingly dropped dead two years ago, leaving her a fortune. She was one of your wife’s first clients and has since sent several of her friends to her.”

     “I must remember to be very polite to the lady if we are introduced.”

     Harrow swept the crowd with an assessing glance and paused. “Do you see the elderly gentleman with the cane? The one who looks like he might fall over at any moment? That is Lord Ackland.”

     Gabriel shifted his gaze to a stooped, gray-haired, heavily bewhiskered man in the company of a much younger, strikingly attractive woman. In addition to the cane, Ackland gripped the lady’s arm in a manner that suggested he needed it for additional support. The couple was admiring a photograph in the Portraits division.

     “I see him,” Gabriel said.

     “Ackland retired to the country years ago. Never produced an heir. The fortune will go to some distant relatives, I believe.”

     “Unless the lovely lady who is propping him up can persuade him to marry her?” Gabriel said.

     “That is the speculation, of course. Ackland was said to be slipping into senility and in very poor health but it seems that he has been pulled back from death’s door by the lovely creature at his side.”

     “Astonishing what a beautiful woman can do for a man even when his doctors have given up all hope,” Gabriel said.

     “Indeed. The lady with the remarkable therapeutic powers is Mrs. Rosalind Fleming.”

     Harrow’s tone had altered, Gabriel noticed. The underlying note of mocking amusement was gone. In its place was a cold, flat quality.

     “What happened to Mr. Fleming?” Gabriel asked.

     “An excellent question,” Harrow said. “The lady is, of course, a widow.”

     Gabriel did his own survey of the room, the hunter in him searching not for prey but for the competition; others who looked as if they might be predators under their civilized facades.

     “What about the man standing by himself near the potted palm?” he asked. “He does not appear to be here with the intention of making casual conversation.”

     The man next to the plant seemed to occupy a remote, separate space in the room. It was clear to Gabriel that one encroached on that space at one’s peril.

     Harrow glanced in that direction, frowning a little. “That is Willows. I cannot tell you much about him. Appeared on the scene a few months ago. He is a collector of art and antiquities. Keeps to himself but he evidently commands a fortune. I believe he has acquired some of Mrs. Jones’s pictures for his private museum.”

     “Married?”

     “No,” Harrow said. “At least, we don’t think so.”

     Gabriel wondered about the we but his instincts told him not to inquire.

     He made a mental note of the name and went back to searching the room, seeking others who projected the same aloof, potentially dangerous air.

     Over the course of the next several minutes he added three more names to his private list as Harrow continued his commentary. He paid particular attention to persons Harrow said collected Venetia’s work.

     “I congratulate you on your knowledge of Society gossip,” he said when Harrow eventually wound down.

     “One hears things at one’s club.” Harrow took another swallow of champagne. “You know how it is.”

     “I have been out of town for some time,” Gabriel reminded him. “I fear I am out of touch.”

     That much was true enough, he thought. Almost no one in the reclusive Jones family took an interest in Society. That fact served him well now because he could move through the Polite World with very little risk of being recognized.

     “Yes, of course,” Harrow said. “And then there was that dreadful case of amnesia that you suffered after your accident. It can’t have helped your memory.”

     Gabriel realized that he had pushed the questioning a little too far. Harrow was starting to grow curious. That was not good.

     “No,” he agreed.

     “When did you first recall that you had a wife?” Harrow asked.

     “I believe the memory came to me one morning when I was sitting down to breakfast in a hotel in San Francisco,” Gabriel said, improvising. “It suddenly dawned on me that there was no wife around to pour my tea. It seemed to me that there ought to be one about somewhere. I got to wondering if I had misplaced her. And then it all came back to me in a blinding flash of memory.”

     Harrow’s brows rose. “It would have taken a very severe blow to the head to make a man forget Mrs. Jones.”

     “Indeed,” Gabriel said. “Plunging headfirst into a canyon will have that effect, I’m sorry to say.”

     He looked across the room to where Venetia stood in the center of a knot of people. Her Dreaming Girl, the newest picture in the Dreams series, hung on the wall behind her.

     The photograph was a moody, atmospheric picture of a sleeping girl gowned in billowing, diaphanous white. Earlier Gabriel had taken a closer look and recognized Amelia as the model. A first-place ribbon dangled from a pin next to the picture.

     Harrow followed his gaze. “I cannot help but notice that Mrs. Jones is still wearing black, in spite of your return to the land of the living.”

     “She mentioned something about not having any fashionable gowns in other colors,” Gabriel said. “There was no time to purchase a new dress for tonight’s event.”

     “She will no doubt look forward to replacing all that mourning with more colorful gowns.”

     Gabriel let that remark pass without comment. He had a hunch that Venetia was not going to rush out straightaway to a dressmaker to celebrate his return.

     At that moment one of the men in the crowd around Venetia leaned in a bit closer to her and murmured something in her ear that made her smile.

     Gabriel had a sudden urge to cross the room, seize the man by the throat and toss him out into the street.

     Harrow glanced at him. “You must have been vastly disappointed to discover that Mrs. Jones had a prior engagement planned for this evening.”

     “I beg your pardon?” Gabriel said absently, his attention still on the man who was leaning so close to Venetia.

     “I doubt very much that any husband who had been parted from his bride for such a lengthy period of time would have looked forward to spending his first night home enduring an exhibition of photographs.”

     Harrow was turning the tables, Gabriel thought. The younger man was now the one asking the questions.

     “Fortunately for me, my wife’s photographs are stunning,” Gabriel said.

     “Indeed. Pity the same cannot be said for most of the other pictures on display here tonight.” Harrow turned back to the photograph on the wall. “Mrs. Jones’s work exerts a certain, subtle power over the viewer, doesn’t it? Her pictures compel one to look deeper into the scene.”

     Gabriel studied the photograph that Harrow was admiring. It had been entered in the Architecture category. Unlike the other pictures hanging next to it, there was a human figure in the scene. A woman—Amelia again, her hat clutched in one gloved hand—stood in the vaulted stone entrance to an ancient church. The scene evoked a haunting effect.

     “It is as though the lady we are viewing is a ghost who has chosen to make her presence known to us,” Harrow observed. “She enhances the eerie gothic quality of the architecture, don’t you agree?”

     “Yes, she does,” Gabriel said, turning away from the picture to watch Willows head toward the front door.

     “Mrs. Jones manages to endow all of her photographs with some indefinable sensibility,” Harrow continued. “Do you know, I have looked at her work hundreds of times and I still cannot identify the aspect that captivates me. I once asked her how she achieves her deeply emotional effect upon the viewer.”

     Willows disappeared. Gabriel turned back to Harrow.

     “What did she say?” he asked.

     “Only that it has something to do with the lighting,” Harrow said.

     “A reasonable answer.” Gabriel shrugged. “The art of the photographer is about the business of capturing light and shadow and preserving them on paper.”

     Harrow’s fine mouth twisted wryly. “Every photographer will tell you that, and I will admit there is a great deal of truth to the statement. I comprehend that lighting is an extremely difficult and complex task, requiring intuition and an artistic eye. But in the case of Mrs. Jones’s work I am inclined to believe that there is some other talent involved.”

     “What sort of talent?” Gabriel asked, suddenly intrigued.

     Harrow regarded the photograph of the ghostly lady. “It is as if she first sees something unique in her subjects, something that is not at all obvious. She then employs every aspect of the science and art of photography to hint at that quality in the finished picture.”

     Gabriel took another look at the picture of Amelia in the church doorway.

     “Her pictures are about secrets,” he said.

     Harrow gave him a veiled look. “I beg your pardon?”

     Gabriel thought about the photographs Venetia had taken at Arcane House—how she had captured some element of the mystery of each artifact, even while she had created a detailed pictorial record.

     “My wife’s pictures reveal even as they conceal,” he said. It was astonishing how easily the words my wife came to his lips. “That is what draws the eye. People, after all, are always most intrigued by what they have been forbidden to know.”

     “Ah, yes, of course,” Harrow said softly. “The lure of the forbidden. There is nothing more interesting than a closely guarded secret, is there?”

     “No.”

     Harrow inclined his head in a thoughtful manner. “That is it, precisely. I should have hit upon it sooner. Your wife photographs secrets.”

     Gabriel took another look at the photograph and shrugged. “I thought it was obvious.”

     “On the contrary. You need only read some of the reviews written by the critics to discover that words fail time and again when it comes to describing the appeal of your wife’s photographs. In fact, she has been criticized in the press precisely because her themes are not painfully clear.”

     “She has critics?”

     Harrow laughed. “You sound quite annoyed. You may as well save your time and energy. Where there is art, it follows that there will be critics. It is the nature of things.” He glanced across the room. “There is an example of the breed over there by the buffet table.”

     Gabriel followed his gaze. “Ah, yes, Mr. Otford of the Flying Intelligencer. We have met.”

     “Yes, he did that inspiring story of your startling return in the morning paper, didn’t he? You will be able to read his overwrought review of Mrs. Jones’s work in tomorrow’s edition, I’m sure.”

     “I shall look forward to reading his observations,” Gabriel said.

     “Bah.” Harrow’s disgust was clear. “Do not waste your time. I assure you that you possess more insight in your little finger than that man does in his entire brain. In fact, I would go so far as to say that you have more artistic intuition than most of the collectors I know.” He paused a beat. “To say nothing of the vast majority of husbands.”

     “Thank you, but I have the impression that I am missing your point.”

     “My point, sir, is that most gentlemen in your position who returned home to discover that their wives had set themselves up in business would be less than pleased.”

     It was true, Gabriel thought. Venetia, Beatrice and Amelia were walking a very fine line with their gallery. The world had changed considerably in the past fifty years but some things were slower to change than others. There were still very few professions open to women. Operating a business was not considered appropriate for a lady who had been reared in polite, respectable circles. And there was no doubt but that Venetia and her family had come from such circles.

     “My wife is an artist,” he said.

     Harrow stiffened. “I say, there is no need to threaten me, sir. No offense intended, I assure you. I am a great admirer of your wife’s art.”

     Gabriel drank some of the champagne from the glass in his hand and said nothing.

     “Please believe me when I tell you that I am sincere, sir.” Harrow moved cautiously closer again. “Indeed, I am struck by your modern notions. So few husbands are as advanced in their thinking as you are.”

     “I do like to consider myself a man of the modern age,” Gabriel said.
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        VENETIA CAUGHT another glimpse of Harold Burton just as she excused herself from the group of amateur photographers that had gathered around her.

     She tried to follow his progress through the crowd. It wasn’t easy. She lost track of him for a moment and then spotted him again. He was on the far side of the exhibition hall, near a side door.

     She saw him glance furtively around two or three times before scuttling out the door.

     
      Oh, no you don’t, Venetia thought. You’re not going to escape me this time, you annoying little man.

     She whisked up a handful of her black skirts and prepared to make her way as unobtrusively as possible to the door through which Burton had just disappeared.

     Agatha Chilcott materialized in her path. She was enveloped in pink. The heavy folds of several layers of tied-back pink skirts cascaded from a bustle that was broad enough to hold a vase of flowers. A massive necklace of pink stones filled in the expanse of bosom exposed by the neckline of the dress.

     The color of the elaborately coiled braid that sat like a crown atop Agatha’s head was a much darker shade of brown than the rest of her graying hair. The false piece was firmly anchored with a number of gem-set hairpins.

     Agatha was a wealthy and well-connected woman with a great deal of time on her hands. She whiled away the hours collecting and dispensing the juicier tidbits of gossip that floated around in London’s better circles.

     Venetia felt a great deal of gratitude toward her. Agatha had been one of her first important clients. The lady had been so impressed with the portrait of herself as Cleopatra that Venetia had created that she had happily recommended her to her friends.

     “My dear Mrs. Jones, I read the astonishing news of your husband’s return in the morning papers.” Agatha came to a halt in front of Venetia, effectively barring her path. “You must have been quite overcome with an excess of emotion when you learned that Mr. Jones was alive.”

     “It was an extremely startling incident, to be sure,” Venetia said, trying to edge politely around Agatha.

     “I am positively amazed that you felt able to attend the exhibition this evening,” Agatha continued with an air of grave concern.

     “Why on earth would I miss it? I am in excellent health.” Venetia went up on her toes, trying to peer above the heads of the crowd to see if Burton had returned to the room. “There was never any doubt but that I would be able to attend.”

     “Indeed?” Agatha cleared her throat in a meaningful manner. “One would have thought that after sustaining such a shock to the nerves as you did today that one would feel the need to take to one’s bed for a day or two in order to recover.”

     “Nonsense, Mrs. Chilcott.” Venetia snapped her black silk fan a couple of times and tried to keep an eye on the side door. “One certainly cannot allow a case of shattered nerves to keep one from fulfilling one’s commitments.”

     Agatha glanced across the hall to where Gabriel stood talking to white-haired, bespectacled Christopher Farley, the sponsor of the exhibition.

     “I admire your fortitude, my dear,” Agatha said.

     “Thank you. One does what one must. I hope you will excuse me, Mrs. Chilcott.”

     Agatha’s heavily drawn brows rose. “But even if you did feel strong enough to carry on with your appointments, one would have thought that Mr. Jones might have had other notions concerning how to pass this evening.”

     Venetia paused, baffled by the remark. There was no way that Agatha could possibly be aware of Gabriel’s plans to track down a thief.

     “I beg your pardon?” she said cautiously. “Why would Mr. Jones have other ideas?”

     “One would have expected that such an obviously healthy, evidently virile gentleman who had been forced to forgo the natural affections of a loving spouse for an extended period of time would have experienced a strong desire to spend his first evening here in London at home.”

     “At home?”

     “In the bosom of his family, so to speak.” Agatha clasped her gloved hands together in front of her own impressive bosom. “Renewing his intimate connection with his wife.”

     Understanding finally struck Venetia with the force of a jolt of electricity. She could feel the sudden heat in her cheeks. Dread lanced through her. Was everyone in the room speculating on the status of her intimate connection with Gabriel and wondering why they were not spending the evening together in bed?

     She had been concentrating so intently on the many and varied difficulties that confronted her that she had not even considered the possibility that people would be fascinated by the romantic implications of her situation.

     “No need to worry on that account, Mrs. Chilcott.” She summoned up the same bright, reassuring smile that she had bestowed on Agatha when she had assured the lady that the large mole on her chin would not appear in the finished Cleopatra portrait. “Mr. Jones and I had a lovely chat earlier today. We caught up on all the news.”

     “A chat? But my dear, the account in the Flying Intelligencer indicated that Mr. Jones was looking forward to being reunited with you with the most fervent enthusiasm.”

     “Come now, Mrs. Chilcott. You are a woman of the world. I’m sure you are aware that even the most fervently enthusiastic reunions need not consume a great deal of one’s time.”

     “Be that as it may, Mrs. Jones, I couldn’t help but notice that Mr.Jones has spent most of the evening on the other side of this hall.”

     “What of it?”

     “One would have thought that he would have been reluctant to leave your side tonight.”

     “I assure you, Mr. Jones is quite capable of keeping himself occupied.”

     Agatha gave her a steely look. “Indeed?” Abruptly her expression softened. “Ah, I think I understand the problem.”

     “There is no problem, Mrs. Chilcott.”

     “Nonsense, my dear. No need to be shy. It is perfectly reasonable to expect that a certain natural awkwardness might exist between married persons who have been forced apart for so long.”

     “Yes, of course.” Venetia seized on the explanation. “Very awkward.”

     “Especially under the circumstances,” Agatha added delicately.

     “Circumstances?”

     “I seem to recall hearing that Mr. Jones disappeared on your honeymoon.”

     “Quite right,” Venetia said. “Disappeared without any notice, mind you. Walked off a cliff. Fell into a deep canyon. Raging river. Body never found. Presumed dead. Very tragic but these things happen, you know. Especially in places like the Wild West.”

     “Which means that you had very little opportunity to become accustomed to your marital duties, my dear.”

     Venetia’s mouth went dry. “My marital duties?”

     Agatha patted her gloved hand. “You are no doubt quite tense and anxious this evening.”

     “You have no idea, Mrs. Chilcott.”

     “Why, I wouldn’t be surprised to discover that you are experiencing some of the same trepidation that you no doubt felt on your honeymoon.”

     “Yes, indeed.” Venetia summoned up her brightest smile. “Fortunately, Mr. Jones is very respectful of my delicate sensibilities.”

     “I’m delighted to hear that, Mrs. Jones. Nevertheless, I hope you will take some advice from an older and perhaps wiser woman.”

     “I don’t think the situation calls for advice, thank you very much.”

     “I assure you, my dear, a healthy, virile gentleman who has been reunited with his bride after a lengthy absence will have certain natural urges.”

     Venetia stared at her, thunderstruck. “Urges?”

     Agatha leaned in very close and lowered her voice. “I advise you to attend to those entirely natural urges without delay, my dear. You would not want Mr. Jones to seek relief elsewhere.”

     “Good heavens.” Venetia felt her brain go quite blank.

     “I can see from the expression on your face that you did not have much of an opportunity to become accustomed to your marital duties before Mr. Jones suffered that dreadful fall.” Agatha tapped Venetia’s wrist with her fan. “You must trust me when I tell you that a wife’s conjugal obligations are not nearly as objectionable as some would have you believe.” She winked. “Not when her husband is as healthy and virile as Mr. Jones appears to be.”

     Smiling benignly, Agatha turned and swept off into the throng.

     Venetia finally managed to get her mouth closed. With an effort of will she pulled herself together and continued toward her objective.

     But she was now very conscious of the veiled glances and curious stares aimed in her direction. People were, indeed, speculating about the intimate aspects of her relationship with Gabriel, she thought. Her face burned.

     The irony of her predicament was enough to make her grind her teeth. She could not bear to contemplate the many long, lonely, sleepless nights she had spent reliving the memory of her one night in the arms of her fantasy lover and quietly mourning the loss of what might have been.

     Now she knew that Gabriel Jones had blithely gone about his Arcane Society business, never for one moment considering what the news of his death might have done to her nerves.

     Really, men could be so thoughtless.

     When she reached the side door through which Burton had vanished, she paused to look back to where Gabriel had been standing a few minutes ago, talking to Christopher Farley. She could no longer see him. Perhaps he had gone outside for some fresh air. She could use some of that commodity herself.

     Unfortunately she had a more important task to accomplish. She could only hope that Burton had not left the exhibition hall altogether while she had been obliged to discuss her marital duties with Mrs. Chilcott.

     She opened the door and slipped out of the brightly lit hall into a darkened corridor.

     She closed the door and stood quietly for a moment, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the deep shadows. There was just enough moonlight seeping through the high windows above the staircase at the end of the passageway to reveal a row of closed doors.

     She tried to listen for Burton’s footsteps but all she could hear was the faint, muffled noise of the crowd on the other side of the wall.

     She started forward slowly, wondering why Burton had come this way.

     This was not her first visit to Farley’s exhibition rooms. She had been here, behind the scenes, on several occasions in recent weeks to discuss business. Christopher Farley had taken an interest in her work right from the start when she had brought him some of her pictures to examine. He had advised her regarding the financial side of the profession and introduced her to some of her first important clients. In return, she had given him some of her photographs to exhibit and sell.

     Because of the meetings with Farley, she had a general knowledge of how the rooms and offices were arranged on this floor.

     The corridor in which she was standing was intersected by another passage midway along the hall. Farley’s large office was in the other corridor.

     She went quietly to the corner and looked down the second, even darker hall. No gaslight showed through the glass panes of the door to Farley’s office. The glow of the moon from the windows inside the room caused the opaque panel to gleam a dull gray against the deeper shadows. The room next to the office was the one used by Farley’s two clerks. It, too, was unlit.

     She turned back to the main hallway. She knew that there were three offices, a large storeroom and a darkroom in that direction.

     The firm’s clerks used the darkroom to make additional prints of some of the photographs that were offered for sale in the showrooms. Farley was also known to invite talented but impoverished photographers to make use of the facilities. She could not imagine why Harold Burton would enter either the storeroom or the darkroom. He had his own small gallery and possessed his own equipment.

     It was possible, of course, that Burton had chosen to depart the exhibition via the stairs at the end of the hall. But if he had wished to leave it would have been a good deal faster to go out through the main entrance, which descended to a gracious lobby and the busy street.

     The staircase at the end of the corridor in which she stood led to the alley.

     If Burton had left the building via these stairs, she might as well abandon any effort to confront him tonight.

     But there was another possibility. Burton’s ethics were not of the highest caliber, she reminded herself. Perhaps he had let himself into Farley’s office to have a look around. There was no doubt a good deal of information on the firm’s clients locked up in that room. Burton was not above helping himself to something that might offer a potential profit.

     Moving as quietly as possible so as not to provide a warning, she started along the hallway that led to Farley’s office.

     Two steps into the darkness she heard the faint sound of a door opening in the other corridor.

     She turned quickly, intending to rush back out into the other passageway to intercept Burton. But a flash of icy intuition made her hesitate.

     If that was Burton, he was behaving in what could only be described as a furtive manner. It might pay to see if she could discover what he was about. She needed whatever small advantage she could obtain.

     She tiptoed back to the intersection of the two halls and stopped just short of the main corridor.

     The muted voices of the crowd in the exhibition galleries suddenly seemed very far away. She felt unnervingly alone in the darkness.

     Footsteps sounded in the other hallway. Burton was not coming in her direction. He was going toward the rear stairs. In another few seconds he would be gone. If she did not act now, he would escape.

     But something held her back. She was not afraid of Burton, she told herself. She was angry because of what she was sure he had done but she was not frightened. Why was she hesitating?

     She gathered her nerve and her skirts, took another step forward and leaned ever so slightly out into the other hall.

     The murky moonlight illuminated the silhouette of a man in a long overcoat and a tall hat. He was moving swiftly away from her, striding purposefully toward the stairwell.

     Not Burton, she decided. This man was taller. He did not scuttle along in the manner that characterized Burton’s walk. Instead, he moved with a smooth, coordinated, surprisingly graceful ease that suggested strength and power. Not unlike the way Gabriel moves, she thought.

     She concentrated intently, looking at the moving figure as though he were a sitter she was about to photograph, trying to catch a glimpse of his aura.

     Light and shadow reversed. The corridor became a negative image. A pulsing aura appeared around the man at the end of the hall. Hot and cold shades of energy flashed in the darkness.

     Fear lanced through her. Over the years she had seen many different auras, but none had alarmed her the way this one did.

     She knew in that moment that she was viewing an erratic, raging energy given off by some strange, abnormal lust. She sensed intuitively that no woman could ever satisfy that unwholesome desire. She prayed that she would never learn the nature of whatever it was that the beast required to sate its terrible hunger.

     To her overriding relief the figure plunged down the stairs and disappeared.

     For a few more seconds she remained in the sanctuary of the connecting hall, too shaken to move.

     Then she remembered Harold Burton.

     A sick dread rose within her.

     She made herself move out of the hallway and down the corridor to the darkroom.

     “Mr. Burton?” She knocked once on the door.

     There was no response.

     “Are you in there?”

     The silence raised the small hairs on the nape of her neck.

     There was no point delaying any longer. She knew deep down that something terrible had occurred inside the darkroom. She also sensed that no matter how hard she knocked, Harold Burton was probably not going to answer.

     She twisted the knob and opened the door very slowly.

     Someone had pulled aside the heavy drape that usually covered the small window of the darkroom. The slanting triangle of moonlight illuminated Burton’s sprawled, unmoving figure. He lay faceup on the floor, staring emptily at the ceiling.

     “Dear heaven.”

     She crouched beside him, her skirts pooling around her, and felt for a pulse with shaking fingertips. No life beat at the base of Burton’s throat. His skin was already growing unnaturally cold.

     Then she saw the brandy bottle and the overturned glass on the counter. Liquid dripped over the edge and splashed onto the floor. She could smell brandy fumes.

     “What the devil is going on here?” Gabriel’s voice was low and dangerous.

     She leaped to her feet and swung around, barely managing to stifle a small scream.

     “What are you doing here?” she gasped.

     “I noticed that you had left the hall. When you did not return in a reasonable length of time I decided to see what was keeping you.”

     She saw that he had one hand clenched very tightly around the doorknob. Something odd was happening. She concentrated briefly and saw the pulse of dark energy in the atmosphere around him.

     “Are you all right?” he asked.

     When she did not respond immediately, he released the doorknob and seized her wrist.

     “Answer me,” he said softly. “Are you all right?”

     “Yes.” She pulled herself together with an effort. Her normal vision snapped back into focus. “Yes, I’m fine.”

     He turned up the gas lamp on a nearby table and looked down at the body.

     “Tell me who this man is,” he said.

     “Harold Burton. He was a photographer.”

     “You came here to meet him?”

     The question was ice cold.

     “No,” she said, shivering a little. “Well, yes. Not exactly. Not like this.” She abandoned the explanation. “I just walked into the room and found him.”

     “Is there a wound?”

     “I don’t think so. There is no blood.”

     “He did not die of natural causes,” Gabriel said.

     She wondered how he could be so certain of that.

     “I don’t think so,” she agreed.

     He looked at her. “What do you know of this business?”

     “Someone left this room just before I arrived. I think he may have had something to do with this. At the very least he will likely know what occurred in here.”

     “You saw this person?” Gabriel asked, his voice sharpening.

     “I got only a fleeting glimpse as he went down the stairs.”

     “Did you recognize him?”

     “No.”

     “Did he see you?” The question was far more urgent than the previous one.

     She shook her head. “I’m sure he did not notice me. As I said, he was moving away from me. I was in the other hallway, watching him from around the corner. No, I’m certain he did not see me. He never even paused.”

     Gabriel took a step toward the counter where the spilled brandy dripped.

     “Don’t touch that liquid,” she said quickly. “Or the glass, either, for that matter.”

     He stopped and looked back at her.

     “Why not?” he asked.

     Most men would have been annoyed at the notion of a woman giving orders under such circumstances. Ladies were expected to succumb to hysteria and the vapors when they were confronted with situations involving dead bodies.

     But Gabriel was not questioning her common sense or good judgment, she realized. He simply wanted to know why she had warned him away from the spilled brandy.

     She drew a deep breath. “There are only two possibilities here.” She looked at the empty glass and then at Burton’s sprawled body. “I suppose it could have been suicide. That is certainly the usual explanation in cases like this. But from what I know of Harold Burton, I find it hard to believe that he took his own life.”

     “What do you mean, the usual explanation in cases like this?”

     “I suspect that the authorities will find that Mr. Burton drank a glass of brandy laced with cyanide.”

     Gabriel tightened one hand into a fist and then opened it again in a small, quick gesture, as though trying to rid himself of something unpleasant that clung to his fingers. It struck her as a curiously restless movement for a man who was usually so well controlled.

     “I think,” he said, “that you had better tell me exactly what you are doing in this room.”

     “It is a somewhat complicated story.”

     “I suggest you tell it quickly, before we send for the police.”

     “Oh, heavens. The police. Yes, of course.” She would worry about the potential scandal later, she thought.

     She explained, very briefly, about the two photographs that had been sent to her anonymously.

     “I’m not sure what Burton intended but it occurred to me that he was either attempting to frighten me into abandoning my business or worse.”

     “Worse?”

     “I did wonder if he intended the photographs as a prelude to blackmail,” she admitted.

     “Were the photographs of a compromising nature?”

     “No. They were just…unnerving. You would have to see them to understand.”

     “You will show them to me later. In the meantime, we will not mention those pictures to the police.”

     “But they may be clues.”

     “They are also potential motives for murder, Venetia.”

     The implications of what he had just said stunned her. She suddenly felt a little light-headed.

     “Do you think the police might conclude that I killed Burton because I believed that he was the one who sent me those awful pictures?” she whispered.

     “Do not concern yourself, Mrs. Jones. We are going to take steps to ensure that you do not become a suspect in this affair.”

     Anxiety knotted her stomach. “But even if we do not tell the police about the pictures, there is no getting around the fact that I was alone in the hallway for some time. I am the one who discovered the body. I cannot prove that there was anyone else in here before I arrived. What is to prevent the authorities from suspecting that I gave Burton the cyanide to drink?”

     “Even if the police do decide that this is a case of murder and not suicide, I think it is safe to say that they will not question your innocence.”

     She was starting to grow annoyed with his attitude of cool authority. “What makes you so certain of that, sir?”

     “Because there is someone who can provide you with an excellent alibi,” Gabriel said patiently.

     “Indeed? And just who is that person?”

     He spread his hands. “Why, your beloved, recently-returned-from-the-grave husband, of course.”

     “But I don’t have a—” She broke off abruptly. “Oh. You.”

     “Yes, Mrs. Jones. Me. We found the body together when we stepped out of the overheated exhibition hall to find a bit of privacy. I’m sure everyone will understand.”

     “They will?”

     “This is my first night home after the unfortunate accident that I suffered on our honeymoon, if you will recall. I have it on good authority that a man in my circumstances would go to great lengths to have even a few minutes alone with the bride he had been parted from for such a great length of time.”
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        THERE IS A REASON why photography has long been known as one of the black arts.” Venetia sank down onto a chair in front of the hearth and slowly stripped off her gloves. “Two reasons, actually.”

     “The use of cyanide being one of them?” Gabriel tossed his overcoat across the corner of the desk. He did not remove his evening coat but loosened his tie and unfastened the top of his shirt.

     Venetia was remarkably calm, given the ordeal she had just endured, but he could see the anxiety and tension that stiffened her shoulders.

     “Yes,” she said. “For years the photographic journals have railed against the practice of using potassium of cyanide as a fixing agent.” She placed the black kid gloves very neatly, very precisely, on a small end table. “It is not as though there is not a perfectly acceptable and safe alternative available.”

     “The chemical that you used at Arcane House? I believe you called it hypo.”

     “Hyposulphite of soda. It has been around since the earliest days of the medium but there have always been those who insisted that cyanide was better suited to the task. In addition, before the new dry plates became available a few years ago, cyanide was very useful for removing the black stains on carpets and hands and everything else created by the silver bath drippings.”

     “The staining problem being the other reason why photography is known as a black art?”

     She nodded somberly. “Until quite recently it was said that you could tell a photographer by his fingers. They were frequently blackened from the use of the silver nitrate that was used to prepare the old collodion wet plates. I did not begin my career until after the advent of commercially made dry plates, so I have not had to deal with the problem of silver stains.”

     “There are those who still routinely use cyanide?”

     “Unfortunately, yes. It remains a staple in many darkrooms. Certainly no one will think it odd that it was conveniently on hand in Mr. Farley’s establishment tonight.”

     Gabriel crouched in front of the hearth and got a small blaze going. “I have noticed the occasional items in the papers concerning the deaths of photographers by cyanide.”

     “Not just photographers. Very often the victim is someone else in the household. A child who drinks it out of curiosity, for instance, or a young maid despondent over a failed love affair. Sometimes it is the family dog that is killed. There is no knowing how many people have expired either by accident or by design because of the poison.”

     Gabriel rose to his feet and went to the table that held a decanter of brandy. “One would think that if Burton had been looking for a quick exit from this mortal plane he would have taken the cyanide straight. Instead, he drank it mixed with strong spirits.”

     She hesitated. “There are those who will say that he probably thought it would be easier to get down that way.”

     “True.” Gabriel reflected briefly on the strong, disturbing frissons of violent intent that had clung to the glass knob of Farley’s darkroom door. “But as I said earlier, I am in complete agreement with your conclusion concerning events tonight. Burton was murdered.”

     “It would have required only a single swallow,” she said quietly. “A strong dose of cyanide kills very quickly.”

     He picked up the bottle of brandy and splashed the contents into two glasses. When he had completed the task, he contemplated the glasses for a few seconds.

     “That thought does give one pause, doesn’t it?” he asked, picking up the glasses.

     She looked at the brandy that he was holding out to her. “Yes, it does.”

     She unclasped her hands and took the brandy from him. He could see that her fingers trembled ever so slightly.

     He lowered himself into the other armchair and swallowed some of the contents of his glass. Venetia took a deep breath, wrinkled her nose and tossed back some of the brandy with a bit of a flourish.

     He was amused. “Wouldn’t want to develop a phobia about good spirits.”

     “Goodness, no.”

     “Staff of life on occasion.”

     “Absolutely.”

     They sat together for a while, contemplating the fire. Gabriel absorbed the silence of the household. It was well after midnight. When he and Venetia arrived home a short time earlier they had discovered that everyone else had gone to bed, including Mrs. Trench. It was just as well. There would be time enough for explanations in the morning.

     He tilted his head against the back of the chair and thought about the conversation with the police.

     “I got the impression that the detective is leaning heavily toward the theory that Burton committed suicide,” he said.

     “It certainly is the simplest explanation. But it does not account for the person I saw leaving the room shortly before I discovered the body.”

     “No,” he said. “It does not.”

     The detective had questioned Venetia quite closely about the figure she had seen on the staircase but she had not been able to provide him with anything useful by way of a description.

     For his own part, Gabriel thought, he could hardly claim that he had picked up emanations of violence off a doorknob. The detective would have considered him quite mad. The sensations were useless as a means of identification, in any event. They were quite strong but they could have belonged to anyone who had gone to that room with murder in mind.

     He looked at Venetia. “You said you followed Burton out of the exhibition hall this evening because you wanted to confront him about some disturbing photographs that you believe he sent to you?”

     “Yes.”

     “Any idea why he would have done such a thing?”

     She sighed. “I assumed it was because he was envious of me.”

     “He was jealous of your success?”

     “That was the only motive I could come up with.” She took another small sip of the brandy. “Mr. Burton was a very bitter man. His talent as a photographer was never properly appreciated or recognized. This is a very competitive business, you see.”

     “I did get that impression this evening.”

     “The ability to take good pictures is only part of what is required to establish a reputation that attracts fashionable clients. Those who move in polite circles tend to be extremely fickle. A successful photographer must project a certain style and a sense of exclusiveness. One must give the impression that one is not actually in trade, as it were, but rather providing the client with the benefit of one’s artistic talents.”

     “Let me hazard a guess here,” Gabriel said. “Burton did not project that sort of image.”

     “No.”

     “There must be a great many other successful photographers who do a better trade than he did. Why did he fix on you as the object of his envy?”

     “I think it was because I am a woman,” she said quietly. “In his mind it was bad enough that he was outdone by other men. To have a lady arrive on the scene and meet with immediate success enraged him. He confronted me on one or two occasions and informed me quite bluntly that this was no profession for a female.”

     “When did the unpleasant pictures arrive?”

     “The first photograph was left on my doorstep earlier this week. The second one came two days later. I suspected Burton straight off. I knew he would be at the exhibition tonight. I was determined to demand an explanation from him.” She closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. “Now, I do not know what to think. He was obviously involved in some sinister dealings with the man who murdered him.”

     Gabriel stretched his legs out toward the fire. “Do you have any notion of who might want to kill him?”

     She opened her eyes and made a face. “Aside from myself, do you mean? No. I can only tell you that Burton was not the most likable man. He was a conniving, unethical schemer who moved in the lower ranks of the photographic community. He had a small gallery in an unfashionable part of town but I don’t know how he managed to make a living, to tell you the truth.”

     Gabriel cradled his glass in both hands. “I would like to see the photographs that he sent to you.”

     “They’re in my bottom desk drawer. I’ll get them.”

     She set the brandy glass aside, rose and crossed the carpet to the desk.

     Gabriel watched her remove a small key from the dainty chatelaine bag that dangled from the waist of her gown. She used the key to open the drawer and removed two photographs.

     Without a word, she walked back across the room, sat down and handed him one of the pictures.

     He held the photograph facedown for a few seconds, feeling with the part of him that could perceive things that his other senses did not. There were faint whispers of anger and outrage but he was almost certain they had been left by Venetia. There was a sensation of self-control about them.

     Beneath those emanations were even fainter traces of another fierce emotion, one that could only be described as obsessive rage. He was almost certain that sensation had been left by the person who had arranged for the photograph to be left on Venetia’s doorstep.

     He turned the picture over and examined it in the firelight.

     “Is this the one that arrived first?” he asked.

     “Yes.”

     The photograph was innocuous enough at first glance, if decidedly morbid. It showed the somber scene of a funeral cortege headed by a black funeral coach equipped with a team of black horses. The vehicle stood in front of the iron gates of a cemetery. A gloomy array of monuments, crypts and headstones was visible through the bars of the high fence that surrounded the graveyard.

     It was only when one examined the picture closely that one noticed the woman dressed in a fashionable black gown and a wide-brimmed black hat standing to one side of the scene.

     A cold sensation settled in Gabriel’s gut.

     “You?” he asked quietly.

     “Yes. The cemetery in that picture is located a short distance from this street. I pass it every day when I go to the gallery.” She held out the second photograph.

     He took it from her, pausing briefly once again to see if he could detect any strong sensations. The remnants of Venetia’s anger and outrage ruffled his senses but this time there was something else. Fear.

     Beneath that layer of emotion was the same unwholesome obsession that had clung to the first picture.

     He turned the picture over. This time he was looking at a photograph of an ornate funeral monument. For a few seconds he could not make any sense of the scene. Then he saw the name inscribed on the stone. The chill in his insides turned to ice.

     “‘In memory of Venetia Jones,’” he read aloud.

     Venetia grimaced. “An excellent example of what can be accomplished by a person who is skilled in the art of retouching photographs. After the picture arrived, Amelia and I went to the cemetery to see if that particular monument was located there.”

     “Did you find it?”

     “Yes.” She clasped her fingers tightly together. “The name engraved on the stone, however, is Robert Adamson.”

     “Whatever else he was, Harold Burton was a nasty son of a bitch.”

     She drank some more brandy. “That was certainly my opinion.”

     He looked at the first photograph again. “Was this one retouched also?”

     “No. I was there in front of the cemetery that day, returning from my customary walk in the park. I happened to pass the gates just as the funeral cortege arrived.” She hesitated. “I know this will sound as though I am quite paranoid but I have had the feeling that Burton has been following me about lately.”

     Gabriel put the photographs on the table next to the chair. “You’re quite certain these were taken by him?”

     She glanced at the pictures. “As certain as I can be without absolute proof. There is something about the style and composition. Burton was actually a very skilled photographer. I have seen some of his work. He had a particular talent for architectural themes. The first picture, the one of the cortege, was obviously taken on the spur of the moment. I could not have identified him as the photographer given just that single shot. But the second photograph was taken with great care.”

     Gabriel studied the picture of the headstone. “I see what you mean. The angle he used is quite dramatic.”

     “The lighting is also striking and very much in his style. As for the inscription, well, Burton is quite a skilled retoucher.” Venetia shook her head. “I think that he was trying to impress me as well as frighten me with that second photograph. He wanted to show me that he was more expert with a camera than I am.”

     “You said you felt Burton was following you?”

     “I didn’t see him that day when the picture of the funeral cortege was taken but I did notice him a number of times over the course of several days. He appeared to be lurking in my vicinity.”

     “Describe the occasions when you saw him.”

     “I noticed him at least twice in the park not far from here. He always kept his distance and pretended not to see me. Then, the other morning Amelia and I went shopping in Oxford Street. I am certain that I spotted Burton there, too. He was lounging in the doorway of a shop. When I tried to approach him to ask what he was doing, he disappeared into the crowd. At first I assumed the various incidents were accidental. But in the past few days I vow I started to feel like a deer that is being stalked by the hunter.” Her mouth tightened. “It was becoming quite unsettling, to tell you the truth.”

     And perhaps another motive for murder in the eyes of Scotland Yard, Gabriel thought.

     “If the police question us again about Burton’s death, we will not mention that he may have been following you,” he said aloud. “Is that quite clear?”

     She contemplated him with a steady gaze. “Do you mind if I ask you a question, Mr. Jones?”

     “It depends upon the question, of course.”

     “There does appear to be some evidence”—she paused to hold up one finger—“not a great deal, mind you, but a few bits and pieces that would seem to point toward me as a possible suspect in this situation.”

     “I noticed that.”

     “You are aware that I disappeared several minutes before you found me with Burton’s body tonight, ample time in which to pour a glass of brandy and lace it with cyanide. What makes you so certain that I did not kill him?”

     He thought about how much to tell her. A murky mix of intense psychical spoors had marked the door of the darkroom and the space inside. He had sensed obsession, unwholesome excitement and fear, all swirled together in a seething brew that had been impossible to sort out. He knew that what he had sensed were several layers of recent emotions. Burton had no doubt touched the doorknob at least once. The killer had also touched it. So had Venetia. Between the three of them, they had left a chaotic soup of emotions.

     But he was certain of one thing: Venetia was not the killer. He had been too close to her during their time together at Arcane House, too intimate. He would have known if she were capable of such vicious, cold-blooded violence.

     “You told me that someone else left the room before you arrived,” he said. “I believe you.”

     “Thank you. I appreciate your trust. But may I ask why you are so certain that I told you the truth?”

     “Let’s just say that after our time together at Arcane House, I think I know you well enough to place great faith in your integrity.” That was the truth as far as it went.

     “I’m delighted to know that I left you with such a good impression of my character,” she said dryly.

     She did not believe him, he realized. Fair enough; he knew that she was keeping secrets, too.

     “Indeed, madam,” he said. “And while I will have absolutely no difficulty whatsoever in sticking to the version of events that we gave to the police and which will no doubt appear in the morning papers—”

     “The papers. I have not even considered that aspect of the situation. Mr. Otford of the Flying Intelligencer was at the exhibition this evening. There is no telling how this business will look in the press.”

     “We shall deal with that later. At the moment, I am far more interested in finding out why you lied to me and to the police tonight when you said that you did not recognize the man you saw on the stairs.”
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        THE QUESTION CAUGHT her completely by surprise, as he had intended. She turned her head very quickly to look at him, the expression in her eyes one of astonishment and alarm. It was as though he had startled her out of some secret hiding place.

     “But I did not recognize him,” she said a little too swiftly. “I told you, I did not even get a close look at him. I most certainly did not know him.”

     Gabriel got to his feet, picked up an iron poker and prodded the fire.

     “You saw something,” he said mildly.

     “A man wearing a long overcoat and a tall hat. I told you that much.” She paused and then added reflectively, “At least I think it was a man.”

     That observation got his attention. “You are not certain?”

