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FOR MICHELE CASTLE


With thanks for being a terrific sister-in-law.
Looking forward to the next family cruise!



One


Late in the reign of Queen Victoria …

The heavily shadowed gallery of the museum was filled with many strange and disturbing artifacts. None of the antiquities, however, was as shocking as the woman lying in a dark pool of blood on the cold marble floor.

The ominous figure looming over the body was that of a man. The wall sconces were turned down very low, but there was enough light to reveal the silhouette of his boot-length overcoat. The high collar was turned up around his neck, partially concealing his profile.

Leona Hewitt had only a split second to register the frightening scene. She had just rounded a massive stone statue of a mythical winged monster. Dressed as a male servant, her hair pinned beneath a masculine wig, she was moving swiftly, almost running in her frenzied effort to locate the crystal. Momentum carried her straight toward the man who stood over the body of the woman.

He turned toward her, his coat sweeping out like a great black wing.

She tried frantically to alter her course, but it was too late. He caught her as effortlessly as though she were a lover who had deliberately flown into his arms, a lover he had anticipated with great eagerness.

“Silence,” he said, very softly, into her ear. “Do not move.”

It was not the command that stilled her utterly but rather the sound of his voice. Energy pulsed through every word, flooding her senses like a great ocean wave. It was as if some mad doctor had forced an exotic drug straight into her veins, a potion that had the power to paralyze her. Yet the fear that had sluiced through her a moment ago vanished as if by magic.

“You will remain silent and motionless until I give you further instructions.”

Her captor’s voice was a chilling, oddly thrilling force of nature that swept her away into a strange dimension. The muffled sounds of drunken laughter and the music from the party taking place two floors below faded into the night. She was now in another place, a realm where nothing mattered but the voice.

The voice. It had forced her into this bizarre dream state. She knew all about dreams.

Comprehension flashed through her, disrupting the trance. Her captor was using some sort of paranormal power to control her. Why was she standing so still and passive? She should be fighting for her life. She would fight.

She summoned her will and her own senses the way she did when she channeled energy through a dream crystal. The wavering sense of unreality shattered into a million glittering fragments. She was suddenly free of the strange spell, but she was not free of the man who had her pinned against him. It was a lot like being chained to a rock.

“Bloody hell,” he muttered. “You’re a woman.”

Reality, together with fear and the muted sounds of the party, returned in a startling rush. She started to struggle wildly. The wig slid forward over one eye, partially blinding her.

The man clamped his hand across her mouth and tightened his grip on her. “I don’t know how you slipped out of the trance, but you had best keep silent if you want to survive this night.”

His voice was different now. It was still infused with a deep and compelling quality, but his words no longer resonated with the electrifying energy that had briefly turned her into a statue. Evidently he had abandoned the attempt to employ his mental powers to control her. Instead, he was doing it the more traditional way: using the naturally superior physical strength nature had bestowed on the male of the species.

She tried to kick his shin, but her shoe skidded on some slick substance. Oh, heavens, blood. She missed her target, but her toe struck a small object on the floor beside the body. She heard the item skitter lightly across the stone tiles.

“Damnation, there is someone coming up the stairs,” he whispered urgently into her ear. “Can’t you hear the footsteps? If we are discovered, neither one of us will get out of here alive.”

The grim certainty of his words made her suddenly uncertain.

“I’m not the one who killed the woman,” he added very softly, as though he had read her thoughts. “The murderer, however, is likely still in this house. That may be him returning to clean up after his crime.”

She realized that she believed him, and not because he had put her back into a trance. It came down to cold logic. If he were the killer, he would no doubt have slit her throat by now. She would be on the floor beside the dead woman, blood pooling around her. She stopped struggling.

“At last, signs of intelligence,” he muttered.

She heard the footsteps then. Someone was, indeed, coming up the stairs into the gallery; if not the killer, one of the guests perhaps. Whoever he was, there was an excellent chance that he was quite drunk. Lord Delbridge was entertaining a large number of his male acquaintances this evening. His parties were notorious, not only for the unlimited quantities of fine wine and excellent food but also for the bevy of elegantly dressed prostitutes who were always invited to attend.

