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      FOR CATHIE LINZ: 
GREAT WRITER, GREAT PHOTOGRAPHER, 
GREAT FRIEND

      
   
      
      
      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 alchemical
         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.”
      

      
      THE 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 was 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.
      

      
      IT 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 was 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?”
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