     “All I can say with any great assurance is that the person I saw was dressed in the manner of a gentleman. As I told the detective, I could tell that the individual was slender and of above-medium height. But the light was too poor for me to notice any other details.”

     “I find it interesting that you would even allow for the possibility that the killer might have been female,” he said, setting the poker aside. “Given his masculine attire, few would question the assumption that the person you saw was a man.”

     “When you consider the matter closely it is obvious that one of the easiest ways to disguise oneself is to adopt the clothing of the opposite gender.”

     He contemplated that. “And there is an old theory which holds that poison is a woman’s choice of murder weapon.”

     “Under the circumstances, I do not think that we can place much credence in that notion. In this instance, the victim was a photographer and, quite frankly, the cyanide was an obvious choice on the part of the killer.”

     “I take your point.” He rested one arm on the mantel. “You are certain that the fleeing figure did not notice you?”

     “Positive,” she said. “He did not glance back while I was watching him. Even if he had done so he could not have seen me.”

     “Why not?”

     “Because I was in the darkest part of the corridor, peering around a corner. There was almost no light behind me. The killer was the one who was illuminated and then only minimally.”

     “You sound very certain.”

     Her mouth curved wryly. “I would remind you that I am a photographer, sir. I assure you, I have made a close study of the effects of light and shadow.”

     “I do not doubt your professional expertise, madam.” He met her eyes. “But I must ask you again, what was it you saw tonight that you did not tell the police?”

     She laced her fingers tightly together. “You are very insistent. What makes you think that I saw more than I told you or the detective?”

     “Call it masculine intuition. During our all too brief interlude at Arcane House I learned a few things about you, Mrs. Jones. One is that when it comes to taking pictures, you often perceive what others do not. And I am still wondering how you spotted those two men in the woods that night.”

     “I noticed them when they went through a patch of moonlight.”

     “No moonlight penetrated those trees, but we’ll let that go for now. Given the seriousness of our situation, however, I cannot let this other matter drop so easily. I would very much appreciate the truth, so I ask again, what did you see tonight?”

     Her reply was so long in coming that he began to think she was going to refuse to tell him. He could not blame her, he thought. She owed him nothing. But it disturbed him for some reason that she did not consider him a worthy confidant. He realized that he wanted her to trust him again, the way she had seemed to trust him at Arcane House.

     “Nothing I perceived about the fleeing man would be of any use to the police,” she said quietly.

     He stilled. “But you did notice something about the killer?”

     “Yes.” She met his eyes. “You will no doubt think me either excessively imaginative or delusional if I tell you the truth. At best, you will conclude that I am a great fraud.”

     He took two steps toward her, closed his hands around her shoulders and raised her to her feet. “I assure you that nothing you could say would lead me to either of those conclusions.”

     “Indeed?” Wry skepticism flashed across her face. “What makes you so certain of that?”

     He tightened his grip on her arms. “You seem to forget that we spent several days in each other’s company some three months back.”

     “No, Mr. Jones, I have not forgotten. Not for one moment.”

     “Neither have I. I have already told you that I have no doubts about your character. The same is true when it comes to the matter of your sanity.”

     “Thank you.”

     “But there is another reason why I would very likely believe anything you chose to tell me,” he said.

     “And what reason would that be, sir?”

     “I want you far too much to permit myself to have any doubts where you are concerned.”

     Her lips parted. “Mr. Jones.”

     The questioning would have to be continued later. It had been too long. He could no longer resist temptation.

     He lowered his head and took her mouth captive.
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        THE SHOCK OF THE EMBRACE set her senses ablaze. After all the weeks and months of uncertainty over his fate and despair at the knowledge that if Gabriel was alive he had not come for her, he was kissing her again.

     The effect of his embrace was even more stimulating than she had remembered. The heat of his body, the sensual taste of his mouth, the exhilarating strength of his arms, incited a thrilling excitement deep within her.

     “Do you have any notion,” Gabriel whispered, “how many nights I have lain awake, imagining what it would be like to kiss you again?”

     “How do you think it was for me? I was devastated when I got word of your so-called accident. I could not bring myself to believe it. I was convinced that you were alive. I told myself that if you were dead, I would somehow know it. But there was no word from you.”

     “I am sorry, my sweet.” He used one hand to gently tilt her head back so that he could have access to her throat. “I swear, I never meant for you to hear the news of my death. How was I to know that you would see such a small story in the London papers? I thought you were safely tucked away in Bath.”

     “You should have contacted me,” she insisted.

     “Forgive me,” he said into her ear. “I thought this damned business would be finished weeks ago and I would be able to come to you without trailing danger in my wake.”

     He eased his fingers through her hair. Pins plopped softly on the carpet. The intimacy of the situation made her shiver. She clutched his shoulders, aware of the crisp white linen of his shirt and the firm swell of muscle beneath the fabric.

     Her hair tumbled down around her shoulders. The next thing she knew his fingers were at the fastenings at the front of her gown. The knowledge that he was about to undress her elicited a flicker of panic.

     Everything was happening too fast, she thought. Gabriel acted as if he wanted her but she must not forget that he had come back to her for reasons other than passion. Furthermore, this was not remote, secluded Arcane House, where no one would know what happened between her and Gabriel. Gabriel himself was no longer a safe fantasy that she could savor without courting disaster.

     They were in her personal study, for heaven’s sake. Amelia and Beatrice and Edward were upstairs. Mrs. Trench was asleep in her little room off the kitchen. If any of them awakened, they might hear sounds and come to investigate.

     They were in the real world, she reminded herself. Things were different here.

     But Gabriel was unfastening the bodice of her gown. His mouth was on hers, distracting and disorienting. She trembled, closed her eyes and clung to him to keep her balance.

     “I was not mistaken, was I?” he rasped. The question was roughened by desire.

     “About what?” she managed.

     “That last night at Arcane House. You wanted to be in my arms. You wanted me.”

     Uncertainty spiraled through her. That night had been perfect, or nearly so. But tonight was not perfect. The setting was all wrong and Gabriel was no longer her mysterious, secret lover who could be conveniently hidden from sight. He was living right upstairs in the attic, for goodness sake. She would have to face him at breakfast tomorrow morning. In front of the entire household, no less.

     “Yes,” she whispered. “But that was then and this is now.”

     He stilled. “Is there someone else? I told myself that you would not lose interest in me in such a short period of time. Although I must admit that tonight when you disappeared from the exhibition hall, I wondered if I had miscalculated.”

     
      Miscalculated seemed an unusual choice of word, she thought. Miscalculated was a term one employed when one had plotted a strategy that had gone wrong. Miscalculated was not a word a lover used. At least she didn’t think it was that sort of word.

     She withdrew her arms from around Gabriel’s neck and flattened her palms on his chest.

     “Is there anyone else?” he asked again, without inflection. In the firelight his eyes were dangerously enigmatic.

     “No,” she confessed. “For heaven’s sake, in the past three months I have been overwhelmed with the move to London and the establishment of my business here. I haven’t had time to find anyone else. That is not the problem.”

     He smiled. She could feel the tension leave his muscles.

     “I understand,” he said, caressing her throat with his finger. “The events of the day have no doubt rattled your nerves.”

     That was as good an excuse as any, she decided.

     “Yes, quite so.” She took a deliberate step back. “My apologies, sir. A great many startling incidents have, indeed, occurred today. Why, one might say that events seem to have rained down upon me like a great waterfall. The shock of your return. This strange mystery involving the alchemist’s formula. The discovery of Burton’s body tonight. It is all simply too much. I do not believe that I am thinking as clearly as one should in these circumstances.”

     Amusement curved his mouth. “On the contrary, Mrs. Jones, this is one of those rare situations in which one should not depend entirely upon logic and clear thinking.” He gently eased the edges of the gown’s bodice together. “Nevertheless, I would not press you under such circumstances. You need time to recover from what has clearly been a series of shocks.”

     “Precisely, sir.” She clutched the bodice of her gown, not knowing whether to be relieved or hurt by his consideration. If his passions had truly been fiercely aroused a moment ago, would he not try to be just a bit more convincing? “I appreciate your sensitivity.”

     He leaned forward slightly and brushed his mouth across hers. “I am not being sensitive so much as pragmatic, my sweet,” he said, as if he had read her mind. “When we do eventually make love again, I would not wish you to harbor any doubts or regrets afterward.”

     She was not sure how to take that, either. Tonight everything involving their relationship seemed suddenly extremely murky. Things had been so much simpler when he had been just a fantasy.

     “I will bid you good night, sir.” Holding the bodice of her gown together in one hand, she hurried toward the door. “In addition to a problem with my unsettled nerves, I am quite exhausted.”

     That last was very true, she thought. She did feel strangely weary. But she also had a feeling that sleep would be hard to come by tonight.

     “One more thing before you go, Mrs. Jones.”

     The coolly spoken, subtle command caused her hand to freeze on the doorknob. She looked back at him, deeply wary. He stood silhouetted against the firelight, darkly sensual and compelling in his open shirt and unknotted tie. A fresh wave of unease swept through her.

     “Yes?” she said politely.

     “You have not answered my question.” He crossed to the small table that held the brandy, picked up the decanter and refilled his glass. “What was it you saw tonight when the killer fled down the stairs?”

     He was not going to give up on that front, she realized. She had a feeling that once he had determined upon an objective, Gabriel Jones rarely abandoned any quest. Like a hunter that has sighted prey, she thought. The image was disturbing. It was also, unaccountably, thrilling. It was as if he had issued some sort of elemental challenge.

     She pondered her answer, strongly tempted to evade a direct reply. He was unlikely to believe her if she tried to explain her unusual talent, she thought. But she was intrigued by the fact that he was astute enough to realize that she had perceived something beyond the ordinary. Few people of her acquaintance, male or female, would have guessed that much.

     Part of her was also suddenly curious to know how he would respond to the truth.

     “I doubt that you will credit this,” she said, readying herself for instant skepticism, “but I saw an aura of psychical energy around the fleeing man.”

     The glass in his hand stopped halfway to his mouth.

     “Damnation,” he finally said, very softly. “I suspected as much, but I couldn’t be certain.”

     “I beg your pardon?”

     “Never mind. Tell me about these auras you see.”

     She had been prepared for disbelief, not a reasonable question. It took her a moment to adjust.

     “They appear in the form of waves of energy that pulse around the individual,” she said.

     “You see these auras around everyone you meet? That must be somewhat disconcerting.”

     “I do not see them unless I concentrate and make an effort to distinguish them. Then, it is like looking at a negative image of the world. In that state, I can make out auras.”

     “Interesting.”

     “I do not expect you to understand what I am trying to tell you but I assure you that if I were to encounter the killer again and if I knew to look at him with my second sight, I would very likely recognize him.”

     “Would you now?” he asked softly.

     She did not know what to make of that response so she forged ahead, anxious to complete her explanation.

     “You see why I did not say anything about any of this to the man from Scotland Yard,” she said. “I doubt very much that he would have believed me. You saw how he treated me. He assumed that I was a victim of shock and that I was teetering on the verge of hysteria.”

     “True.” Gabriel lounged against the edge of her desk. “He did aim most of his questions at me, didn’t he?”

     “Because you are a man.”

     “And because he believed me to be your husband.”

     “That, too.” She made a face. “Even if I had volunteered the information about the fleeing man’s aura, it would not have done the detective any good. There is no point describing a person’s psychical energy pattern to someone who cannot perceive it.”

     Gabriel studied her for a moment. “You say auras are distinctive?”

     “Yes. They definitely vary from one person to another. There are colors involved but I cannot tell you the names of the hues and shades that I see because they do not correspond to those that I see with my normal vision. I have invented my own, private vocabulary to describe them but it would be meaningless to you. There is also something about the intensity and the pattern of the psychical energy that is particular to each person.”

     “Can you determine a person’s sex from his aura?”

     “No. That is why I cannot say for certain that the fleeing figure was male or female.”

     “What of an individual’s character or inclinations?”

     That, she thought, was a very perceptive question. “Sometimes those aspects, if they are strong enough, are often startlingly vivid, yes.”

     “What did you learn about the nature of the person you saw in the hallway tonight?” he asked.

     She drew a deep breath. “If that person had been an animal, I would have said that he was a predator, a creature that kills when death suits its purposes. In the animal kingdom, such beasts have a rightful place. They kill only to live. But among humans, we would label such an individual a monster.”

     Gabriel went motionless. All expression evaporated from his face.

     “I see,” he said. “A monster.”

     “That is how the fleeing figure appeared to me. Cold-blooded and very frightening. Quite frankly, I hope I never have occasion to see him or her again.”

     He did not speak.

     Something about the dark stillness that emanated from him made the hair stir again on the nape of her neck, just as it had earlier when she had seen the killer flee the scene of his crime.

     “Good night, Mr. Jones,” she said.

     “Good night, Venetia.”

     She stepped out into the hall, closed the door and hurried toward the staircase. She flew up the stairs as if she were being chased by the sort of predator that she had just tried to describe to Gabriel.

     When she reached the safety of her bedroom she was breathless. The sight of herself in the dressing table mirror shocked her. Her hair was down, her gown was open and her eyes were dark pools of shadows.

     The haunting sensuality of her own image shook her to the core of her being. This is what Gabriel saw, she thought.

     She whirled away from the mirror and hastily undressed.

     A few minutes later, garbed in her nightgown, she slipped between the covers and turned down the lamp. She waited, listening tensely to the quiet sounds of the house.

     She never did hear Gabriel climb the stairs to the attic. But eventually she heard some faint noises overhead and knew that he had gone to bed.

     It was not until she was sliding away into a dark, restless dream that she asked herself the question that had been troubling her ever since Gabriel had arrived on her doorstep.

     He had made it plain that he needed her cooperation in his venture. Would he attempt to use seduction to achieve his ends?

     In that instant the jumbled mix of confused emotions that she had been experiencing dissolved into sharp-as-crystal clarity.

     The situation between herself and Gabriel Jones had become confounding and unsettling precisely because she was no longer in full control of it.

     At Arcane House she had established all the unwritten rules that had governed their association. She had set out to seduce Gabriel to fulfill her very private dream of a perfect romantic interlude.

     But now Gabriel was establishing all the rules. She would have to be very careful, indeed.
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        FOOTSTEPS SOUNDED on the attic landing. Gabriel wiped the last of the shaving lather from his face, tossed the towel aside and crossed the small, cramped space to open the door.

     Edward stood in front of him. The boy’s hand was raised in preparation for a polite knock.

     “Good morning,” Gabriel said.

     “Good morning, sir.” Edward gazed up at him, openly curious. “You haven’t finished dressing.”

     “Not quite.”

     “Mrs. Trench sent me to tell you that breakfast will be ready in a few minutes.”

     “Thank you. I am looking forward to a good home-cooked meal. I’ll only be a moment.”

     He turned away from the door and took a clean shirt off one of the wall pegs.

     “I’ll wait for you,” Edward volunteered, edging into the room. “I can show you the way to the breakfast room.”

     “I’d appreciate that,” Gabriel said. “It will save me wandering all over the house.”

     He watched Edward in the mirror while he fastened his shirt.

     The boy looked around, studying each of the items that Gabriel had unpacked. He seemed particularly taken with the shaving things arrayed on the washstand.

     “Papa kept his shaving items in a leather kit very similar to yours,” Edward said.

     “Did he?” Gabriel finished buttoning the shirt and pondered whether or not a tie was called for. When he was at home he always went down to breakfast in the comfort of his shirtsleeves. But his was a bachelor household.

     “Yes,” Edward said.

     “You must miss your father a great deal.”

     Edward nodded. For a moment he fell silent. Gabriel slung his tie around his collar and knotted the silk in a four-in-hand.

     Edward watched the knotting process very closely.

     “Papa was an investor,” he blurted out.

     “Was he?”

     “He traveled to America a lot. But when he was home he took me fishing and showed me how to do lots of things.”

     “That’s what fathers are supposed to do,” Gabriel said.

     “A brother-in-law can do that sort of thing, too, can’t he?”

     Gabriel looked at him. “Yes,” he said. “He can.”

     Edward brightened. “I know it’s supposed to be a secret, about you not really being my brother-in-law and all. But as long as we’re pretending, I thought perhaps you could show me some of the things that Papa did not have a chance to show me.”

     “I don’t see why not,” Gabriel said.

     “Excellent.” Edward grinned. “You needn’t worry. As I explained, sir, I’m very good at keeping secrets.”

     “Yes, I know.”

     “I’ve had a lot of experience since Mama and Papa went to heaven,” Edward said with a touch of pride. “In a way, pretending that you are my brother-in-law is very much like the secret that I have to keep about Papa.”

     “I see.”

     “Papa was a big mist.”

     Gabriel went blank. “A big mist?”

     “That is what they call a gentleman who has more than one wife.”

     “Bigamist,” Gabriel said softly. He thought about the photograph of the larger-than-life man hanging on the wall of Venetia’s study.

     That information explained a great deal, he thought.

     “Papa had another wife and some children in New York, where he went on business twice a year. We did not find out about it until after Mama and Papa were killed in the train wreck. Because Papa was a bigamist, it means that Venetia and Amelia and I are not his real children.”

     “You’re wrong, Edward. Regardless of the circumstances of your parents’ relationship, you are most certainly your father’s real children.”

     “Aunt Beatrice says we are ill—” Edward stumbled over the word. “Ill something.”

     “Illegitimate?”

     “Yes, that’s it. Anyhow, after Mama and Papa died we discovered that Mr. Cleeton had disappeared with the money that was supposed to come to us. Aunt Beatrice says that was a huge disaster because having a comfortable, respectable income would have covered up a host of sins in the eyes of the world. She says if it weren’t for Venetia’s skill with photography we would all very likely have wound up on the streets.”

     Gabriel had already concluded that Venetia was supporting the entire family, but this explained why she had been obliged to shoulder such an enormous responsibility.

     “Who was Mr. Cleeton?” he asked.

     “Papa’s man of affairs. He stole our inheritance. Papa always told us that if anything dreadful ever happened to him, we would be comfortably situated financially.. Only we weren’t because Mr. Cleeton took our money and went far away.”

     “Bastard,” Gabriel said.

     “Yes, I know I am a bastard.” Edward’s lower lip trembled. “That is another word for illegitimate, isn’t it? Aunt Beatrice and Venetia and Amelia don’t think I know it but I overheard Aunt Beatrice tell Venetia and Amelia that people will call me that if they find out that Papa was not really married to Mama.”

     Gabriel crouched down in front of the boy. “I was referring to Mr. Cleeton, not you, Edward.”

     Edward’s brow furrowed. “Was Mr. Cleeton illegitimate, too?”

     “I have no idea. But it does not matter because I employed the wrong word to describe him. Being a bastard is not a bad thing; it is merely a fact. Like having red hair or blue eyes. It does not tell you the character of the person in question. Do you understand?”

     “I think so.”

     “Pay attention now because I am going to say something to you that my father said to me when I was your age. You are to remember it always because it is very important.”

     “Yes, sir.”

     “It does not matter whether your father was ever legally married to your mother. You are not responsible for what he did. But you are responsible for what you do. Every man must see to his own honor, and you will see to yours. That is what is important.”

     “Yes, sir.”

     Gabriel rose and put his hand on Edward’s shoulder. He steered the boy toward the door. “Now that we have got that clear, we will go down to breakfast.”

     “Yes, let’s.” Edward grinned widely, looking suddenly a good deal happier than he had a moment ago. “Usually we have only buttered eggs and toast on Wednesdays but Mrs. Trench says that because there is a man in the house now, we will also have kippered salmon today. She says men need substance in their meals.”

     “Mrs. Trench is obviously a wise woman.”

     They went out the door and down the narrow attic stairs.

     On the landing Edward looked up at Gabriel. “You never told me the right word, sir.”

     “Right word for what?”

     “For Mr. Cleeton. You said bastard was not the correct word to describe him.”

     “Right.”

     “What is the correct word, then?”

     Gabriel reflected on his obligations as a brother-in-law. “I will tell you the proper term but you must bear in mind that a gentleman does not use it when ladies are present. Is that understood?”

     Edward glowed with anticipation at the prospect of garnering secret manly knowledge. “Yes, sir. I promise I will not repeat it in front of Aunt Beatrice or my sisters.”

     “You must not use it in the presence of Mrs. Trench, either. She is a respectable woman and she is owed the same good manners as your aunt and sisters.”

     “Very well. I promise not to use it around Mrs. Trench.”

     “The appropriate term to describe Mr. Cleeton is son of a bitch.”

     “Son of a bitch,” Edward repeated carefully, clearly wanting to get it right. “Does that mean his mother was a female dog?”

     “No,” Gabriel said. “That would be an insult to female dogs everywhere.”
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        THE TWO OF YOU discovered Mr. Burton’s body at the exhibition last night?” Beatrice put one hand to her breast and swayed in her chair. “You say he was likely murdered? Dear heaven. We are ruined.”

     The shock and horror in her voice caused Gabriel to look up from his kippered salmon.

     He studied Beatrice, who sat at the opposite end of the long table. It had not been his idea to sit at the head of the table but Mrs. Trench had made it plain that in her view he was expected to occupy the position that Polite Society had ordained as the proper station of the master of the house. When Venetia had walked through the doorway a short time later, dressed in black, he knew immediately by her expression that he was sitting in the chair that she normally occupied.

     “I don’t think that will prove to be the case,” Gabriel said. He looked at Edward. “Would you please pass the strawberry jam?”

     “Yes, sir.” Edward spoke around a mouthful of buttered eggs. He dutifully handed the jam pot to Gabriel. “Sir, what does a murdered person look like?”

     “Edward,” Beatrice said tightly. “That is quite enough. One does not talk about such things at the breakfast table.”

     “But, Aunt Beatrice, you were the one who brought up the subject.”

     Beatrice sighed. “Eat your eggs and do not interrupt your elders when they’re talking.”

     Edward went back to his eggs but Gabriel knew that the boy was taking in every word of the conversation. The ghoulish subject of murdered people was not going to be ignored so easily.

     “Aunt Beatrice,” Venetia said firmly, “please do not fly into a panic. The situation is well in hand.”

     “How can you say that?” Beatrice rounded on her. “We are talking about a great scandal. Why, if it gets out that you discovered a body at the exhibition last night there will be no end of gossip.”

     “The word is already out, I’m afraid.” Amelia walked into the room, waving a copy of the Flying Intelligencer. “And you will never guess who wrote the piece.”

     Venetia made a face and reached for the coffeepot. “Mr. Otford?”

     “The very same.” Amelia sat down beside Edward. “It is an exciting review, to say the least. I expect everyone will be reading it this morning. It is rather rare to find a dead body at a photographic exhibition, after all.”

     “We are doomed,” Beatrice intoned. “We shall be forced to vacate this lovely house and give up the gallery. We will lose everything.”

     Gabriel looked at Amelia. “Why don’t you read the article to us?”

     “Certainly.” Amelia cleared her throat.

      

     SHOCKING EVENTS

      AT PHOTOGRAPHIC EXHIBITION

      by Gilbert Otford

     
      The body of a photographer was discovered during the course of an exhibition of photographs on Tuesday evening. The deceased was identified as Mr. Harold Burton, of Greenstone Lane.

      It is believed that Mr. Burton’s lack of success in his chosen field, together with recent financial reverses and mounting debts, led him to take the sad course of drinking potassium of cyanide.

      The body was discovered quite by accident by Mrs.Jones, the well-known photographer. Her husband, Mr.Jones, was with her when they happened upon the corpse. Readers of this paper will recall that Mr. Jones is only recently returned to London and the arms of his loving bride after having been presumed dead for a year.

      Needless to say, the discovery of Mr. Burton’s body cast a pall of gloom over the exhibition. Mrs. Jones, whose striking pictures won admiration from all present, appeared quite distraught. There was great concern that she might faint. She was seen being tenderly escorted out of the hall by her devoted husband.

     

     “Oh, for pity’s sake,” Venetia fumed. “I was nowhere near fainting.”

     “I think the fact that you were quite distraught and that you had to be tenderly escorted out of the hall was a nice touch,” Amelia announced, putting aside the paper. “I agree with Mr. Jones. I don’t think this news will create any severe problems. In fact, I would not be surprised if it attracted a few more clients. People will be more curious than ever about the mysterious widow photographer.”

     “Former widow,” Gabriel corrected mildly.

     “Yes, of course,” Amelia said, scooping eggs onto her plate. “Forgive me, sir, I must not forget your miraculous return. It is, after all, the latest installment in the legend of the mysterious Mrs. Jones.”

     “Happy to be of service,” Gabriel said.

     Beatrice’s brows came together in a baffled frown. “I don’t understand.” She looked at Gabriel. “I thought you said that Mr. Burton was murdered.”

     “That was certainly the conclusion that Venetia and I arrived at,” Gabriel said.

     “But the newspaper article clearly implies that Mr. Burton took his own life.”

     “Yes, it does, doesn’t it?” Gabriel contemplated that information while he ate another bite of salmon. “And there is no mention of the fleeing figure that Venetia saw in the hallway. Interesting. I wonder if the police decided to keep certain details quiet in hopes of letting the killer think that his crime has gone undetected, or if they truly believe Burton’s death was a suicide.”

     “There may be another explanation,” Venetia said. “Mr. Jones, last night you and I were primarily concerned with our own situation. We forgot that there was someone in the building who had every reason to try to ensure that the exhibition hall not be tainted with the scandal a murder might cause.”

     “Of course,” Beatrice said immediately. “Christopher Farley, the sponsor of the exhibition. Mr. Farley is a very influential gentleman both in art circles and in Society. I would not be at all surprised to learn that he was able to apply some pressure to the police to get them to announce a suspected suicide instead of murder.”

     Either way, Gabriel thought, he had one less problem on his hands today. The fact that the reporter had not learned that Venetia had seen someone fleeing the scene of the crime meant that in all likelihood the killer did not know it, either.

     Venetia regarded him with a considering expression. “What are your plans for today, Mr. Jones?”

     He wondered how much longer she intended to address him with such excruciating formality.

     “I made a list, as it happens.” He drew a slip of paper from his pocket and put it on the table. “First, I am going to give you the negative of the photograph of the strongbox that you made while you were at Arcane House. I would appreciate it if you would develop it as soon as possible.”

     She inclined her head. “Very well. What will you do with the picture?”

     “I have already deciphered the encoded passage that was inscribed on the lid of the strongbox. It is merely a list of herbs that mean nothing to me or to my cousin. I cannot conceive of how it might be important. But there is a member of the Arcane Society here in London who has done a great deal of research on the alchemist’s papers. Perhaps he will be able to make something of the design that surrounds the names of the herbs.”

     “You plan to show the photograph of the strongbox to him?” Edward asked.

     “Yes,” Gabriel said. “But just to be on the safe side, in the event that Mr. Montrose, who is quite elderly, loses the print or if it falls into the wrong hands, I am going to request that it be slightly retouched. I want to change the name of one or two of the herbs. Is that possible?”

     “I can do that for you,” Beatrice offered.

     “Thank you,” Gabriel said. “I will tell Mr. Montrose what is missing, of course, so that he will have the right information with which to work.”

     Edward beamed with admiration. “That is very clever, sir.”

     “I do try,” Gabriel said. “But I must admit that I am not hopeful that Montrose will be able to tell me anything that my cousin and I have not already deduced. However, he may be able to assist me in another aspect of my search.”

     “What is that?” Venetia asked.

     He looked at her. “Montrose has been in charge of maintaining the membership rolls of the Arcane Society for a number of years. The records include not only the names of those inducted into the society but also the names of their relatives.”

     Venetia frowned slightly. “You are expanding your investigation to include the families of the members?”

     “Yes.” He sat back, coffee in hand. “I am broadening the pool of suspects to include the relatives of those members who would have known about the excavation of the alchemist’s laboratory. In addition, I made note of the names of some of those present at the exhibition hall last night. I am curious to see if any of them have any links to the Arcane Society.”

     Beatrice’s expression darkened with anxiety. “You are convinced that this thief you seek has been watching Venetia, aren’t you?”

     “Yes,” he said. “I’m sorry to say it, but I fear that is extremely likely. That is why I felt it necessary to return from the grave.”

     “One thing is certain,” Beatrice observed with a thoughtful air. “If the villain is hanging about in Venetia’s vicinity, you will most certainly have his full attention now. He must know who you are.”

     “Yes,” Gabriel said. “Quite likely.”

     Venetia put down her fork. Somber comprehension lit her eyes. “You think that now that you are here, the villain will refocus his attention on you. You hope to distract him from me.”

     Gabriel shrugged and reached for another slice of toast.

     Beatrice suddenly cheered. “Yes, of course. That makes perfect sense. What a brilliant ploy, Mr. Jones. Why would the villain pay any more heed to Venetia now that you have reappeared? The thief will naturally assume that if anyone knows anything about the code on the strongbox, it will be you. After all, Venetia was just the photographer.”

     “It is a simple plan,” Gabriel admitted. “But in my experience, they are usually the best.”

     Venetia returned her attention to her food. He noticed that she did not look at all relieved by Beatrice’s conclusion. He wondered if he dared hope that meant that she was anxious about his own safety.

     It had not been easy to watch her walk out of the study last night. Everything inside him had longed to keep her with him. Didn’t she understand that they belonged together? Had she forgotten the vow she had made in the throes of passion that last night at Arcane House?

     
      I am yours.
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        HAROLD 
      B
      URTON’S SMALL, shabby photographic gallery was sunk in gloom. It was almost as if the business had somehow sensed that the proprietor would not be returning and had closed its own doors.

     The heavy fog did nothing to brighten the atmosphere, Venetia thought. She stood in a doorway directly across the cramped lane from the entrance to Burton’s Photographic Gallery. It was early afternoon, but the vapor was so thick she could barely make out the little shop. She raised her eyes to the windows of the rooms above the gallery. There was no indication that anyone was about up there, either. Those rooms had no doubt been Burton’s private quarters.

     She had made the decision to come here today on impulse, leaving Amelia and Maud, the shopgirl who managed the gallery, the task of choosing the model for the next portrait in the gratifyingly successful Men of Shakespeare series.

     The possibility that Burton had taken other photographs of her, photographs that he had not had time to deliver to her doorstep before he died, had been worrying her since she had awakened. There was no knowing what mischief Burton might have been up to with his retouching tools before his untimely demise. She could not afford to have an embarrassing photograph fall into the hands of one of her competitors or, worse, land on a client’s doorstep.

     There was little activity in the lane. The shops on either side of Burton’s Photographic Gallery were open but there were no customers. The few hearty souls who had ventured out in the heavy fog wandered like lost ghosts, so concerned with not bumping into walls or stumbling over the paving stones that they did not notice Venetia lurking in the doorway. She realized that, garbed in black from head to toe, her face clouded by a black net veil, she was almost invisible.

     She waited until an empty hansom rattled past, moving slowly in the mist, and then she crossed the lane to the gallery.

     It came as no surprise to discover that the front door of the shop was securely locked. Shades had been lowered in all of the windows. Burton would have closed for the day before taking himself off to the exhibition hall and the encounter with his killer last night.

     She made her way to the corner, turned and went down a narrow walk that led to a thin alley intended to service the shops. If anything the fog seemed even denser in this narrow passage.

     She found the rear door of the gallery and discovered that it, too, was locked. She removed a hairpin and went to work. One became quite handy with tools and mechanical devices when one took up a career as a photographer, she reflected. It seemed one was always having to improvise.

     The door opened. She paused, taking a last look around to make certain that there was no one about to see her enter the shop. Nothing stirred in the sea of fog that had drowned the alley.

     Moving quietly, she let herself into the back room of the gallery and closed the door. She stood still for a moment, surveying the cluttered, gloom-filled space.

     The room contained the usual paraphernalia that proliferated in a photographer’s gallery. Cartons of old negatives were stacked to the ceiling. Faded backdrops of various colors and designs were pushed up against the wall. An aged, well-worn sitter’s chair, one leg broken, occupied a corner. A pair of small-sized ladies’ shoes was tucked under the chair. The shoes were in a style that had gone out of fashion at least two years earlier.

     An unexpected pang of sympathy went through her. Poor Burton. He had either not realized how important it was to stay current with the latest fashions or else he had not been able to afford to replace the shoes when styles changed.

     There were three pairs of ladies’ shoes in her own gallery. They were all in the very latest style and considerably more elegant than the pair here in Burton’s establishment. But they had one thing in common with Burton’s shoes. They were all sized for the smallest and daintiest of feminine feet.

     She was quite certain that Burton had invested in the shoes for the same practical reason that had led her to buy three pairs that were too small for anyone in her family. Delicate, elegant footwear proved extremely useful when one was confronted with a female client who desired a full-length portrait that did not display her own large feet.

     One simply placed the smaller shoes in front of the sitter’s real feet and arranged her skirts so that only the tiny, pointed toes of the more dainty pair peeked out from beneath the hem of the lady’s gown. It saved a great deal of retouching.

     On a nearby table lay two framed photographs. The glass had been shattered in each frame. Curious, she went closer to get a better look.

     A single glance underlined the depths of Burton’s animosity toward her.

     The photographs showed scenes of the Thames. She recognized both. Burton had entered them in one of Farley’s exhibitions. Her own Views of the River at Dawn had taken the first-place honors in that show. Burton had been furious when he left the hall that night. She could well imagine him returning to his gallery, his losing photographs under his arm. Very likely he had stormed in here and slammed the pictures onto the workbench with such force that the glass had shattered. He had never bothered to clean up the broken shards. Perhaps he had taken some perverse pleasure in looking at them every day, reminding himself just how much he hated a certain Mrs. Jones.

     She turned away from the disquieting scene on the workbench. The toe of her shoe caught on an object that lay on the floor. A length of iron clattered on the wooden boards at her feet. The sound was unnaturally loud in the even more unnatural silence.

     She froze, her heart pounding. Calm yourself, she thought. There is no way anyone outside this gallery could have heard that small noise.

     After a few seconds, her pulse slowed. She glanced down and saw a long iron head clamp and stand. In the days of daguerreotypes and tintypes, such devices had been widely used to secure the sitter so that he or she would not move while the picture was taken. The advent of newer, faster film mediums and improved cameras had rendered the clamps unnecessary from a technical point of view but many photographers still relied on them to keep a sitter perfectly still. It was always a great temptation to employ a head clamp when one was faced with taking the portrait of a restless little boy.

     She crossed the room and opened a door. The reek of strong chemicals that had been stored too long in a badly ventilated space nearly knocked her over.

     Trust Burton to ignore all of the sound advice in the photographic journals regarding the safe storage of his darkroom chemicals, she thought. No wonder he’d had that perpetual cough. He had probably locked himself in here for hours at a time, breathing the concentrated fumes in a small, confined space that had no provision for a healthy circulation of fresh air. She sighed. It was a common problem in a profession replete with hazards.

     She held the door wide for a moment, letting the worst of the fumes dissipate, and then moved into the darkroom. The dim light angled into the small space, revealing the fixing tray and the bottles of chemicals.

     Burton’s equipment was shiny and quite new-looking, she noticed, and of the very best quality. Several of the bottles on the shelf were still sealed.

     The room was so dark that she almost failed to notice the wooden chest stored under the workbench. Crouching down, she opened it. Inside were several dry plate negatives.

     She needed to examine only one to realize what she had found.

     She never heard the telltale footfalls behind her. By the time a powerful male hand closed over her mouth, it was far too late to scream.

     As she was hauled to her feet, she grabbed the only potential weapon that was available, a set of tongs used to remove prints from the chemical baths.
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        DO NOT,” Gabriel said into her ear, “make any loud noises.”

     She went limp with relief, nodded frantically and released her grip on the tongs.

     He took his hand off her mouth and spun her around. In the shadows of the darkroom he looked very large and very annoyed.

     “What the devil do you think you’re doing here?” he asked in a voice that was much too soft. “I thought you were spending the day at the gallery.”

     She collected herself with an effort. “I should be the one asking you that question. I seem to recall that you were going to interview an elderly member of the Arcane Society this morning.”

     “I have already spoken with Montrose. I was on my way back to Sutton Lane when I decided to stop by this address instead.”

     “What did you expect to discover here?” she asked warily.

     “I was curious to learn more about Burton.”

     “For heaven’s sake, why? Surely his death is not connected to the missing formula.”

     Gabriel said nothing.

     Something fluttered wildly in her stomach. “Is it?”

     “The answer to that is perhaps not,” he allowed.

     She cleared her throat. “I cannot help but notice that the phrase perhaps not leaves some room for equivocation.”

     “As always, madam, you are extremely perceptive.” He glanced at the wooden chest. “I see you found the negatives of the pictures he took of you.”

     “Yes.”

     “I went through them. With the exception of the cemetery monument inscribed with your name on it, they all appear to be quite innocuous. There are pictures of you coming out of a bakery and going into your gallery and chatting with a client, that sort of thing.”

     She shuddered. “Burton’s envy must have inspired him to some sort of weird obsession with me.”

     “Personally, I’m starting to wonder if he really was that fixated on you,” Gabriel said.

     “What do you mean?”

     “I find the fact that Burton had been following you about for several days and then managed to get himself murdered in close proximity to you last night troubling, to say the least.”

     “What?” The implications slammed through her. “Hold on, sir. Are you saying that Mr. Burton’s death may be connected to me?”

     “It is a possibility I cannot discount without further evidence.”

     “I hesitate to remind you, sir, but I am the only person we know thus far who had a motive to kill poor Burton. Given the fact that I did not do it, we must assume that someone else murdered him for some entirely unrelated reason.”

     “Perhaps.”

     “There is that word again,” she said. “Where, pray tell, is the flaw in my argument?”

     “Your reasoning is excellent, my sweet, but it relies upon a disturbing coincidence. I have never been fond of such explanations.”

     It irritated her to hear him call her my sweet in such an offhand manner. It was as if their association had progressed to the point where such familiarity was second nature.

     He looked at her. “You have not yet told me why you chose to stop by this place and commit a small act of breaking and entering this morning.”

     She set her teeth together. “I didn’t actually break anything. I merely fiddled around a bit with a hairpin and the door opened.” She stopped suddenly. “How did you get in?”

     “I did some fiddling, too.” He nodded toward the door in the other room. “But I made certain to reset the lock after I was inside in order to forestall the possibility that someone might walk in on me unannounced.”

     “Good thinking,” she said, struck by the logic. “I must remember that in future.”

     “In future,” Gabriel said deliberately, “you will discuss any plans for this sort of activity with me before you execute them.”

     “Why would I do that?” she asked. “You would no doubt try to talk me out of them.”

     “In case you have not noticed, Mrs. Jones, this is an excellent way to get yourself arrested. That detective who interviewed us last night was not inclined to view you as a suspect in Burton’s death but his view of things may shift if you are discovered in a situation like this.”

     “I was very careful not to be seen. In answer to your question, I came here because I was afraid that Burton might have taken other photographs of me and perhaps retouched them in ways that could prove embarrassing if they were to fall into the hands of my competitors.”

     “That thought occurred to me, too,” he said. “Aside from the apparently harmless-looking negatives in that wooden chest, I found no other pictures of you.”

     “Thank goodness.” She glanced up at the ceiling. “What about his lodgings?”

     “Nothing of interest up there, either.” He picked up the wooden chest and walked out of the darkroom. “Come, we will take these pictures with us and examine them more closely after we are both safely away from this place.”

     She trailed after him, intending to follow him to the back door. She stopped when she noticed the carton of dry plates standing on a nearby table. The manufacturer’s name was familiar. She ordered her plates from the same firm.

     “Now, that is interesting,” she said, half under her breath.

     One hand on the doorknob, he watched her from across the room. “What is it?”

     “From all accounts, Burton was barely eking out a living with his photography, yet the equipment in the darkroom is quite new and expensive. What’s more, that carton of plates is the largest size available from the manufacturer. It costs a considerable sum.”

     “Burton obviously took his work seriously. He no doubt invested what little money he did make in his supplies and equipment.”

     “From the rumors I heard, he did not command an income that would have allowed such extravagance.” She tapped one toe on the floor and took another look around the room. “I wonder if he also bought a new camera?”

     “There is a camera on a tripod in the other room,” Gabriel said. “I did not take a close look at it.”

     She went into the front room of the shop. Burton had arranged a chair and a simple backdrop positioned to take advantage of what little light came through the grimy windows. One glance at the bulky camera on the tripod was sufficient.

     “It is definitely an old model,” she said, going back around behind the counter. “Apparently he was not making enough money to purchase a new one.”

     She stopped short at the sight of a hat sitting on a shelf beneath the counter.

     “Venetia, do not delay any longer,” Gabriel said. “It is past time we both left this place.”

     “One more minute, sir, that is all I need.” She picked up the hat. It was much heavier than any hat had a right to be.

     “What the devil are you doing with that?” Gabriel asked, sounding reluctantly intrigued.

     “On the occasions that I caught Mr. Burton watching me, he had this hat with him. But he always carried it under his arm. I never saw him put it on his head.” She turned the hat upside down and smiled with satisfaction. “And this is the reason why.”

     “What have you got there?”

     “A concealed camera.” She held the hat so that he could see the device inside. “Quite new. Made by Crowder. He uses excellent lenses. This must have been very expensive.”

     “Damnation.” Gabriel set down the wooden chest and took the hat camera from her. He examined it closely. “I’ve never seen anything like this.”

     “We in the profession refer to them as detective cameras. They are constructed in various secretive ways. I have seen cameras hidden inside vases and briefcases and other objects.”

     “So this was how he took those photographs of you without you knowing what he was about.”

     “Yes.”

     Gabriel set the hat camera down on the shelf, picked up the chest and started once more toward the rear door. “There is money to be made taking pictures in secret?”

     “Yes,” she said, following him. “Mind you, the detective camera work is still a limited sideline but I expect that, in time, it will grow into a major portion of the business.”

     “Who would pay to have clandestine pictures taken?”

     “Only consider the possibilities, Mr. Jones. Imagine how many wives would pay to obtain pictures of their philandering husbands when the gentlemen in question are in the company of their mistresses. Then ponder, if you will, all of the suspicious husbands who fear that their wives might be meeting with other men. The financial potential is virtually unlimited.”

     “Has anyone ever remarked to you, Mrs. Jones, that you have a decidedly cynical view of marriage?”