Cautiously, her captor removed his hand from her mouth. When she made no attempt to scream, he released her. She pushed the wig back into place so that she could see.

His fingers closed around her wrist like a manacle. The next thing she knew, he was drawing her away from the body and into the deep shadows cast by what appeared to be a large stone table set on a massive pedestal.

Halfway toward his goal, he leaned down just long enough to scoop up the small object she had kicked across the floor a moment earlier. He dropped whatever it was into his pocket before pushing her into the space between the heavy table and the wall.

When she brushed against one corner of the table, a tingle of unpleasant energy crackled through her. Reflexively, she pulled back, flinching a little. In the dim light she could see strange carvings in the stone. It was no ordinary table, she realized with a shudder, rather an ancient altar, one used for some unholy purposes. She had felt similar splashes of acid-dark energy from several of the other relics housed here in Lord Delbridge’s private museum. The entire gallery reeked of troubling emanations that made her skin crawl.

The footsteps were closer now, moving from the top of the main staircase into the hushed gallery.

“Molly?” A man’s voice, slurred with drink. “Where are you, my dear? Sorry I’m a bit late. Got delayed in the card room. But I haven’t forgotten you.”

Leona felt her companion’s arm tighten around her. She realized that he had sensed her involuntary shudder. Unceremoniously, he pushed her down behind the shelter of the stone table.

Crouching beside her, he drew an object out of the pocket of his coat. She sincerely hoped that it was a pistol.

The footsteps came closer. In another moment the newcomer would surely see the dead woman.

“Molly?” The man’s voice sharpened with annoyance. “Where the devil are you, you silly girl? I’m not in the mood for games tonight.”

The dead woman had come up to the gallery to keep a tryst. Her lover was late, and now he was about to find her.

The footsteps halted.

“Molly?” The man sounded bewildered. “What are you doing on the floor? I’m sure we can find a more comfortable bed. I really don’t … bloody hell.”

Leona heard a choked, horrified gasp followed by a flurry of footsteps. The would-be lover was running, fleeing back toward the main staircase. When he passed in front of one of the sconces, Leona saw his silhouette flicker on the wall like an image in a magic lantern show.

The man in the black coat was suddenly on his feet. For an instant Leona was dumbfounded. What on earth did he think he was doing? She tried to grab his hand to pull him back down beside her. But he was already moving, gliding out from behind the shelter of the dreadful altar. She realized that he meant to step directly into the path of the fleeing man.

He was mad, she thought. The fleeing lover would no doubt conclude that he was being confronted by the killer. He would scream, bringing Delbridge and the guests and the staff up into the gallery. She readied her-self for a desperate flight to the servants’ staircase. Belatedly another plan occurred to her. Maybe it would be better to wait and try to blend in with the crowd when it arrived.

She was still trying to decide on the best course of action when she heard the man in the black coat speak. He employed the same strange voice that had temporarily frozen her into complete immobility.

“Halt,” he ordered in deep, rolling tones that resonated with invisible energy. “Do not move.”

The command had an immediate effect on the running figure. The man scrambled to a stop and stood motionless.

Hypnosis, Leona thought, comprehending at last. The man in the black coat was a powerful mesmerist who somehow augmented his commands with psychical energy.

Until now, she had not paid much attention to the art of hypnosis. It was, generally speaking, the province of stage performers and quacks who claimed to be able to treat hysteria and other nervous disorders with their skills. Mesmerism was also a subject of much lurid speculation and anxious public concern. Dire warnings of the many fiendish ways in which hypnotists could employ their mysterious talents for criminal purposes appeared regularly in the press.

Regardless of the intentions of the hypnotist, the business was said to require a tranquil atmosphere and a quiet, willing subject. She had never heard of a practitioner of the art who could freeze a man in his tracks with only a few words.