     “I prefer to think that I have a realistic view.” She paused. “But at least I have answered the one question that was bothering me about Mr. Burton.”

     “You now know how he managed to purchase the new equipment and supplies.”

     “Yes. He went into the detective camera business.”

      

     BACK IN THE little house on Sutton Lane, Venetia put the last of the negatives back into the wooden chest. She sat back in the chair behind the desk and looked at Gabriel.

     “You were right, sir,” she said. “With the exception of the one retouched negative, there is nothing remarkable about any of those photographs.”

     “Aside from the fact that they create a very precise record of your comings and goings and the people you have met with during the past several days,” Gabriel said quietly. “Either Burton did, indeed, develop a very odd sort of obsession with your person or else someone employed him to watch you.”
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        AMELIA SAT WITH Maud Hawkins, the young woman who managed the gallery, in a small room just off the main showroom. Together they studied the young man in the Roman-style toga who stood in front of them.

     Maud was only a year older than Amelia. The daughter of a housekeeper and a butler, she was determined not to follow her parents into service. She had applied for the position in the Jones Gallery soon after it opened and had been hired immediately. Maud was intelligent and enthusiastic, and she had a way with customers.

     The man in the toga was named Jeremy Kingsley. He was the last of the three candidates who had responded to the advertisement in the newspaper. The first two had proved unsuitable but Jeremy had promise, Amelia decided. She could see that Maud felt the same.

     Jeremy was tall and blond with riveting blue eyes and a strong, square jaw. He looked very handsome in the toga, if a trifle awkward. The garment revealed his muscular arms and a broad expanse of one powerful shoulder. Jeremy made his living in a livery stable. The years of pitching hay, handling large horses and maneuvering carriages had done wonders, Amelia thought.

     She dragged her eyes away from Jeremy and made a note on a piece of paper. Manly shoulders.

     Venetia liked that sort of detail.

     When she looked up she noticed that Maud was still staring at Jeremy as though he were a large and very tasty cream cake.

     “Thank you, Mr. Kingsley,” Amelia said. “That will be all for now. You may return to the dressing room and change into your regular clothes.”

     “Beggin’ yer pardon, miss.” Jeremy’s noble brow creased with anxiety. “But will I do, miss?”

     Amelia glanced at Maud.

     “I think he’ll do nicely,” Maud said. “Looks very good in a toga, doesn’t he?”

     Jeremy gave her a grateful smile. Maud smiled back.

     “I agree.” Amelia put down her pencil and looked at Jeremy. “I do not see any reason why Mrs. Jones will not find you acceptable as Caesar, Mr. Kingsley. But you do understand that she will make the final decision herself, when she meets with you.”

     “Yes, miss. Thank you, miss.” Jeremy was clearly thrilled. “I’ll do my best to give satisfaction, I will.”

     “Very well,” Amelia said, “Mrs. Jones will see you at three o’clock on the twenty-third. If she approves of you, she will photograph you at that time. The process will take at least two hours, quite possibly longer. Mrs. Jones is very particular about her photographs.”

     “I understand, miss.”

     “You must be prompt,” Maud added. “Mrs. Jones is an extremely busy lady. She does not care to wait on her models.”

     “No need to fret on that account, miss,” Jeremy said, heading toward the dressing room. “I’ll be here on time.”

     He disappeared behind the heavy red-and-gold drapery that veiled the gentlemen’s dressing room. When he reappeared a few minutes later, he was back in his ill-fitting, store-bought clothes. Amelia privately thought that the toga looked much better on him. She could see Maud felt the same.

     Jeremy stammered a few more words of gratitude and rushed exuberantly outside into the street.

     Amelia and Maud walked back into the showroom.

     “I do believe that Mr. Kingsley will make a very fine Caesar,” Amelia said.

     “Yes, miss, he certainly will and that’s a fact.” Maud rubbed her hands together. “I expect sales will be even brisker than they were for Hamlet a few weeks ago. Something about a man in a toga, don’t you agree?”

     “Yes, but I must say, it will be difficult to surpass our Hamlet.

     Amelia stopped in front of one of the framed prints displayed on the wall. The moody, exotically shadowed photograph was an intimate portrait of a very handsome man who looked out at the viewer with the seductive eyes of a romantic poet. His dark curly hair was tousled in a most interesting manner.

     Hamlet wore a white shirt that was open partway down his chest; dark, close-fitting trousers; and gleaming, high leather boots. He looked more like a dashing explorer than a doomed prince. He was shown lounging on a gilded chair, one booted leg stretched full-length in a pose that female customers seemed to find enormously affecting. One long-fingered hand was draped elegantly over the arm of the chair. In the other hand he held a Yorick skull. It had not been easy turning up a human skull, Amelia reflected. Maud had finally managed to purchase a spare one from a small theater.

     “Your notion of putting Hamlet in a shirt that was partly unfastened was nothing short of brilliant,” Amelia said.

     Maud smiled modestly, admiring the picture. “It just came to me out of the blue.”

     Amelia looked at the next portrait in line. It showed another extremely handsome young man dressed in the ancient Italian style. Locating a skull had been difficult, Amelia reflected, but finding a codpiece had been considerably more of a challenge. The effort had been worthwhile, however. Who could have imagined that female customers would find a man in a codpiece so fascinating?

     “We can only hope that our Caesar does as well as our Hamlet,” Amelia said. “But I expect that we will never again attain the degree of success that we’ve had with Romeo.”

     “He is still far and away our best seller,” Maud agreed, studying the codpiece. “I sold twenty prints just last week alone. We shall have to make more soon.”

     “Well, it is Romeo, after all.”

     “By the way,” Maud said, going behind the counter. “I got a message from a gentleman inquiring whether Mrs. Jones was available to take a photograph of his lady friend. I sent a message back scheduling the sitting for tomorrow. All of the particulars are in the appointment book.”

     “Thank you, Maud. Who is the client?”

     “Lord Ackland,” Maud said. “He wants Mrs.Jones to photograph a lady named Mrs. Rosalind Fleming.”
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        IT MUST HAVE COME as a great shock to discover that your husband was still very much alive, Mrs. Jones.” Rosalind Fleming’s smile was cool and knowing. “One can only imagine the effect on the nerves of having a dead man show up on one’s doorstep.” 

     “Quite startling, certainly.” Venetia pushed a small statue into a slightly different position beside Rosalind’s chair and hurried back to her camera. “But one must adjust to life’s little inconveniences and carry on, mustn’t one?”

     There was the tiniest of pauses.

     “Inconveniences?” Rosalind murmured on a faint, questioning note.

     Amelia, standing directly behind Rosalind with a parasol covered in a bright white fabric, made a quick, frantic little warning gesture with her hand.

     Venetia got the message. Referring to the return of a spouse one had presumed gone for good as an inconvenience was probably somewhat inappropriate. She made a mental note to be more cautious in future.

     If it wasn’t one thing, it was another when one was dealing with clients. It was always difficult to concentrate on making casual conversation with a sitter when one was trying to organize the photograph. Nevertheless, it was a necessary part of the process. If one did not chat with the sitters, they tended to become restive and tense.

     It was not as though she did not have more than enough problems as it was, working outside of her greenhouse studio today.

     Rosalind had made it plain that she was not particularly interested in having her photograph taken. She had explained that it was Lord Ackland’s idea and that she was only acquiescing as a favor to him.

     Nevertheless, like every other sitter over the age of five that Venetia had ever encountered, Rosalind was vain enough to want a flattering portrait. To that end, she had insisted upon being photographed in her own home, surrounded by some of her most costly possessions.

     The dark blue evening gown she had chosen for the occasion was in the latest style: very French and very low at the neckline. She wore a fortune in jewelry. Diamonds glittered around her throat, dangled from her ears and glowed in her elaborately coiffed hair.

     Rosalind had even selected the chair on which she would pose. It was heavily gilded and bore an unsettling resemblance to a throne.

     The high-ceilinged room was as rich and elegant-looking as Rosalind herself. Antique urns and statues stood on marble pedestals. Claret-colored velvet curtains tied back with golden sashes pooled on the thick carpet.

     Two hours ago Gabriel and Edward had helped load the necessary equipment, including the camera, plates, tripod, parasols, and reflective shields, into a hired carriage. When the vehicle had rolled out into the street, Venetia had chanced to look back. She saw Gabriel standing on the steps, looking quietly satisfied.

     She had known then that he was distinctly pleased to have her occupied with her photography that morning. He had no doubt told himself that this way he could pursue his inquiries without having to wonder what she was doing. She knew that he was still annoyed about her visit to Burton’s gallery yesterday.

     Taking photographs in clients’ homes was always a cumbersome business. Fortunately Rosalind’s library was well lit with natural light. Nevertheless, it had required ages to get the illumination correct, and it was clear that Rosalind was losing patience. The conversation had turned increasingly personal.

     Venetia was starting to wonder if Rosalind was deliberately taunting her, perhaps as a means of relieving her boredom.

     “No need to mince words with me, Mrs. Jones.” Rosalind gave a throaty chuckle. “I was married myself at one time. I do not mind telling you that I am enjoying my widowhood vastly more than I did my marriage.”

     Venetia could not think of a suitable response to that comment so she stuck with a safer topic. “Would you please shift your right hand a degree or two left? Yes, that will do nicely. Amelia, move that parasol a little closer to Mrs.Fleming. I need more light on the left side of her face. I want to emphasize the elegance of her profile.”

     It never hurt to flatter the sitter, Venetia thought.

     “Will this do?” Amelia asked, angling the parasol.

     “Much better, thank you,” Venetia said.

     She looked through the viewfinder again. This time she concentrated briefly, the way she always did just before she took a photograph.

     Light and shadow reversed. Rosalind Fleming’s aura flashed, pulsing with intense emotion.

     Rosalind was not simmering with impatience, Venetia realized. She was simmering with rage.

     Best to get this done as quickly as possible.

     “Please hold still, Mrs. Fleming,” Venetia said.

     She took the picture. Every instinct was urging her to get out of Rosalind’s house as quickly as possible but professional common sense held her back.

     “It would be best to take a second picture, if you don’t mind holding the pose, Mrs. Fleming.”

     “Very well, if you insist.”

     Venetia removed the exposed plate from the camera, inserted a fresh one and took another picture.

     “Excellent,” she said, relieved to be finished. “I think you will be quite pleased with the results.”

     “When will the prints be ready?” Rosalind asked, displaying little enthusiasm.

     “I’m rather busy at the moment. But I can have them ready for you the first of the week.”

     “I will send one of the servants for them,” Rosalind said.

     Venetia nodded at Amelia, who, evidently sensing the mounting tension in the atmosphere, had already begun to pack up the parasols, mirrors and reflective shields.

     “I’ll have the footman help you with your equipment,” Rosalind said. She glided across the carpet to a dainty writing desk and tugged on the velvet bell pull.

     “Thank you,” Venetia muttered, removing her camera from the tripod.

     “The thing about husbands is that they demand so much time and attention,” Rosalind said, returning to the earlier conversation. “No matter how wealthy they are, they have an unpleasant tendency to complain about the money that one spends on such vital necessities as gowns and shoes. Mind you, they do not blink twice at the notion of purchasing expensive jewelry for their mistresses, but let a wife acquire even the smallest of baubles and there is no end of carping.

     Venetia paused in the act of collapsing the tripod. “I beg your pardon, madam, but I think it would be best if we changed the subject. I’m sure you did not realize it, but my sister, Amelia, is only sixteen. One does not discuss these sorts of things in front of young ladies of that age.”

     Amelia made an odd, half-choked sound and pretended to be very busy with the reflective shields. Venetia knew that she was struggling to stifle a laugh.

     “Forgive me,” Rosalind said. She smiled her icy smile and studied Amelia as though she had not noticed her until now. “I had no notion she was so young. I must say, she seems quite mature for her age and very skilled at her work.” She turned back to Venetia. “You have obviously taught her well. Tell me, Mrs. Jones, where did you learn your trade?

     Rosalind had just thrown down the gauntlet.

     Venetia controlled her temper with an effort.

     “Photography is both an art and a profession, as you know, Mrs.Fleming,” she said smoothly. “My father gave me my first camera and instructed me in the basic techniques shortly before he died. I am fortunate in that my aunt is an excellent artist. I learned a great deal about composition and the use of light and shadow from her.”

     “I imagine Mr. Jones must have been nothing short of astonished to discover that his wife had set herself up in the photography business while he was wandering around the Wild West with a case of amnesia.”

     “Mr. Jones,” Venetia said evenly, “is a very modern-thinking sort of husband, quite advanced in his notions.”

     “Indeed? I did not know that there was any such creature as a modern-thinking husband.”

     The door to the library opened. A liveried footman appeared.

     “Yes, madam?”

     Rosalind motioned toward the stack of photographic paraphernalia. “You may convey that equipment back outside, Henry. Then summon a carriage for Mrs. Jones and her assistant.”

     “Yes, madam.”

     Henry bent to collect the tripod. Venetia put a protective hand on her precious camera.

     “I’ll carry the camera,” she said.

     “Yes, ma’am.”

     Loaded down with the gear, the footman started toward the door.

     “One more thing, Henry,” Rosalind said.

     Henry paused. “Yes, madam?”

     “I am aware that Mrs. Jones and her sister were shown into this house through the front door, but you will see them out through the back entrance, the one used by the tradesmen. Is that quite clear?”

     Henry turned a dark shade of red. “Uh, yes, ma’am.”

     Amelia’s mouth fell open in stunned shock. She looked at Venetia for guidance.

     Venetia had had enough. “Come along, Amelia.”

     She picked up the camera and went toward the door of the library. Amelia grabbed the parasols and hurried after her. Henry brought up the rear.

     Venetia paused just short of the door and allowed Henry and Amelia to move past her out into the hall. When they were gone, she looked back at Rosalind.

     “Good day to you, Mrs. Fleming,” she said. “It will be extremely interesting to see how your photograph turns out. My critics say that I have a gift for capturing the essence of a sitter’s true character, you know.”

     Rosalind regarded her the way a viper regards a mouse it intends to devour whole.

     “I expect nothing less than perfection from you, Mrs. Jones,” she said.

     Venetia smiled serenely. “Of course. I am an artist, after all.”

     She turned on her heel and went out into the dimly lit hall. Henry and Amelia stood waiting, uncertain and tense.

     Venetia promptly turned to the right and started toward the front door. “This way, Amelia. Come along, Henry.”

     “Excuse me, ma’am,” Henry whispered uneasily. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but the tradesmen’s entrance is at the other end of the house.”

     “Thank you, Henry, but we are in a hurry to leave and it will be much quicker to use the front door,” Venetia said. “We already know the way, you see.”

     Not knowing what else to do, Henry trailed helplessly after her, lugging the equipment.

     At the end of the long hall, Venetia paused and turned to look back along the shadowy length of the corridor. Rosalind, apparently realizing that her orders had been disobeyed, had emerged from the library. She stood in the gloom of the unlit passage.

     “What do you think you are doing?” she said, tight-lipped with fury.

     “Taking our leave through the front door, of course,” Venetia replied. “We are professionals, after all.”

     On impulse, she concentrated hard for a moment, letting her vision slide into the other spectrum again. Rosalind’s aura snapped into focus, hot and erratic with the force of her rage.

     
      She isn’t just angry, Venetia thought, shaken. She hates me.

     “There is one thing you should know, Mrs. Fleming,” Venetia said, reverting to her normal vision. “We at the Jones Gallery pride ourselves on our retouching skills. Why, the most homely of persons can be made to appear stunningly attractive in a photograph.” She paused for emphasis. “The process can, of course, be easily reversed.”

     It was a bold threat and a risky one. But she had never met a sitter who wanted to be made to appear unattractive in a photograph. Given Rosalind’s lush beauty and obvious vanity, it seemed reasonably safe to assume that she would detest the idea of having a bad picture made of herself, regardless of her sentiments toward the photographer.

     Rosalind stiffened. “Use the front door if you must, Mrs. Jones. It does not alter the facts. You are nothing but a clever, scheming shopkeeper who has managed to capture the fancy of your betters with your photographic tricks and illusions. But the Polite World will soon grow bored with you and turn elsewhere for amusement. Who knows? Perhaps one day you, too, will be driven to drink a glass of brandy laced with cyanide.”

     She whirled and stormed back into the library, slamming the door behind her.

     Venetia caught her breath, aware that she was shaking. She could feel icy perspiration beneath the bodice of her gown. It took everything she had to compose her expression and walk the rest of the way into the front hall.

     Amelia and Henry waited there. A maid was stationed at the door. She appeared nervous and bewildered. Venetia gave her a bright smile as she bore down on her.

     “The door, if you please,” she said briskly.

     “Yes, ma’am.” She leaped forward and yanked open the door.

     Clutching her camera very tightly, Venetia sailed through the opening and out onto the front steps. Amelia was right behind her.

     Henry lumbered after them, struggling with the photography equipment.

     A cab stood at the end of the street, horse and driver dozing. Henry whistled loudly. The driver straightened in response and slapped the reins.

     The vehicle rumbled to a halt in front of the town house. Henry loaded the equipment, handed Venetia and Amelia up inside the cab and shut the door.

     The trapdoor opened in the roof of the cab. The driver looked down inquiringly.

     “The Jones Gallery in Bracebridge Street, please,” Venetia said.

     “Aye, ma’am.”

     The trap closed.

     There was a short, brittle stillness in the vehicle.

     Then Amelia burst into a torrent of giggles. She laughed so hard she finally had to clap one gloved hand across her mouth.

     “I cannot believe what you did back there,” she finally managed to get out.

     “I had no choice,” Venetia said. “If we had allowed ourselves to be dismissed through the tradesmen’s entrance, the damage to our business would have been irreparable. It would have been only a matter of time before word got out that we were not considered exclusive enough to use the front door.”

     “I know. I must say, the way you threatened to have Aunt Beatrice retouch Mrs. Fleming’s photograph to make her appear unattractive was a brilliant stroke.”

     “We can only hope the threat works.”

     “How can it fail?” Amelia widened her hands. “Even if she were to refuse to accept the picture, she would know that we possessed the negative. We could do anything we liked with it, including creating an unflattering portrait to display in the gallery for all the world to see. What a sensation that would cause.”

     “Unfortunately we can do no such thing. My threat was nothing but a bluff.”

     “What do you mean? Mrs. Fleming deserves such a fate after the way she spoke to you.”

     “Revenge may be sweet for a moment,” Venetia said, “but it always comes back to haunt one. And in this case, it would be particularly dangerous. If we showed an unattractive picture of the obviously very beautiful Mrs. Fleming, other clients would think twice before employing me to do their portraits.”

     “For fear that they might end up appearing downright ugly.” Amelia made a face. “Yes, I take your point. So much for revenge. Pity, though. Mrs. Fleming certainly deserves to be treated as rudely as she treated you.”

     Venetia looked out at the street. “The question is, why?”

     “Why did she treat us rudely?”

     “No. Why does she hate me? I saw her in the crowd at the exhibition the other night but we were not even introduced until today. What have I done to give her such an intense dislike of my person?”
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        GABRIEL SAT WITH Venetia and Beatrice in the small parlor that looked out on Sutton Lane.

     A large pot of coffee provided by Mrs. Trench graced the table next to the sofa. Beatrice, glasses perched on her nose, was placing neat stitches in a yellow rose on an oval of linen secured in an embroidery frame.

     Venetia drank her coffee in an absent manner. It was clear that the experience at Rosalind Fleming’s town house had left her shaken and uneasy. The profession of photography contained a number of hazards, Gabriel thought. Well-connected clients who could destroy one’s status with malicious gossip was obviously one of them.

     “What I fail to understand,” Venetia said, lowering her cup, “is why Mrs.Fleming agreed to be photographed by me in the first place.”

     “I would have thought that was quite obvious,” Beatrice said. She examined the rose. “I believe that I will use a dark gold thread for the interior of the flower.”

     Gabriel raised his brows at Venetia. She shook her head, very slightly, indicating she did not know what her aunt had meant, either.

     He cleared his throat. “Miss Sawyer, do you mean to imply that Mrs. Fleming agreed to have her picture taken by Venetia because it was the fashionable thing to do?”

     “No, of course not.” Beatrice rummaged around in her sewing bag, evidently searching for the dark gold thread. “There are a number of other fashionable photographers in London. It is obvious that Rosalind Fleming sat for a portrait by Venetia because she had no choice.”

     “I beg your pardon?” Gabriel prompted.

     Beatrice peered at him over the rims of her spectacles. “It was her paramour, Lord Ackland, who wanted the picture taken, if you will recall. He was the one who booked the sitting and he is the one who will pay for the finished photograph.”

     Venetia’s teacup stilled in midair. Startled comprehension flashed across her face. “Yes, of course. You are right, Aunt Beatrice. I should have thought of that straight off.”

     Gabriel looked at her and then switched his attention back to Beatrice. “Miss Sawyer, are you saying that Mrs. Fleming sat for her portrait merely to please her lover?”

     “I am saying that she had no choice but to please him, Mr. Jones.” Beatrice found her thread. “Perhaps, as a man, you do not comprehend the true nature of the relationship in which Rosalind Fleming is involved.”

     “There is nothing mysterious about the connection.” He shrugged. “She is Ackland’s mistress, according to Mr. Harrow.”

     “Indeed.” Beatrice sighed. “A woman in Mrs. Fleming’s position may pretend to the world that she has a degree of freedom that a married lady cannot dream of enjoying, but that is not the case. She is, in fact, just as constrained in many ways and certainly more vulnerable to the whims of the gentleman who is paying the bills.”

     Venetia looked at Beatrice with sudden understanding. “In other words, if Lord Ackland insisted upon commissioning a portrait for her, she had no alternative but to sit for it.”

     “To be successful as a mistress a woman must be clever, charming and fascinating at all times,” Beatrice said. “She may fool herself into believing that she is the one manipulating the relationship but deep down there lurks the knowledge that if she does not satisfy her lover in every way, she can be replaced.”

     Gabriel raised his brows. “You make an excellent point, Miss Sawyer.”

     “But it does not fully explain why Mrs. Fleming took such an intense dislike of me,” Venetia said, brows crinkling. “Granted, she may have been irritated by the fact that she had to take time out of her social rounds to sit for the picture. Nevertheless, her reaction seemed quite extreme.”

     “Not if you consider the difference in your positions,” Beatrice said. “In fact, her dislike of you strikes me as eminently reasonable.”

     “How can you say that?” Venetia demanded. “I did nothing to offend her.”

     Beatrice’s smile was a strange mix of wry amusement and resigned worldliness. “Don’t you see, my dear? You offended her simply by being what you are, a woman who has become successful in her own right, one who does not need to depend upon a man to support her.”

     “Hah.” Venetia made a face. “Judging by her clothes and jewelry and the furnishings of her town house, she is doing far better from a financial standpoint as Ackland’s mistress than I can ever hope to do with my photography.”

     “Yes, but she stands to lose it all tomorrow should Ackland take it into his head to cast her aside in favor of another mistress, doesn’t she?” Beatrice said quietly. “In addition to the income, she would lose what she no doubt values most.”

     Gabriel folded his arms across his chest. “Her status in Society.”

     Beatrice nodded. “Precisely. Mrs. Fleming does not appear to have any important social or family connections of her own and no independent source of income. Society finds her beautiful and entertaining because the wealthy Lord Ackland does. But if he loses interest in her, or if he is so thoughtless as to drop dead tomorrow, the Polite World will snub her immediately. Her only hope in such a situation would be to find another gentleman who will keep her in the same style. In addition, the clock is always ticking for a woman in Mrs. Fleming’s profession. She is not getting any younger, is she?”

     “I suppose that is true.” Venetia gave Gabriel a meditative look. “There was something else that struck me as odd, however. Mrs. Fleming spent a great deal of time taunting me about how unfortunate it was that my husband had returned from the grave. There were some rather pointed remarks to the effect that being a widow was vastly superior to being a wife.”

     Gabriel raised his brows. “I do hope you are not planning on doing me in a second time, Mrs. Jones. I understand from young Edward that I narrowly avoided being shot to death by outlaws and trampled by wild horses on the last occasion. Luckily, I was able to survive the fall into the canyon but if you concoct an even more diabolical plot, I may have some difficulty bouncing back.”

     She blushed. Her fine brows snapped together. “That is not amusing, sir. As it happens, I informed Mrs.Fleming that you were a very modern-thinking sort of husband who took an enlightened view of marriage.”

     He wondered how Venetia would react if she knew just how primitive his thoughts were when it came to her.

     She made a face. “Unfortunately that information only served to outrage her all the more.”

     “Because you appear to enjoy the best of both worlds, my dear,” Beatrice said. “You have your independence and your career and a husband who is not alarmed by either of those conditions.” She abruptly closed the embroidery bag and got to her feet. “Well, what is done is done. It was most unfortunate that Mrs. Fleming chose to take such a strong dislike of you, Venetia. We can only hope there will be no unpleasant repercussions.”

     Venetia set her cup and saucer down very carefully. “Do you think I was wrong to insist upon using the front door at Mrs. Fleming’s house today, Aunt Beatrice?”

     “Absolutely not.” There was no trace of doubt in Beatrice’s voice. “I told you when you first embarked upon a career as a photographer that if you ever once allow your clients to treat you as an inferior, the Jones Gallery would instantly lose its cachet. Now then, I must go and have a word with Mrs. Trench. I fear that since we now have a man in the house, she has gone quite mad and completely forgotten that there is a budget for food.”

     “My fault entirely, Miss Sawyer.” Chagrined, Gabriel opened the door for her. “I should have considered that my presence here was inflicting additional costs on the household. I have been occupied with other matters. Rest assured that I will make a contribution to your budget this very afternoon.”

     “You will do no such thing,” Beatrice said. “You are a guest and as such you are not expected to pay for your room and board.”

     “Ah, but I am not a guest, madam. I am well aware that I have imposed myself upon you. I will cover the costs of my lodgings.”

     “If you insist,” Beatrice said with the air of a lady reluctantly granting a great favor.

     “I do, madam.”

     She gave him a benign smile and swept out of the room.

     It was then that Gabriel realized that the casual mention of the strains he was placing on the household budget had not been quite as offhand as it had been made to appear.

     He closed the door and turned to see a small, knowing smile tugging at the corners of Venetia’s mouth.

     “She could have simply asked me for the money,” he said dryly.

     Venetia shook her head. “Impossible. Aunt Beatrice is far too proud. But I had a hunch that sooner or later she would bring up the subject of the household budget. My aunt was a governess for many years. It is a notoriously low-paid profession that instills in one an acute awareness of finances.”

     He went to the window and stood looking out into the tree-shaded lane. “Discovering that Mr. Cleeton, your father’s man of affairs, had run off with the money that should have come to all of you after your parents died no doubt brought back a lot of her old anxieties regarding finances.”

     There was a short silence behind him.

     “Edward told you about Mr. Cleeton?” she asked finally.

     “Yes. He also informed me that your father was a bigamist.”

     “I see.” There was another long pause. “You and Edward appear to have become quite close in a very short period of time.”

     He turned back to look at her. “You must not blame your brother for confiding in me, Venetia. Edward did not mean to break any confidences. It was his understanding that in my role as your husband, I am now a party to your family’s secrets. He assumes that I am another member of the cast of actors in this play that you are all performing with such grand success.”

     “How can I possibly blame him?” She sighed. “Poor Edward. We have placed a great burden on his small shoulders. I know it weighs very heavily upon him at times.”

     “You must know as well as I do that the secrets that you have asked Edward to hold fast are not nearly as dreadful as some.”

     “I suppose that is true.” Her mouth tightened. “Aunt Beatrice has told me some tales from her days as a governess that are the stuff of nightmares. She said that there were goings-on in some of the so-called respectable households where she was employed that were so dreadful she was forced to resign her post on more than one occasion.”

     “I can well believe it. There is no need to worry about Edward. He will survive his burden. But in the meantime, it might be wise to allow him a bit more freedom. He has expressed a wish to go to the park and fly kites and play games with other boys.”

     “I know. We do take him to the park as often as possible but Aunt Beatrice is terrified that if he makes friends with boys his own age he will inadvertently reveal the truth about Papa.”

     “I do not think you need be concerned on that point. There are secrets in every family and children are astonishingly good at keeping them.”

     She blinked as though he had said something that caught her by surprise. Her eyes narrowed very faintly in a way that he was starting to recognize.

     He smiled. “Are you trying to make out my aura?”

     She blushed. “You could tell?”

     “Yes. You are wondering if I have a few family secrets of my own, aren’t you?”

     “The thought did cross my mind.”

     “The answer, of course, is yes. Doesn’t everyone? But as my secrets do not represent a threat to you or your family, I trust you will allow me to keep them.”

     She turned an even brighter shade of pink. “For heaven’s sake, I did not mean to pry.”

     “Yes, you did, but we will let that go for now. We have other, more pressing problems.”

     “One of which,” she said, recovering her composure, “may prove to be Mrs. Fleming.”

     He propped one shoulder against the wall and folded his arms. “I do not think she will dare to cause you too much trouble. Not as long as Ackland is an admirer of your art. He may be a doddering old fool but he is the source of her finances. As your aunt just pointed out, no one knows that better than Mrs. Fleming.”

     “You did not see what I saw when I looked at her through the eye of the camera this afternoon.”

     “You perceived her aura?”

     “Yes. I did not tell Aunt Beatrice because I knew she would only worry, but the truth is, I do not think that what Mrs. Fleming feels for me is mere envy or even dislike. She hates me. It is as if she believes that I am standing between her and something she wants very badly, as if she views me as a direct threat. That simply makes no sense.”

     He felt everything inside him tighten. “The more you explain her reaction to me, the more I am inclined to agree. Perhaps we should try to find out a little more about Rosalind Fleming. Harrow seemed somewhat acquainted with her history.”

     “Harrow knows a great deal about almost everyone in Society,” Venetia said, brightening. “And what information he does not already possess, he knows how to uncover. I will send a message to him immediately. I’m sure he will assist me.”

     “Very well.” This was all he needed, he thought. One more convolution in an already overly convoluted mystery.

     Venetia looked at him. “Have you had any word from Mr. Montrose yet?”

     “I went to see him while you were taking Mrs. Fleming’s photograph. Like me, he cannot see anything unusual or meaningful about the list of herbs on the strongbox lid, or the leaf design. In addition, the names of those I found interesting at Farley’s exhibition, including one in particular named Willows, have proved to be unlikely suspects for one reason or another.”

     “What will you do next?”

     “I have asked him to concentrate on the names of those members of the Arcane Society who have died in the past few years.”

     “Why are you interested in members who are deceased?” she asked.

     “It occurred to me today that perhaps the man I am hunting is no longer a member of the society because he is no longer among the living.”

     She stilled. “What do you mean?”

     “I faked my own death because I wanted to create confusion in the mind of my opponent. What if he has done the same?”

     “I sense more secrets, Mr. Jones.”

     He smiled. “You must possess psychical powers, Mrs. Jones.”
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        THE RESPONSE FROM Harrow was gratifyingly swift. The note and a package arrived at the back door of the house in Sutton Lane at five o’clock that afternoon. Venetia tipped the young boy who had delivered the items and then carried the package and the note upstairs.

     When she arrived on the landing, Gabriel’s voice halted her in mid-stride.

     “What have you got there?” he asked from the shadows of the attic stairs.

     She looked up, holding the box very tightly, and watched him come toward her. The man did have a knack for appearing just when one wished he would be occupied elsewhere, she mused.

     “I received a note from Harrow saying that he has found someone who can help me with information about Mrs. Fleming. Harrow has arranged for me to meet the person this evening.”

     “I see.” Gabriel stopped in front of her. He, too, carried a package. It was tucked under his arm, wrapped in brown paper and oddly shaped. “What time will you be leaving?”

     “Harrow says that I am to arrive at nine.”

     Gabriel nodded. “I will accompany you.”

     “It won’t be necessary to change your plans,” she said quickly.

     “It is no trouble.”

     “I assure you, I will be quite safe.”

     “I realize that Harrow is your friend and no doubt trustworthy, but I must insist on accompanying you, especially since you are not personally acquainted with the individual you will be meeting.”

     She hugged her package tighter. “Sometimes you sound distressingly like a real husband, sir, one of those who is not a modern thinker.”

     “I am crushed by your poor opinion but I shall endeavor to carry on.” He lounged against the railing and glanced casually at the box she carried. “Not that you are an expert in the matter of how real husbands act.”

     Anger flashed through her. “If you are implying that because my father was not legally married to my mother I do not know anything of proper husbandly behavior—”

     He winced. “I meant nothing of the kind. I was referring to the fact that you have never been married yourself.”

     “Oh.” She relaxed. Curiosity replaced the momentary outrage. “What of yourself, sir?”

     “No, Venetia, I have never had a wife. Given our lack of mutual experience, I feel we are doing rather well at the business of marriage, don’t you? Which is not to say that there are not some areas of our association that could stand improvement.” He indicated the box she held. “A gift?”

     “The clothes that I will wear this evening.”

     “A new gown? I hope it is not solid black. If you do not move out of mourning soon, people will begin to think that you are not pleased to have your husband back.”

     “Black has become my hallmark, sir.” She looked at his package. “Where are you off to?”

     “I have an appointment in the park with your brother.”
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        IT IS THE MOST beautiful kite in the world, sir.” Entranced, Edward gazed upward. “Look how high it is now. Higher than any of the other kites.”

     Gabriel studied the soaring paper wing he had purchased earlier that day. The kite had caught the wind eagerly, delighting Edward, who had quickly mastered the technique of handling the string. The boy was intelligent, Gabriel thought, like everyone else in the Milton family.

     “Better reel it in a bit,” he advised. “We don’t want it to snag on those trees.”

     “Yes, sir.” Edward concentrated hard on easing the kite down.

     Satisfied that the kite was under control, Gabriel took the opportunity to study the lightly crowded park. Several of the benches were occupied by nannies and governesses garbed in dreary gowns. They chatted among themselves while their charges played simple games. The older boys flew kites or played hide-and-seek in the trees.

     He had assumed that there would be few adult males in the vicinity. He had been right. Those who were present appeared to be older brothers, uncles or fathers who had accompanied their younger male family members.

     The man in the dull brown coat and trousers stood out for the simple reason that he was alone. He occupied one of the benches, his low-crowned hat pulled down over his eyes.

     From a distance he appeared to be watching a group of boys play with a ball.

     Half an hour later Edward reluctantly brought the kite back to earth. Gabriel showed him how to pack it up so that the string and tail did not become tangled.

     “That was great fun, sir.” Edward grinned. “My kite was the best one in the park today. It flew better than anyone else’s and it never crashed into the trees.”

     “You did an expert job of controlling it.” Out of the corner of his eye, Gabriel watched the man on the bench get to his feet and amble slowly after them.

     They all walked back to Sutton Lane, Brown Coat trailing at a discreet distance. When Gabriel and Edward arrived at the front door, Mrs. Trench opened it.

     “There you are, Master Edward.” She smiled at him. “Did you enjoy the kite-flying expedition?”

     “Very much.” Clutching the kite carefully in both hands, Edward looked up at Gabriel. “Thank you, sir. Do you think we might go back to the park again soon?”

     Gabriel ruffled his hair with one hand. “I don’t see why not.”

     “And perhaps play cards some evening? Amelia and I are very good at card games.”

     “I’ll look forward to it.”

     Edward glowed brighter than a gas lamp and hurried off toward the stairs.

     Gabriel looked at Mrs.Trench. “Please tell Mrs.Jones that I’ll be back shortly. I have some business to attend to.”

     “Yes, sir. She’s in the parlor. I’ll let her know.”

     He went back down the front steps and walked along the street at a swift, purposeful pace. Brown Coat would have to hurry to keep him in sight, he thought.

     At the corner, he turned abruptly to the right. In the brief time that he was certain that Brown Coat could not see him, he ducked into a narrow walk that led to the service entrance between two ranks of town houses. He flattened himself against the wall and waited.

     Brown Coat dashed past the opening looking extremely anxious a moment later. Gabriel seized him by the arm, dragged him into the narrow passage and slammed him up against the brick wall.

     “Bloody hell, what do you think yer doing?” Brown Coat yelped. His eyes widened when he saw the pistol in Gabriel’s hand.

     “Why are you following me?” Gabriel asked.

     “See here, I don’t know what yer talking about.” Brown Coat was unable to take his eyes off the pistol. “I swear it.”

     “In that case you are not of much use to me, are you?”

     Brown Coat’s mouth went slack. “You can’t shoot me.”

     “Why not?”

     “You’ve got no right. I’m an innocent man.”

     “Explain to me how innocent you are.”

     “I’m just going about my daily business.” Brown Coat squared his shoulders. “I’ll have you know I’m a photographer, sir.”

     “I don’t see any camera.”

     “Photographers don’t always walk around with a camera in hand.”

     “That is true enough. I have discovered that sometimes they walk around with cameras disguised as hats.” Gabriel eyed Brown Coat’s low-crowned head gear. He reached up and removed it. There was no camera inside.

     “Now, see here,” Brown Coat squawked. “You can’t just—”

     A figure moved at the entrance to the walk.

     Gabriel and Brown Coat both turned their heads. Gabriel felt a rush of annoyance at the interruption. Brown Coat looked pathetically hopeful of rescue.

     “Mr. Jones?” Venetia walked briskly forward. The skirts of her black gown were hooked up so they would not sweep the paving stones. “What on earth is going on here? Mrs. Trench said that you had some business to see to but I had a strong suspicion that you were up to something secretive.”

     “You know me so well, my sweet.”

     Somewhat belatedly she noticed the gun. “Mr. Jones.” Gabriel sighed. “You really are going to have to start calling me by my given name one of these days, my sweet.” He nodded at Brown Coat. “Do you know this man?”

     “Yes, of course.” She inclined her head graciously. “Good day to you, Mr. Swinden.”

     Swinden touched his hat nervously. “Mrs. Jones. You’re looking lovely, as always. You positively glow in black.”

     “Thank you.” She turned to Gabriel, steely-eyed. “What is this about?”

     “I was just asking Swinden the same question,” Gabriel said. “He followed Edward and me to the park, hung around while we did some kite flying and then he followed us home. I found myself somewhat curious.”

     “It’s all a terrible misunderstanding, Mrs. Jones.” Swinden appealed to Venetia. “I happened to be in the vicinity, you see, getting a bit of fresh air, and Mr. Jones, here, evidently leaped to the conclusion that I was spying on him.”

     “Forgive me, Mr. Swinden,” Venetia said, “but I find myself making the same assumption. You do not live in this part of town.”

     Swinden cleared his throat. “Client in the neighborhood.”

     “What address?” Gabriel asked.

     Swinden’s face went blank. “Uh—”

     “There is no client,” Gabriel said.

     “Got lost trying to find the address,” Swinden muttered.

     He appeared decidedly braver now. Venetia’s presence had given him confidence, Gabriel thought. Swinden was no doubt convinced that he was safe as long as she was around.

     “In that case,” Gabriel said, taking his arm, “allow me to escort you back to a more familiar part of town. I know a shortcut. It takes one through a rather dangerous neighborhood and involves some rather remote alleys and a tour of the docks, but never fear, I have my gun.”

     “No.” Swinden was horrified. “I’m not going anywhere alone with you. Don’t let him take me away, Mrs. Jones. I beg you.”

     “Perhaps you should just answer his questions,” Venetia said gently. “If you do, I promise I will not let Mr. Jones hurt you.”

     Gabriel raised his brows but refrained from comment.

     Swinden seemed to collapse in on himself. “I just wanted to see if you had discovered the name of Burton’s new client. You cannot blame me.”

     Anticipation flashed through Gabriel. “What client?”

     Swinden heaved a resigned sigh. “Some time back Burton decided to expand his business. He never did have much luck with the art world or portraits, you know. But a fortnight or so back he started sporting a very nice detective camera. I asked him how he’d managed that feat. Said he’d got a very wealthy client who had hired him to follow someone around and take some pictures.”

     “He told you about his new line of work?” Gabriel asked.

     Swinden nodded. “Burton was quite proud of his new success. Bragged about it.”

     “Were you a friend of his?”

     Swinden was briefly baffled by that question.

     “Burton didn’t have what you’d call friends,” he said judiciously. “But I reckon I was the next best thing as far as he was concerned. Known each other for as long as we’ve both been in the photography business. We were partners together back at the start. Made a fair living doing spirit photography for a time.”

     “I understand that end of the business was once quite profitable,” Venetia said.

     “It was, indeed.” Swinden turned wistful. “For a number of years it seemed that everyone wanted a picture of himself that showed a spirit hovering in the background. Burton and I were very good at our work, if I do say so. Never once got caught. Unfortunately there were too many inexperienced practitioners in the field of spirit photography. They were always getting themselves exposed as frauds. Gave the whole business a bad reputation and eventually the public lost faith.”

     “I would be interested to know some of the techniques you used to produce spirit photographs,” Venetia said, turning conversational. “I have done some experimenting on my own and produced some interesting results but I have never been entirely satisfied.”

     It dawned on Gabriel that this was sounding less like an interrogation and more like a pair of photographers exchanging observations about the profession. He gave Venetia a warning look. She did not appear to notice.

     “There are a variety of ways to put a spirit into a picture,” Swinden said, metamorphosing into a Learned Expert. “The trick is to make certain that the client does not discover that the final result is an illusion, of course. Burton and I were good enough to impress even the most skeptical of psychical researchers. Had ’em lined up at the door some days.”

     Gabriel slid one booted foot slightly forward, putting himself between Swinden and Venetia. Both jumped back a little as though surprised to find him still present.

     “Now, see here,” Swinden muttered indignantly. “I was just answering the lady’s questions.”

     “I prefer that you answer my questions instead,” Gabriel said.

     Burton blinked several times and tried to press his back into the bricks. “Certainly, sir.”

     “What broke up your partnership with Burton?” Gabriel asked.

     “Money, naturally.” Swinden gave a sad little shake of his head. “Couldn’t agree on how to make it or spend it. Argued day and night. Worse than being married, it was. Then Burton developed a little gambling problem. That was the end, as far as I was concerned. I went my way and he went his.”

     “But you kept in touch.”

     “Like I said, we had been acquainted a long time.”

     “Do you know the name of the person Burton was paid to follow?” Gabriel said.

     “No,” Swinden said quickly. Too quickly. His eyes darted to Venetia and then slid away.

     “The subject was Mrs. Jones, wasn’t it?” Gabriel asked.

     Venetia stiffened. She rounded on Swinden.

     “You knew that Mr. Burton was taking clandestine photographs of me?” she demanded.

     Swinden started to look nervous again. “Burton dropped a few hints in that direction. Never came right out and said your name, you understand. But I took his meaning. I’m afraid the commission gave him a certain amount of satisfaction. I regret to say that he did not hold you in high esteem, Mrs. Jones.”

     “Yes,” Venetia said through her teeth. “I was aware of that.”

     “Not your fault,” Swinden said hastily. “Burton was very contemptuous of the fair sex, in general. Developed a particular dislike of you after you appeared on the scene and took first prize in that exhibition that he had entered.”

     Gabriel studied Swinden. “It did not occur to you to warn Mrs. Jones that Burton was following her around, taking pictures of her with his detective camera?”

     “Didn’t want to get involved,” Swinden said. “None of my affair.”

     “Did you know that in addition to taking pictures for this mysterious client, Burton took some for his own personal use?” Gabriel continued softly. “Pictures that he used to try to frighten Mrs. Jones?”

     “Uh, well, now that you mention it,” Swinden mumbled, “I believe Burton did tell me that the commission had given him an idea of how to put a bit of a scare into Mrs. Jones. Said he’d taken a couple of photographs involving a cemetery theme and retouched one in particular in a way that would rattle your nerves, Mrs. Jones. But I’m sure it was just a joke as far as he was concerned.”

     Venetia narrowed her eyes. “Some joke.”

     Swinden sighed. “Like I said, he was most annoyed with you, ma’am.”

     Gabriel watched him for a moment. “Those two pictures had nothing to do with his work for the client?”

     Swinden shook his head. “Don’t think so. I gathered it was a little something he was doing to amuse himself on the side while he was following the lady around.”

     “Continue with your tale, Swinden,” Gabriel said.

     “Not much more to tell.” Swinden scrunched up his face. “When I read about Burton’s death in the morning papers, I realized straightaway what had happened, of course. Knew he hadn’t taken his own life.”

     Venetia frowned. “You believed that he had been murdered?”

     “Perfectly understandable,” Swinden assured her.

     Outraged comprehension lit Venetia’s face. “You think I killed Mr. Burton, don’t you?”

     “No, no, Mrs. Jones, I swear—”

     “For heaven’s sake, I did not murder the poor man,” she snapped.

     “Of course not, Mrs. Jones,” Swinden said quickly. “Don’t worry, I wouldn’t dream of spreading that kind of gossip.”

     “A wise decision,” Gabriel said. “That sort of gossip can get a man deposited into the river some dark night.”

     Swinden jerked back in alarm. “I say, you’ve no call to threaten me.”

     “Perhaps not, but I find it vastly entertaining,” Gabriel said. “As it happens, I’m inclined to believe you when you say that you don’t think that Mrs. Jones poisoned Burton, however.”

     “Thank you, sir.” Swinden was clearly relieved.

     “You think that I am the one who gave Burton the cyanide in the brandy,” Gabriel concluded softly.

     Swinden reddened. “It was only the merest conjecture on my part, I assure you. Wouldn’t dream of mentioning it to anyone.”

     Venetia’s lips parted in shock. “What on earth?” She glowered at Swinden. “I was the one Mr. Burton had followed around with his detective camera. Why would you think that Mr. Jones murdered him?”

     “I can answer that for you, my sweet.” Gabriel did not take his eyes off Swinden. “It was hardly a secret that I had only just returned to London and the arms of my loving bride. Swinden, here, naturally supposed that, upon discovering me on your doorstep, you collapsed, distraught, and confided to me that a man named Burton was causing you a great deal of distress. I, of course, immediately set out to protect you and myself from potential scandal by getting rid of Burton at the earliest opportunity. That happened to be that very night of Farley’s exhibition.”

     “As I said,” Swinden muttered, “it was just a theory.”

     “You then concluded,” Gabriel continued, “that, after giving Burton a stiff dose of cyanide, I somehow discovered the name of Burton’s mysterious wealthy client.”

     Swinden coughed slightly. “Perfectly reasonable thing to do.”

     Venetia looked at him, baffled. “Why would Mr. Jones want the name of Mr. Burton’s anonymous client?”

     “Because, having no way of knowing that it was the client who was the one who had hired Burton to follow you around, I would, of course, be quite eager to make contact with him and offer him your services in place of Burton’s,” Gabriel explained patiently. “You are, after all, in the photography business, my sweet. Why shouldn’t we take advantage of Burton’s sudden demise to sell your professional skills to his generous new client?”

     
      “We?” Venetia repeated in an ominous tone.

     Gabriel ignored that. He turned back to Swinden. “You decided that if you spied upon me for a while, sooner or later I would lead you to the unknown client. Once you knew his identity, you planned to go to him and let him know, for a small gratuity, that I had very likely murdered Burton and might prove quite dangerous if it got out that a certain person had hired Burton to take photographs of Mrs. Jones.”

     “Why, that would be blackmail,” Venetia exclaimed.

     Swinden cringed. “Mrs. Jones, I assure you, I never intended to blackmail anyone.”

     “Bah, I do not believe that for one moment,” Venetia said. “Your plans to set yourself up in business as an extortionist aside, Mr. Swinden, how dare you assume that now that I have acquired a husband I am no longer capable of managing my own affairs?”

     Swinden went from appearing nervous and alarmed to looking quite befuddled. “But Mr. Jones is back. Surely he will be keeping an eye on your business now.”

     She took a step toward him, fitting her hands to her hips. “I am the proprietor of the Jones Gallery. I make all the decisions connected with it. I assure you that I do not rely upon Mr. Jones or any other man to get rid of obnoxious competitors.”

     “No, no, of course not.” Swinden edged sideways along the wall, trying to put some distance between himself and Venetia.

     “I did not kill Burton.” She gave him a charmingly menacing smile. “However, if at some point in the future it should become necessary to take such drastic action against a competitor, you must believe me when I tell you that I am fully prepared to handle matters myself. One does not require a husband for that sort of thing, sir.”

     Swinden paled. “I do not see us as competitors, Mrs. Jones. Indeed, we move in entirely different circles in the photographic world.”

     “Indeed we do, sir.” Venetia swept out her arm, aiming toward the street. “Go, immediately. I do not want to ever again see you anywhere in the vicinity of either myself or Mr. Jones.”

     “Understood, madam. Understood.”

     Swinden fled down the walk.

     Venetia waited until he vanished around the corner of the building before turning back to confront Gabriel.

     “What an absolutely infuriating little man,” she said.

     He smiled. “You were very impressive, my sweet. Very impressive, indeed. I do not believe that you will have any more trouble from that quarter.”

     “Tell me the truth, sir. Do you think that everyone in Society is currently under the impression that because I have accidentally acquired a husband I am no longer in charge of my own affairs? That I am no longer capable of making important decisions? That I now look to you for guidance in all things?”

     “In a word, yes.”

     “I was afraid of that.”

     Gabriel put the gun back into the pocket of his overcoat. “I regret to say that, in the eyes of Society, you have been transformed from a dashing, mysterious widow into a dutiful, trusting wife who, quite naturally, looks to her husband for direction in all matters of a critical nature.”

     She closed her eyes. “You cannot begin to imagine how maddening that is.” Her lashes lifted. “Mrs. Fleming was right. There is a great deal to be said for widowhood.”

     “Do try to remember that I am a very modern-thinking sort of husband.”

     “That is not amusing, Mr. Jones.”

     “Neither is this latest development,” he said. He stopped smiling. “We now know for certain that Burton was not following you around for his own purposes, at least not entirely. Someone hired him to do so.”

     “The thief who stole the formula?”

     “I suspect that is the case.” He took her arm and started toward the street. “I would remind you that he is not merely a thief. He is also a murderer who has killed at least twice.”
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        WAIT UNTIL YOU SEE Venetia in her evening clothes, sir.” Edward could barely contain himself. “You will be amazed.” 

     Gabriel contemplated the boy in the dressing table mirror. Edward was fairly bursting with excitement. He and Amelia had been very secretive throughout dinner, exchanging furtive grins and once or twice erupting in giggles. Beatrice had attempted to quell them with a few admonishing looks but she had been largely unsuccessful.

     Venetia had pretended to ignore the undercurrents at the table. She had excused herself to go upstairs to dress for the meeting with Harrow’s friend as soon as Mrs. Trench had removed the dessert course.

     Edward and Amelia had gone into the parlor to play cards, leaving Beatrice alone with Gabriel in the dining room. Beatrice had crumpled her napkin and placed it on the table.

     “Perhaps we should take a moment to discuss the rather unusual situation in which we find ourselves, Mr. Jones,” she said.

     “You are naturally concerned about Venetia.” He folded his arms on the table. “Rest assured, I will see to it that she does not come to harm because of this affair of the formula.”

     “It is not only the business of the missing formula that worries me, sir.”

     “I sincerely regret that I have brought trouble to this household, Miss Sawyer.”

     Beatrice frowned. “I am well aware that you are not the one who created this unfortunate situation. It was Venetia who chose to use the last name of Jones, after all.”

     “She had no way of knowing the risks involved. I assure you that I am doing my best to repair matters.”

     “And when you have finished repairing matters, Mr.Jones? What happens then?”

     He rose and went down the long length of the table to pull out her chair. “I’m not sure I comprehend your question, madam.”

     Beatrice got to her feet. “You seem to forget, sir, that in the eyes of the world, you are my niece’s husband.”

     “Trust me, I am well aware of that fact.”

     Her brows rose. “Well then, how do you propose to fix that little problem when this business is concluded?”

     “I admit that my fate is still somewhat unclear. Fortunately for me, however, there are very few herds of wild horses running around London. There is still, of course, a risk of being gunned down by a gang of Wild West outlaws but I have every expectation of avoiding that outcome as well.”

     “What outcome do you anticipate, Mr. Jones?”

     “I am hoping that I will be able to convince Venetia to make our marriage real.”

     Surprise lit her expression. She searched his face. “Are you sincere, sir?”

     “Yes.” He smiled slightly. “Do you wish me luck, madam?”

     She contemplated him for a long moment.

     “I believe I do,” she said eventually. “You will need it. Venetia is not inclined to place a great deal of trust in men. Her father’s doing, I’m sorry to say. She loved him dearly and he loved her. Indeed, he loved all of his children. But there is no getting around the fact that when all was said and done, H. H. Milton lived a double life. This family has paid dearly for his bigamous actions and his lies.”

     “I understand.”

      

     
      E
      DWARD MOVED CLOSER to the dressing table to watch Gabriel knot the bow tie. “Venetia told us that we must not tell you what she will be wearing tonight because it is to be a surprise. But she did not say that you could not try to guess.”

     “Let’s see.” Gabriel slipped a black and gold cuff link through the opening of one cuff. “She has decided to wear some color other than black?”

     That seemed to confuse Edward. Then his face cleared. “There will be some black in her attire.”

     “But not all black?”

     Edward shook his head, looking sly. “There will be another color, as well.”

     “Green?”

     “No.”

     “Blue?”

     Edward giggled. “No.”

     “Red?”

     Edward collapsed on the bed, laughing. “You will never guess, sir.”

     “Then I may as well give it up and prepare to be amazed.” Gabriel turned away from the mirror and collected his evening coat and hat. “Ready?”

     “Yes, sir.”

     Edward flew to the door, yanked it open and pelted down the stairs. Gabriel followed at a more sedate pace, savoring the prospect of the evening that lay ahead. True, he and Venetia were going out together for the sole purpose of discussing Rosalind Fleming with Harrow’s unknown acquaintance. And there was no getting around the fact that they still confronted a great deal of mystery and danger. Nevertheless, he was going to be alone in a carriage with Venetia for an extended period of time tonight and she had purchased a new gown for the occasion. The knowledge made the blood beat more heavily in his veins.

     When he reached the bottom of the staircase he found Edward and Amelia in the front hall. Expectation hummed in the air. The pair darted sly glances in his direction. This family was expert at keeping secrets, he thought, amused. But evidently the mystery of Venetia’s new gown was almost too much for Edward and Amelia.

     “I heard the carriage at the front door,” Beatrice called from the landing. “Venetia, dear, it is time to leave.”

     “I’m ready, Aunt Beatrice,” Venetia announced from the vicinity of her bedroom.

     Gabriel heard her on the stairs before he caught sight of her. He barely had time to register the fact that there was something decidedly unusual about the sound of her footsteps when she came into view.

     “Good evening, Mr. Jones.” She gave him an approving, head-to-toe examination. “I must say, you make your tailor proud.”

     He was acutely aware that Edward and Amelia were both holding their breath, waiting for his shocked reaction to the sight of Venetia.

     He gave her the same deliberate examination that she had given him, taking in the excellently cut black trousers, white linen shirt, bow tie and black evening coat.

     “You must give me the name of your tailor, Mrs. Jones,” he said. “I do believe he may be even more skilled than my own.”

     Venetia laughed. “Let us be off, sir. The night is young.”

     She clapped her tall hat on top of her short, dark-haired wig, twirled a carved walking stick in a rakish manner and descended the remaining stairs.

     Mrs. Trench appeared from the direction of the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron. She shook her head when she saw Venetia.

     “Not again,” she said, sounding resigned. “I thought that now that there was a man in the house we would be done with this sort of foolishness.”

     Edward sprang to open the front door. Venetia went outside and down the steps to the waiting carriage.

     Gabriel started through the doorway after her.

     “Were you amazed, sir?” Edward demanded eagerly.

     “One of the things that I most admire about your sister is that she never ceases to surprise me,” Gabriel said.

     The door closed behind him. Edward and Amelia’s muffled laughter pursued him all the way down the steps.
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        CONGRATULATIONS, 
      MR.J
      ONES,” Venetia said. “You dealt with the shock very well. I suspect Edward and Amelia are quite disappointed by your failure to faint dead away at the sight of a lady in gentleman’s attire.”

     Gabriel lounged into the corner of the cushions and looked at Venetia. She was seated across from him. The carriage lamps were turned down low, cloaking them both in shadow.

     “The disguise is very good,” he allowed. “You even managed to alter your walk somewhat. Your hair is well concealed beneath that wig. But you cannot camouflage your scent. I would recognize you anywhere, anytime, on the darkest night.”

     “But I used a cologne that is blended especially for gentlemen.”

     He smiled. “It is not your cologne that is locked in my memory. It is the essence of you, and that essence is very, very female.”

     She frowned. “I am quite certain that no one realized that I was a woman when I wore these clothes on previous occasions.”

     “How often do you go out dressed as a man?”

     “I have only done so twice,” she confessed. “The clothes belong to Harrow. He had them altered to fit me. He also purchased the wig and had it styled to suit me.”

     “The masculine attire is very interesting on you but may I ask why you felt it necessary to dress as a gentleman this evening?”

     “We are going to meet Harrow and his friend at their club. I would not be admitted if I arrived at the door garbed as a lady. You know how it is with gentlemen’s clubs.”

     He would not have described his reaction as shocked, he decided, but he was certainly surprised by that bit of information. “You have been to this gentlemen’s club before?”

     “On one other occasion,” she said blithely. “The second time I wore these clothes, Harrow and I attended the theater together and afterward enjoyed a late dinner at a restaurant.” She smiled. “The establishment was one where no respectable lady would have allowed herself to be seen. It was a very educational experience, I assure you.”

     “You do this for a lark?”

     “I find it to be an intriguing adventure,” she said. “Have you any notion of how astonishingly different the world appears when you walk through it as a man?”

     “I had not given the subject much thought.”

     “A woman is so much freer when she goes about as a gentleman. It is not just the clothes, although you may believe me when I tell you that trousers and a coat are far less cumbersome and restrictive than even the lightest of summer walking dresses. Why, I could run quite easily in these garments if it proved necessary. Have you ever tried to run in a long gown?”

     “Can’t say that I have had the experience.”

     “Trust me, it is extremely difficult. The skirts and petticoats are so heavy. They tend to become tangled around one’s ankles. And you cannot imagine how even the smallest of bustles affects one’s balance when one is in full flight.”

     “When did you find it necessary to run in a gown?”

     Her teeth flashed in a knowing smile. “About three months ago, as I recall.”

     He winced. “Of course. When I escorted you out of Arcane House via the concealed tunnel. Forgive me. I never considered how difficult running must have been for you that night. All I cared about was that you managed to keep up with me. You did that rather well.”

     “I will allow that you had other things on your mind at the time.”

     “Yes.” He regarded her outrageous attire again, seeing it with new eyes. “You do realize that you are courting scandal and disaster. What if your secret were to be discovered by some of the club members tonight?”

     She gave him a mysterious smile. “My secrets are safe at the Janus Club.”

      

     
      S
      OME TIME LATER the carriage halted in the drive of a handsome mansion. Light glowed warmly in the windows. Extensive gardens afforded privacy on all sides.

     A liveried footman came down the marble steps to open the carriage door.

     Gabriel looked at Venetia. “This is the Janus Club?”

     “Yes.” She collected her hat and walking stick. “You had better let me descend first so that you do not forget and try to assist me.”

     “So many little things to remember.”

     “Just follow my lead,” she said.

     He smiled to himself. In spite of the seriousness of their purpose here tonight, it was obvious that Venetia was enjoying herself. He had not seen her in this bright, sparkling mood since their time together at Arcane House. The clothes and the adventure had transformed her, at least for tonight.

     The footman opened the door but he did not lower the steps.

     “Good evening, gentlemen,” he said. “May I assist you?”

     “We have an appointment with Mr. Harrow,” Venetia announced in low, throaty tones. “The name is Jones.”

     “Yes, sir, Mr.Jones.” The footman held the door wide open. “Mr. Harrow told me to expect you and your companion.”

     Venetia jumped lightly down to the ground. She was right, Gabriel thought, following suit; she certainly did move more easily in a pair of trousers.

     In point of fact, he thought, watching her go up the marble steps ahead of him, she looked quite charming in men’s clothes. He wondered if she realized how well the closely cut evening jacket defined her narrow waist and accented the shape of her hips. In some odd manner the masculine garb only served to emphasize her femininity, at least in his eyes.

     At the top of the steps another footman opened a large, dark green door, admitting them into a hallway lit by a massive chandelier.

     Low-voiced conversation sounded from the room on the left. Gabriel looked through the doorway and saw a portion of an elegantly appointed library. Gentlemen dressed in evening clothes lounged in the gaslit room, glasses of brandy and port in hand.

     “Mr. Harrow is waiting for you and your friend upstairs, Mr. Jones,” the footman said to Venetia. “This way, please.”

     He ushered them toward a waterfall of a staircase.

     Gabriel went up the steps side by side with Venetia. When they reached the landing he caught the distinct trace of cigarette smoke.

     “The smoking room is just down that hall,” Venetia explained. “Across the way is the card room.”

     “This was once a private residence,” he observed, looking around.

     “Yes. I believe that the owner leases the premises to the management of the Janus Club.”

     The footman led them down a long hall and stopped in front of a closed door at the far end. He knocked twice.

     Gabriel automatically registered the spacing between the two knocks. A subtle but distinct code, he thought.

     “Enter,” a low voice called from inside.

     The footman opened the door. Gabriel saw a man standing in front of the fire, his back turned toward the door. Harrow was propped on the edge of a large desk, one leg hooked carelessly over the corner. Like everyone else in the establishment, both gentlemen wore black-and-white evening attire.

     “Mr. Jones and his companion,” the footman said.

     “Thank you, Albert.” Harrow smiled at Venetia and Gabriel. “Come in, gentlemen. Allow me to introduce you to Mr. Pierce.”

     Pierce turned around to face them. He was short, square and solid-looking with black hair that was laced with a judicious amount of silver. Startlingly vivid, dark blue eyes surveyed Gabriel in an assessing manner.

     “Mr. Jones,” Pierce said in a voice that suggested a daily diet of brandy and cigars. He gave Venetia an amused look. “And Mr. Jones.”

     Gabriel inclined his head. “Pierce.”

     Venetia nodded once. “Thank you for seeing us, Mr. Pierce.”

     “Please be seated,” Pierce said. He motioned toward a pair of chairs and then sat down himself.

     Venetia sank down onto one of the velvet-upholstered chairs. Gabriel noticed that she unconsciously sat forward in a very upright manner, as though she wore a bustle that prevented her from leaning back in a more comfortable fashion. Some habits were hard to break, he reflected.

     Instead of taking the chair that had been offered he went to stand in front of the fire, one arm stretched out along the carved marble mantel. It went against something deep in his nature to sit when he was among people he did not know well. One could move much more quickly if it proved necessary when one was already on one’s feet.

     Venetia looked at Pierce. “Mr. Harrow has told you why we wish to speak with you, sir?”

     Pierce propped his elbows on the arm of his chair and put his fingertips together. “You wish to know something about Rosalind Fleming.”

     “Yes,” Venetia said. “She seems to have conceived a great dislike of me for no apparent reason. I am curious to know why.”

     Harrow straightened from the corner of the desk and crossed to the brandy decanter. “In particular, Mr. Pierce, they would like to know if there is anything about Rosalind Fleming that might lead a prudent person to believe she could prove to be dangerous.”

     “I am almost certain that the answer to that question is yes,” Pierce said.

     Gabriel felt his psychical senses stir. He looked at Venetia. Tension radiated from her.

     “I must tell you that I cannot offer you any evidence to support my suspicion,” Pierce continued. He tapped his broad fingers together twice. A grim smile edged his mouth. “I will also admit that I would very much like to acquire some evidence that would support my conclusions.”

     The fire crackled in the short silence that followed that announcement.

     Harrow handed the brandies around without comment. Gabriel accepted his and looked at Pierce.

     “We need a little more information, Pierce,” he said.

     “I understand.” Pierce looked at Gabriel over his steepled fingertips. “I will tell you what I know. When I first became aware of Rosalind Fleming she had not yet become Ackland’s mistress. She was using another name and she was making her living by promoting herself as a practitioner of psychical powers.”

     Startled, Venetia paused in the act of taking a sip from her glass. “She was a medium?”

     “She offered a variety of services,” Pierce said, “including séances and demonstrations of automatic writing. However, her specialty was in the private consulting line. For a fee she promised advice and guidance based on information she claimed she acquired from the Other Side.”

     “What name did she use in that career?” Venetia asked.

     “Charlotte Bliss,” Pierce said.

     Gabriel studied him. “How did you come to learn so much about her?”

     “A very close, personal friend of mine heard about her amazing psychical powers.” Pierce gazed solemnly into the fire. “My friend did not believe in such claims but he thought it would be quite entertaining to attend one of Charlotte Bliss’s demonstrations. My friend came away greatly impressed by the woman’s abilities and immediately scheduled a series of private consultations.”

     “What did your friend consult her about?” Venetia asked.

     “I’m afraid that is a private matter.” Pierce picked up his brandy.

     Pierce was one of those who held secrets close and tight, Gabriel thought. Anything related to him or his associates would likely constitute a private matter. The very fact that he was willing to speak to strangers tonight was a grim indication of just how intense his feelings were on the subject of Charlotte Bliss.

     “Let me hazard a guess here,” Gabriel said. “Mrs. Bliss charged your friend a hefty fee and then fed him a lot of nonsense.”

     Pierce looked at him. Gabriel was interested to see the cold anger that blazed in the intense blue eyes. In that moment he knew that Pierce would have had no compunction whatsoever about killing the woman who now called herself Rosalind Fleming.

     “My friend was satisfied with the advice he received,” Pierce said in an extraordinarily even tone that only served to intensify the impact of his icy gaze. “He made an investment based upon that advice.”

     “What happened?” Venetia asked.

     “One month later he received the first blackmail note.”

     Gabriel saw the glass in Venetia’s hand tremble. Harrow also noticed. He deftly plucked it from her fingers and set it on the table beside her chair. She did not appear to be aware of the small action. Her full attention was directed at Pierce.

     “You believe that Mrs. Bliss was the one who sent the extortion note to your friend?” she asked.

     “She was the only suspect as far as I was concerned. But I admit that I could not understand how she had come into possession of the damaging information. You see, the blackmailer alluded to certain facts about my friend that only two other people in the world could have known, and one of them was dead.”

     “Who was the one who was still alive?” Gabriel asked.

     Pierce drank more brandy and set the glass aside. “Me.”

     Gabriel contemplated that for a moment. “I assume that you were not the extortionist.”

     Pierce’s jaw hardened. “No. I am very fond of my friend. I would do nothing to harm him.”

     And everything to protect him, Gabriel thought.

     “What made you so sure that Mrs. Bliss was the guilty party?” Venetia asked.

     Pierce tapped his fingertips again. “The timing.”

     “That’s all?”

     Pierce shrugged. “It was all I had to go on. That and my…intuition.”

     An intuition honed by some experience in dangerous affairs, Gabriel thought.

     “What did your friend do after he received the extortion note?” Venetia asked.

     “Unfortunately, I could not convince him at first that Mrs. Bliss was very likely the blackmailer. He refused to believe it.” Pierce shook his head. “Instead, he went back to her for advice.”

     Gabriel raised his brows. “She told him to pay the blackmail, didn’t she?”

     “Yes.” Pierce’s mouth tightened. “I was outraged. But I also knew that my friend was terrified of having his secrets revealed. I saw at once that we had only two options.”

     Gabriel swirled the brandy in his glass. “Pay the blackmail or get rid of the suspected extortionist.”

     Harrow’s expression sharpened in subtle surprise. Venetia’s eyes widened.

     Pierce regarded Gabriel with something approaching approval. He inclined his head in a gesture of respect.

     
      One predator to another, Gabriel thought.

     “But obviously you did not dispatch Mrs. Bliss on a personal journey into the spirit world,” he continued aloud. “Does that mean that your friend is paying the blackmail?”

     “No,” Pierce said flatly.

     “What changed your mind?”

     “Lord Ackland changed it.” Pierce drank more brandy.

     Venetia searched his face. “How did he get involved?”

     Pierce looked at her. “My friend and I were attempting to formulate a plan of action when Mrs. Bliss vanished quite suddenly.”

     “A neat trick,” Gabriel said. “Of course, she did claim to possess psychical powers. Was invisibility among them?”

     “All I can tell you is that her house was vacated overnight,” Pierce said. “No one knew where she had gone. It occurred to me that perhaps one of her other blackmail victims had taken effective action. It was also possible that she had become uneasy about her own safety and had decided to decamp.”

     “What about the blackmail threats?” Venetia asked.

     “There were no more. My friend’s problems went away as if by magic.” Pierce snapped his fingers.

     Harrow cleared his throat. “But a fortnight later a certain very mysterious, very expensive-looking widow named Mrs. Rosalind Fleming appeared in some very exclusive social circles on the arm of Lord Ackland.”

     “Mind you, there were a few minor alterations,” Pierce said. “Her hair was a different color, for one thing. But the most dazzling transformation was in her style. As Mrs. Bliss she had conducted her consultations attired in modest, nondescript dresses made of dull, sturdy fabrics. But as Mrs. Fleming her gowns are all in the latest French mode. And, of course, there are the diamonds.”

     “Lord Ackland is obviously a very generous man,” Venetia said thoughtfully.

     Pierce snorted. “The man is a senile old fool.”

     “But a very rich senile old fool,” Harrow amended.

     “My friend and I were in a quandary,” Pierce continued. “It was, after all, still entirely possible that I had been wrong in my suspicions. Perhaps Mrs. Bliss, or Mrs.Fleming, as she now calls herself, was not the blackmailer.”

     “What happened next?” Venetia asked.

     “Nothing.” Pierce moved one hand slightly. “Mrs. Fleming first appeared in Society a few months ago. To date there have been no more extortion notes. But I will confess that my friend is still on tenterhooks. The threat is always there, you see.”

     “How dreadful,” Venetia whispered.

     Pierce contemplated the fire. “My friend has been careful to avoid Mrs. Fleming as much as possible but they move in many of the same circles. Recently he came face-to-face with her at the theater.”

     “That must have been unnerving,” Venetia said. “What did he do?”

     “Pretended that he did not know her, of course.” Pierce smiled coldly. “It helped considerably that she returned the favor and pretended not to recognize him. To this day we do not know if her reaction was an excellent bit of acting on her part or if she truly did not realize who he was.”

     “Why wouldn’t she recognize one of her victims?” Gabriel asked.

     “The contact was brief and the lighting was low,” Pierce explained. “They passed each other in the corridor outside one of the boxes.” He paused. “On that particular evening my friend happened to be attired in a somewhat different manner than when he had consulted with her. You know how it is, when one sees someone who is out of context, so to speak.”

     “One sees what one expects to see,” Gabriel said, looking at Venetia in her gentleman’s clothes.

     Harrow angled himself onto the corner of the desk again. He glanced first at Gabriel and then at Venetia.

     “You both seem extremely concerned about Mrs. Fleming,” he observed.

     “Yes,” she said.

     “Do you mind telling us why?” Harrow asked. “It is unfortunate that Ackland took a notion to commission you to photograph Mrs. Fleming but it is hardly surprising. He is, after all, besotted with his paramour, and you are a very fashionable photographer. It seems natural that he would want you to take her portrait.”

     “The unnatural aspect of the matter is that Mrs. Fleming appears to have conceived a wholly irrational hatred of my person,” Venetia said. “My aunt thinks that Fleming is merely jealous because I have created a profitable career for myself while she is forced to rely on the likes of Lord Ackland for financial security. But I believe there may be more to it than that.”

     “What makes you say that?” Pierce asked, frowning slightly.

     She shook her head. “I cannot give you a logical answer. Perhaps it is just that I find it difficult to believe someone could dislike me so much when I have done nothing to offend.”

     “Burton disliked you quite intensely,” Harrow reminded her.

     “Yes, but in that case there was some explanation. Evidently, Mr. Burton disliked all women and me in particular because I was in the same profession as himself. But Mrs. Fleming’s reaction to me seemed out of all proportion.”

     “I take your point.” Pierce put his fingertips together again. He looked at Gabriel. “For what it is worth, my advice is to be on guard at all times. In her former line of work Mrs. Fleming was obviously very adept at ferreting out a person’s most closely held confidences. To this day my friend has no notion of how she acquired knowledge of his secret.”

     “Surely he must have some idea of how she learned it,” Gabriel said.

     Pierce exhaled heavily. “No. In fact, I must tell you that although I am extremely skeptical of all those charlatans and frauds who claim psychical powers, I have sometimes wondered if Rosalind Fleming actually does possess some paranormal talent. My friend swears that the only way she could have gotten the secret out of him is if she really does have access to the Other Side. Or else—”

     “Or else what?” Venetia asked.

     Pierce shrugged his broad shoulders. “Or else she can read minds.”
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        VENETIA WATCHED the dark street through the carriage window as the lights of the Janus Club disappeared into the fog.

     Gabriel had spoken very little since they had left Harrow and Pierce. She knew that he was contemplating the same unsettling possibility that had sent her into a meditative mood after the disturbing conversation.

     “It is obvious that Pierce is a man of logic and reason who is loath to believe that Rosalind Fleming actually possesses some psychical powers,” she said slowly. “But we both know that such abilities do exist. What is your opinion?”

     “I think,” Gabriel said, “that what we have here is either another astonishing coincidence or a genuine clue.”

     She smiled wryly. “I can guess which you suspect.”

     He had turned the carriage lamps down very low, drenching the interior of the vehicle in shadow. She knew that he did not want to take a chance that someone in a passing cab might see her and recognize her in her gentleman’s attire. There was little chance of that, she thought. The streets were so choked with fog now that she was amazed that the driver and his horses could find their way back to Sutton Lane.

     A thought struck her, sending a deep, cold shudder through her entire body.

     “If Mrs. Fleming does possess psychical powers, I suppose we must consider the possibility that she somehow read my mind the day I photographed her,” she whispered.

     “Calm yourself. Mind reading is a parlor trick, nothing more.”

     She wanted desperately to take comfort in his reassurance. “How can you be certain of that?”

     “The records of Arcane House research are very extensive. They go back some two hundred years and they reflect decades of experiments. There has never been any indication that one person can actually read another person’s mind.”

     “But there is still so much that is unknown about psychical matters.”

     He shrugged. “I suppose one must allow that anything is possible. However, in this case I think there is a much simpler explanation for Mrs. Fleming’s uncanny ability to pluck secrets from a person’s mind without her victim being aware of it.”

     “What is that?”

     “She may well be a very skilled mesmerist.”

     Venetia thought about that. “An interesting notion. It would certainly explain a few things. If Mrs. Fleming put a person into a trance and got him to reveal a personal secret, he might well have no memory of what had happened after he came out of the trance.”

     “Arcane House investigators have done considerable research in the field of mesmerism because some believe that it is a form of psychical talent. The art has its limitations, from what I have read, however. Not everyone is a good subject, for one thing. Some people can be put into a trance rather easily. Others are impervious to a mesmerist’s powers.”

     “You are very knowledgeable when it comes to psychical matters, Gabriel.”

     “I was raised by a father who has devoted his entire life to the subject. Most of my relatives are equally immersed in the field. You might say that psychical research is the family business.”

     “It is an unusual line.”

     He smiled faintly. “Yes, it is.”

     “If Mrs.Fleming is a mesmerist, it would explain how she fleeces her victims of their secrets, but it does not link her to the theft of the alchemist’s formula.”

     “I admit I can see no immediate link, unless—”

     “Unless what?”

     “Members of the Arcane Society frequently investigate those who claim to possess psychical powers. It is possible that a member of the society did some research on Mrs. Fleming.”

     She straightened abruptly in her seat as comprehension dawned on her. “Only to have himself unwittingly put into a trance during which he revealed information about the expedition to recover the formula?”

     “It’s an extremely remote possibility,” Gabriel cautioned. “Even if Mrs. Fleming did arrange to steal the formula, it does not tell us how she expected to be able to decipher the alchemist’s code. You must trust me when I say that no one outside the society has access to the founder’s writings, and only a handful of members inside the society have been allowed to study them over the years.”

     Venetia listened absently to the rumble of the carriage wheels and the clatter of the horses’ hooves. The vehicle was making slow progress in the heavy mist.

     “If Mrs. Fleming is involved in the affair of the missing formula,” she said after a while, “then you may, indeed, have been correct in your notion that I caught her attention when I chose to take your last name.”

     “Yes.”

     “Now that you have appeared on the scene, her suspicions will have been confirmed. She must surely know who you are and that you are in pursuit of the formula.”

     “But she has every reason to think that her own identity as the thief is safe,” Gabriel said. “After all, she is not linked to the society in any obvious way. She will assume that I have no reason to suspect her.”

     “She may be the thief,” Venetia said, “but I can assure you that she is not the person I saw fleeing from the darkroom where Burton was murdered. I perceived Mrs.Fleming’s aura when I took her photograph. It was not the same as that of the fleeing man.”

     “You are quite certain?”

     “Positive.”

     He reflected on that for a moment. “I would not be surprised to discover that she is using someone else to do her killing for her. It is dangerous work.”

     Another shiver went through her. “Poor Mr. Burton. He is dead, in part, because of me. If he had not accepted that commission to follow me about and take pictures of me—”

     Gabriel moved very suddenly, catching her by surprise. He leaned forward and grasped both her wrists in his big hands, imprisoning her.

     “Do not,” he said evenly, “think for a single moment that you have any responsibility in that direction. Harold Burton is dead because he accepted a commission from a very dangerous person who employed him to invade your privacy. He must have known or guessed that his client did not harbor goodwill toward you. I won’t go so far as to suggest that he got what he deserved but I refuse to allow you to feel any guilt in the matter.”

     She gave him a shaky smile. “Thank you, Gabriel.”

     “Do you know,” he said, deceptively casual, “I believe that is the second time since we got into this carriage that you have called me by my given name. I like the sound of it on your lips.”

     The thrilling, seductive energy that always seemed to circulate in the atmosphere when she was with Gabriel abruptly intensified. She was acutely aware of the strength of his hands wrapped so gently yet so firmly around her wrists.

     He used his grip to pull her a little closer. His mouth came down on hers. She thought she knew his kisses well enough by now not to be startled by her own response but she was wrong. She tried to control the rush of hot excitement and the deep aching heat that threatened to melt her insides. She failed.

     With his mouth still holding hers captive, he freed one of her wrists to lower the carriage curtains. Then he stripped off her wig and went to work on the pins she had used to secure her real hair.

     The intoxicating intimacy of the carriage was her undoing. The vehicle suddenly became a ship sailing slowly through an uncharted sea of night and fog.

     This was the way it had been at Arcane House, she thought. She was free for a time. She did not have to think about the past or the future. There was no threat of Edward or Amelia accidentally stumbling onto a shocking scene of their older sister engaged in a bout of illicit passion. No concerns about alarming Aunt Beatrice or jeopardizing her career.

     When her hair tumbled down around her shoulders she heard Gabriel give a low, husky groan. His arms tightened around her.

     He kissed her heavily, drugging her with sensation. When she surfaced briefly from the delicious haze she realized that he had peeled off her evening jacket and tossed it aside on the seat.

     He rid himself of his own coat with a few swift, efficient moves. When he came back to her he reached for her bow tie. The knowledge that his fingers were shaking a little as he undid the knot thrilled her. He truly wanted her, she thought. Whatever else this might prove to be, it was no cold-blooded seduction. They were both consumed by the fires of a mutual passion.

     He got the tie undone. His hand slipped to the first stud of her crisply starched white linen shirt. She felt him smiling against her mouth.

     “Do you know,” he said, “I have never had occasion to undress a lady attired in a man’s clothes. It is more of a challenge than one would expect. I find myself having to do everything in reverse, as it were.”

     The remark surprised a little ripple of laughter out of her. Wildly emboldened, she tugged at the ends of his own bow tie.

     “Allow me to demonstrate,” she whispered.

     This time she unknotted his tie with more skill than she had used that night at Arcane House because she’d had some practice with men’s clothes, thanks to her adventures with Harrow.

     Gabriel responded to her every touch by quickening the pace at which he was undressing her. She did not realize that he had got her shirt undone until she felt his hand on her breast. She gripped his shoulders to steady herself. He bent his head to kiss her throat. Everything inside her tightened. Heat built.

     “Gabriel,” she whispered.

     She slipped her hands inside his shirt and flattened her palms against his chest.

     He sat back against the seat and cradled her across his thighs. Reaching down, he removed her shoes. She heard them drop to the floor of the carriage.

     The next thing she knew he had her trousers undone and had worked them down over her hips. The long drawers she wore underneath were next. Both garments disappeared into the shadows of the opposite seat.

     When she was left in only the unfastened white shirt, Gabriel kissed her as though both their lives depended upon it. She flinched a little when she felt his warm palm on the inside of her bare thigh. She had almost forgotten how exciting it felt to have him touch her like this. Almost.

     He shifted his hand higher. His palm closed over her. She drew a sharp breath, intensely aware of the gathering dampness between her legs.

     “You are already wet for me,” he said, half awed, half exultant. “You do not know how many times I have imagined having you like this again, how many times I’ve dreamed about it.”

     His mouth covered hers once more, invading, coaxing, demanding. She was swept up in the hot whirlpool of desire. He moved her, parting her legs and turning her so that she found herself braced astride his thighs, her knees on the velvet cushions.

     Startled by the strange position, she clenched his shoulders to find her balance. He curved one hand around her hip and slid the other between her legs, parting her.

     He began to stroke her, probing, testing, learning anew her secrets. Every touch seemed more intimate and more unbearably exciting than the last. He concentrated most of his attention on the small nubbin at the top of her cleft, working it with his thumb until she thought she would go mad. A great coiling tension built within the core of her body. The sense of urgency was overwhelming.

     “I cannot stand it,” she managed, digging her fingertips into his shoulders. “It is too much.”

     “Not nearly enough,” he said. “Not yet. I want to feel your pleasure when you come.”

     She realized vaguely that he was unfastening his own trousers. Then she felt the hard evidence of his fierce arousal pressing against the inside of her leg.

     She reached down and curled her fingers around his heavy length. He whispered something hot and dark and dangerous in her ear. She squeezed him gently.

     He sucked in a deep breath.

     Bending her head, she nipped his bare shoulder with her teeth.

     A shudder went through him.

     “Two can play at that game,” he warned.

     He did astonishing things with his hand. She had to fight for breath. The delicious tension was beyond bearing now.

     Without warning the gathering storm within her unleashed itself in dazzling waves of sensation.

     She would have cried out with pleasure but before the sound could emerge from her lips, Gabriel pulled her down firmly, inexorably, onto his heavy erection. He filled her in a single, surging thrust.

     She had been prepared for pain similar to what she had experienced the first time, but there was none. Only an exciting tightness that intensified the last fading pulses of her release.

     All of her senses reacted to the glorious shock of the physical and psychical connection. She did not even have to concentrate to see the dark light of Gabriel’s aura flaring in the confines of the cab. It flooded the small space, infused with the energy of her own aura, creating a stunning, nerve-shattering intimacy.

     When he climaxed a short time later the fierce, invisible fires leaped even higher. She felt rather than heard the beginnings of Gabriel’s exultant roar. It started as a low rumble in his chest. She realized that even though the driver of the carriage probably lacked the paranormal senses needed to perceive a flaring aura, his hearing was very likely quite sound.

     In the nick of time she managed to cover Gabriel’s mouth with her own. The roar became a muffled growl of triumph and masculine satisfaction.

      

     
      S
      OME TIME LATER she stirred in his arms. The sound of the carriage wheels and the steady clop of hooves assured her that they were still safely enclosed in the magic world inside the cab.

     Gabriel, who had been reclining in the corner of the seat with the air of a lion well satiated after a successful hunt, reached out to raise a curtain. Gaslights glowed in the fog.

     “We are passing the cemetery. We will soon be in Sutton Lane,” he observed.

     It dawned on her that the only thing she had on was the white shirt. Panic snapped through her.

     “Good heavens,” she yelped. “We cannot arrive at the front door in this condition.”