“You are in a place of complete stillness,” the hypnotist continued. “You are asleep. You will remain asleep until the clock strikes three. When you awaken you will remember that you found Molly murdered, but you will not remember that you saw me or the woman who is with me. We had nothing to do with    the murder of Molly. We are not important. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

Leona glanced at the clock standing on a nearby table. In the light of an adjacent sconce she could just barely make out the time. Two-thirty. The hypnotist had bought them half an hour in which to make good their escape.

He turned away from the frozen man and looked at her.

“Come,” he said. “It is past time to leave this place. We must get out of here before someone else decides to wander up those stairs.”

Automatically she put one hand on the surface of the altar to push herself to her feet. The instant her skin came in contact with the stone another unpleasant sensation, almost electrical in nature, swept through her. It was as though she had touched an old coffin, one in which the occupant did not lie in peace.

She snatched her hand away from the altar, rose and hurried out from behind the relic. She stared at the gentleman standing statue-still in the center of the gallery.

“This way,” the hypnotist said. He went swiftly toward the door that opened onto the servants’ stairs.

She jerked her attention away from the entranced man and followed the hypnotist down an aisle lined with strange statues and glass cases filled with mysterious objects. Her friend Carolyn had warned her that there were rumors about Lord Delbridge’s collection. Even other collectors as obsessed and as eccentric as his lord-ship considered the artifacts in his private museum extremely odd. The moment she had arrived in the gallery, she had understood the reasons for the gossip.

It was not the design and shape of the artifacts that appeared peculiar. In the dim light she was able to discern that most were ordinary enough. The gallery was crammed with an assortment of ancient vases, urns, jewelry, weapons, and statuary—the sort of items that one expected to encounter in any large collection of antiquities. It was the faint but disturbing miasma of unwholesome energy swirling in the atmosphere that stirred the fine hair on the nape of her neck. It came from the relics.

“You feel it, too, don’t you?” the hypnotist asked.

The soft question startled her. He sounded curious, she thought. No, he sounded intrigued. She knew what he was referring to. Given his own talents it was not surprising that he was as sensitive as she.

“Yes,” she said. “I feel it. Quite unpleasant.”

“I have been told that when you cram a sufficient number of paranormal relics into one room, the effects are noticeable even to those who do not possess our sort of sensitivity.”

“These objects are all paranormal?” she asked, astonished.

“Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that each has a long history of having been associated with the paranormal. Over time they absorbed some of the energy that was generated when they were used by those with psychical abilities.”

“Where did Delbridge find all these strange relics?”

“Can’t speak for the entire collection, but I do know that a fair number were stolen. Stay close.”

She did not need the command. She was as eager to get away from this place now as he was. She would have to return another time to find the crystal.

The hypnotist was moving so quickly she had to run to keep up with him. It was only her men’s clothes that made that possible. She would never have been able to move so swiftly in a woman’s gown, with its layers upon layers of heavy fabric and petticoats.

Her senses tingled. More energy. It came from one of the objects around her but the currents were decidedly different. She recognized them immediately. Crystal energy.

“Wait,” she whispered, slowing to a halt. “There is something I must do.”

“There is no time.” The hypnotist stopped and turned to face her, black coat whipping around his boots. “We’ve got half an hour, less if someone else comes up those stairs.”

She wriggled her fingers, trying to free her hand. “Go on without me, then. My safety is not your affair.”

“Have you lost your senses? We have to get out of here.”

“I came here to recover a certain relic. It is nearby. I am not leaving without it.”

“You are a professional thief?”

He did not sound shocked. Most likely because he, too, was in the business of theft. It was the only logical explanation for his presence here in the gallery.

“Delbridge has a certain relic that belongs to me,” she explained. “It was stolen from my family several years ago. I had given up hope of finding it tonight, but now that I know it is close at hand I cannot leave without looking for it.”

The hypnotist went very still. “How do you know that the relic you seek is nearby?”

She hesitated, uncertain how much to tell him. “I cannot explain, but I am very sure.”

“Where is it?”

She turned slightly, seeking the source of the small pulses of energy. A short distance away stood a large, elaborately carved wooden cabinet.

“There,” she said.