     She extricated herself from his grasp, dove for the opposite seat and scrambled madly to collect her clothes.

     It wasn’t easy donning a man’s attire in the cramped darkness of the carriage. Gabriel put his own clothes back together with a few practiced moves and then sat back to watch her struggles with interest.

     After a moment or two of watching her fight with her bow tie, he reached out to knot it for her.

     “Allow me to assist you, Mrs. Jones,” he said.

     The emphasis on her fictional name brought her head up sharply.

     “Gabriel—” she began, with absolutely no notion of what she was going to say next.

     “We will talk about this in the morning,” he said.

     His voice was oddly gentle but the words were a command, not a suggestion. A spark of anger burned away the anxiety she had been experiencing at the thought of arriving home half undressed.

     “I do hope you are not going to fret about what has happened between us,” she said, stuffing her hair up under her hat. “It would ruin everything if you did.”

     “I beg your pardon?”

     She sighed. “You must know that when we were at Arcane House, I did my best to seduce you.”

     “Yes, and you were quite brilliant at the business, if I may say so. I enjoyed the experience immensely.”

     She knew she was blushing furiously.

     “Yes, well, what I am trying to say is that while we were together at Arcane House I deliberately plotted to lure you into a night of illicit passion.”

     “Your point?”

     “My point being that things were different there.”

     “Different?”

     “We were two people alone together in a remote, secluded place.”

     “Except for the servants,” he said.

     She frowned. “Except for the servants, of course. But they were so discreet.” She was starting to ramble. This was dreadful. “It was as though we had been cast adrift on a tropical island.”

     “I don’t recall any palm trees.”

     She ignored that. “I explained to you that for that brief interlude I was free for the first time in my life. I did not have to worry about creating a scandal. I did not have to be concerned with shocking my elderly aunt or setting a poor example for my sister and brother. Arcane House was a place and a time that seemed to exist in another dimension, one that was far removed from the real world. You and I were the only people in that other realm.”

     “Except for the servants.”

     “Well, yes.”

     “About the palm trees that I can’t quite seem to recall.”

     “You are not taking this seriously, are you?”

     “Should I?”

     “Yes, this is extremely important.” She was growing more annoyed by the moment. “What I am trying to say is that tonight was a similar experience.”

     “I’m not sure about that. For starters there were no palm trees.”

     “Forget the damned palm trees. I am trying to explain that what happened at Arcane House and what happened in this carriage tonight are akin to the fleeting vapors of a dream, gone by dawn and not to be recalled in the light of day.”

     “That all sounds very poetic, my sweet, but what the devil does it mean?”

     “It means,” she said coldly, “that we will not discuss this matter any further. Is that understood?”

     The carriage rumbled to a halt. Venetia seized the stylish walking stick and turned quickly to peer out the window.

     There was a small but distinct thud.

     Gabriel cleared his throat. “You might want to watch where you swing that stick.”

     She realized that in her nervous agitation she had accidentally struck his leg.

     “I beg your pardon,” she said, utterly mortified.

     He rubbed his knee with one hand and opened the door with the other. “No need to be concerned. I doubt it will result in anything more than a slight limp.”

     Red-faced, she followed him out of the carriage and hurried up the steps. Gabriel paused to toss some coins to the driver.

     When she opened the door with her key she was relieved to discover that the rest of the household was abed. The very last thing she wanted to do tonight was confront her family and their questions about what she had discovered at the Janus Club. She needed time to recover her composure. A good night’s rest would put things to rights.

     The sconce in the front hall had been turned down low. She saw an envelope on the table and picked it up. It was addressed to Gabriel.

     “This is for you,” she said, handing it to him.

     “Thank you.” He closed the door, took the envelope and gave it a brief scrutiny. “It is from Montrose.”

     “Perhaps he has finally discovered something of interest in the membership records.”

     Gabriel ripped open the envelope and removed the note. He looked at it in silence for a few seconds.

     “Well?” she prompted.

     “It is written in one of the private codes used by members of the Arcane Society for personal correspondence. It will take me a while to decipher it. I’ll work on it tonight and let you know what it says at breakfast.”

     “But if it is a coded message it must be something very important.”

     “Not necessarily.” His mouth curved wryly as he pocketed the note. “Given the obsessively secretive nature of the majority of the society’s membership, virtually every message sent from one member to another is encrypted. This note from Montrose is likely nothing more than a request to meet with me tomorrow to discuss his progress.”

     “You will let me know immediately if it is important, won’t you?”

     “Of course,” he said easily. “But now I think we should both take ourselves upstairs to bed. It has been a long, eventful day.”

     “Yes, it has.” She started up the stairs, trying to think of something worldly to say. “I believe the evening was quite productive, though, don’t you?”

     “In a variety of ways.”

     The amused sensuality deepened her blush. Thank heavens the sconce on the landing had been turned down.

     “I was referring to the information that we garnered about Mrs. Fleming,” she said sternly.

     “In that way, also,” he agreed.

     She looked at him over her shoulder. “One cannot help but wonder what sort of secret Mr. Pierce’s friend possessed.”

     “Probably best that we never learn the answer to that,” Gabriel said.

     “You may be right.” She considered briefly and then shrugged. “Nevertheless, I think I can guess the mystery there.”

     “You believe that the secret has something to do with the fact that Pierce and his friends belong to a club whose members are women who enjoy dressing up as men?” Gabriel sounded amused rather than shocked.

     She whirled around, grasping the handrail. “You knew about the Janus Club?”

     “Not until we got there,” he admitted. “But it wasn’t hard to figure out once we arrived that things were somewhat out of the ordinary.”

     “But how—?”

     “I told you, women smell different. Any male who finds himself surrounded by a large group of females, regardless of how they are dressed, is going to become aware of that fact sooner or later. I suspect the reverse is also true.”

     “Hmm.” She pondered that briefly. “Did you know Harrow for a woman when you met her at the exhibition?”

     “Yes.”

     “You are far more perceptive than most,” she said. “Harrow has passed herself off as a gentleman in Society for some time now.”

     “How did you come to meet her? Or perhaps I should say him.”

     “I always speak of Harrow as a male.” She wrinkled her nose. “It is easier to keep his secret if I do that. To answer your question, he sought me out to commission a portrait shortly after I opened the gallery. He was one of my first clients, as a matter of fact.”

     “I see.”

     “In the course of the sitting I realized that he was a she, as it were. Harrow knew at once that I knew. I gave him my word that I would keep his secret. I don’t think he trusted me entirely at first, but after a while we became friends.”

     “Harrow knows that you understand how to keep secrets.”

     “Yes. He seems very intuitive that way.”

     “I see,” Gabriel said again.

     She frowned. “What is wrong?”

     He shrugged. “I find it interesting that Harrow went to the trouble of seeking out a new, unknown photographer who had not yet caught the attention of Society.”

     “I had already had a successful exhibition at Mr. Farley’s gallery,” she said, alarmed by the direction of his reasoning. “That is where Harrow first encountered my work. Really, sir, you cannot possibly suspect him of being involved in this affair of the formula.”

     “At this moment I am inclined to suspect everyone.”

     A strange chill went through her.

     “Even me?” she asked uneasily.

     He smiled. “I stand corrected. I should have said everyone except you.”

     She allowed herself to relax slightly. “You must promise me that if you ever again encounter Harrow or Mr. Pierce or any of the other members of the club, you will not let on that you are aware of their secret world,” she said.

     “I assure you, Venetia, I, too, know how to keep secrets.”

     Something in the softly spoken words sent another disturbing frisson across her nerves. A warning or a promise? she wondered.

     She stopped on the landing.

     “Good night,” she said.

     “Good night, Venetia. Sleep well.”

     She hurried along the corridor to the sanctuary of her bedroom.

      

     
      S
      OME TIME LATER she awoke quite suddenly in the way that one does when the sleeping mind registers a change in the atmosphere of a house. She lay quietly for a moment, listening intently.

     Perhaps Amelia or Beatrice or Edward had gone down to the kitchen for a late-night snack.

     She did not know what it was that made her shove the bedclothes aside and cross the cold floor to the window.

     She was just in time to see the shadowy figure of a man drift, ghostlike, through the fog-bound garden. The moon was out but the swirling mist was too thick to allow her to see the iron gate that opened onto the alley. She certainly knew its general location, however, and she could tell that the man down below her window was moving toward it in a confident manner. He is prowling unerringly toward his goal as though he possesses the night-hunting senses of a jungle cat, she thought. As if he can literally see in the dark.

     There was no need to concentrate to see his aura. She knew it was Gabriel.

     A second or two later he disappeared out of the garden into the night.

     Where was he going at this hour, and why had he left the house in such a stealthy manner? Something to do with the message from Montrose, she thought.

     Gabriel’s words came back to her. I assure you, Venetia, I, too, know how to keep secrets.
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        GABRIEL DESCENDED FROM the hansom and paid the driver. He waited until the vehicle had disappeared into the fog before he went back to the corner, entered the small park and stopped in the dense shadows of some trees.

     He stood there for a time, watching the street. There was very little traffic at this hour in this quiet neighborhood. The gas lamps illuminated small circles of fog in front of each doorway but they offered little useful light.

     When he was certain that he was not being followed, he left the park and walked through the mist to the entrance of the alley.

     Moving into the narrow passage was like entering a mysterious small-scale jungle. The night and the fog were heavier here. A rush of small, scurrying sounds erupted as the local predators and prey got out of his way. Strange odors fouled the atmosphere.

     He walked carefully, in part to avoid the echo of his own boot steps but also to be certain that he did not lose his footing in the noxious brew of rotting garbage that littered his path.

     Mentally he counted off the iron gates until he came to the one in the middle of the row, the one that marked Montrose’s address.

     He studied the windows. All but one were dark. The single window that was illuminated was upstairs and covered by a curtain. If it had not been for a thin crack in the drapes, it, too, would have appeared unlit. Montrose’s study.

     As he watched, he saw the light shift subtly at the edge of the curtain.

     He thought about the message that had been waiting for him in the hall at Sutton Lane. It had taken him a few minutes in the privacy of his attic room to decipher it. By the time he had finished the task, his psychical senses, already aroused from the heated lovemaking in the carriage, were in full sail.

     
      
       I have come across some disturbing information. I think it best that we meet as soon as possible. Please come to my address at your earliest convenience, regardless of the hour. I advise you not to tell anyone whom you are meeting. It would be best for all concerned if you were not seen in my street. Use the garden entrance.
      

      
       M.
      

     

     Just as well he had not deciphered the note in front of Venetia, Gabriel thought. She was far too perceptive. He might have given away the secretive nature of the message, even if he had managed to keep the details to himself. She would have noticed his concern and immediately plied him with questions. Just to be on the safe side, he had waited until he was reasonably certain that she was asleep before making his way out the back door.

     He felt around the top of the gate, searching for the latch. His fingers brushed against cold iron.

     Energy burned through his palm and skittered erratically across his paranormal senses. The shock of sensation shafted through him. The spoor was very fresh.

     Someone intent on cold-blooded violence had passed through this gate quite recently. His hunting instincts thrilled to the challenge.

     When he was relatively certain that he had all of his senses back under control he took his pistol out of his pocket and grasped the latch a second time.

     The gate opened, squeaking only a little on its hinges. Pistol in hand, he slipped into the garden.

     The light shifted again in the single illuminated window upstairs. He looked up just in time to see the lamp go out inside the study.

     If that was the killer moving around up there, it was possible that Montrose was already dead. The villain would no doubt leave by the back door. The logical thing to do was to wait for him to exit the house and try to seize him by surprise when he emerged.

     But what if the monster had not yet completed his mission? What if Montrose was alive? Perhaps there was still time.

     Gabriel removed his boots and braced himself for the jolt he knew was coming. He put his hand cautiously on the knob of the kitchen door.

     This time he was ready for the paranormal burn. The only effect it had on his psychical senses was to heighten them. The desire to hunt was as strong in him now as the desire to make love to Venetia had been earlier in the evening.

     The door was unlocked. He opened it very slowly, praying that there would be no loud groan from the hinges.

     In spite of his best efforts, there was a faint squeak but he doubted that anyone upstairs with normal hearing would have caught the soft sound.

     He stood listening for a moment. There was no telltale rush of footsteps or creak of floorboards overhead. More important, there was none of the unmistakable taint of recent death. With luck, that meant that Montrose was still alive.

     At this end of the hall there was only deep night. But when he looked toward the opposite end he could see the pale glow of the streetlamps filtering through the narrow panes of glass that bordered the front door. The main staircase would be at that end of the hall, but to use it, he would have to put himself into the weak light that radiated through the glass. No sense making a target of himself, he thought.

     He knew there was a set of servants’ stairs here at the back of the house. He had seen Montrose’s housekeeper use them.

     With his excellent night vision he could make out the opening to the stairs next to the kitchen. He gripped the door frame cautiously, half expecting another flash of seething energy. But nothing seared his senses. The killer had not come this way. If he was upstairs, he had used the main staircase. That made sense, Gabriel thought. Why would the villain trouble himself with the cramped stairs designed for the servants?

     He started up the narrow stairs, listening intently. There was someone in the house, someone who had no right to be here. He could sense it. But nothing moved in the stillness.

     When he reached the top of the stairs he found himself looking into another hall. This one was weakly lit by the moon filtering through the windows of the main staircase. If there was anyone waiting in the corridor, the person was not breathing or moving.

     He glided out into the hall, gun at the ready. No one leaped at him. That was very likely not a good sign, he thought. He was not the only hunter here tonight. The villain was lying in wait for him.

     He knew that Montrose’s study, the room that had been lit when he arrived in the garden a moment ago, was located to his right at the back of the house. From where he stood he could see that the door to that room was closed.

     There was nothing for it, he thought. He would have to open the door.

     He moved down the hall to the door of the study and stood for a few seconds, reaching out for information with all of his senses.

     There was someone inside the room. He touched the doorknob very lightly. Another sizzling jolt of energy flashed through him.

     The killer had entered the study.

     The knob turned easily in his palm. He flattened himself against the side of the wall and opened the door.

     There was no flash of exploding gunpowder. No one rushed at him with a knife.

     Someone was inside the study, though. He was certain of it.

     He crouched low and peered cautiously around the edge of the doorway. He did not need his psychical senses to make out the silhouette of a man seated in a chair near the window.

     Montrose squirmed awkwardly and made muffled noises. Gabriel realized that the old man was bound to the chair. A gag muffled the sounds he was trying to make.

     “Mmmph.”

     Relief blazed through Gabriel. Montrose was alive.

     He glanced quickly around the room. Montrose was the only occupant but Gabriel’s hunting intuition was riding him hard, making him intensely aware that the killer was still inside the house.

     Ignoring the desperate sounds Montrose was making, he turned his attention back to the heavily shadowed hallway. He could see the outlines of at least three more doors. Toward the far end of the hall a narrow, rectangular object loomed against the wall. A table, he thought, with a pair of candlesticks on top.

     
      “Mmmph,” Montrose mumbled again.

     Gabriel did not respond. Keeping his back to the wall, he edged along the corridor. When he came to the first closed door he put his hand on the knob.

     He sensed nothing of the foul psychical energy that had been left on the door of the study. The killer had not entered this room.

     He shifted to the opposite wall and went to the next closed door. When he touched the knob he got the all-too-familiar splash of roiling energy.

     Anticipation leaped within him. He kicked the door inward and simultaneously threw himself to the floor, gun gripped in both hands.

     It was the faintest whisper of sensation behind him that told him he had miscalculated badly.

     The door that he had just checked and dismissed as untainted had been opened.

     He barely had time to register his grave mistake when he heard the near-silent rush of oncoming death.

     There was no time to get to his feet or even his knees. He twisted awkwardly onto his left side, trying to get his right arm and the gun directed toward the approaching threat.

     He was too late. Like some faceless menace in a nightmare, a dark figure leaped out of the deep shadows of the other bedroom. Gabriel could see that the villain’s features were obscured by a mask made of dark cloth. The weak light from the far end of the hall glinted on the blade of a knife.

     There was no time to aim. Gabriel knew, even as he pulled the trigger, that he was going to miss his target. He could only hope that the shot would distract his attacker. Nothing like having a gun go off nearby to make one reconsider one’s original plan.

     A great roar of sound deafened his heightened sense of hearing. The acrid smell and smoke of gunpowder filled the hall.

     The attacker did not waver.

     It dawned on Gabriel that the villain was coming at him with great precision.

     
      He knows I’m down here on the floor. He can see me as clearly as I can see him.
     

     There was no time for further reflection. The attacker was upon him, kicking out violently with one foot.

     The blow slammed into Gabriel’s shoulder, rendering his arm instantly numb. He heard the gun clatter to the floor and slide away into the bedroom.

     In the next instant the villain was slashing downward with the point of the knife, aiming for Gabriel’s midsection.

     Gabriel wrenched himself violently to the side, rolling to evade the strike. The blade flashed past and thudded into the floor. The attacker was forced to jerk it violently in order to free it.

     Taking advantage of the second’s respite, Gabriel surged to his feet. He flexed his nerveless fingers, trying to regain his sense of feeling.

     The attacker got the knife out of the floor and sprang toward him.

     Gabriel danced backward, putting some distance between them while he searched for a weapon. Out of the corner of his eye he caught a glimpse of the table at the end of the hall on his right.

     Using his uninjured hand, he grabbed one of the heavy silver candlesticks that decorated the table.

     The nightmare man was closing in again, clearly expecting Gabriel to keep retreating toward the staircase.

     His only chance, Gabriel thought, was to do something unexpected.

     He hurled himself to the side, instead of moving back. He came up hard against the wall. The attacker whirled with terrifying speed but Gabriel was already swinging the candlestick with all of his strength.

     The heavy candlestick struck the killer’s forearm near the wrist. The man grunted in pain. The knife bounced onto the floor.

     Gabriel swung again, aiming for his opponent’s skull. The man dodged reflexively, stumbling backward. Gabriel closed in on him.

     The villain whirled and made for the main staircase. Gabriel dropped the candlestick, collected the knife and went after his opponent.

     The attacker was three full strides ahead. He reached the stairs and plunged downward, one hand on the banister to keep himself from tumbling headfirst to the bottom.

     He arrived at the foot of the stairs, yanked open the front door and fled into the night.

     Every instinct Gabriel possessed urged him to pursue his quarry. But logic and reason surfaced through the haze of his bloodlust. He reached the bottom of the staircase and went to the door. He stood looking out into the street for a moment, trying to determine the direction in which the would-be killer had fled. But the night and the fog had swallowed up all traces of the fleeing man.

     Gabriel closed the door and loped back upstairs and down the hall to the study. He turned up the lamp and removed the gag from Montrose’s mouth.

     Montrose spit out the fabric and gave Gabriel a disgusted look.

     “I tried to tell you, the villain went through the connecting door between these two rooms.” He angled his head toward the side wall of the study. “He didn’t go out into the hall. He was lying in wait for you in that other bedroom.”

     Gabriel looked at the door that he had ignored earlier when he had done a quick survey of the room. He thought about how he had been so certain that his paranormal sense of touch would provide him with the clues he needed to determine the killer’s hiding place.

     “So much for relying on my psychical abilities,” he said.

     “Psychical senses don’t replace logic and common sense,” Montrose growled.

     “You know, Mr. Montrose, you sound a lot like my father when you say things like that.”

     “There is something you should know,” Montrose said. “Whoever he was, he took the photograph of the strongbox lid that you gave me. I saw him tuck it inside his shirt while he waited for you. He seemed surprised to find it but he was clearly very pleased.”
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        WHAT DID YOU TELL the police?” Venetia asked.

     “The truth,” Gabriel said. He downed a healthy swallow of the brandy he had just poured. “After a fashion.”

     Montrose cleared his throat. “Naturally, we did not burden their inquiries with a great deal of extraneous information that would have been quite useless to them. We explained that an intruder had entered my house, bound and gagged me and was searching the place for valuables when Gabriel arrived and drove him off.”

     “In other words, you didn’t mention the alchemist’s formula,” Venetia said. She did not bother to conceal her exasperation.

     Montrose and Gabriel exchanged glances.

     “Didn’t see the need, quite frankly,” Montrose said smoothly. “This is Arcane Society business, after all. There’s not much the police can do.”

     “You didn’t see the need?” Venetia drummed her fingers on the arm of her chair. “You were both very nearly murdered this evening. How can you say there was no reason to tell the police about a possible motive?”

     Her nerves would never be the same, she thought. When Gabriel had walked into the front hall a short time ago, disheveled and bruised, the cold fires of battle still glittering in his eyes, she had not known whether to sob with relief or rail at him like a fishwife. It was only the fact that the elderly Montrose was with him that had constrained her from doing either.

     One look was all she needed to understand that some great disaster had befallen them. There would be time enough for a lecture later, she told herself.

     The entire household was awake and crowded into the small parlor. She was in her dressing gown and slippers. So were Amelia and Beatrice. Edward, having heard the commotion, had rushed downstairs in his nightclothes to see what all the excitement was about.

     Beatrice had taken charge of administering to Montrose and Gabriel. To everyone’s relief, she had announced that the damage did not appear extensive.

     Mrs. Trench had rushed back and forth between the kitchen and the parlor several times, checking to see if the gentlemen need anything else. A slice of meat pie, perhaps, to build up their strength.

     Venetia had thanked her and urged her to return to bed. When Mrs. Trench had reluctantly departed, Venetia poured tea all around, although Gabriel appeared more interested in the large glass of brandy in his hand.

     “The thing is, we can’t be certain of the villain’s motive,” Gabriel said, placating. “We can only surmise his intentions. When you come right down to the crux of the matter, there really was not much we could give to the police.”

     Venetia looked at Montrose. “Did the intruder say anything to you, sir?”

     “Very little.” Montrose snorted softly. “I didn’t even know he was in the house until he surprised me in my study. Thought at first he was just a common thief. He tied me to the chair, gagged me and then set about searching the room. As soon as he found the photograph of the strongbox he appeared quite satisfied. He did make it clear that he knew that Gabriel was on his way, however.”

     Gabriel absently rubbed his jaw. “He must have intercepted the message you sent me earlier, sir.”

     Montrose’s bushy brows bunched together. “What message?”

     They all looked at him. Montrose became even more confused.

     “You didn’t send a message to Mr. Jones?” Venetia asked.

     “No,” Montrose said. “I haven’t made much progress in my research into the family connections of the various members of the society, I’m sorry to say. Every time I spot someone who might make a possible suspect for Gabriel to investigate, it turns out that the individual is either deceased or living in some foreign clime.”

     A terrible dread swept through Venetia. She turned to Gabriel.

     “The message was intended to lure you to Mr. Montrose’s house so that the villain could try to murder you,” she whispered.

     Beatrice, Amelia and Edward stared at Gabriel.

     “Actually, he intended to kill both Mr. Montrose and myself,” Gabriel said. His tone suggested that the plan for a dual murder was somehow a mitigating circumstance that left him blameless.

     Venetia wanted to pound her fists against his chest in frustration.

     Montrose cleared his throat apologetically. “Among the few things the intruder did tell me was that he intended to set fire to the house after he’d dealt with Gabriel. Planned to use the gas. Doubt if anyone would have thought twice about the disaster afterward. Certainly wouldn’t have been able to prove murder. Such accidents are common enough.”

     Beatrice shuddered. “That is true. So many people fail to take proper precautions with the mains and the jets. Well, sir, I must say, you are fortunate that the villain did not murder you in cold blood while he waited for Mr. Jones to arrive.”

     “The fellow explained that he couldn’t do that,” Montrose said.

     Amelia tilted her head slightly. “Never say he had some scruples about murdering you, sir?”

     “None whatsoever,” Montrose assured her cheerfully. “The villain claimed that the smell of blood and death would warn Gabriel as soon as he opened the door of the house. I think he feared that in such a situation Gabriel would do the intelligent thing and summon a policeman before he went inside to investigate.”

     “I think it is safe to say that it is highly unlikely that Mr. Jones would have done such an intelligent thing,” Venetia muttered darkly. “It is quite probable that he would have rushed straight in to see what the matter was.”

     Gabriel was amused. “Just as you did the night you went into the darkroom at the exhibition hall and discovered Burton’s corpse?”

     She flushed. “That was another situation entirely.”

     “Indeed?” he raised his brows. “In what way was it different?”

     “Never mind,” she said, putting as much frost into her words as possible.

     Beatrice peered at Montrose over the rims of her spectacles. “I understand the villain intended to murder both you and Mr. Jones, but why did he plan to set fire to your house?”

     Venetia saw Montrose and Gabriel exchange what could only be described as veiled looks. She’d had enough of Arcane Society secrets.

     “What is going on here?” she demanded.

     Gabriel hesitated and then an air of stoic resignation settled on him.

     “It is one thing to do away with a person who has no important connections,” he said. “One incurs considerably more risk when one murders someone who possesses powerful friends or relatives.”

     “Yes, I see what you mean,” Venetia said. “If you and Mr. Montrose had been found murdered, there would likely have been an extensive investigation by the police. The killer was no doubt aware of that and hoped to cover his tracks by leaving his victims’ corpses to be consumed by what would appear to be an ordinary house fire.”

     Montrose chuckled.

     Edward watched him curiously. “What is so amusing, sir?”

     Montrose bobbed his eyebrows at him. “I doubt that anyone would have paid too much attention to the murder of an elderly man who did not go out much and who had no important social connections. But it would have been quite another affair if Gabriel Jones had been found stabbed to death. Why, there would have been hell to pay and that’s a fact. Pardon my language, ladies.”

     There was a short, startled silence. Venetia looked at Gabriel. He was even more grim-faced than he had been a moment ago.

     “What,” Beatrice said very deliberately, “do you mean by that, Mr. Montrose?”

     “Yes,” Amelia added. “We are all quite fond of Mr. Jones, of course, but I do not think that we can claim to be what anyone would call powerful friends. I doubt the police would have paid much attention to any of us if we had tried to insist upon an extensive investigation.”

     Montrose was clearly bewildered by their reaction. “By powerful friends, I was referring to the Council of the Arcane Society, of course, to say nothing of the Master himself. I assure you, there would have been an enormous amount of pressure brought to bear if it transpired that the heir to the Master’s Chair had been murdered.”
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         I THINK,” VENETIA SAID COOLLY, “that you had better explain precisely who you are, Mr. Jones.”

     He had known that he would have to deal with this sooner or later, Gabriel reminded himself. He had hoped to put it off for a while but fate had conspired against him. The entire household was watching him. Montrose, aware that he was the one who had created the problem, was paying close attention to his tea.

     “Are you really going to become the next Master of the Arcane Society, sir?” Edward asked, clearly enthralled by the notion.

     “Not until after my father decides to retire,” Gabriel said. “I’m afraid it is one of those old-fashioned ceremonial posts that is handed down through families.”

     Montrose coughed and sputtered on a swallow of tea. Beatrice handed him a napkin.

     “Thank you, Miss Sawyer,” Montrose mumbled into the napkin. “Ceremonial posts. Hah. Wait until your father hears that one, Gabriel.”

     “What will you get to do as Master of the society?” Edward continued, intrigued. “Will you carry a sword?”

     “No,” Gabriel said. “There is no sword involved, fortunately. For the most part, it is a rather dull career.”

     Montrose opened his mouth in a manner that suggested that he was going to contradict that statement also. Gabriel shot him a silencing look.

     Montrose went back to his tea.

     “I will conduct the occasional meeting,” Gabriel explained to Edward. “Review the names of those who have been recommended for membership, establish committees to oversee various areas of research and so on and so forth.”

     “Oh.” Edward did not bother to conceal his disappointment. “That does sound quite boring.”

     “Yes, precisely,” Gabriel said.

     Venetia did not appear entirely convinced, he noticed. But then, she had seen the collection of relics and artifacts housed at Arcane House. He knew that she had been sensitive to the residual psychical energy emitted by some of them.

     Time to change the subject, he decided.

     “Due to events tonight, the situation has changed,” he said quietly. “I can no longer assume that this household is safe. The killer has made it plain that he is willing to use others as pawns in his scheme, and I cannot be here every minute of the day and night to protect you. I must be free to continue my investigation. Therefore, it will be necessary to take certain steps.”

     Venetia watched him warily. “What sort of steps?”

     “Tomorrow morning everyone in this household will pack for an extended stay in the country,” he said. “You will all take the afternoon train to a seaside village called Graymoor. That includes you, sir,” he added to Montrose. “I will send a telegram ahead. You will be met by people I know well who will identify themselves to you. They will convey you to a safe location.”

     Venetia stared at him, dumbfounded. “What on earth do you mean, sir?”

     “What about the gallery?” Amelia asked anxiously. “Venetia has several important sittings this week.”

     “Your shopgirl, Maud, will manage the gallery,” Gabriel said. “She can reschedule the sittings.”

     Edward bounced up and down in his chair. “I like trains. We took one when we came here to London. May I pack my kite, sir?”

     “Yes,” Gabriel said. He kept an eye on Venetia the way one keeps an eye on a volcano that is on the verge of erupting.

     “No,” she said. “That is impossible. Or, rather, I should say it is not possible for me to leave London. Beatrice, Amelia and Edward can be sent away for a time but I cannot cancel my sittings. Exclusive clients do not appreciate that sort of treatment. Furthermore, I have another exhibition next Tuesday night. It is the most important one to date.”

     He had known this was not going to be easy, Gabriel told himself.

     “We cannot take any more chances, Venetia,” he said. “Your safety and the safety of your family is our most important priority.”

     She straightened her shoulders. “I appreciate your concern, sir. And I agree completely that Edward, Amelia and Beatrice must be protected. But there is another priority that must be given equal consideration.”

     “What is that?” he asked.

     “The future of my professional career,” she said.

     “Damnation, where is your common sense? You cannot mean to put your business interests above your own safety.”

     “You do not comprehend, Mr. Jones,” she said. “Those sittings that you want me to cancel and that exhibition are crucial to my family’s financial security. You cannot expect me to walk away from my schedule. There is too much at stake.”

     He looked at her across the small space. “I understand the critical nature of your career. But your life is more important.”

     “I would appreciate it, Mr. Jones, if you would bear in mind certain facts.”

     “What facts?” He was very close to losing what little remained of his temper. He sensed that Venetia was struggling just as hard to hold on to hers.

     “After you have found your missing formula, you will likely disappear again, Mr. Jones,” she said. “Aunt Beatrice, Amelia and Edward and I will be on our own. To be blunt, sir, the profits from my photography commissions are all that stand between us and a life of desperation and poverty. I cannot put that future at risk. You must not ask me to do so.”

     “If it is money that concerns you, I will see to it that you do not sink into poverty in the future.”

     “We do not take charity, sir,” she said tightly. “Nor can we afford to be placed in the position of depending upon an income from a gentleman who has no strong connection to this family. We discovered the precariousness of that sort of situation after Father was killed.”

     Gabriel felt his temper flare. I am not your father, he wanted to shout. It took every ounce of willpower he possessed to keep his anger leashed.

     “I must insist that you go to the country with the others, Venetia,” he said in a tone that he knew was stone cold.

     She rose to her feet, clutching the lapels of her dressing gown, and faced him in the firelight.

     “Mr. Jones, may I remind you that you have no right to insist upon anything. You are a guest here, not the master of this house.”

     She might as well have slapped his face, he thought. Pain swept through him, mingling with the cold heat left over from the battle with the killer.

     He said nothing. He did not trust himself to say one damned word.

     No one else in the room stirred so much as a hair. He knew they were all shocked by the confrontation, uncertain what to say or how to react. Edward looked frightened.

     The silent battle raged for what seemed like an eternity but what in reality lasted only a few seconds.

     Without another word, Venetia turned and walked out into the hall. Gabriel listened to her footsteps. By the time she reached the stairs, she was in full flight. A moment later he heard the door of her bedroom slam shut.

     Everyone else in the parlor heard it, too. They all turned back to him.

     “Sir?” Edward asked uncertainly. “What about Venetia?”

     Amelia swallowed, visibly shaken. “I know her very well, sir. If she feels she must stay here in London, there will be nothing you can do to convince her otherwise.”

     “She is committed to taking care of this family, Mr. Jones,” Beatrice said quietly. “I fear you will never be able to dissuade her from what she views as her responsibilities, not even if her life is at risk.”

     He looked at each of them in turn.

     “I will take care of her,” he said.

     The tension eased. He knew that they had accepted the statement for the solemn vow that it was.

     “Everything will be all right, in that case,” Edward said.
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        GABRIEL SLUNG his overcoat around his shoulders like a cloak and let himself out into the fog-shrouded garden. He needed to move, to prowl, anything to work off the preternatural awareness and the restlessness that still heated his blood.

     It was as if the hunter inside him was expecting another villain to leap out of the shadows—perhaps even looking forward to another such encounter. He ached for release in the form of an act of violence or an act of passion; either would no doubt suffice. But neither was available to him, so he would pace.

     The argument with Venetia had only made an already untenable situation worse. He needed the darkness and the silence of the night to help him order his thoughts, soothe the savage beast and allow him to regain full control.

     Behind him the household was once again abed. It was also filled to the brim. He would be sharing the attic room with Montrose tonight.

     Montrose had insisted that he was perfectly capable of going home alone but he had been through an ordeal and Gabriel had been unwilling to put him at risk a second time. There was no telling what the killer would do next now that he had been thwarted.

     Gabriel moved off the small stone terrace and onto the little path that wound through the tiny garden. He had known from the outset that Venetia would be difficult to handle, he reminded himself. Indeed, he had welcomed the feminine challenge she presented. But deep down he had always assumed that in a toe-to-toe confrontation between them he could impose his will on her.

     It was not male arrogance that had led him to that belief, he thought; not simply the fact that he was a man and she was a woman and therefore she would, in the end, submit. On the contrary, he had been certain that in a crisis she would obey him for the simple reason that she was quite intelligent and would realize he was trying to protect her.

     But he had failed to take into account the fact that she had her own responsibilities and obligations. He had blundered badly. The knowledge did not improve his mood.

     The kitchen door squeaked faintly.

     “Gabriel?” Venetia sounded tentative, as though she thought he might bite. “Are you all right?”

     He stopped and looked back at her through the fog. He wondered if she was viewing his aura. There was no way she could see him through the heavy vapor.

     “Yes,” he said.

     “I saw you from my bedroom window. I was afraid that you were leaving again.”

     Had that possibility genuinely worried her? he wondered.

     “I felt the need of some fresh air,” he said.

     She came toward him slowly, but she did not falter. She knew exactly where she was going. She must be viewing his aura, he thought, using it as a guide.

     “I was concerned,” she said. “You have been in a strange mood since you came home tonight. You are not yourself. That is only to be expected after what you went through at Mr. Montrose’s house.”

     Icy amusement flickered through him. “You are wrong, Venetia. I regret to inform you that I am, in fact, very much myself tonight. Too much so, unfortunately.”

     She stopped a short distance away. “I don’t understand.”

     “It would be best if you went back to bed.”

     She came a little closer. He could see that she was still garbed in the cozy dressing gown she had put on earlier. Her arms were wrapped tightly around herself.

     “Tell me what is wrong,” she said, surprisingly gentle.

     “You know what is wrong.”

     “I realize that you are annoyed with me because I will not agree to leave London tomorrow but I do not believe that is the only reason for your present state. Is it your nerves? Are they overwrought because of the dreadful encounter this evening?”

     He gave a short, sharp laugh. “My nerves. Yes. That is no doubt as logical an explanation as any other.”

     “Gabriel, please. Tell me why you are acting like this.”

     The wall inside him crumbled without warning. Perhaps it was because he wanted her so badly or perhaps it was because his self-control had been pushed to the limit tonight. Whatever the case, he’d had his fill of keeping certain secrets.

     “Damn it to hell and back,” he said. “You say you want the truth? Then you shall have it.”

     She said nothing.

     “What you are witnessing is an aspect of my nature that I have spent my entire adult life attempting to conceal. Most of the time I am successful. Tonight, however, during the battle in Montrose’s house, the creature escaped from its cage for a time. It will take me a while to get it back under lock and key.”

     “Creature? What on earth are you talking about?”

     “Tell me, Venetia, are you acquainted with the work of Mr. Darwin?”

     There was a moment of acute silence. The fog grew colder around him.

     “Somewhat,” she finally said very carefully. “My father was fascinated with Mr. Darwin’s notions of natural selection and talked about them at some length. But I am certainly no scientist.”

     “Neither am I. But I have studied Darwin’s works and the writings of others who echo his thoughts on the subject of what he termed ‘descent with modification.’ There is a compelling logic and simplicity to the theory.”

     “My father used to say that is the hallmark of all great insights.”

     “Most of the members of the Arcane Society are convinced that paranormal talents represent latent senses in mankind that should be studied, researched and encouraged in our species. In cases such as your ability to see auras, perhaps they are right. Where is the harm in viewing an aura?”

     “What is your point?”

     “I, too, possess certain paranormal senses.”

     He waited for her reaction. It was not long in coming.

     “I suspected as much,” she said. “I sensed the energy in you when we were…together at Arcane House and then again in the carriage tonight. And I remembered how you could make out those two men in the woods three months ago. I noticed how you made your way out of the garden earlier this evening. It was as if you could see in the dark.”

     “You sensed my psychical abilities?”

     “Yes. They are the talents that allow you to move through the night with the ease of a hunting cat, are they not?”

     He stilled. “The phrase hunting cat is more accurate than you can possibly know. Beast of prey is a better term. When I employ my psychical senses, I become another kind of creature altogether, Venetia.”

     “What do you mean?”

     “What if the paranormal senses such as the kind I possess are not new characteristics brought about by the forces of natural selection, but rather just the opposite?”

     She took a step forward. “No, Gabriel, you must not talk like that.”

     “What if my ability to detect the psychical spoor of others of our kind who are bent on violence is actually some atavistic sense that is, in fact, in the process of being weeded out of our species by the great forces of natural selection? What if I am some sort of throwback to something that does not belong in this modern age. What if I am a monster?”

     “Stop it, do you hear me?” She closed the space between them in a single stride. “You will not speak such nonsense. You are not a monster. You are a man. If possessing paranormal abilities makes one a beast, then I, too, am somehow less than human. Do you believe that?”

     
      “No.”
     

     “Then your logic is faulty, is it not?”

     “You do not understand what happens to me when I employ my psychical senses.”

     “Gabriel, I admit that I do not pretend to comprehend the precise nature of our metaphysical abilities. But what is so odd about that? I do not understand how it is that I can see, hear, taste, or smell, either. I do not know why or how I dream nor do I know what is going on inside my brain when I read a book or listen to music. I cannot even explain why I take pleasure in my photography. What is more, the scientists and philosophers cannot give me the answers, either—at least not yet.”

     “Yes, but everyone can do those things that you describe.”

     “That is not true. Some do not possess one or more senses and certainly no two people employ their senses in the same way or to the same degree. We all know that two people may look at the same picture or eat the same food or smell the same flower and each will describe the experience differently.”

     “I am different.”

     “We are all different in some way. What is so strange about the notion that some psychical senses are merely more acute versions of the normal senses that we already possess?”

     She did not understand, he thought.

     “Tell me, Venetia, when you employ your paranormal senses, do you pay a price?” he asked quietly.

     She hesitated. “I hadn’t thought about it in quite that way, but, yes, I suppose I do.”

     That stopped him for a moment. “What does it cost you?”

     “When I concentrate to view a person’s aura, my other senses grow dim,” she said quietly. “The world around me seems to lose color. It is like looking at the negative of a photograph. If I try to move it is like walking through a landscape where all the light and shadows are reversed. It is disorienting, to say the least.”

     “What I experience is far more disturbing.”

     “Tell me what it is that concerns you about your psychical senses,” she said as calmly as though they were discussing an interesting bit of natural history lore.

     He shoved one hand through his hair, searching for the words. He had never discussed this with anyone except Caleb, and then only in an oblique manner that had left much unsaid by both of them.

     “When I encounter the fresh taint of violence, it is as though I have consumed a powerful drug,” he said slowly. “A predatory lust is unleashed inside me. It is as if I am compelled to hunt.”

     “You say it is the spoor of violence that arouses this sensation?”

     He nodded. “I can use my psychical senses without arousing the hunting lust but when I encounter the psychical traces of another who is intent on violence, a dark passion threatens to consume me. If I had caught the man who came into Montrose’s house tonight, I could have killed him without hesitation. The only reason I would have allowed him to live was because I wanted answers from him. That is wrong. I am supposed to be a modern, civilized man.”

     “He was the beast, not you. You were engaged in a fight for your life and the life of Mr. Montrose. It is no wonder that your strongest emotions were aroused.”

     “They are not civilized emotions. They come upon me like a dark passion. What if someday I am unable to control the sensation? What if I become like the man in Montrose’s house?”

     “You have nothing in common with him,” she said, startlingly fierce.

     “I fear you are wrong,” he said quietly. “I think he and I may have a great deal in common. He could see as well as I can in the dark and he was very, very quick in his movements. What is more, he knew enough about my abilities to lay a clever trap for me by leaving a false trail through the house for me to follow. He and I are two of a kind, Venetia.”

     She reached up and caught his face between her palms. “Gabriel, tell me, after that man fled, did you feel the urge to seek another’s death?”

     The question made no sense to him. “What?”

     “Your prey escaped. Did you feel an impulse to find another victim?”

     Baffled, he shook his head once. “The hunt was over.”

     “You did not fear that you would harm Mr. Montrose while you were still in the grip of this predatory lust you described?”

     “Why the devil would I want to hurt Montrose?”

     She smiled in the shadows. “A wild beast would not distinguish between his victims while under the influence of his baser instincts. Only a civilized man does that.”

     “But I did not feel civilized. That is what I am attempting to explain.”

     “Shall I tell you why it never crossed your mind to hurt Montrose or anyone else, for that matter, after the villain escaped?”

     He was off balance now, a little dazed. “Why?”

     “You are called to hunt because you are compelled to protect that which is in your charge. That is why you went into the house in the first place tonight. You can be extremely stubborn and quite arrogant at times, Gabriel, but I have never, for one moment, doubted that you would put your own life at risk to protect others.”

     He did not know what to say so he kept silent.

     “I knew that much about you from the moment we met,” she continued. “You proved it the night you sent your housekeeper and me out of harm’s way at Arcane House. You proved it again in your own blockheaded fashion by avoiding all contact with me because you did not want to draw me into danger. When you did deign to show up on my doorstep it was because you felt obliged to protect me. And you gave fresh evidence of that aspect of your nature tonight when you went to Mr. Montrose’s rescue and when you determined to send my family away to the country.”

     “Venetia—”

     “Your fears are groundless,” she said. “You are not a wild beast that succumbs to a savage bloodlust. You are a guardian at heart.” She smiled. “I will not go so far as to call you a guardian angel, even though you are named Gabriel, but you were most certainly born to shield and protect.”

     He caught her shoulders. “If that is true, why did I want to throw myself on you the moment I walked through the door of your house tonight? Why is it all I can do to not strip that dressing gown off you, put you down on the ground and lose myself in you right now?”

     Her hands did not leave his face. “You did not drag me off to bed earlier because it was not the right place or time. And we both know that you are not going to make love to me out here in the garden tonight. You are in control of all of your passions, sir.”

     “You cannot know that.”

     “Yes, I do.” She stood on tiptoe and brushed her mouth against his. “Good night, Gabriel. I will see you in the morning. Try to get some sleep.”

     She turned and walked toward the house.

     As always, his body responded to the challenge she had flung down.

     “One more thing,” he said softly.

     She paused at the door. “Yes?”

     “Out of curiosity, what is to prevent me from putting you down on the ground and making love to you tonight?”

     “Why, because it is ever so damp and chilly out here, of course. Not at all comfortable or healthful. We would both no doubt wake up with a severe case of rheumatism or a bad cold in the morning.”

     She opened the door and disappeared into the hall. Her soft laughter was like an exotic perfume. It lingered long after she was gone, warming him.

     Some time later he made his way up the stairs to the small room at the top of the house. Montrose stirred slightly in the shadows of the small bed.

     “That you, Jones?” he asked.

     “Yes, sir.” He unfolded the blankets that Mrs. Trench had left on a chair and fashioned a bed on the floor.

     “No business of mine, of course,” Montrose said, “but I must admit I’m a trifle confused. Mind if I ask why you’re sleeping up here in the attic?”

     Gabriel started to unfasten his shirt. “It’s somewhat complicated, sir.”

     “Damnation, you’re a married man. And I must say, Mrs. Jones appears to be quite fit. Why aren’t you downstairs with her?”

     Gabriel slung his torn shirt over the back of the chair. “I believe I explained that Mrs. Jones and I were secretly married in a hurry and then immediately separated due to the events at Arcane House. We did not have the opportunity to become accustomed to each other as husband and wife.”

     “Huh.”

     “The shock of all the startling incidents lately has naturally had a profound effect on her delicate sensibilities.”

     “No offense, but she doesn’t look all that delicate to me. Seems quite sturdy.”

     “She needs time to adjust to the notion of being a wife.”

     “Still say the situation is extremely odd.” Montrose settled himself against the pillows. “But I suppose that’s the modern age for you. Things aren’t done the way they were in my day.”

     “I’ve heard that is true, sir,” Gabriel said.

     He settled himself into the hard, makeshift bed and folded his arms behind his head.

     All his adult life he had done his best to control and confine the psychical part of his nature out of a deep-seated fear that it meant he was something other than human, something that might someday prove dangerous.

     But tonight, with only a few words, Venetia had set him free.

     It was time to start using all of his abilities, he thought.
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        ROSALIND FLEMING LEANED forward and peered more closely into the gilded dressing-room mirror. Anxiety and rage flashed through her. There was no longer any doubt. Faint, fine lines were beginning to appear at the corners of her eyes.

     She stared at her image, forcing herself to confront what she knew was the reality of her own future. Powder and rouge would serve for a while—at best, another two or three years. Then her beauty would slowly, inevitably fade.

     She had always considered her looks to be one of her two great assets. When she had first arrived in London, she had naively believed that her beauty would prove to be the most useful and had designed her strategy accordingly.

     But she had soon discovered the flaw in her plan. Catching the eye of gentlemen who moved in elevated circles had proved vastly more difficult than she had assumed. Such men had their pick of beautiful women. On the one or two occasions when she had been lucky enough to draw the attention of a wealthy man, she had quickly learned that they were like small boys: easily bored with their playthings and readily attracted to newer, prettier, younger toys.

     Fortunately she had been able to fall back on her second asset, a talent for mesmerism and blackmail. The skills had helped her earn a living as a practitioner of psychical powers, but until a few months ago they had not shown much promise in helping her obtain the fortune and the social status she hungered for.

     Just as London was filled with attractive women at every level of Society, it was also teeming with charlatans and frauds who claimed to possess paranormal powers. The competition was fierce in both quarters and even a genuinely gifted mesmerist could only achieve so much in the way of results. The problem was that one had to keep renewing and reinforcing the commands given to the subjects in order to make them do as one wished. It was painstaking work that all too often went awry.

     In the past few months she had begun to believe that her luck had turned at last. She seemed to have it all: access to financial resources beyond anything she had ever known and a position in Society.

     But her glittering, golden dream was on the verge of collapsing into a nightmare.

     She knew precisely who was to blame: Venetia Jones.
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        IN SPITE OF THE FACT that everyone had gone to bed quite late, breakfast was served early the following morning. Immediately after the meal was concluded, Beatrice rose from the table.

     “Time to pack,” she said. “Come along, Edward and Amelia. There is a great deal to accomplish before we leave for the train station.”

     There was a scraping of chairs as they all hurried out of the room.

     When they were gone, Montrose got to his feet. “I shall send word to my housekeeper. She will have arrived at my house to begin work for the day and will no doubt be wondering where I am. I’ll have her pack a trunk for me. I can collect it on the way to the train station.”

     Venetia put down her teacup. “You may use my study to write the message to her, sir.”

     “Thank you, Mrs. Jones,” he said.

     He disappeared into the hall.

     Venetia found herself alone with Gabriel. She regarded him warily, braced for another argument.

     Gabriel did not appear to be in the mood for another quarrel, however. He had a black eye and she had noticed that when he reached for the newspaper earlier, he had winced, but otherwise he appeared to be in remarkably good humor.

     “How do you feel?” she asked, pouring herself a second cup of tea.

     “As if I’ve been run over by a carriage.” He helped himself to the last slice of toast. “Otherwise, quite fit, thank you.”

     “Perhaps you should spend the day in bed.”

     “That sounds rather boring,” he said around a mouthful of toast. “Unless, of course, you intend to spend it there with me. I must warn you, the bed in the attic will not accommodate both of us, however. We would most likely be forced to use your bed.”

     “Really, sir, that is not the sort of remark one makes at the breakfast table.”

     “Should I have saved it for dinner?”

     She glowered. “You appear to be in excellent spirits for a man who only a few hours ago feared that he was on the verge of becoming a ravening beast.”

     He took another bite of the toast, looking thoughtful. “I don’t recall using the word ravening. But you are correct, Mrs. Jones, I do feel much better this morning.”

     “I’m glad of that much, at least. What do you propose to do today?”

     “Among other things, I intend to do some extensive research on Rosalind Fleming.”

     “How will you go about that?”

     “I would very much like to have a chat with one of her servants. Maids and footmen always know more about their employers than most people realize. If possible, I will try to find a way to get into her house, perhaps in the guise of a tradesman.”

     “You intend to use a disguise?”

     He smiled. “Unlike you, my dear, I do not object to using the servants’ entrance.”

     Venetia put the teapot down hard. “That would be extremely risky.”

     He shrugged. “I will be cautious.”

     She thought about his plan for a moment. “You said that the person you confronted in Mr.Montrose’s house was a man.”

     “Without a doubt. I’ve told you that I can tell the difference. But I am convinced that Rosalind Fleming is involved in this affair.”

     She frowned. “Given recent events, it baffles me why you are in such a jovial mood this morning. One would almost think that you have been nipping at Mrs. Trench’s gin.”

     He smiled his mysterious smile and drank some coffee.

     Venetia decided not to pursue the topic. There were, she reminded herself, more pressing matters.

     “You suggested the possibility that Mrs. Fleming may well have employed someone to do her killing for her. That villain must have been the person you encountered last night,” she said.

     Gabriel inclined his head. “With luck, he will make another attempt to conclude the business.”

     She straightened, thoroughly alarmed. “Gabriel, you mustn’t deliberately make a target of yourself. You said the villain may possess psychical talents similar to your own.”

     “Yes.” Gabriel’s humor faded. In its place was a cold anticipation. “And if he is, indeed, employing the same kind of psychical senses that I possess, I think I can make certain assumptions.”

     “Such as?”

     “He may or may not be in the pay of Rosalind Fleming but either way it is safe to say that he will have his own private objectives and his own strategy. I think it is unlikely that he will do someone else’s killing unless it serves his own purposes. It is equally unlikely that he will take orders from someone else unless it suits those same purposes.”

     She watched him intently. “You sound quite sure of those assumptions.”

     “I can also say with some assurance that he will not have taken last night’s defeat well. I suspect that he now views me not just as someone who must be removed because I happen to be making things difficult for him but rather as an opponent. A challenger or competitor, if you will. He and I are, to his thinking, two rival predators who have clashed. Only one can survive.”

     She felt the hair on the nape of her neck lift.

     “Do not talk like that,” she said softly, fiercely. “I told you last night, you are not a predator, Gabriel.”

     “I will not get into another debate on the subject of whether or not I am a ravening beast of prey,” he said. “But of one thing I am absolutely certain.”

     “What is that?”

     “I can think like one.”
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        GABRIEL WAS STILL WATCHING Venetia’s face, waiting for her reaction to his words, when he heard the carriage halt in the street. The muffled sound of the front door knocker being banged in a forceful manner came a moment later.

     Mrs. Trench’s heavy footsteps thudded in the hall.

     “I wonder who that can be at this hour?” Venetia said.

     He heard the door open. A loud male voice boomed down the hallway.

     
      “Where in blazes is our new daughter-in-law?”
     

     Venetia froze.

     Gabriel looked toward the doorway of the breakfast room, resigned to the inevitable.

     “My life used to be so simple and well ordered,” he said to Venetia. “Why, there was a time when I could look forward to spending an entire morning alone with my books.”

     
      “Is that your father out there in the hall?” Venetia gasped.

     “I’m afraid so. Mother will no doubt be with him. They are inseparable.”

     “What are your parents doing here?”

     “I expect some well-meaning individual sent them a telegram.”

     Mrs. Trench appeared in the doorway looking bewildered.

     “A Mr. and Mrs. Jones to see you, ma’am,” she began.

     “No need to stand on formality,” Hippolyte Jones roared behind her. “We’re all family here.”

     Mrs. Trench fell back out of sight. Gabriel got to his feet. His mother came through the doorway first. Attractive and petite, Marjorie Jones was fashionably dressed in a blue gown that accented her black-and-silver hair.

     Hippolyte loomed behind her. With his craggy features, brilliant green eyes and shoulder-length, snow-white mane he never failed to make a formidable impression.

     Out of the corner of his eye Gabriel watched Venetia’s expression as she took in the sight of his parents filling the doorway. She looked as if she had seen a pair of ghosts.

     “Good day to you, Mother,” Gabriel said. He nodded at his father. “Sir.”

     “What on earth happened to you?” Marjorie asked, catching sight of his face. “You look as though you have been in a brawl.”

     “Walked into a door,” Gabriel said. “In the dark.”

     “But you can see very well in the dark,” Marjorie said.

     “I’ll explain later, Mother.” He made the introductions swiftly, giving Venetia no time to say anything. Then he turned back to his parents.

     “This is a surprise,” he said evenly. “We weren’t expecting you.”

     Marjorie looked at him with a hint of reproof. “What did you expect us to do after we got the telegram from your aunt Elizabeth informing us that you had eloped? I know you were occupied with that affair of the missing formula, but surely you could have found time to send your parents a note or a telegram at the very least.”

     “What made Aunt Elizabeth think that I had eloped?” Gabriel asked.

     “Your cousin Caleb mentioned something to her about your plan to marry the photographer who went to Arcane House to record the antiquities,” Hippolyte said with a suspiciously smug smile. “Seemed to be some confusion about the actual timing of the wedding. We decided to come straight to London to see what was going on for ourselves.”

     “Imagine our surprise when we discovered that you and your lovely bride had already settled down into married life,” Marjorie said happily.

     “Caleb,” Gabriel said. “Yes, of course. I should have known. Mother, I fear there has been some confusion regarding the elopement—”

     Marjorie smiled warmly at Venetia. “Welcome to the family, my dear. You cannot know how I have longed for Gabe to find the right woman. We had almost given up hope. Isn’t that right, Hippolyte?”

     Hippolyte chuckled and rocked on his heels. “Told you Miss Milton was the right one for him.”

     “Yes, you did, dear,” Marjorie said.

     “Hah. And you said that I shouldn’t dabble in our son’s personal affairs. Where the deuce do you think we’d be now if I hadn’t done just that?”

     Venetia appeared to be locked in a trance of some sort. She was on her feet but gripping the edge of the table as though she feared her knees would give way.

     “You were absolutely right, Hippolyte,” Marjorie said. She turned back to Gabriel. “But I really must protest this runaway marriage. I had intended a proper wedding for you. Now that you have deprived me of that, you must allow me to stage a decent reception. We can’t have people thinking that we aren’t delighted with our new daughter-in-law.”

     Venetia made an odd little noise. Gabriel saw that she was staring very hard at Hippolyte.

     “I know you, sir,” she said, sounding dazed. “You bought some photographs from me in Bath.”

     “I certainly did,” he agreed. “Wonderful pictures they were, too. Knew the minute I met you and saw your work that you were the one for Gabe. Took a bit of maneuvering to arrange for you to photograph the collection, mind you. The Council can be quite old-fashioned when it comes to employing modern inventions, but I am the Master, after all.”

     “The staff is opening up the town house as we speak,” Marjorie announced. “We haven’t used it in years but it shouldn’t take too long to make it comfortable.”

     “Your mother brought a small army of servants with us on the train this morning,” Hippolyte explained.

     Footsteps sounded on the stairs and in the hall. Edward arrived first, eager to see what was happening. Amelia appeared behind him, her face bright with curiosity. Beatrice brought up the rear, looking troubled.

     “I didn’t realize we had visitors,” Beatrice said.

     Marjorie turned toward her. “My deepest apologies for intruding on you at such an early hour. We took the liberty, being family. I do hope you don’t mind.”

     “Family?” Beatrice peered at her through her glasses. “Perhaps you have the wrong address.”

     “Yes,” Venetia said in rather desperate tones. “Wrong address. That’s what this is all about. Some sort of dreadful mix-up.”

     Everyone ignored her.

     “There’s just the four of us, my sisters and my aunt and me,” Edward explained to Marjorie. “We don’t have any other family.” He glanced quickly at Gabriel. “Not a real family, that is.”

     Hippolyte ruffled Edward’s hair with one large hand.

     “I have news for you, young man,” he said. “You’ve got a lot more family now. And I assure you, we’re very real.”
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        WE HAVE A DISASTER on our hands.” Venetia stalked to the far end of the small study. When she found herself confronted with a bookcase, she whirled around and started back in the direction from which she had just come. “A complete disaster.”

     Gabriel watched her from a chair near the window, calculating how to deal with the situation. The household had quieted down now that his parents had left to return to the town house, but Venetia’s mood was dangerously volatile. He elected to try reason and logic.

     “Look on the positive side,” he suggested.

     She threw him a scathing glare. “There is no positive side.”

     “Only consider, my sweet. There is no longer any need to send Beatrice, Amelia, Edward and Montrose out of town. I spoke with my father when I saw the carriage off a short time ago. I explained to him what had happened. He and I agreed that we will all move into the town house and stay there until this affair of the formula is concluded.”

     She was aghast. “You intend for us to move into your parents’ house?”

     “Everyone will be quite safe, I assure you,” he said. “As my father noted, there is a large staff to keep an eye on things. The servants have all been with my parents forever. They are loyal and well trained. You could not ask for better guards.”

     That gave her pause. He was not surprised. The safety of her family was, after all, of paramount importance to her.

     “But what about us?” She clasped her hands behind her back and continued pacing. “Your parents believe that we are married. You heard your mother. She is planning a reception, for heaven’s sake.”

     He extended his legs and regarded the toes of his boots. “I will break the news to my parents this afternoon. They will understand that the strategy of pretending to be married was necessary.”

     She frowned. “I’m not so certain of that.”

     “Trust me, my father is very keen on recovering the missing formula. He will accept whatever strategy is necessary.”

     “He also appeared quite keen on the notion of you getting married. So did your mother.”

     He shrugged. “I will deal with them.”

     She did another circuit of the room and then collapsed into the chair behind the desk.

     “Talk about weaving a tangled web,” she said, drumming her fingers.

     He smiled. “Fortunately, your family and mine are quite expert when it comes to keeping secrets.”
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        WHAT THE DEVIL do you mean, you aren’t married to Mrs. Jones?” Hippolyte came to a halt in the middle of the park and swung around to confront Gabriel. “You’re living in her house as her husband. Your mother and I were informed that the two of you are going about in public as a respectably married couple.”

     In spite of the assurance that he had given to Venetia, he had known that this was not going to go smoothly, Gabriel reminded himself.

     He had invited Hippolyte to accompany him on a walk in the park for the conversation. He knew his father well enough to expect fireworks when the news concerning the fake marriage was delivered. He was not disappointed. Hippolyte gave every indication of being about to burst into flames.

     “I am aware of how the situation appears, sir,” Gabriel said.

     “I demand to know what is going on here, Gabe. Your mother will be shocked to her heels when she discovers that you are posing as Mrs. Jones’s husband.”

     “I had hoped to have this entire affair behind me before you and Mother returned from Italy.”

     “Did you, indeed?”

     “Allow me to explain.”

     He gave Hippolyte a rapid summary of events. His father’s expression moved through a range of emotions, beginning with outrage and ending in astonishment.

     “Good lord,” Hippolyte said, reluctantly fascinated. “Didn’t think that black eye you’re sporting was the result of walking into a door in the dark.”

     “Well, it was quite dark and there were some doors.”

     Hippolyte sat down on a nearby bench and clenched both hands around the handle of his walking stick. “You think that this Mrs. Fleming and some unknown person with talents similar to your own are involved in the theft of the formula?”

     “Yes.” Gabriel sat down, leaned forward and clasped his hands loosely between his knees. “I have not been able to deduce how Mrs. Fleming and her associate learned of the formula, let alone why someone sent two men to try to steal the strongbox. I plan to continue my inquiries, but meanwhile I must be certain that Venetia and her family as well as Montrose are safe.”

     “We will see to that by moving them into the town house,” Hippolyte said. “No need to worry on that account. Once the house is secure it will be as good as a fortress.”

     “I could also use your assistance, sir.”

     “Could you now?” Hippolyte looked pleased. “What would you have me do?”

     “Mrs. Fleming must know who I am but I think it highly unlikely that she has ever met you. I was going to follow her about today, perhaps see if there is a way to get into her town house and have a look around.”

     “Ah,” Hippolyte said, enthusiasm brightening his green eyes. “You want me to play the spy for you?”

     “It would give me an opportunity to make some inquiries in another area.”

     “What other direction?”

     “I have been doing a great deal of thinking since the encounter with the intruder in Montrose’s house last night. What do you know about Lord Ackland?”

     “Not a great deal.” Hippolyte pondered briefly. “He moved in Society years ago, back when I was courting your mother. We met at some of the same balls and soirees and we belonged to some of the same clubs. Don’t believe he ever married.”

     “Is there any possibility that he might have been a member of the Arcane Society or closely connected to someone who is a member?”

     “Good lord, no,” Hippolyte said, very certain. “The man was not at all the scholarly sort. He was a notorious gambler and a rakehell in his younger days. Last I heard he had succumbed to senility and was on his deathbed.”

     “People keep telling me that.”
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        WHY THE SUDDEN interest in Lord Ackland?” Venetia asked.

     She sat across from Gabriel in an unlit cab, watching the street in front of Ackland’s mansion. The windows on the ground floor of the big house were illuminated but the curtains were drawn tightly shut. Outside, a thick fog reflected the glow of the streetlamps, creating an eerie, otherworldly atmosphere.

     Venetia was dressed in the masculine attire that she had worn to the Janus Club. She and Gabriel had been sitting in the motionless cab for nearly an hour. She was quite certain that both the horse and the driver had dozed off some time ago.

     “We have been assuming that he is Mrs. Fleming’s unwitting dupe in this affair,” Gabriel said. “A source of money and an entrée into Society. But Harrow and my father have both told me that they were under the impression that as of a few months ago, Ackland was not only losing his mind but gravely ill.”

     “What are you thinking?” she asked.

     “In the course of the conversation in the park with my father this afternoon, it occurred to me that perhaps Ackland’s newfound stamina might be due to more than Mrs.Fleming’s therapeutic influence.”

     A chill that had nothing to do with the fog tingled across her nerves. “Are you implying that someone may be posing as Lord Ackland?”

     “When you consider it, masquerading as a doddering old fool in the thrall of a lovely schemer is excellent camouflage, is it not?”

     “But if he isn’t the real Lord Ackland, who is he and how did he come to take Ackland’s place?”

     “One question at a time,” Gabriel said. “We don’t know for certain yet that the man living in that house is a fraud. That is what I wish to ascertain this evening. With any luck at all, he will leave to visit the charming Mrs. Fleming for a few hours or perhaps go to his club. If he does, I am hoping that you will have an opportunity to view his aura.”

     “You think I have seen it before?” she asked uneasily.

     “Yes.”

     “One of my photography clients, perhaps?”

     “Hush,” Gabriel whispered. “The lights are going out inside the house. Ackland is either heading upstairs to bed or leaving for the evening.”

     She turned back to the mansion. The front door opened. The only remaining light was the gasolier in the front hall. Ackland was silhouetted briefly in its glare. Then he turned down the lamp and tottered out onto the steps, cane in hand. He paused to close the door before he made his slow, unsteady way down to the street.

     When he reached the pavement, he blew a whistle. A hansom appeared in response. It came briskly around the corner, heading toward Ackland.

     Venetia realized that in another few seconds the vehicle would be between Ackland and herself, blocking her view.

     She concentrated, letting everything inside her go still. The dark, fog-bound world became a negative photographic image. Across from her Gabriel’s powerful, controlled aura pulsed darkly. She was also vaguely aware of the aura of the driver of the oncoming hansom. It danced in an erratic pattern that made her suspect that he had been drinking.

     She focused on the hunched figure of Ackland, who was leaning heavily on his walking stick while he waited for the hansom to stop.

     Ghostly energy seethed around him—intense, disturbing shades of darkness that had no names but made her blood freeze.

     “Venetia?” Gabriel said softly.

     She blinked, drew a deep, steadying breath and returned to her normal vision. The hansom had halted in front of Ackland. He clambered heavily up into the narrow confines of the cab. The vehicle set off down the street.

     Gabriel leaned forward and wrapped his fingers around her wrist. “Are you all right?”

     “Yes,” she managed. She realized she was shivering. “Yes, I’m all right.”

     “He’s the killer, isn’t he?” Gabriel asked. There was the certainty of the hunter that has sighted prey in every word. “The one you saw fleeing the darkroom where Harold Burton drank the cyanide-laced brandy.”

     She clasped her hands very tightly together. “Yes.”

     “Ackland was at the reception with Mrs. Fleming that night. The two of them left before Burton disappeared. But Ackland could easily have returned to the exhibition hall using the stairs that descend into the alley at the side of the building.”

     “He must have arranged to meet Burton in the darkroom,” Venetia said.

     “I suspect that Ackland or whoever is playing the role was Burton’s mysterious wealthy client, the one who paid him to follow you about and keep track of the people you met.”

     “What are we going to do now? We have no proof of any of this.”

     Gabriel released her. He leaned back in the seat and studied the dark mansion with a thoughtful expression.

     “No servants,” he said finally.

     “I beg your pardon?”

     “We have here a very large house and an obviously infirm old man living in it; a wealthy old man, at that. Yet there is no one to see him out the door, turn off the lights or summon a cab.”

     She examined the big, fog-shrouded house. “Perhaps he gave the staff the night off.”

     “I think it is more likely that he does not allow his servants to remain in the house at night because he fears they might discover his secrets,” Gabriel said.

     He unlatched the carriage door.

     Alarmed, she put her hand on his arm. “What are you doing?”

     He glanced down at his sleeve, as though surprised to see her touching him. “I am going to see if I can get inside that house and have a look around.”

     “You mustn’t.”

     “I will never get a better opportunity.” He made to move past her. “I will instruct the driver to take you straight to my parents’ house and see you safely inside.”

     “Gabriel, I do not like this.”

     “This business must be concluded as swiftly as possible.”

     He paused long enough to kiss her hard on the mouth, and then he vaulted lightly down to the pavement.

     He closed the door, spoke briefly to the driver and glided away into the deep shadows of the night.

     Venetia looked back as the cab rolled off down the street. She could not see any trace of Gabriel, not even his aura. He had vanished like smoke into the mist.
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        GETTING INSIDE THE MANSION required breaking a small, square pane of glass in the back door. He knew that when the shards were discovered the man who called himself Lord Ackland would realize that there had been an intruder but that could not be helped.

     The interior of the house was drenched in darkness but virtually every surface, every doorknob and every banister held the residual taint of one who was capable of killing.

     The disturbing psychical pulses excited his own paranormal abilities, heightening his senses. He was intensely aware of his surroundings. His hearing and eyesight sharpened as he moved down the hall.

     His sense of smell was more sensitive, too. He caught a strong whiff of dampness underscored by an unpleasant odor of rotting vegetation. The mansion smelled like a swamp. The odor was not emanating from the kitchen. Perhaps one of the bathrooms had been allowed to grow dank and moldy.

     He took a quick look around the kitchen but there was nothing of interest there or in the adjoining pantry. He went along the main hall and discovered the drawing room. The furniture was draped in dustcovers.

     A short time later he discovered that the same was true of the library. There were only a handful of old books on the shelves. The drawers in the desk were empty.

     It was as if Ackland lived here as a ghost.

     Between the weak streetlight filtering through the windows in the stairwell and his own psychically enhanced vision, he did not need to strike a light to climb the stairs.

     The unpleasant dampness and the rotting odor grew stronger as he neared the landing. He sniffed experimentally and caught the scent of earth and something else. Dead fish.

     Deeply curious now, he followed the noxious vapors down the hall and stopped in front of a closed door. There was no doubt in his mind that the foul smell was coming from the other side of the door. It was vaguely familiar. A memory from his youth floated through his head.

     The place smelled like a giant aquarium, he thought; one that had gone bad.

     He opened the door slowly and found himself standing in what had once no doubt served as the master bedroom.

     Large, elaborately designed Wardian cases stood on workbenches around the room. Through the glass domes of the cases he could see a variety of miniature landscapes. Ferns appeared to be the dominant form of plant life.

     There were other things inside the cases.

     Something skittered behind the glass of the nearest case. When he drew closer he caught the glint of cold, glittering, inhuman eyes watching him.

     The fraudulent Ackland evidently fancied himself a naturalist.

     He turned back to the aquarium. It was by far the largest he had ever seen, almost a small pond.

     The heavily reinforced tank was fronted on one side by thick glass. Even with his psychical vision he could not see into the depths. He struck a light and held it aloft. Two small dead fish floated just below the surface.

     No matter how he angled the light, he could not see more than an inch or so into the water because the tank was choked with aquatic plants. They formed a veritable jungle and created a leafy canopy on the surface.

     He put out the light and looked around. A desk was positioned near the window. Books filled a nearby bookcase. Unlike the volumes downstairs, these were dust-free and well used. When he got closer, he could read the titles on the spines. He recognized a number of natural history texts and Darwin’s On the Origin of Species. If Ackland had any other secrets they would be in this room, he thought. He began a methodical search for a safe or other secure hiding place.

     He had just pulled up the corner of a suspiciously positioned carpet when he heard the faint sound downstairs.

     Someone had opened a door.
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        VENETIA STUMBLED THROUGH the rear doorway of the mansion. Her wrists ached from being bound so tightly behind her. She had to fight off the panic generated by the gag that threatened to choke her.

     The man who had kidnapped her at gunpoint out of the carriage had identified himself as John Stilwell, but he still wore the white wig, false whiskers and old-fashioned attire that made up his disguise as Lord Ackland.

     Unlike Ackland, Stilwell was a man in his prime, fit and powerful. He had used a gun to force the carriage driver to halt earlier but Venetia had also glimpsed a knife tucked away in a special sheath beneath his coat.

     He pushed Venetia ahead of him into the hall. She lost her footing and sprawled on the floor.

     “My apologies, Mrs. Jones. Forgot you cannot see in the dark as well as your devoted husband and myself.”

     Stilwell turned up one of the wall sconces. He leaned down and pulled Venetia to her feet.

     “I think we can dispense with the gag now,” he said. “This house is very stoutly built. I doubt that anyone outside in the street would hear you if you screamed. Nevertheless, if you make any attempt to do so, I will slit your throat. Do you comprehend me?”

     She nodded once, furious. Stilwell untied the gag. She spit it out, gasping for air.

     “You have company, Jones,” Stilwell called loudly. “I have brought your charming bride with me. I must say, she has an excellent tailor.”

     Silence echoed.

     
      “Show yourself before I lose my patience and gut her like a fish.”
     

     His voice boomed through the big house. There was no response.

     “You’re too late,” Venetia said. “Mr. Jones no doubt found the formula and left.”

     “Impossible.” Stilwell gripped her arm and jerked her along the hallway. “There is no way he could have located it, not in such a short period of time.”

     She made an attempt at a careless-looking shrug. “Then perhaps he abandoned the effort and departed.”

     “Come out, Jones,” Stilwell yelled, louder this time. “When all is said and done, this is merely a business matter. I want an original version of the picture that Mrs. Jones made of the strongbox. As soon as I examined the photograph that I took from Montrose’s house I knew it had been retouched. Did you really think you could fool me so easily?”

     “Kill me and you’ll lose the only bargaining chip you’ve got,” Venetia said, fighting to keep her voice calm. “Mr. Jones will hunt you down like the mad beast that you are.”

     
      “Silence,” Stilwell hissed.

     He certainly did not care to be called a beast, she thought.

     “I know he is in here,” Stilwell said. He pulled Venetia toward the staircase. “I saw him get out of that cab and circle around the house. I’ve been watching him. I knew he was getting closer to discovering that I am not Lord Ackland.”

     “He was here but now he’s gone,” Venetia said quietly.

     “No. He won’t leave until he has found what he came here to find. I know how he thinks. We are alike, you see.”

     “No,” Venetia said. “You are not at all alike.”

     “You are wrong, Mrs. Jones. Perhaps, under the circumstances, you will be glad that you are mistaken. After all, I will soon be taking your mate’s place in your bed.” He laughed. “Perhaps, in the dark, you will not notice the difference.”

     She was so shocked, she could not find words. He truly was mad, she thought.

     When they reached the top of the stairs, the darkness closed in on Venetia. She stopped abruptly

     “What is that dreadful moldy smell?” she asked. “You should instruct your housekeeper to clean the drains more often.”

     Stilwell yanked her forward. He paused in front of a door that Venetia could hardly see in the deep shadows of the hall.

     When he opened the door, the damp, fetid odors grew stronger.

     “Welcome to my laboratory, Mrs. Jones.”

     He pushed her a short distance into the room, reached out with his free hand and turned up the gas in the nearest wall sconce.

     The glary light penetrated only weakly into the darkness. The far corners of the room remained shrouded in shadows but Venetia could see well enough now to realize that Gabriel was nowhere in sight.

     Perhaps he really had found the formula and left, she thought.

     “Bloody bastard,” Stilwell said. “I refuse to believe that he found it. Not this quickly. Not ever. It is in the very last place anyone would search.”

     Venetia looked around uneasily. A large, plant-choked aquarium occupied the center of the room. Most of the unpleasant odors were emanating from it. But it was the array of Wardian cases set against the walls that made her skin crawl.

     She had believed that she could not possibly grow any colder or more frightened but in that moment she knew she had been wrong.

     “What have you got in those cases?” she asked.

     “An interesting array of small predators,” Stilwell said, pushing her forward. “One can learn so much from observing creatures that have not been burdened with the strictures of civilization.”

     She realized that he was angling her toward one of the larger Wardian cases. It stood on an iron stand. She could see exotic ferns growing inside. Malevolent, inhuman eyes watched her through the glass.

     Stilwell was pulling her past the massive aquarium. Venetia looked down and saw a veil of wide green leaves and a couple of dead fish just beneath the surface. The water was so dark she could not make out anything else.

     “I find it difficult to believe, but it appears that the situation has changed, Mrs. Jones,” Stilwell said. “I shall have to go into hiding for a time. You will accompany me, of course. I will need you to convince Jones to turn over the untouched photograph of the strongbox.”

     “What is so important about that strongbox?” she asked.

     “It contains the list of ingredients required for the antidote, of course.” The words were laced with frustration and rage.

     “What are you talking about?”

     “The damned formula works, according to the alchemist’s notes, but only for a short period of time. It is, in fact, a slow poison. The founder of the Arcane Society was a devious bastard, indeed. He inscribed the ingredients for the antidote on the strongbox, knowing that whoever tried to steal the formula would in all likelihood leave the heavy box behind.”

     A slight movement of the water made her glance down again. She saw the canopy of aquatic plants heave. Something large was stirring beneath the surface.

     She wanted to scream but there was no time. A monstrous creature draped in dripping plants and what appeared to be primordial slime surged up out of the depths of the aquarium.

     Stilwell was astonishingly quick, but he had been taken by surprise. He was still turning to confront the menace when the creature from the aquarium landed on top of him.

     The gun in Stilwell’s hand roared as he went down. Glass shattered in one of the Wardian cases.

     Venetia reeled to the side and came up hard against the edge of the aquarium. She saw Gabriel grab Stilwell’s gun arm and slam it against the heavy wooden frame.

     Stilwell grunted in pain. The weapon landed on the floor and slid beneath the broken glass case.

     Stilwell twisted violently to the side, reaching beneath his coat.

     “He’s got a knife,” Venetia shouted.

     Neither man seemed to hear her. They were locked in savage combat. The sickening sound of fists slamming into flesh reverberated across the room. The cold, jeweled eyes watching from inside the glass cases glittered.

     Venetia circled the aquarium, hurrying toward the gun.

     Just as she crouched down to retrieve the weapon from beneath the case stand something moved in the broken glass case above. She jerked back reflexively.

     A dainty-looking snake dropped from the shards of glass. It landed on the floor. Acting on some elemental instinct to seek concealment, it darted under the stand and stopped when it encountered the gun. It coiled around the barrel as though seeking protection.

     Venetia stepped back, shuddering, and turned around, searching for some object she could use to kill the snake so that she could grab the gun.

     She realized that Stilwell had somehow regained his feet. He had the knife in his hand. He launched himself toward Gabriel, who was sprawled on the floor.

     Venetia watched in horror. She was too far away to do anything.

     But Gabriel was already moving, rolling fluidly to his feet. The arcing blade ripped through the air an inch from his ribs.

     The missed blow left Stilwell off balance for an instant. Gabriel swept out one leg and slammed his foot against the other man’s thigh.

     Stilwell yelled and went down hard to his knees. The knife skidded and slid across the floor. Gabriel bent down and caught it.

     Stilwell skittered backward toward the broken case, flung out a hand and groped for the gun.

     Venetia never saw the snake strike. It happened too quickly in the shadows beneath the broken case. It was Stilwell’s cry of horror and sudden violent thrashing that made her realize he had been bitten.

     He yanked his hand out from beneath the case, shaking his fingers wildly.

     Gabriel halted warily, knife in hand.

     “No, no, it can’t be,” Stilwell whispered. Then he peered desperately beneath the stand. “Which one? Which one?”

     Venetia saw that in his frantic flailing he had delivered a damaging blow to the snake. There was something wrong with the way it was writhing.

     Gabriel moved toward the snake. In a move that seemed to Venetia as swift as that of a striking viper, he pinned the twisting creature with his heavily booted foot and used Stilwell’s knife to sever the head from the body.

     A shocked silence filled the room. Stilwell sat up a short distance away, clutching his hand. He stared at Gabriel, ashen-faced.

     “I am dead,” he said tonelessly. “You have won. After all my planning, all my careful strategy, you have won. This is not the way it was supposed to end, you know. I was the fittest. I was the one who deserved to survive.”

     “I’ll send for a doctor,” Venetia whispered.

     Stilwell gave her a scornful, enraged look. “Do not waste your time. There is no cure for the venom.”

     He gasped, convulsed violently and fell backward.

     He did not move again.

     After a moment, Gabriel leaned down to check for a pulse at Stilwell’s throat. When he looked up again Venetia knew from his expression that he had not found one.

      

     A SHORT TIME LATER Gabriel put on a pair of heavy gloves that he found on a workbench and cautiously opened the hidden panel embedded in the bottom of the Wardian case that had housed the venomous snake.

     “Just in case there are any more surprises,” he explained to Venetia.

     He reached inside and carefully removed an old leather-bound notebook.

     “The formula?” she asked.

     “Yes.”
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       THEY GATHERED in the library of his parents’ town house the following morning to talk about the events of the past few days.

     The last remnants of the hunting lust that had heated his blood had faded and Gabriel was now uncomfortably aware of the second layer of bruises he had acquired. But it was the knowledge that he had allowed Stilwell to come so close to harming Venetia that had kept him from getting any sleep. He was on his third cup of strong coffee.

     “In addition to the alchemist’s formula, Venetia and I also found Stilwell’s journal of notes concerning his experiments,” Gabriel said. “He was, indeed, a naturalist. He also possessed certain psychical abilities that were very similar to my own.”

     Venetia’s brows snapped together in annoyance. “As I have pointed out on more than one occasion, the similarity in psychical talents means nothing. The two of you were as different as night and day.”

     Marjorie bestowed a smile of warm approval on her. “Quite right, my dear.”

     “What was Mr. Stilwell’s connection to the Arcane Society?” Edward asked. “How did he learn of the formula?”

     Montrose cleared his throat. “I believe I can answer that question, young man. When I heard the name Stilwell, certain facts fell into place. Isn’t that so, Hippolyte?”

     Hippolyte nodded somberly. “John Stilwell’s father was Ogden Stilwell. Ogden held a seat on the Council of the Arcane Society for a time until he resigned for reasons he never explained to the rest of us. He possessed some of the same psychical gifts that his son exhibited. More to the point, he was obsessed with the founder’s private codes.”

     “What happened to him?” Amelia asked.

     Hippolyte sighed. “I regret to say that Ogden Stilwell was a noted eccentric in a society that is populated with eccentrics. Toward the end of his life he became increasingly reclusive, fearful and paranoid. He lost contact with all of his acquaintances in the society. Eventually we learned of his death and marked him down as deceased in the records.”

     “What of his son, this John Stilwell person?” Beatrice asked.

     “That is where the tale turns complicated,” Montrose said. “The records show that Ogden Stilwell had a son named John who perished of consumption several months ago.”

     “Shortly before he followed Caleb and me to the site of the alchemist’s laboratory and stole the formula,” Gabriel said. “He hid his tracks very well. Caleb and I, after all, were looking for a suspect with connections to the Arcane Society who was still very much alive.”

     “Stilwell further muddied his tracks by murdering Lord Ackland and assuming his identity,” Montrose continued.

     “Why did he do that?” Amelia asked.

     Hippolyte looked at her. “In part because he needed an identity that was entirely different from his own. He achieved that by becoming a doddering old man. But there was another reason why he selected Ackland as his victim.”

     “The oldest reason in the world,” Marjorie said briskly. “Money. When Stilwell became Lord Ackland, he naturally gained access to Ackland’s fortune.”

     “He needed the money to pursue his experiments,” Gabriel said. “But he also got a dark thrill out of moving, undetected, in Society. He saw himself as a wolf in sheep’s clothing. A hunter, prowling, unnoticed, among his prey.”

     “Why did he form a connection to Rosalind Fleming?” Beatrice asked.

     Gabriel had been dreading this question. He swallowed more coffee and lowered the cup. He was very careful not to look at Venetia.

     “Stilwell saw himself as a superior, more highly evolved man. He felt it was his duty to produce offspring who might exhibit his psychical talents. So he sought a worthy mate.”

     “Huh.” Hippolyte turned thoughtful. “Perfectly natural, I suppose.”

     Gabriel glared at him. Hippolyte blinked a couple of times and then reddened.

     “Man was insane, of course,” Hippolyte said quickly.

     Gabriel sighed and leaned back in his chair. “Stilwell went hunting for a suitable mate among the hundreds of females in London who claim to possess psychical powers. In the course of his search he discovered the woman we know as Rosalind Fleming. She was Charlotte Bliss at the time.”

     Edward’s eyes widened. “Does Mrs.Fleming also possess some psychical senses?”

     “We’re not certain,” Gabriel said. “And neither, in the end, was Stilwell. He writes that she is most certainly a skilled mesmerist, however.”

     “Stilwell eventually concluded that she possesses some rudimentary psychical talents that allow her to enhance the power of her hypnotic trances,” Hippolyte added. “But he believed that her abilities were quite weak.”

     “Whatever the case,” Gabriel continued, “she convinced Stilwell of her talents, at least for a while. He was very impressed by some demonstrations of her so-called mind reading and decided that she would make an excellent mate. For her part, Mrs. Fleming was thrilled to have acquired such a wealthy paramour, even if she did have to pretend that he was old and senile.”

     “Unfortunately for Mrs. Fleming,” Hippolyte said, “Stilwell became suspicious of her claims of paranormal senses. At about the same time that he started to become disenchanted with her, he finally succeeded in deciphering the formula.”

     “And discovered the passage at the end of the notebook that warned that the alchemist’s elixir was, in fact, a slow poison that would drive a person mad if the antidote was not taken simultaneously,” Gabriel said.

     “The passage in the notebook let it be known that the antidote was etched on the lid of the strongbox,” Hippolyte said. “So Stilwell sent those two men to Arcane House to steal it.”