She gave one last tug on her wrist. This time he let her go. She hurried to the cabinet and examined it closely. There were two doors secured by a lock.

“As I expected,” she said.

She reached into her pocket, removed the lock pick that Adam Harrow had given her and went to work.

The process did not go nearly as smoothly as it had when Adam had supervised her practice sessions. The lock did not yield.

The hypnotist watched in silence for a moment.

Perspiration dampened her forehead. She angled the pick in a slightly different direction and tried again.

“Something tells me you haven’t had a lot of experience at this sort of thing,” the hypnotist said neutrally.

His condescension jolted her.

“On the contrary, I’ve had a great deal of practice,” she said through her teeth.

“But evidently not in the dark. Stand aside. Let me see what I can do.”

She wanted to argue but common sense prevailed. The truth was, her practice with the lock pick consisted of only a couple of days of hurried experimentation. She thought she had displayed considerable aptitude, but Adam had warned her that picking a lock when one was feeling pressured was a different matter entirely.

The ticking of the clock on the table was very loud in the quiet gallery. Time was running out. She glanced at the frozen figure waiting to come out of his trance.

Reluctantly she stepped back from the cabinet. Mutely she held out the pick.

“I brought my own,” the hypnotist said.

He produced a small, slender strip of metal from the pocket of his coat, fitted it into the lock and went to work. Almost immediately Leona heard a faint snick.

“Got it,” he whispered.

To Leona’s ears, the squeak of the hinges was as loud as a train. Anxiously she looked back along the gallery toward the main staircase, but there was no shifting of the shadows at that end of the room; no footsteps reverberated along the gallery.

The hypnotist looked into the depths of the cabinet. “It appears that we both came here on the same errand tonight.”

A new and different chill went through her. “You came here to steal my crystal?”

“I suggest we save the topic of the legal ownership of the stone for another time.”

Outrage sparked, overriding her fear. “That crystal is mine.”

She started forward, intending to retrieve the crystal, but the hypnotist blocked her path. He reached into the cabinet.

It was difficult to make out his movements in the darkness, but she knew immediately when disaster struck. She heard his sudden, sharp exhalation followed by a low, muffled cough. Simultaneously she caught a faint whiff of some unfamiliar chemical.

“Get back,” he ordered.

There was so much intensity in the command that she found herself obeying without stopping to think.

“What is it?” she asked, retreating a few steps. “What’s wrong?”

He turned away from the cabinet. She was amazed to see that he was staggering a little, as though he was having trouble maintaining his balance. He held a black velvet pouch in one hand.

“Delbridge will most likely be very busy dealing with the police after the woman’s body is discovered,” he said quietly. “With luck it will be a while before he will be able to start searching for the stone. You will have time to escape.”

A flat, grim quality laced the words.

“And so will you,” she said quickly.

“No,” he said.

A terrible dread welled up inside her. “What are you talking about? What’s wrong?”

“Time just ran out.” He seized her wrist again and hauled her toward the servants’ stairs. “We cannot delay another second.”

A moment ago she had been furious with him, but now panic was beating through her veins. Her heart pounded.

“What happened?” she demanded. “Are you all right?”

“Yes, but not for long.”

“For heaven’s sake, tell me what occurred when you took the crystal out of the cabinet.”

He opened the door that led to the spiral staircase. “I triggered a trap.”

“What sort of trap?” She peered closely at his hands. “Were you cut? Are you bleeding?”

“The crystal was inside a glass case. When I opened the case, I got a face full of some noxious vapor. I inhaled a quantity of it. I suspect it was a poison.”

“Dear God. Are you certain?”

“There is no doubt.” He struck a light and then gave her a firm shove that sent her plunging down the ancient stone steps. “I can already feel the effects.”

She looked back over her shoulder. In the flaring light she saw him clearly for the first time. Jet-black hair, unfashionably long, swept straight back from his high forehead and fell behind his ears to brush the collar of his shirt. His features had been ruthlessly hewn by a sculptor who had cared more about portraying power than good looks. The hypnotist’s face suited his mesmeric voice: haunting, mysterious and dangerously fascinating. If a woman looked too long into those fathomless green eyes, she risked falling under a spell from which she might never escape.