     Montrose nodded gravely. “Stilwell knew the location of Arcane House and precisely where the museum was located inside because his father, as a member of the Council, had known those things and passed the information on to his son.”

     “I was able to prevent the theft of the strongbox,” Gabriel said, “but I realized at that point that the thief was very determined and had to be stopped. So I transferred the strongbox into the Great Vault at Arcane House and then put out the word that the box had been destroyed and I had died in a fire on the premises. I thought it would cause the villain to lower his guard and induce him to come out of hiding. Instead, he remained in deep cover.”

     Hippolyte cradled his cup in his hands. “Stilwell records in his notes that although he viewed the news of Gabriel’s death with some suspicion, very likely because he had faked his own death and knew how easily it could be done, he nevertheless believed that he had been defeated in his quest to obtain the antidote. He decided to abandon his efforts to recover it.”

     Venetia wrinkled her nose. “And then a certain Mrs. Jones appeared on the London scene, a widow who happened to be a photographer. Stilwell’s suspicions were aroused immediately, not only because I was using the name Jones but because he knew that a photographer had recently been hired to record the collection of antiquities at Arcane House. There was also the fact that Gabriel was supposedly dead and I was going about as a widow.”

     “The combination of coincidences aroused his hunting instincts,” Gabriel said. “Just as they did mine. It occurred to Stilwell that if Venetia was the person who had photographed the collection, there might be a picture of the strongbox that he could use to decipher the antidote. But he also knew that the Arcane Society would never have allowed the photographer to keep copies of the pictures she had taken, let alone the negative. Still, he concluded that it might be worth his while to keep an eye on Venetia.”

     “So he hired Harold Burton to follow her around for a while to determine what was going on,” Amelia said.

     Beatrice frowned. “How did he know that a photographer had been employed at Arcane House?”

     “Bear in mind that Stilwell knew the location of Arcane House,” Gabriel said. “The two men he sent to steal the strongbox had watched the abbey for a day or two from a vantage point on a nearby hillside. With the aid of a spyglass they had seen Venetia taking pictures of some of the relics out on the terrace.”

     “I do like natural light when I can get it,” Venetia said wryly.

     “In any event,” Gabriel concluded, “the one intruder who got away that night reported back to Stilwell that a photographer had been on the premises.”

     Hippolyte shook his head in disgust. “John Stilwell considered himself a modern man of science. He was fascinated with Mr. Darwin’s theories because he thought that they confirmed his belief that he was naturally superior. He was sadly mistaken.”

     “He certainly was,” Edward said, ghoulishly gleeful. “Just look at what his destiny proved to be. In the end, the mighty Mr. Stilwell was finished off by a lowly viper.”

     They all looked at him.

     Gabriel started to laugh. “Well put, Edward. Well put, indeed.”

     “It was, all in all, an interesting example of the delicate balance of nature,” Beatrice mused. “It would seem that this evolution business may be rather more complicated than John Stilwell believed.”

     Edward’s expression crunched up in an attitude of serious concern. “What will happen to the insects and the fish that Mr. Stilwell kept in his laboratory?”

     Gabriel made a face. “I can tell you from personal experience that there were very few, if any, fish left in the aquarium.”

     Venetia shuddered. “Fortunately for you, sir. There is no telling what dangerous creatures Mr. Stilwell put in that tank.”

     “As for the insects and snakes,” Hippolyte said, “I contacted an associate of mine who is a naturalist. He took charge of the creatures. I expect most will end up in his collection.”

     “Well then, this affair is very nearly concluded, is it not?” Marjorie announced with satisfaction. “The villain is dead. The formula has been recovered. The only outstanding problem appears to be Rosalind Fleming.”

     “When you consider the matter closely,” Venetia said, “she was merely another one of John Stilwell’s victims. But I still wonder why she took such a great dislike of me.”

     “I can tell you the answer to that,” Gabriel said. He folded his arms on the desk. “It is in Stilwell’s journal.”

     “Well?” Venetia prompted.

     “I believe I mentioned that Stilwell had begun to doubt Mrs. Fleming’s psychical talents. But the more he learned about a certain Mrs. Jones, the more he became convinced that she might very well possess strong, genuine paranormal abilities.”

     Venetia started violently. “He wrote about me?”

     Edward frowned. “You mean Mr. Stilwell decided that he wanted to marry Venetia instead of Mrs. Fleming?”

     “He was just beginning to formulate such a plan when I recovered from my dreadful fall into the canyon, regained my memory and returned home to the arms of my lovely bride,” Gabriel said.

     “I see,” Venetia said quietly. “Rosalind Fleming hated me because she feared that she was losing John Stilwell’s affections. She knew he was considering replacing her with me. She was jealous.”

     Beatrice nodded once. “I did tell you that a woman in her position is always aware that her future hangs by a thread.”

     “But whatever gave John Stilwell the notion that I might have some psychical talents?” Venetia asked.

     Gabriel looked very steadily at his father. “I believe I will allow you to answer that one, sir.”

     “Certainly,” Hippolyte said. Enthusiasm lit his eyes. “Stilwell reasoned that if you were, indeed, married to Gabe, it was highly likely that you possessed true psychical gifts.”

     Venetia was clearly baffled. “I fail to see why he would automatically leap to that conclusion.”

     “Why, because everyone on the Council, including Ogden Stilwell, is aware that there is a strong tradition in the society,” Hippolyte said. “The heir to the Master’s Chair always searches for a bride who possesses psychical talents of her own.” He smiled fondly at Marjorie. “Take my own dear wife, for example. You do not ever want to play cards with her. She can read what you hold in your hand as clearly as though it were written on the reverse side.”

     Marjorie smiled benignly. “It was a useful talent in my younger days, I must admit. It certainly served to attract your interest, Hippolyte.”

     He grinned affectionately. “Lost a fortune to you before I knew what had hit me.”

     
      “What?” Venetia was aghast. “Mr. Jones, are you telling me that you chose me as a bride for your son merely because I can see auras?”

     “I wasn’t sure of the nature of your talents,” he said. “But I knew that there was some psychical element in your nature that would complement Gabe’s.”

     “I see,” Venetia said grimly.

     Belatedly Hippolyte appeared to realize that he might have blundered. He looked helplessly at Marjorie, seeking direction.

     Marjorie looked very steadily at Venetia. “You misjudge my husband’s goal in this matter,” she said quietly. “Hippolyte was interested only in Gabe’s happiness. Gabe’s talents have caused him a great deal of private anguish over the years. He was becoming increasingly remote and isolated. He was spending more and more time with his books. My husband and I both feared that if he did not find a woman who could understand and accept the psychical aspects of his nature, he might never know true love.”

     “It was obvious that Gabe wasn’t having any luck finding the right woman,” Hippolyte said earnestly. “So I took it upon myself to do so.”

     No one spoke.

     “I think,” Marjorie said, rising to her feet, “that we had best let Gabe and Venetia discuss this in private.”

     She led the way out of the library, the skirts of her gown sweeping the carpet with regal grace. Without a word, everyone except Venetia got up to follow.

     The retreat was a hasty one, Gabriel noted. Indeed, it was a wonder they did not all trample one another on the way to the door.
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        GABRIEL LOOKED AT HER across the desk.

     “Will you marry me?” he asked.

     Venetia was stunned speechless. She had been prepared to launch into a forceful lecture listing all of his transgressions. But the simple question turned her world upside down.

     “Before you give me your answer,” he said, “hear me out. I am aware that our meeting at Arcane House was arranged by my father. But in my own defense, I can only say that I did not realize it back at the beginning. I did not deduce what had happened until I began to suspect that you possessed some psychical ability. My father, of course, sensed it immediately when he met you and purchased some of your photographs.”

     “Why do you say he knew it immediately?” she asked, momentarily distracted.

     Gabriel smiled. “That is his particular talent. He can sense psychical gifts in others.”

     “I see.”

     “It is true that he is a great supporter of Mr. Darwin’s theories, and it is also true that there is a long-standing tradition in the Arcane Society that holds that the person who assumes the Master’s Chair will search for a bride who also possesses paranormal talents. I, however, had made it clear that I would not be bound by that tradition.”

     “You did?”

     “Yes. What is more, my parents supported me in that decision. But then my father found you for me. And you seduced me into a night of passion that I will remember for the rest of my life.”

     She looked down at her clasped hands. “I had no right to do that. But I was so sure that you were the right man and that Arcane House was the right place.”

     “Yes, I know. You have already explained the tropical island theme.”

     She knew she was turning pink. “This is very embarrassing, sir.”

     “The thing is, Venetia, although I was taken by surprise by my father’s scheme, I have come to the conclusion that he was right.”

     
      “What?” She shot to her feet. “You want to marry me because of my psychical abilities? Are you implying that we are a pair of sheep that should be bred because we each possess an unusual type of wool that may be passed on to our offspring?”

     “No.” He was on his feet, too, facing her across the desk. “That came out badly. Allow me to explain.”

     “What is there to explain?”

     “I don’t want to marry you because you happen to be able to see auras. Devil take it, what sort of basis would that be for a marriage?”

     “A very poor one, I should think,” she said.

     “Your ability to see auras is akin to the color of your hair, as far as I am concerned. Interesting, to be sure, but not a reason to marry you.”

     “Well then? Why do you want to marry me?”

     His jaw tightened. “There are a great number of reasons.”

     “Name one.”

     “There is the obvious fact that in the eyes of the world we are already married.”

     She was crushed. “In other words, it would be convenient for both of us to turn fiction into fact?”

     “I said there were a lot of reasons. We share a mutual respect and admiration. In addition, we find each other stimulating.”

     “Stimulating?”

     “Your word, Mrs. Jones. I would remind you that you set out to seduce me when we first met because you found me stimulating. Has that aspect of my nature changed?”

     “No,” she admitted.

     He came around the desk and caught her shoulders with both hands. “I find you equally stimulating. I think you know that.”

     “Gabriel—”

     “Intellectually and physically as well as metaphysically,” he assured her.

     “Gabriel, hush.” She put her fingers across his lips to silence him. “I believe you when you say that you are not asking me to marry you to please your father or because you want to honor an Arcane Society tradition.”

     He smiled slowly. “Then we are making progress.”

     She shook her head. “I suspect that you are asking me to marry you because you feel responsible for all that has happened.”

     He stopped smiling. “What are you talking about?”

     “The fact that, even though I seduced you first, I was, after all, a virgin. In addition, you feel responsible for the danger that developed around me and my family because I photographed the collection at Arcane House. You are an honorable man, Gabriel. A man of integrity. It is perfectly natural that you would assume a sense of duty and obligation toward me because you blame yourself for the events that transpired.”

     To her shock, he started to smile his secret, seductive smile.

     “You’ve got it backwards, my sweet,” he said.

     “I beg your pardon?”

     “I allowed myself to be seduced back at the start of this affair because I had already concluded that you were the only woman for me. I fell in love with you the night you walked into Arcane House with your precious camera in your arms.”

     She was shocked almost breathless. “Truly?”

     “When you set out to seduce me, I realized that you were attracted to me but that you had no long-term arrangements in mind. I told myself that if I was very clever and bided my time, if I let you do the seducing, I might be able to make you fall in love with me, too.”

     “Oh, Gabriel.”

     “I had a strategy. A hunting strategy, if you will. Then those two intruders showed up and everything spun into chaos. At least for a time. But now matters appear to have come right again. So, I ask you again, will you marry me?”

     “You do understand that Amelia, Edward and Beatrice are part of the package, don’t you?” she said, anxious to be clear.

     “Of course. They are family. I think they like me well enough, don’t you?”

     She smiled. “They are all quite fond of you.”

     He captured her hand and kissed the palm. “What about you, my love? Are you fond of me, too?”

     She felt a great lightness rise within her. It was a wonder her feet did not leave the ground, she thought.

     “I love you with all my heart,” she whispered.

     She heard the library door open just as Gabriel pulled her into his arms. She turned her head and saw Beatrice, Amelia, Edward, Marjorie, Hippolyte and Mr. Montrose crowded in the doorway.

     “Sorry to interrupt,” Hippolyte said. “Thought we’d better see how things were progressing in here.”

     Gabriel looked at the group of expectant faces. “I am happy to report that I will soon be moving out of that attic.”
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        THE NEXT DAY Venetia was in the sunny studio at the back of the gallery, arranging props for a portrait sitting, when Gabriel appeared.

     “It appears that Rosalind Fleming, using a different name, purchased a ticket on a steamship that sailed for America this morning,” he said.

     “Good heavens.” Venetia straightened, dusting off her hands. “Are you quite certain?”

     “I spoke with the clerk who sold her the ticket. He confirmed the description of Mrs.Fleming. I also interviewed two dockside workers who assisted a lady matching Fleming’s description with what was evidently a vast amount of luggage. My father went to her house today. It has been vacated. The servants said that their mistress had departed on an extended stay in America. They did not know when she would return.”

     Venetia thought about that. “Fleeing to America is the logical thing for her to do, when you think about it. With Stilwell dead, she has lost a great deal. She will no longer be receiving expensive gifts and money from him and she can no longer move in Society. Her only choice would have been to change her name again and return to her career as a blackmailing medium.”

     “Whereas in America she will be able to get a fresh start as a blackmailing medium,” Gabriel said dryly.

     “No doubt. Something tells me that Rosalind Fleming can take excellent care of herself.”
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        THE FOLLOWING AFTERNOON Venetia took her customary route past the cemetery to the gallery. She had a parasol hoisted high in one hand and her appointment book tucked under her other arm. The message from Maud had arrived shortly before noon.

     
      
       Mrs. Jones:
      

      
       A very important person has requested to meet with you at four o’clock this afternoon at the gallery. He has booked a series of portraits of his daughters and wishes to discuss the theme of the photographs. He fancies the Inspiring Ladies of History program.
      

      
       Please send word if the time is not convenient.
      

     

     Venetia had found the time quite convenient. Maud’s instinct for identifying Very Important Persons was unerring.

     She stopped in surprise when she saw that the shades were pulled down over the windows of the Jones Photographic Gallery. A small CLOSED sign dangled on the other side of the glass door.

     It was not yet four. Maud had no doubt slipped out for a few minutes to treat herself to a cup of tea and a bite to eat before the new client arrived.

     Venetia selected a key from the chatelaine attached to the waist of her gown.

     Her uneasiness grew when she opened the door of the shop and walked inside. The silence should have felt normal but for some obscure reason it seemed wrong.

     “Maud? Are you here?”

     There was a faint stirring in the backroom. Relieved, Venetia hurried around the counter.

     “Maud? Is that you?”

     She grasped the edge of the curtain that separated the front room of the shop from the back and pulled it aside.

     Maud was on the floor in the corner. She was bound and gagged. She stared at Venetia with wide, frantic eyes.

     “Dear heaven,” Venetia whispered.

     She started forward.

     Maud shook her head violently and mumbled something unintelligible. Too late Venetia realized she was attempting to signal a warning.

     There was movement to the right. Rosalind Fleming stepped out from behind a stack of cartons containing framed prints of the Men of Shakespeare series.

     She was dressed from head to toe in deep mourning, which, Venetia realized, made a very effective disguise. Rosalind had crumpled the heavy black veil up onto the brim of her black hat.

     She had a small pistol in her black-gloved hand.

     “We make an interesting pair of widows,” Venetia said.

     “I have been waiting for you, Mrs. Jones,” Rosalind said. “I didn’t want to leave town without my portrait. I do hope it turned out well.”

     An invisible psychical wind stirred the hair on the nape of Venetia’s neck. It was not just the sight of the gun that was disturbing her senses. There was something strange about Rosalind’s eyes. They appeared unnaturally brilliant, strangely compelling.

     “You were reported to be on a ship that sailed for New York yesterday,” Venetia said, stalling for time.

     Rosalind smiled coldly. “I did, indeed, purchase a ticket. But it is for passage on another ship, one that sails tomorrow. It was very simple to convince the clerk at the other shipping company that he had sold me a ticket for yesterday’s sailing, however.”

     “Two dockhands helped you with your luggage.”

     “No, they merely believe that they assisted me.”

     “You mesmerized all three of them and planted memories in their heads. My goodness, Rosalind, you’ve certainly come a long way from your days as a small-time medium.”

     Rosalind stopped smiling. “I am no carnival-act mesmerist. I never was that. I possess a psychical talent for mesmerism.”

     “A very rudimentary talent, according to Stilwell’s notes.”

     
      “That is not true.” The gun in Rosalind’s hand trembled with the force of her sudden rage. “He was going to marry me until you came along.”

     “Was he?”

     “Yes. I was his true mate. He never doubted that until you showed up as Mrs. Jones. He only wanted you because he became convinced that Gabriel Jones had selected you as a wife. He believed that Jones would only marry a woman possessed of strong psychical abilities, you see.”

     “I thought you preferred your status as a widow. You once pointed out all the benefits to me in great detail, as I recall.”

     “It would have been different with John Stilwell.”

     “Because in the guise of Lord Ackland, he could give you two things you could not obtain without marriage: a secure place in Society and access to a fortune.”

     “I deserved a position in Society,” Rosalind said fiercely. “My father was Lord Bencher. I should have been an heiress. I should have been raised with his daughters. I should have been educated at the best schools. I should have married into the highest circles.”

     “But you were born out of wedlock and that changes everything, doesn’t it? Trust me, I do understand your position. What will you do now that your scheme to become Lady Ackland has gone up in smoke?”

     “You are the one who ruined my plans, you and Gabriel Jones. But I fought my way up the ladder of Society once and I will do it again. This time, though, I will try my luck in America, where it should be a simple matter to pass myself off as the widow of a wealthy British lord. They tell me that titles are very popular in America.”

     “Be reasonable. If you leave here now you can escape with no one the wiser. But if you kill me I assure you that Gabriel will hunt you down, no matter how far you run or how many times you change your name. Hunting is something Gabriel is very good at. He is better than John Stilwell ever was. You will notice which of them survived.”

     “Yes, I know.” Rosalind’s face twisted and the feverish look in her eyes intensified. “John suspected that he and Gabriel Jones shared similar paranormal talents. I assure you, I have no wish to spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder. Therefore I have arranged to make certain that your death and that of your shopgirl will appear to be just another unfortunate photographic gallery accident. I understand they are all too common.”

     Maud made a distressed noise.

     Rosalind ignored her. She motioned with the pistol. “Go into the darkroom, Mrs. Jones.”

     “Why?”

     “You will find a bottle of ether in there.” Rosalind smiled. “Everyone knows how dangerous it is. Why, one hears that fires and explosions happen all the time in darkrooms where the chemical is present.”

     “I don’t use ether. It was required in the old collodion-plate-process days but not with the new dry plates.”

     “No one will know what chemical actually started the fire,” Rosalind said impatiently.

     “Ether is highly flammable and explosive. You will likely kill yourself as well as Maud and me if you attempt to ignite it,” Venetia warned.

     Rosalind’s smile was terrifying. “I do understand that igniting a fire in a darkroom is an extraordinarily risky activity. Therefore, you will do it for me, Mrs. Jones.”

     “You cannot possibly believe that I will assist you in an action that will bring about my own death and the death of Maud. No, Mrs. Fleming. You will have to do this yourself.”

     “On the contrary. I can make you do anything I desire. What is more, you will do it willingly.”

     “I understand that mesmerism does not work well in situations where the subject is unwilling, and I assure you, I am not at all willing.”

     “You are wrong, Mrs. Jones,” Rosalind said softly. “You see, I drank the formula.”

     Venetia’s mouth went dry. “What are you talking about?”

     “The alchemist’s elixir, of course. John prepared a batch of it using the recipe in the old notebook. He did not know that I knew about it. I saw him store a quantity of it in a cupboard in his laboratory. When I realized that he was determined to have you, I went to the mansion while he was away and drank the stuff.” Rosalind grimaced. “It tasted dreadful but I knew this morning that it was working.”

     “Don’t you know why Stilwell didn’t drink the elixir himself?”

     Rosalind shrugged. “I suspect that he lost his nerve. He was afraid to experiment on himself.”

     “He didn’t drink the formula because he discovered that it was a slow-acting poison. He wanted to be certain he possessed the antidote before he downed the elixir.”

     “You’re lying.”

     “Why would I lie about something like this?” Venetia demanded.

     “Because you think you can convince me not to kill you if you promise to provide me with an antidote. It is a very clever move, Mrs.Jones, but I thought I had made it clear that I am not a fool.”

     “Dear heaven, it seems Stilwell was secretive to the last. He didn’t even confide in you. But I suppose that is only to be expected, given his nature.”

     “That is not true,” Rosalind said. “He trusted me. He was going to marry me.”

     “Stilwell trusted no one. Listen to me, Rosalind. I am telling you the truth. The alchemist’s brew may work for a time but soon it will drive you mad.”

     “I don’t believe you,” Rosalind said. Her eyes were hot coals now. “You are trying to manipulate me but it won’t work. I will force you to admit the truth.”

     “How?”

     Rosalind smiled coldly. “Like this.”

     Energy slammed across Venetia’s senses, striking with such speed and force that she crumpled to her knees. Her skirts spilled around her. There was pain but it was unlike any she had ever experienced. It was as if her nerves had been touched with electricity. If this kept up for very long she would be the one who went mad, she thought.

     “You will now be unable to speak anything but the truth, Mrs. Jones. You will tell me what I wish to know.”

     Venetia sought refuge in the only place she could think of, the paranormal plane. Still on her knees, fighting a haze of pain, she forced herself to look at Rosalind Fleming as though viewing her through the lens of a camera.

     
      Concentrate.
     

     The world around her became a negative image. The pain was different now. It was still intense but it was transformed into a more familiar sort of energy. She could keep this energy at bay.

     An aura appeared around Rosalind’s figure. It was sharper and stronger than Venetia remembered it. There was a new shade at the edges, a metaphysical color that exhibited a distinctly unwholesome aspect. The poison was already starting to affect Rosalind.

     “Is the alchemist’s formula a poison?” Rosalind asked.

     “No,” Venetia gasped.

     “I thought not. That is all I needed to know. You will now rise to your feet and walk into the darkroom.”

     Venetia stood slowly, very nearly losing her balance. It was always awkward to move in the normal world when she was viewing it from this other dimension.

     Maintaining her concentration while attempting to move about and converse in a normal fashion was next to impossible. She could only hope that Rosalind would attribute her lack of coordination and short, clipped responses to the force of a mesmeric thrall.

     She reached the door to the darkroom and opened it slowly. Rosalind followed but she was careful to keep a considerable distance between them.

     “You are doing very well, Mrs. Jones,” Rosalind said. “Not much longer now and it will all be over. I placed an unlit taper on the workbench next to the bottle of ether. Strike a light and make a flame.”

     Venetia looked at the bottle. It was still sealed.

     She fumbled for the taper, managing to knock it to the floor.

     “Pick it up,” Rosalind ordered from just outside the doorway. “Be quick about it.”

     Venetia stooped to retrieve the taper. When she gave it an unobtrusive little push it rolled away beneath the counter that held the sink. She crawled after it.

     “Get the taper, damn you.”

     From her position outside the door, Rosalind could no longer see anything except the skirts of her gown, Venetia thought.

     She collected the taper and struggled back to her feet. She gripped the edge of the counter to steady herself. The glass jar she used to measure some of her chemicals stood near the sink. In the eerie reversed light world in which she moved it was almost invisible. If she had not known it was there, she would not have noticed it.

     Concealing the jar at her side amid the folds of her gown with one hand, the taper clutched in the other, she went slowly back to the workbench.

     “Strike a light and be quick about it,” Rosalind said urgently. “I want to be certain the taper is lit before I leave. I do not want any mistakes.”

     The blast of psychical energy that accompanied the command overrode Venetia’s mental defenses. For an instant she lost her concentration. The world snapped back into focus. Pain slashed across her senses.

     It took all of her willpower to shift back into the reversed-image world. Her heart was pounding so hard now she wondered that Rosalind did not hear it.

     Keeping her back to the open door, Venetia set the glass jar on the counter next to the bottle of ether. Rosalind would not be able to see either from where she stood.

     Venetia struck a light and lit the taper. She did not turn around.

     “Very good, Mrs. Jones.” An unnatural excitement and anticipation vibrated in Rosalind’s voice. “Now you must listen to me very closely. You will wait until you hear the front door of the shop open and close and then you will unseal the bottle of ether. Is that clear?”

     “Yes,” Venetia said tonelessly.

     “You will spill the ether on the floor and then you will touch the flame to the ether.”

     “Yes,” Venetia said again.

     “But you must not open the bottle until after I am out on the street,” Rosalind emphasized. “We would not want any unfortunate accidents, now, would we?”

     “No.”

     Her back still turned toward Rosalind, Venetia picked up the jar. She hurled it to the floor at her feet. It landed hard. Glass exploded violently.

     Her full skirts hid the shards from Rosalind’s view but there was no mistaking the sound of shattering glass.

     “What was that?” Rosalind shrieked. “What did you drop?”

     “The bottle of ether,” Venetia said calmly. “Can’t you smell the fumes? They are very strong.” She turned, the blazing taper in hand, and looked at Rosalind very steadily across the flame. “Shall I light it now?”

     “No,” Rosalind screamed. She edged backward. “No, not yet. Wait, wait until I am gone.”

     The storm of energy that had been battering Venetia’s senses ceased abruptly. Rosalind had lost her control.

     Venetia stooped toward the floor, lowering the taper.

     “Stop,” Rosalind shrieked. “You stupid fool. You must wait until I am gone.”

     Venetia continued to lower the flame toward the floor. “They say the fumes alone are highly explosive,” she observed in the same uninflected voice. “They are quite strong. This won’t take long.”

     “No.” Fury lanced across Rosalind’s face. She raised the gun in both hands.

     Venetia realized that Rosalind was going to pull the trigger. She threw herself to the side. The gun roared; deafening in the small space.

     Ice-cold pain slashed Venetia’s arm. Already off balance, she fell to the floor, instinctively trying to hold on to the burning candle.

     Rosalind whirled and fled through the curtained doorway.

     Venetia heard the front door of the shop open.

     “Don’t rush off on my account,” Gabriel said from the other room.

     “Let me go,” Rosalind yelled, panic-stricken. “This place will go up like a torch at any moment.”

     Gabriel pulled aside the curtain. Venetia saw that he held Rosalind by the scruff of her neck. The gun was in his other hand.

     He looked at Venetia. “You’re bleeding.”

     He released Rosalind and started forward, yanking a small knife and a large, square linen handkerchief out of the pockets of his greatcoat.

     Venetia looked down at her arm. The sleeve of her gown was soaked with blood. Stunned, she did the only thing she could think of that made some sense. She blew out the candle.

     Rosalind stared, shaken. “You aren’t in a trance.”

     “No,” Venetia said.

     Gabriel crouched beside her and went to work with the knife, slicing away the sleeve of her gown.

     “The ether,” Rosalind whispered.

     “I would never open a bottle of ether around an open flame,” Venetia said.

     Rosalind whirled and ran, disappearing through the curtain.

     Gabriel looked up briefly from his task. Venetia could feel the hunting lust radiating from him in waves.

     “Your prey is escaping,” she said dryly.

     He turned his attention back to her injured arm. “I have other priorities at the moment.”

     “Yes,” she said, smiling a little in spite of the searing pain. “You are first and foremost a protector of those in your care.”

     His eyes met hers. “Nothing is more important to me than you.”

     He meant it, she thought. He meant every word.

     She wanted to tell him that the feeling was mutual but she was starting to feel light-headed. She hoped she was not going to faint.

     Gabriel surveyed the wound in her arm. “It is quite shallow, thank God. I must get you to a doctor, though. It will need to be properly cleaned and bandaged.”

     That information steadied her.

     A thought struck her.

     “Gabriel, Mrs. Fleming drank the alchemist’s formula.”

     “That is unfortunate.” He concentrated on wrapping the handkerchief around her arm.

     “What about the antidote?”

     “It is too late. I just finished deciphering the last passage in the alchemist’s formula. It states that the antidote only works if it is mixed with the formula and consumed at the same time.”
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        SIX DAYS LATER Venetia and Gabriel met with Harrow in the park. Harrow had a copy of the Flying Intelligencer tucked under his arm.

     He looked at Venetia with concern. “Are you all right?”

     “Yes.” She gave him a reassuring smile. “There is no sign of infection. The doctor tells me my arm will heal quickly.”

     “You have seen the news?” Harrow asked.

     Gabriel nodded. “They pulled Mrs.Fleming’s body out of the river two days ago. Suicide. Evidently she jumped off a bridge. We can only hope the authorities are correct and that this is not another one of her tricks of psychical mesmerism.”

     Harrow’s brows rose. “It is no trick.”

     The absolute certainty of the statement made Venetia go very still.

     “How can you be sure?” she asked.

     “Mr. Pierce made arrangements to view the body personally. He wanted to be certain that there was no mistake.”

     “I see,” she said.

     “Speaking of Mr. Pierce,” Harrow continued, “he has asked me to convey his gratitude to you and to Mr. Jones. He said to tell you that he is in your debt. If there is ever anything either of you needs and if it is within his power to obtain it for you, it is yours.”

     Venetia glanced uneasily at Gabriel.

     “Please thank Mr. Pierce for us,” Gabriel said to Harrow.

     Harrow smiled his cool, ethereal smile. “I will do that. Meanwhile, I trust I will see you at the next photographic exhibition.”

     “We will look forward to it,” Venetia assured him.

     “Good day to you both.” Harrow inclined his head in a graceful bow and walked off across the park.

     Venetia noticed that Gabriel was watching Harrow with a meditative expression.

     “What are you thinking?” she asked.

     “I am thinking that the alchemist’s poisonous brew worked very rapidly, indeed. According to the notebook it should have taken several days before it induced a state of madness and melancholia.”

     “Given the nature of the brew, I doubt if the alchemist was able to conduct many experiments,” Venetia said. “The length of time it took for the elixir to turn into a poison may have been only an estimate on his part.”

     “Perhaps,” Gabriel said. He did not take his eyes off Harrow.

     She turned to follow his gaze. Harrow had almost disappeared in a grove of trees but when she concentrated she could catch glimpses of his aura. A frisson touched her spine.

     “Gabriel,” she said suddenly. “Do you think that Mr. Harrow is Mr. Pierce’s very good friend? The person Mrs. Fleming tried to blackmail?”

     “I think that is a very interesting theory.” Gabriel’s smile was very cold. “But one I have no interest in attempting to verify. Pierce may or may not possess psychical powers of his own but the hunter in me tells me that he is quite capable of protecting that which he values. I think we can assume that there is at least one very plausible explanation for why the alchemist’s formula acted so swiftly in Mrs. Fleming’s case.”

     “Are you implying what I think you are implying?”

     “Let’s just say that I would not be surprised to learn that Mr. Pierce took steps to make very certain that Rosalind Fleming jumped off that bridge.”
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        TWO DAYS LATER Hippolyte strode into the library of the town house, waving a handful of cards.

     “I just lost damn near twenty pounds to Miss Amelia and young Edward,” he roared.

     Gabriel looked up from the newspaper. “I did warn you not to play cards with that pair.”

     Hippolyte grinned, satisfaction radiating from him in waves. “Why didn’t you tell me that they’re both showing signs of psychical abilities?”

     “I knew that you would figure it out soon enough.”

     “Realized it as soon as I sat down to play with them, of course.” Hippolyte chuckled. “I could feel the energy around the table. It was astonishing. Miss Amelia is already quite strong. Young Edward is just coming into his own. Not sure what sort of talent he’s got yet, but it will be interesting to find out.”

     “Guiding those two as they develop their psychical skills will give you something to occupy your spare time.” Gabriel turned the page in the newspaper. “You’ll be needing a new hobby now that you’ve finished with matchmaking.”

     Venetia entered the library, a photograph in her hand. “Good afternoon, gentlemen. Would you care to see the latest addition to the Men of Shakespeare series? I think Caesar is going to be quite popular.”

     Gabriel got to his feet to greet her. He glanced down at the picture of Caesar. The man in the photograph was blond and endowed with the sort of features ladies were known to admire in men. The model was also extremely well muscled. A great deal of that muscle was on display.

     “What the devil is he wearing?” Gabriel asked.

     “A toga, of course,” Venetia said. “What else would Caesar wear?”

     “Good lord, Venetia, the man’s half naked.”

     “That’s the classical Roman fashion.”

     “Damnation. You actually photographed a man who was wearing nothing but a skimpy toga?”

     “Remember, dear, photography is an art. Half naked, indeed, entirely naked people are quite commonly found in art.”

     “They are most definitely not going to be commonly found in your art.”

     “Now, Gabriel—”

     Hippolyte cleared his throat. “I believe I’ll leave you two alone to discuss the finer points of the photographic arts. Young Edward and I are going to take his kite to the park.”
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        THEY SPENT THEIR wedding night alone in the little house on Sutton Lane. Declaring that the newlyweds needed privacy, Marjorie Jones invited Beatrice, Amelia and Edward to stay at the town house that evening.

     Venetia waited for her husband in bed, demurely garbed in an ankle-length nightgown. She felt unaccountably shy and more than a little nervous. This was ridiculous, she thought. They had been together before. Why was she feeling so anxious?

     She started a little when Gabriel opened the door and walked into the room. He wore a dark dressing gown and his hair was still damp from his bath.

     Her husband, she thought. She was now a wife.

     He stopped halfway across the room and looked at her with his sorcerer’s eyes.

     “What is the matter?” he asked.

     “I find it hard to believe that we are married,” she confessed. “There was a time when I thought I’d never see you again. Not in this life, at any rate.”

     He smiled and walked the rest of the way to the edge of the bed. “How odd. I knew from the beginning that we would be together.”

     “Did you?”

     He untied the sash of his robe. “Remember the night we made love together at Arcane House?”

     “I am not likely to forget it.”

     “Do you recall telling me that you were mine?”

     She blushed. “Yes.”

     He tossed the robe aside, pulled back the covers and got in beside her. “As far as I was concerned, that was our real wedding night, Mrs. Jones.”

     He was right, she thought. That night had sealed the bond between them.

     Her bridal jitters evaporated in the warmth of that knowledge. She opened her arms to him.

     “I knew you were the right man,” she whispered.

     “Ah, but you were thinking of only one night together. Whereas I was plotting a strategy that would last a lifetime.”

     He came to her then. They made love slowly at first and very thoroughly. Gabriel touched her in ways that would have shocked her in the light of day. But here in the shadows of the bedroom, she gloried in the sensual intimacy.

     Gradually the tender lovemaking was transformed into a sensual battle. She grew bolder and more daring. At one point she took him into her mouth. His fingers clenched in her hair.

     “Enough, my sweet.” His breathing was harsh with the effort he was exerting to maintain control.

     “I see no reason to stop,” she said softly.

     Without warning, he reversed their positions, rolling on top of her. In retaliation, she sank her nails into his back.

     He laughed and captured her wrists, pinning them to the bed on either side of her head.

     “I carried your marks from that first night at Arcane House for two days,” he said.

     She smiled up at him in the shadows, aware that he could see her quite clearly in the darkness. “Did you?”

     “I seem to recall telling you at the time that you would pay.”

     “Promises, promises.”

     The next thing she knew he had released her wrists and was sliding down the length of her body to her melting core.

     When he kissed her there she convulsed in shock and excitement. He covered her once more, sinking himself deep inside her.

     Together they sailed the crashing waves of the climax, losing themselves in the shared fires of psychical energy, sexual passion and love.

      

     
      A 
      LONG TIME LATER, he lay back against the pillows and gathered her close against him. He felt perfectly sated, he thought. Happy and content. Loved and in love.

     “Do you think you will mind not being a widow?” he asked.

     Venetia laughed and reached up to touch his face with loving fingers. “There appear to be some advantages to being a wife after all.”
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       CLARE LANCASTER SAT in the café of a large bookstore in Phoenix, Arizona, waiting for the half sister she had never met. A chaotic mix of anticipation, anxiety, longing and uncertainty churned her insides to such an extent that she could not drink the green tea she had ordered.

     Even if she had not seen photographs and read articles about Elizabeth Glazebrook and her wealthy, influential family in the Arizona newspapers and house-and-garden magazines, she would have recognized her the moment she walked through the door.

     It certainly wasn’t because there was much in the way of family resemblance, Clare thought. At five feet three and a half, she was accustomed to having to look up, not only to most men but to many women as well. She was aware that, like Napoleon, she sometimes tended to overcompensate.

     Friends and those who were fond of her called her feisty. Those who were not friends tended to go for other descriptors: difficult, stubborn, assertive and bossy. On occasion the words “bitch” and “ballbuster” had been used, often by men who had discovered the hard way that she was not nearly as easy to get into bed as they had assumed.

     Elizabeth was her polar opposite: tall and willowy with a cloud of honey-brown, shoulder-length hair brightened by the desert sun and the discreet touch of a very expensive salon. Her features had a lovely, patrician symmetry that gave her an elegant profile.

     But what one noticed most of all about Elizabeth was her style. Her half sister did not have merely good taste in clothes, jewelry and accessories, Clare thought; she had exquisite taste. She knew the precise colors to wear to enhance her natural good looks, and she had an unerring eye when it came to detail.

     Until her recent marriage to Brad McAllister, Elizabeth had been one of the most successful interior designers in the Southwest. Things had changed dramatically in the past few months. The once thriving business had fallen apart.

     Elizabeth hesitated briefly in the doorway of the café, searching the small crowd. Clare started to raise a hand to get her attention. There was no reason why Elizabeth should recognize her. After all, she had never had her work featured in glossy, high-end magazines, and she’d certainly never had her wedding photographed for the society pages of a newspaper. She’d never had a wedding. But that was another issue.

     To her amazement, Elizabeth stopped scanning the room the instant she noticed Clare sitting in the corner. She started through the maze of tables.

     
      My sister, Clare thought. She knows me, just as I would have known her, even if I had never seen a photograph.

     When Elizabeth drew closer, Clare saw the barely veiled terror shimmering in her hazel eyes.

     “Thank God you came,” Elizabeth whispered. The beautifully crafted leather handbag she carried shook a little in her tightly clutched fingers.

     Clare’s anxiety and uncertainty vanished in a heartbeat. She was on her feet, hugging Elizabeth as if they had known each other all their lives.

     “It’s all right,” she said. “It’s going to be okay.”

     “No, it’s not,” Elizabeth whispered, tears drowning the words. “He’s going to kill me. No one believes me. They think I’m crazy. They all say he’s the perfect husband.”

     “I believe you,” Clare said.
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        JAKE SALTER WAS standing in the shadows at the far end of the long veranda, all his senses—normal and paranormal—open to the desert night, when he felt the hair stir on the nape of his neck. It was the first warning he had that something was about to put his entire, carefully laid strategy in jeopardy.

     The hunter in him knew better than to ignore the disturbing sensation.

     The ominous indicator of disaster took the shape of a small, nondescript compact car turning into the crowded driveway of the big Glazebrook house.

     
      Something wicked this way comes. Or something very, very interesting. In his experience, the two often went together.

     “It looks like we have a late arrival,” Myra Glazebrook said. “I can’t imagine who it is. I’m sure that everyone who was invited tonight is already here or sent regrets.”

     Jake watched the little compact crawl slowly forward. The driver was searching for a parking place amid the array of expensive sedans, heavy SUVs and limos that littered the drive. Like a rabbit approaching a desert watering hole that had already attracted a lot of mountain lions.

     
      Good luck, Jake thought.

     There was no space left in the wide, circular court that fronted the big house. The Glazebrooks were entertaining this evening. Archer and Myra Glazebrook called their annual July cocktail gala the Desert Rats Party. This evening, everyone who was anyone in the affluent community of Stone Canyon, Arizona, who had not fled the merciless summer heat for cooler climes was here.

     “Must be someone from the caterer’s staff,” Myra said. She watched the compact with growing disapproval.

     The little car finished one complete circle of the drive without finding a place to alight. Undaunted, it scurried around for a second attempt.

     Myra’s jaw firmed. “The caterer’s people were told to park at the back of the house. They’re not supposed to take up space in front. That’s for the guests.”

     “Maybe this particular member of the staff didn’t get the word,” Jake said.

     The compact was sweeping toward them again, headlights bouncing off the gleaming fenders of the larger vehicles. Jake was sure now that the driver was not going to give up.

     “Sooner or later he’s going to realize that there is no room left in the drive,” Myra said. “He’ll have to go around to the back.”

     
      Don’t bet on it, Jake thought. There was something very determined about the manner in which the driver was searching for a parking space.

     The compact abruptly came to a defiant halt directly behind a sleek silver-gray BMW.

     
      Out of all the cars here tonight, you had to pick that one to block, Jake thought. What are the odds?

     The part of him that he did not advertise to the world—the not-quite-normal part—was still running hot, which meant he was flooded with parasensory input in addition to the information collected by his normal senses. When he was hot, data came to him across a spectrum of energy and wavelengths that extended into the paranormal zones. He was aware of the wild, intoxicating scents and the soft sounds of the desert night in a way that he would not have been if he were to close down the parasensitive side of himself. And his hunter’s intuition was operating at full capacity.

     “He certainly can’t park there,” Myra said sharply. She looked down the veranda. “Where is the attendant who was hired to handle parking this evening?”

     “Saw him go around to the back a few minutes ago,” Jake said. “Probably had to take a quick break. I can handle this for you.”

     
      Oh, yeah. I want to handle this.
     

     “No, that’s all right, I’d better deal with it,” Myra said. “There’s always the possibility that it’s someone who was accidentally left off the guest list. Once in a while that happens. Excuse me, Jake.”

     Myra went briskly toward the veranda entrance, fashionable high-heeled sandals clicking on the tiles.

     Jake clamped down on his eager senses. Try to act normal here. He could do that fairly well most of the time. He had learned long ago that people, especially those who possessed a measure of psychic ability and who understood exactly what he was, got nervous when he didn’t. Others, which included the majority of the population—most of whom would never admit to believing in the paranormal—simply became uneasy for reasons they could not explain. He wondered which group the new arrival fell into.

     He leaned against the railing, absently swirling the whiskey that he had not touched all evening. He wasn’t here tonight to relax and enjoy the hospitality. He was here to gather information with all his senses. Later he would go hunting.

     The door of the compact popped open. A figure emerged from behind the wheel. The newcomer was a woman. She was not dressed in the uniform that the other members of the catering staff wore. Instead, she had on a severe black-skirted suit. A pair of black, heeled pumps and an oversized shoulder bag finished off the outfit.

     
      Definitely not from around here, Jake thought. This was Arizona and it was July. No one went beyond “resort casual” at this time of year.

     He prowled quietly forward along the veranda. When he reached a deep pool of shadow at the side of one of the stone pillars that supported the overhanging roof, he stopped. He propped one shoulder against the pillar and waited for events to unfold.

     The newcomer’s neat black pumps echoed crisply on the paving stones of the drive. She walked boldly toward the main entrance where Myra waited. Jake could see that the somber black suit skimmed small, high breasts, a trim waist and hips that, if one wanted to get technical, were probably too generously proportioned to suit the scale of the rest of the petite frame. He, however, had no problem, technical or otherwise, with her curves. They looked just right to him.

     This was the kind of woman you looked at twice, even though you knew she wasn’t beautiful. At least she was the kind that he looked at twice. Make that three times, he decided. The big, knowing eyes, proud nose and determined chin were striking in a compelling, unconventional way. The veranda lights gleamed on lustrous dark hair that was secured in an elegant knot at the back of her head.

     But it wasn’t her looks that grabbed his full attention across the spectrum of his senses. She had something else going for her, something that didn’t depend on physical attractiveness. It was in the way she carried herself, the angle of her shoulders and the tilt of her head. Attitude. Lots of it. It would be a mistake to underestimate this woman.

     Automatically he cataloged and analyzed the data that his senses were collecting, the way he always did when he was hunting.

     She wasn’t prey. She was something a lot more intriguing. She was a challenge. You couldn’t charm a woman like this into bed. She would make the decision based on whatever criteria she had established. There would be some fencing involved, certain negotiations, probably a few showdowns.

     He felt the blood heat in his veins.

     Myra stepped into the woman’s path. He could see that she had dropped the gracious hostess role. It didn’t take any paranormal sensitivity to detect the tension and wariness vibrating through her. The first words out of Myra’s mouth told him just how much trouble he was looking at.

     “What are you doing here, Clare?” Myra asked.

     Well, damn. Jake mentally sifted through the files he had been given to read before he was sent to Stone Canyon two weeks ago. No mistake. Right age, right gender, right amount of hostility from Myra.

     This was Clare Lancaster, Archer’s other daughter, conceived in the course of a brief, illicit affair. The probability analysts employed by Jones & Jones, the psychic investigation firm that had hired him for this job, had estimated that the likelihood of her showing up here while he was working undercover was less than 10 percent. Which only went to show that just because you were a psychic with a special flair for probability theory didn’t mean diddly-squat when it came to predicting the behavior of a woman. Plain, old-fashioned guesswork would have yielded better results.

     He knew he should be worried. Clare’s presence here was seriously bad news. If the rumors about her were true, she was the one person in the vicinity who could blow his cover to pieces.

     According to the Jones & Jones files, Clare was a level ten on the Jones Scale. There was no level eleven, at least not officially.

     The Jones Scale originated in the late 1800s. It was developed by the Arcane Society, an organization devoted to psychic and paranormal research. Back in the Victorian era, a lot of serious people took the paranormal very seriously. The period was the heyday of séances, mediums and demonstrations of psychic abilities.

     Of course the vast majority of practitioners in those days were charlatans and frauds. But the Arcane Society had already been in existence for two hundred years at that point, and its members knew the truth. Paranormal talents did exist in some people. The society’s goal was to identify and study such individuals. Over the years it had acquired a large membership of psychically talented people. Those who joined got tested, and they brought their offspring to be tested.

     The Jones Scale was designed to measure the strength of a person’s psychic energy. It was continually being updated and expanded as modern experts in the society created new methods and techniques.

     It wasn’t just the knowledge that Clare was a strong sensitive that raised red flags. According to the files, her talent was extremely rare and highly unusual. The strength of a person’s pure psychic energy was fairly easy to measure these days—within limits, at least. Identifying the exact nature of an individual’s talent was often far more complicated.

     In the vast majority of cases, psychic abilities fell into the realm of intuition. Those endowed with a measurable amount of paranormal talent were often good card players. They got lucky when they gambled, and they were known for their very reliable hunches.

     But there were some major exceptions. Among the members of the society, such exceptions were usually termed “exotics.” It was not a compliment.

     Clare Lancaster was an exotic. She had a preternatural ability to sense the unique kind of psychic energy generated by someone who was attempting to prevaricate or deceive.

     In other words, Clare was a human lie detector.

     “Hello, Myra,” Clare said. “I can see from your expression that you weren’t expecting me. I was afraid of that. All I can say is that I’ve had a bad feeling about this right from the start. Sorry for the intrusion.”

     She didn’t sound sorry, Jake thought. She sounded like a woman who expected to have to defend herself; a woman who had done just that frequently in the past and who was fully prepared to do so again. A scrappy little street fighter in conservative pumps and a badly wrinkled business suit. He was a little surprised that she didn’t have “Don’t Tread on Me” tattooed across her forehead.

     “Did Elizabeth ask you to come here tonight?” Myra demanded.

     “No. I got an e-mail from Archer. He said it was important.”

     
      Now, that was interesting, Jake thought. Archer had said nothing at all about his other daughter, let alone bothered to warn him that she might show up unexpectedly.

     Clare turned her head quite suddenly and looked straight into the pool of shadow where he stood. A small shock electrified his senses. Something had alerted her to his presence. He hadn’t intended for that to happen. He knew how to blend into the background. He had a predator’s talent for concealment when he chose to use it, and he had been using it instinctively for the past couple minutes.

     Aside from the rare handful of other sensitives who possessed exotic psychic abilities similar to his own—other hunters—there were very few people who could have detected his presence in the shadows. Clare’s intuitive awareness was especially impressive given the amount of highly charged emotional electricity that was vibrating in the air between her and Myra. If nothing else, the tension alone should have distracted her.

     
      Yes, indeed, here comes trouble. Can’t wait.
     

     “I was not aware that we had gotten a call from the guards at the front gate,” Myra said stiffly.

     Clare turned back to her. “Don’t worry, there was no major breach of security. The guard called the house before he waved me through the gates. Someone on this end vouched for me.”

     “I see.” Myra sounded uncharacteristically nonplussed. “I don’t understand why Archer didn’t tell me that he invited you.”

     “You’ll have to take that up with him,” Clare said. “Look, it wasn’t my idea to come all this way for a cocktail party. I’m here because Archer said that it was very important. That’s all I know.”

     “I’ll go and find him,” Myra said. She turned and walked quickly across the veranda, disappearing through the open French doors.

     Clare made no move to follow. Instead she switched her attention back to Jake.

     “Have we met?” she asked with a chilly politeness that made it very clear she knew they had not.

     “No,” Jake said. He moved slowly out of the shadows. “But I have a feeling that we’re going to get to know each other very well. I’m Jake Salter.”
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        HE’S LYING, Clare thought. Sort of.

     She should have been prepared. She was always prepared for a lie. But this wasn’t a pure, full-on lie. It was a subtle, nuanced bit of misdirection wrapped in truth, the kind of lie that a magician might use: Now you see the coin, now you don’t. But there really is a coin. It’s just that I can make it disappear.

     He was Jake Salter but he wasn’t.

     Whatever he was, he was definitely a powerful talent. The strong but confusing pulses of energy that accompanied the half-truth jangled her senses. She had developed her own private coding system for lies. The spectrum ran from the hot ultraviolet energy that accompanied the most dangerous lies, to a pale, cool, paranormal shade of silvery white for the benign sort.

     But Jake Salter’s lie generated energy from across the spectrum. Hot and cold. She knew intuitively that Jake could be extremely dangerous, but he wasn’t—at least not at the moment.

     Adrenaline flooded through her, making her edgy and hyper-alert. Her paranormal senses flared wildly, disorienting her on both the physical and the psychic planes. Her pulse kicked up suddenly and her breathing got very tight.

     She was accustomed to the sensation. She had been living with her rare brand of sensitivity since it developed in her early teens. Heaven knew she had practiced long and hard to learn how to clamp down on her physical as well as her paranormal reactions. But unfortunately her unusual senses were hardwired to the primitive fight-or-flight response. The Arcane House parapsychologist who had helped her deal with her unique type of energy had explained to her that psychic talents that triggered such basic physical instincts were exceptionally hard to control.

     When she did her own search through the genealogical records of the Arcane Society, looking for examples of others like herself, she had stumbled across two disturbing facts. The first was that, although human lie detectors popped up occasionally among the membership, the majority were fives or lower. Powerful level tens were extremely rare.

     Disturbing Fact Number Two was that of the handful of level-ten lie detectors in the historical records, the majority had come to bad ends because they never learned to control their talent. They wound up in asylums or took to drugs to dull the effects of the steady barrage of lies that assailed them day after day, year in and year out. Some committed suicide.

     The truth was, everybody lied. If you were a level-ten human lie detector, you either got used to it or you went crazy.

     If there was one thing she had taught herself, Clare thought, it was control.

     She pulled her senses—all of them—together with an effort of will and adjusted her psychic defenses.

     “I’m Clare Lancaster,” she said. She was proud of the fact that the words came out evenly and politely, as if she wasn’t on the downside of a mini–panic attack.

     “Nice to meet you, Clare,” Jake said.

     Okay, he wasn’t lying now. He really was pleased to meet her. More than pleased, in fact. She did not need her psychic sensitivity to detect the masculine anticipation in the words. Old-fashioned feminine intuition worked just fine. Another little thrill quivered through her.

     He walked, no, he prowled, toward her, a half-filled glass in one hand. She got the impression that he was factoring her presence into some private calculation. Fair enough. She was doing the same thing in reverse.

     “Are you a friend of the family, Mr. Salter?” she asked.

     “Call me Jake. I’m a business consultant. Archer hired me to consult on a new pension and benefit plan for Glazebrook.”

     Another lie wrapped in truth. Wow. This man was scary good. And scary interesting.

     He had moved into the light cast by one of the wrought-iron veranda lamps, allowing her a good look at him for the first time. She had the feeling that had not been by accident. He wanted her to see him. She understood why. Even his choice of clothing was an act of misdirection.

     She wondered if he actually believed that the black-framed glasses, hand-tailored button-down shirt and business-casual trousers that he wore were an effective disguise. The conservative cut of his very dark hair didn’t work, either.

     Nothing could conceal the watchful intelligence in those dark eyes or hide the subtle aura of controlled power that emanated from him. He was all fierce edges and mysterious shadows. She would have bet the tiny amount of money left in her bank account that, like any proper iceberg, the really dangerous part of Jake Salter was hidden beneath the surface.

     You didn’t have to be psychic to figure out that this was not a guy you wanted to encounter in a dark alley late at night. Not unless he was promising some very kinky sex.

     The last realization made her catch her breath. Where had that come from? She was definitely not inclined toward kinky sex. Actually, she wasn’t really into sex of any kind. Sex meant letting go, becoming vulnerable and taking risks with someone you trusted. When you were a human lie detector, you had a lot of trust issues. When she did go to bed with a man, she made certain she was in control.

     One of the great things about Greg Washburn was the fact that he had been quite content to let her take charge of the physical side of their relationship, just as he allowed her to control every other aspect of it. In fact, theirs had been a near-perfect engagement. She and Greg never argued about anything right up until the day he dumped her.

     “You’re a little late,” Jake observed.

     “My flight out of San Francisco was delayed,” she said.

     
      “Clare.”
     

     Clare jerked her attention away from Jake Salter and smiled at her half sister. “Hi, Liz.”

     “I just saw Mom.” Elizabeth swept forward, her attractive face glowing with delight. “She told me you were here. I didn’t know you were coming down to Arizona tonight.” She threw her arms around Clare. “For heaven’s sake, why didn’t you tell me?”

     “Sorry,” Clare said, hugging her. “I assumed you were aware I had been invited.”

     “Dad probably wanted to surprise me. You know how he is.”

     Not really, Clare thought, but she didn’t say it out loud. She had met the man who was her biological father for the first time a few months before. The circumstances had not been ideal. The truth was, she knew very little about Archer Glazebrook, aside from the fact that he was a legend in Arizona business circles.

     “It’s so good to see you,” Elizabeth said.

     Clare allowed herself to relax a little. With her sister, at least, she was on safe ground.

     “You look terrific,” she said, glancing down at Elizabeth’s elegant white sheath. “Love the dress.”

     “Thanks.” Elizabeth returned the survey. “You look—”

     “Don’t say it. You know I’ll know you’re lying.”

     Elizabeth laughed. “You look as if you’ve been traveling for half a day.”

     “Now that’s the honest truth,” Clare said.

     She smiled. It was so good to see her sister happy and cheerful. Eight months ago Elizabeth had been a woman in the middle of a nervous breakdown. The change was little short of miraculous. No doubt about it, widowhood had been good for her.

     Elizabeth, like her mother, was a registered member of the Arcane Society. Myra was a level two on the Jones Scale, which meant that, generally speaking, she had slightly above-average intuition. If she had not descended from a long line of Arcane Society members and been tested, she would have gone through life oblivious to the psychic side of her nature, taking her flashes of insight for granted, the way so many people did.

     Elizabeth, however, was a five, with a strong sensitivity to color, visual balance, proportion and harmony. Her psychic abilities were one of the reasons she was so successful as an interior designer.

     “There you are, Clare,” Archer Glazebrook roared from the open doorway. “What the hell took you so long?”

     “My flight got delayed,” Clare said.

     She kept her voice perfectly neutral, the way she always did when she was around the larger-than-life Archer Glazebrook. Since their initial meeting, she had spent very little time with him. She was not yet sure what to make of him.

     Archer could have been cast as the aging, hard-bitten gunslinger in an old-fashioned western film. He was sixty-one, with craggy, sun-weathered features and shrewd hazel eyes. Appearances were anything but deceiving in Archer’s case. He was born and raised on an Arizona ranch located close to the border and had spent most of his life in the Southwest.

     Archer no longer rode the land. He bought and sold it, instead. And he developed it. He did all of that so successfully that he could buy and sell just about anyone in the state.

     Eventually he would turn over his empire to his son, Matt, to run. But for now he was still in charge. Clare knew that this summer Matt, who was in his late twenties, was managing a Glazebrook job site in San Diego.

     Clare had once asked her mother what she had seen in Archer Glazebrook that made her want to have a one-night stand with him. Power is an incredible aphrodisiac, Gwen Lancaster had said simply.

     There was no doubt that Archer wielded power, not only through his business empire but also on the paranormal plane. In fact, one was linked to the other. He descended from a long line of Arcane Society members. His particular psychic ability allowed him to map strategies in unique ways. Many sensitives with similar talents wound up in the military or in politics. Archer had applied his psi-senses to the world of high-stakes deal making. The results had been spectacular.

     At the sight of him tonight, flanked by two members of his legitimate family, Clare felt the old, familiar wistfulness well up inside her. She suppressed it with the same ruthless will that she used to control the psychic side of her nature. Just as she had since she first discovered that she had a father and that he did not know that she existed, she chanted her private mantra. Get over it. You’re not the only person in the world who was raised by a single parent. Worse things could happen to a kid and Lord knows they do, all the time.

     She’d been lucky. She had a loving mother and a doting great-aunt. That was a heck of a lot more than many people got.

     “Well, come on inside and get yourself something to eat,” Archer ordered. He started to turn back toward the doors, intent on resuming his duties as host.

     “I can’t stay long,” Clare said quickly.

     Archer stopped and looked at her. So did everyone else, including Jake Salter. Okay, so it had been an odd thing to say, given that she had just flown all the way from San Francisco.

     Elizabeth frowned in dismay. “You’re not planning on going back to San Francisco tonight, for heaven’s sake? You just got here.”

     “No, I’m not going back tonight. I plan to catch a flight home day after tomorrow.”

     “Forget it,” Archer growled. “We’ve got business to talk about. You’ll need to stick around longer than that.”

     “I have things to do back home,” Clare began, speaking through clenched teeth.

     Jake was suddenly beside her, taking her elbow, drawing her toward the French doors.

     “You could probably use a little food after that flight and the long drive from the airport,” he said.

     It was a command, not a suggestion. Her first inclination, as always in such circumstances, was to dig in her heels. That intention got even stronger when she realized that everyone, including Archer, was clearly relieved to see Jake taking charge of her.

     Jake must have felt her incipient resistance. He gave her a slightly amused smile and raised his brows, silently asking her if she really wanted to cause a scene over a trivial matter like hitting the hors d’oeuvre table.

     What the heck. She hadn’t eaten anything since the small carton of yogurt she’d had for lunch.

     “All right,” she said.

     “Where are you spending the night?” Elizabeth asked.

     “At one of the chain hotels near the airport,” Clare replied.

     Elizabeth was appalled.

     “It’s an hour’s drive back to the airport,” she said.

     “I know,” Clare said.

     “You’ll stay here,” Archer declared decisively. “Plenty of room.”

     Myra’s mouth opened and then closed abruptly on the objection. Clare felt sorry for her. Having your husband’s long-lost daughter, the product of his one-night stand with another woman, show up on your doorstep thirty-two years later had to be in the top ten of every wife’s worst nightmares.

     “Thanks, but I prefer the hotel. I’ve already checked in and left my suitcase in the room.”

     “If only I hadn’t just moved out of my apartment,” Elizabeth said, “you could have stayed with me. But like I told you on the phone last week, I’m here with Mom and Dad until the deal closes on my new condo.”

     “It’s okay,” Clare said. “I don’t mind the hotel. Honest.”

     Archer’s jaw flexed ominously but Jake had Clare almost to the doors.

     “She has plenty of time to decide what she wants to do,” he said, drawing her through the opening. “Let me get some food into her first.”

     Every head in the crowded room turned when Jake escorted her inside. A split second later, everyone looked away. The noise of hastily resumed conversations and false laughter rose rapidly, filling the large space.

     Clare had been prepared for the uncomfortable reaction but it nevertheless hit her like a psychic shock wave. She had to remind herself to breathe. She felt Jake’s hand tighten on her arm but he said nothing.

     He steered her toward a leather padded bar at one end of the long, spacious room, evidently unfazed by the covert glances and curious stares.

     “Let’s start with the drink first,” he said. “If you’ve been in the Valley of the Sun for more than five minutes at this time of year, you need water.”

     “I am a little thirsty,” she admitted.

     He brought her to a halt at the bar and looked at the attendant. “Sparkling water and a glass of Chardonnay for Miss Lancaster, please.”

     “Never mind the wine. I won’t be staying long and I’ve got the drive back to the airport.”

     Jake shrugged agreeably. “Just the water, in that case.”

     The man on the other side of the bar nodded, deftly filled a glass with bubbly water and handed it to Clare.

     “Thank you,” she said.

     “Now we do a surgical strike on the buffet,” Jake said.

     He guided her to a rustic, wooden plank table that looked as if it dated from the early 1800s when Mexico controlled a large chunk of what was now Arizona. She knew the table was probably a genuine antique. Myra had excellent taste and could afford the best.

     The buffet was decorated with colorful, hand-painted pottery dishes that incorporated a variety of Southwestern motifs. A large, tiered ice sculpture with hollowed-out bowls held an assortment of cold hors d’oeuvres. At the other end of the long table stood a line of silver chafing dishes. Steam wafted up from the contents of the trays.

     It dawned on Clare that she was hungry.

     “You were right,” she said to Jake. “I do need something to eat.”

     “I recommend those miniature blue-corn tortilla things.” He handed her a pepper-red plate. “The filling may be a little too hot for someone from San Francisco, though.”

     “Obviously you don’t know much about San Franciscans.” She piled several of the tiny tacos onto the plate and moved on to the cold shrimp and salsa.

     Elizabeth materialized just as Clare collected a napkin and fork.

     “Everything okay?” she asked. She looked intensely relieved when she saw the assortment of food on Clare’s plate. “Oh, good. You’re eating.”

     “As you know, that’s one of the things I do well,” Clare said. “Don’t worry about me, Liz. I’m fine. Go back to your guests.”

     “I wish Dad had told us you were coming. We could have made some other arrangements.” Elizabeth glanced around uneasily. “I realize this must be very uncomfortable for you.”

     “I’m fine. Go mingle. Don’t worry, now that I’m here, I’m not going to skip town without spending some time with you.”

     Jake looked at Elizabeth. “I’ll take care of her.”

     Elizabeth clearly drew strength and reassurance from that statement.

     “Well, in that case, I’d better go talk to some people,” Elizabeth said. “If I don’t, Mom will be upset. Thanks, Jake.” She gave Clare a warm smile. “I’ll catch up with you later.”

     “You bet,” Clare said.

     Elizabeth disappeared back into the crowd.

     Jake did a quick study of the room. “I suggest we go outside. It’s a little crowded in here.”

     “Fine by me.”

     She munched a mini taco, feeling remarkably better, and let him pilot her out a door on the far side of the room and onto another long veranda. This one fronted an elegantly curved pool. The underwater lights made the water glow a strange shade of turquoise.

     They left the veranda, walked across the patio and sat down at a round table that overlooked the pool.

     “Nice night,” Clare said around a mouthful of taco.

     “Hit a hundred five today. Supposed to be hotter tomorrow.”

     “Yeah, well, it is Arizona and it is summer.” She drank some of the sparkling water and lowered the glass. “Any idea what Archer wants to talk to me about?”

     “No. I didn’t even know you’d been invited to this party.”

     He was telling the truth, she realized. That made for an interesting change.

     “I got the feeling that you were taken by surprise,” she said. And you don’t like being taken by surprise, she thought. “You’re used to being three steps ahead of everyone else, aren’t you?”

     “Obviously I screwed up this time.”

     She smiled cheerfully. “Don’t blame yourself. Everyone else seems to be equally startled to see me. Looks like Archer played his cards close to his chest on this one.” She paused, thinking about that. “Which, I admit, makes me a little curious.”

     “Is that why you came down here? Curiosity?”

     “Nope. I’m here because Mom insisted.” She raised her brows. “You do know a little of my family history, I assume?”

     “Some,” he said. “I’m aware that you’re all registered members of the Arcane Society.”

     “You, too?”

     “Yes.”

     She nodded. That explained some of the aura of power that radiated from him. It also explained why Archer had hired him as a consultant. Society members often preferred to work with other sensitives. They tended to choose their closest friends and their spouses from the Arcane community, as well.

     “Actually, I was referring to the somewhat complicated aspects of my parentage, not our society affiliation,” she said to Jake.

     “I know something about that, too.”

     “The thing is, I never met Archer or Myra or Elizabeth or Matt until this past year. We’re all still feeling our way. Elizabeth and I get along great and Matt is friendly. But my presence upsets Myra for obvious reasons so I try not to inflict myself on her very often.”

     “What about your relationship with Archer?”

     “Still under construction.”

     “Why did your mother want you to come down here tonight?” Jake asked.

     “It’s kind of complicated. The background is that Mom and Aunt May asked me to wait until I was in college before deciding whether or not to introduce myself to Archer. I respected their wishes. By the time I actually did go off to college, I had decided I didn’t want to establish contact after all.”

     “Why not?”

     She hesitated, uncertain how to put it into words. “Every time I saw a photograph of the Glazebrooks in a magazine or a newspaper they looked like the perfect family. I knew that would change if I showed up at the front door. I guess part of me didn’t want to destroy what they had.”

     “No such thing as a perfect family,” Jake said.

     “Maybe not. But the Glazebrooks sure looked like they had come mighty close. Earlier this year I finally did contact Elizabeth, though. Now that the damage has been done, Mom and Aunt May have decided that Archer and I should bond.”

     “Family,” Jake said. “Gotta love ’em.”

     She smiled and drank some more water.

     “The situation with your relatives isn’t the only complication you’ve got in your life, is it?” Jake lounged back in the chair and stretched out his legs. “You’re a level-ten parasensitive with a rather unique talent.”

     She stilled. “You know?”

     “That you’re a human lie detector? Yeah. I did some background research on the family before I took this job. I may not have all the facts but I think I know the basics. Must be tough at times. People lie a lot, don’t they?”

     “Yes,” she said. “All the time, in fact.”

     She wondered if he had been testing her earlier when he gave her his name or if he thought he could beat her sensitivity. Maybe he just didn’t give a damn if she knew that he was lying. The more she thought about it, the more she was convinced that was probably the right answer.

     “What’s your sensitivity?” she asked.

     Jake didn’t answer. He turned his head to look back toward the house.

     “Damn,” he said softly.

     She followed his gaze and saw a stick-thin woman silhouetted against the lights of the house.

     The woman hesitated. Clare realized she was searching for someone. With luck she would not think to check the heavily shadowed sitting area on the far side of the pool.

     But at that moment the woman started purposefully forward. It was obvious that she was making for the table. So much for luck, Clare thought. Hers was not in good form tonight.

     “Valerie Shipley,” Jake said.

     “I know. Just what I need to make my evening complete.” Resigned, Clare put down the uneaten portion of a small taco.

     “You know her?” Jake asked

     “I met her once. That was the night her son, Brad McAllister, was murdered.”

     “McAllister was your sister’s husband, wasn’t he?”

     “Yes.” She watched uneasily as Valerie came toward them with an unsteady gait. This was going to get ugly.

     “Just so you know,” Jake said quietly, “Valerie drinks. A lot. I’m told the problem started after her son’s death.”

     “Elizabeth said something about it.”

     Valerie stopped near the edge of the pool. She had a glass in one hand. Clare could see that she was tottering on her high heels.

     Valerie was in her late fifties with dyed blond hair cut in a sleek bob. Six months ago she had looked fit and healthy. Tonight she appeared almost emaciated in her tight cocktail dress. The bones of her face were knife edges; the hollows of her cheeks were very deep.

     “I can’t believe you had the gall to walk into this house tonight, you murderous bitch,” Valerie said. The words were slurred but the rage embedded in them was unmistakable.

     Clare got to her feet. Beside her, Jake did the same.

     “Hello, Mrs. Shipley,” Clare said.

     “Who’s that with you?” Valerie peered into the shadows beneath the ramada. “Is that you, Jake?”

     “Yes,” Jake said. “I think it would be a good idea for you to go back inside, Mrs. Shipley.”

     “Shut up. You work for Archer. You don’t tell me what to do.” Valerie turned back to Clare. “You don’t give a damn about the pain you’ve caused me, do you? You think you can waltz back here to Stone Canyon as if nothing happened.”

     Clare started slowly toward her.

     “No,” Jake said in a low voice.

     Clare ignored him and came to a halt at the edge of the pool, facing Valerie.

     “I’m sorry for your loss, Mrs. Shipley,” Clare said.

     “You’re sorry?” Valerie’s voice rose, anguish and fury inextricably mingled. “How dare you say that after what you did. You murdered my son and everyone inside that house knows it.”

     Without warning, she dashed the contents of her glass across Clare’s face.

     Clare gasped and closed her eyes. Instinctively she took a step back.

     Valerie gave an inarticulate cry of rage. Clare opened her eyes in time to see the other woman coming straight at her, arms outstretched. In the eerie glow of the underwater lights, Valerie’s face was a demonic mask.

     Jake was closing in with astonishing speed. He caught Valerie’s arm before she could strike but Clare had already taken another step back to evade the blow. The heel of her black pump found nothing but air to support her.

     She toppled sideways into the pool with an ignominious splash.

     At least the water was warm, she thought as she went under. On the rare occasions when she was in Glazebrook Territory, she was grateful for whatever luck came her way.
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        JAKE LOOKED AT Valerie Shipley’s twisted features.

     “That’s enough,” he ordered. “Go back inside. I’ll take care of this.”

     She jerked her attention away from the sight of Clare surfacing in the pool.

     “Stay out of this, Salter,” she hissed. “It has nothing to do with you. That whore tried to seduce my son. When that failed, she murdered him.”

     “Valerie?” Owen Shipley hurried toward his wife. “What’s going on?”

     Valerie started to cry. “The bitch came back here. I can’t believe it. She actually came back. After what she did, it’s not right.”

     She covered her face with both hands, whirled unsteadily and rushed toward the veranda.

     Owen came to a halt. He was an athletic man in his early sixties with strong features and a ring of neatly trimmed gray hair. Under most circumstances he appeared relaxed and confident. But at the moment he looked awkward and helpless.

     Jake felt some sympathy for him. Years ago Shipley had helped Archer found Glazebrook, Inc. The two men had been partners for nearly three decades until Archer bought out Owen’s share of the business. The pair were still close friends and golfing buddies.

     A year ago Owen met and married Valerie. It was a second marriage for both of them. Archer had told Jake that Owen and Valerie had met through the auspices of arcane match.com. Jake had a hunch that the matchmaking computers at Arcane House, designed to help single members of the society find life partners from among the community of sensitives, had failed to allow for the possibility that Valerie would morph into a full-blown alcoholic. It wasn’t the first time arcanematch had made a mistake.

     “I’m sorry,” Owen said heavily. He looked at Clare. “Are you all right?”

     Clare stood shoulder-deep in the water. “Don’t worry about it, Mr. Shipley.”

     “Are you certain?” Owen asked.

     “Yes,” she said, her voice gentling. “It was an accident. I lost my balance and fell into the pool.”

     Owen’s features tightened. “Valerie hasn’t been herself since Brad was murdered.”

     “I know,” Clare said.

     “I’ve been trying to get her to go into rehab. But she refuses.”

     “I understand,” Clare said.

     Owen nodded humbly. “Thank you.” He looked back toward the house. Valerie had disappeared into the shadows of the veranda. “I’d better take her home.”

     He walked back toward the house, shoulders slumped.

     Jake waited until he was gone. Then he went to stand at the edge of the pool.

     Clare flung her wet hair out of her eyes and looked at him, hands moving rhythmically under the surface.

     “Don’t say it,” she warned.

     “Can’t help myself.” He crouched down on the coping. “I did warn you not to confront her.”

     She made a face. “I thought consultants were supposed to do something helpful and productive in a moment of crisis.”

     “Right. Almost forgot.”

     He rose, walked to the nearby cabana and opened the door. Inside he found a stack of oversized towels on a shelf. He picked up one and carried it back to the pool.

     “How’s this for helpful?” he asked, unfolding the towel.

     “Much better.”

     She took a deep breath and dove back under the water to retrieve her shoes. When she surfaced again she trudged toward the wide steps where he waited.

     “There’s a robe inside the cabana,” he said, draping the towel around her shoulders.

     “Thanks.”

     Clutching the towel, she made her way toward the small cabana. The black suit clung to her body, outlining her lush, rounded hips.

     She stripped off her jacket just before she reached the door. The thin, pale silk shell she wore underneath had been rendered transparent by the water. Jake could see the straps of a dainty bra.

     She disappeared inside the cabana. He considered his options. There was no question now but that Clare Lancaster was a spanner that had just been thrown into the works of his carefully crafted scheme. He had to decide how to deal with her, but first he needed more information.

     The cabana door opened. Clare walked out muffled from head to toe in a thick white terrycloth robe. Her hair was wrapped in a towel. She carried her sopping-wet clothes in one hand and her soaked shoes in the other.

     “I think the party’s over for me,” she said. She paused at the table to pick up her shoulder bag.

     “Looks that way,” he agreed. “I’ll take you home.”

     “Hotel,” she corrected automatically. “I don’t live around here, remember?”

     A small shock of awareness slammed through him. Talk about a slip of the tongue. He had spoken without thinking, meaning his home, or rather the house he rented. What the hell was that about? Probably something to do with seeing her in a robe and knowing that she was naked underneath the pristine white terrycloth.

     “I’ll take you back to your hotel,” he said.

     “Thanks, anyway, but I’ve got a car.”

     “It’s not a problem. It will give me an excuse to leave early. Cocktail-party chatter bores me.”

     “Why come, in that case?”

     He shrugged. “Archer invited me. He’s the client.”

     She gave him an odd look. She knew he was lying to her, he thought. But he sensed that she wasn’t going to call him on it.

     She was trying to figure him out, he realized. Fair enough. He was doing the same thing to her. He smiled slightly.

     “What is so amusing?” she demanded crossly.

     “We’re like a couple of fencers,” he said. “Testing each other’s defenses. Looking for openings. Makes for an interesting game, don’t you think?”

     She went very still. “I didn’t come here to play games.”

     “I know. But sometimes the game finds you.”

     “I don’t know what you think you’re doing, Jake Salter, but whatever it is—”

     He took her arm. “Let’s get you back to your hotel.”

     “I told you, I’m fine. I can drive myself.”

     “Be reasonable.” He steered her toward the veranda. “You’re soaked to the skin. You’ve had a long day. You’ve been through some family drama and a major scene with a woman who seems to hate your guts. On top of everything else, you probably don’t know your way around Phoenix very well. Let me take you back to your hotel.”

     “No, thank you.” Polite but determined.

     “You’re as stubborn as Archer.”

     They reached the veranda. Clare halted abruptly and looked at the open doors.

     “I’m not going to go back inside,” she said, glancing down at her robe. “Not like this.”

     “No,” he agreed. He tightened his grip on her arm and drew her along the veranda. “We’ll go this way.”

     He walked her around the side of the house. When they reached the crowded driveway, Jake saw the parking attendant. The young man was hovering over Clare’s rented compact.

     “Looks like my car is blocking another vehicle,” Clare said.

     “That would be mine.”

     She gave a small start and then smiled ruefully. “What are the odds, huh?”

     “I figure maybe it was psychic karma.”

     “You believe in psychic karma?”

     “Didn’t until tonight,” he admitted. He didn’t like the way the attendant was studying Clare’s car. “I think we may have a problem.”

     “What?” She looked up, keys in hand.

     They were close to the compact now. Jake could see the spiderweb of cracks in the windshield. Clare noticed them a couple seconds later.

     “Oh, damn,” she whispered. “The rental agency is not going to be happy about this.”

     The attendant saw Jake. “I was just about to go talk to my boss.”

     “What happened?” Clare asked.

     “Mrs. Shipley came outside a little while ago,” the attendant said unhappily. “She wanted to know which car had arrived in the last half hour. I told her that it was this one.”

     “Good grief,” Clare said. “What did she do to my windshield?”

     “She, uh, smashed it with a rock,” the attendant said.

     “Where is Mrs. Shipley?” Jake asked.

     “Her husband came after her. Said he was going to take her home. He apologized and said to tell you that he’ll make things right with the rental company.”

     Jake released Clare. “That settles it. You won’t be driving yourself back to the hotel tonight.” He took the keys from her unresisting fingers. “I’ll move your car so we can get mine out.”

     She sighed, resigned now. “Okay. Thanks.”

     “Psychic karma, remember?” He opened the door of the compact and got behind the wheel.

     Clare waited, her hands stuffed into the pockets of the robe, while he switched the positions of the two vehicles. When he had reparked the compact, he settled Clare into the front seat of the BMW and went around to the driver’s side.

     He got behind the wheel and drove down the drive and out onto the road that looped through the gated golf course community. The security guard waved him through the massive wrought-iron gates.

     Clare looked out the window, evidently absorbed by the night and the lights of Phoenix in the distance.

     “I knew that Brad McAllister was murdered six months ago,” he said after a while. “Archer mentioned that the cops believe he interrupted a burglary in progress at his home here in Stone Canyon.”

     “That’s the official theory.” Clare did not turn her head away from the inky-dark view. “But as you may have noticed, Brad’s mother is convinced that I murdered her son. She’s had several months to promote her theory. I understand she’s been quite successful, although Elizabeth assures me that most people in Stone Canyon are very careful not to speculate too loudly in Archer’s hearing.”

     “Archer sure as hell wouldn’t want that kind of gossip going around.”

     She turned her head to look at him. “The police did question me, you know.”

     “Be surprising if they didn’t. You were the one who found the body.”

     “Yes.”

     He glanced at her. She had gone back to studying the night.

     “Must have been bad,” he said quietly.

     “It was.”

     He said nothing for a moment. “How did it happen that you were first on the scene?”

     “I flew into Phoenix that evening to see Elizabeth. There was a mix-up with a message I had left for her. She thought I was due in the following morning. She was out attending a reception for the Stone Canyon Arts Academy when I arrived. I drove straight to her place. The front door was open. I walked in and found Brad’s body.”

     He didn’t need his parasenses to pick up the lingering traces of shock and horror under the simple, straightforward words.

     “Archer told me that the safe had been opened,” he said. “It certainly sounds like an interrupted burglary scenario.”

     “Yes. But that hasn’t stopped Valerie from concluding that I was the killer. She thinks I was having an affair with Brad and that I murdered him because he refused to leave Elizabeth.”

     “Elizabeth and McAllister were separated at the time. Any idea what he was doing at her house that evening?”

     “No,” she said.

     He did not want to ask but the hunter in him needed to know.

     “Were you sleeping with McAllister?” he asked without inflection.

     She shuddered. “Lord, no. There’s no way I could have been attracted to a man like that. Brad McAllister was a liar.”

     His stomach clenched. She probably hated liars.

     “Everyone lies at one time or another,” he said. Including me.

     “Well, sure.” She sounded startlingly casual about that simple fact. “I don’t have a problem with most lies or the people who tell them, at least, not since I learned how to handle my talent. Heck, I tell lies myself sometimes. I’m pretty good at lying, actually. Maybe it goes with having a gift for detecting lies.”

     He was dumbfounded. That did not happen very often, he reflected wryly. It took him a couple seconds to regroup.

     “Let me get this straight,” he said. “You’re a human lie detector and you don’t mind that most people lie?”

     She smiled slightly. “Let me put it this way. When you wake up one morning at the age of thirteen and discover that because of your newly developed parasenses you can tell that everyone around you, even the people you love, lie occasionally and that you are going to be driven crazy if you don’t get some perspective, you learn to get some perspective.”

     He was reluctantly fascinated. “Just what kind of perspective do you have on the subject?”

     “I take the Darwinian view. Lying is a universal talent. Everyone I’ve ever known can do it rather well. Most little kids start practicing the skill as soon as they master language.”

     “So you figure there must be some evolutionary explanation, is that it?”

     “I think so, yes,” she said, calmly serious and certain. “When you look at it objectively, it seems obvious that the ability to lie is part of everyone’s kit of survival tools, a side effect of possessing language skills. There are a lot of situations in which the ability to lie is extremely useful. There are times when you might have to lie to protect yourself or someone else, for example.”

     “Okay, I get that kind of lying,” he said.

     “You might lie to an enemy in order to win a battle or a war. Or you might have to lie just to defend your personal privacy. People lie all the time to diffuse a tense social situation or to avoid hurting someone’s feelings or to calm someone who is frightened.”

     “True.”

     “The way I see it, if people couldn’t lie, they probably wouldn’t be able to live together in groups, at least not for very long or with any degree of sociability. And there you have the bottom line.”

     “What bottom line?”

     She spread her hands. “If humans could not lie, civilization as we know it would cease to exist.”

     He whistled softly. “That’s an interesting perspective, all right. I admit I’ve never thought about the subject in those terms.”

     “Probably because you’ve never had to think about it. Most people take the ability to lie for granted, whether or not they approve of it.”

     “But not you.”

     “I was forced to develop a slightly different perspective.” She paused. “What I’ve always found fascinating is that the vast majority of people, nonparasensitive and sensitive alike, think they know when someone else is lying. That’s true around the world. But the reality is that the research shows that most folks can detect a lie only slightly better than fifty percent of the time. They might as well flip a coin.”

     “What about the experts? Cops and other law enforcement types?”

     “According to the studies, they aren’t much better at picking out liars, at least not in a controlled lab situation. The problem is that the cues that people assume correlate with lying, such as avoiding eye contact or sweating, generally don’t work.”

     “You can’t count on Pinocchio’s nose growing, huh?”

     “It’s not a total myth,” she said. “Physical cues do exist but they vary a lot from one individual to another. If you know a person well, you’ve got a much better shot at picking up on a lie, but otherwise it’s a crapshoot. Like I said, lying is a natural human ability and we’re all probably a lot better at it than we want to admit.”

     “You said that Brad McAllister’s lies were different.”

     “Yes.”

     “What did you mean?”

     “Brad was a different kind of liar,” she said quietly. “He was ultraviolet.”

     “Ultraviolet?”

     “My private code for evil.”

     “Heavy word.”

     “It was the right one for Brad, trust me. The ability to lie is a very powerful tool. In and of itself, I consider it to be value-neutral, sort of like fire.”

     “But like fire it can be turned into a weapon, is that it?”

     “Exactly.” She folded her arms. “You can cook a meal with fire or burn down a house. In the hands of a person with evil intent, lying can be used to cause enormous damage.”

     “What makes you think Brad McAllister was evil? From all accounts he was a devoted husband who stuck with Elizabeth through her nervous breakdown.”

     She whipped around in the seat, suddenly fierce and furious. “That image was the biggest Brad McAllister lie of all. And it really pisses me off that it still stands, even though the bastard is dead.”

     He absorbed that. “What did McAllister do to make you dislike him so much?”

     “Brad didn’t stick by Elizabeth while she went through her nervous breakdown. He caused her breakdown. But Elizabeth and I have given up trying to make anyone, including Archer and Myra, believe that. As far as the whole town of Stone Canyon is concerned, Brad was a heroic choirboy right to the end.”

     Jake gave that some thought. “Okay, what’s your theory of the murder?”

     She hesitated and then sank slowly back into the seat. “There doesn’t seem to be any reason to doubt the cops’ version of events. Brad probably did interrupt a burglary in progress.”

     “Now who’s lying? You don’t believe that for a minute, do you?”

     She sighed. “No. But I don’t have a better answer, either.”

     “Not even a tiny theory?”

     “All I know is that Brad was evil. Evil people collect enemies. Maybe one of them tracked him down and killed him that night.”

     “But you have no motive, aside from the fact that Brad was not a nice person.”

     “Sometimes that’s enough.”

     “Yeah,” he said. “Sometimes it is.”

     There was a short silence.

     “By the way,” Clare said after a moment. “We need to watch for the Indian School Road exit.”

     “Why?”

     “Because my motel is on a street off Indian School Road,” she said patiently.

     “Thought you said your hotel was out at the airport.”

     “I lied.”
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