“We must get you to a doctor,” she said.

“If the vapor is what I think it is, no doctor will know how to counteract it. There is no known cure.”

“We must try.”

“Listen closely,” he said. “Your life will depend upon following my orders. In a very short period of time, perhaps fifteen minutes at most, I will become a madman.”

She struggled to take in the terrible meaning of what he was saying. “Because of the poison?”

“Yes. The drug produces hellish hallucinations that overwhelm the victim’s mind, causing him to believe that he is surrounded by demons and monsters. You must not be anywhere near me when the stuff takes control of my senses.”

“But—”

“I will become a grave threat to you and anyone else who happens to be nearby. Do you comprehend me?”

She swallowed hard and hurried down a few more steps. “Yes.”

They were almost at the bottom of the staircase. She could see the crack of moonlight under the door that opened onto the gardens.

“How do you intend to leave this place?” the hypnotist asked.

“My companion is waiting for me with a carriage,” she said.

“Once we are clear of the gardens you must get as far away as possible from me and this damned mansion. Here, take the crystal.”

She paused on one of the worn stone steps, half turning. He held out the velvet pouch. Stunned, she took it from him, aware of the slight tingle of energy. The gesture told her more clearly than his words that he truly did not expect to survive the night.

“Thank you,” she said, uncertainly. “I did not expect—”

“I have no choice but to give it to you now. I can no longer be responsible for it.”

“Are you absolutely certain there is no remedy for the poison?”

“None that we know of. Pay close attention. I under-stand that you feel you have a claim on that damned crystal, but if you have any common sense, any care at all for your personal safety, you will return it to its true owner. I will give you his name and address.”

“I appreciate your concern, but I assure you there is no way Delbridge will be able to find me. It is you who are in danger tonight. You said something about hallucinations. Please, tell me precisely what is happening to you.”

He dashed the back of his sleeve across his eyes with an impatient movement and then shook his head as though to clear it. “I am starting to see things that are not there. At the moment I am still aware that the images are fantasies, but soon they will become real to me. That is when I will become a threat to you.”

“How can you be so certain?”

“I believe that the vapor was used twice in the past two months. Both victims were elderly collectors. Neither was prone to violent outbursts, but under the influence of the drug they attacked others. One of them stabbed a loyal servant to death. The second tried to set his nephew afire. Now do you comprehend the danger you are in, madam?”

“Tell me more about these hallucinations you say you are starting to see.”

He put out the dying light and opened the door at the bottom of the stairwell. Cold, damp air greeted them. Moonlight still illuminated the gardens, but rain was coming.

“If the reports are accurate,” he said evenly, “I am about to be consumed by a waking nightmare. I will likely soon be dead. Both of the other victims died.”

“How did they die?”

He stepped outside and drew her with him. “One threw himself out a window. The other suffered a heart attack. Enough chatter. I must get you safely away from here.”

He spoke with a cool detachment that was almost as worrisome as the prediction. He had accepted his fate, she realized, yet he was making plans to save her. A thrill of astonished wonder came over her, leaving her breathless. He did not even know her name yet he was deter-mined to help her escape. No one had ever done anything so heroic for her in her entire life.

“You will come with me, sir,” she said. “I know something of nightmares.”

He dismissed the promise of hope out of hand, not even bothering to respond.

“Keep your voice down and stay close,” he said.



Two


I’m a dead man, Thaddeus Ware thought. It was odd how little effect the knowledge had on him. Perhaps he was already under the spell of the drug. He thought he was holding the nightmares at bay, but he could not be certain. The conviction that he was strong enough to resist the poison for a few more minutes might in itself be an illusion.

Nevertheless, in the desperate hope that he was, indeed, managing to control the bizarre images, he concentrated his attention on the woman and the need to see her to safety. It was now his only goal. It seemed to him that the bizarre images gathering at the edge of his awareness receded a little when he focused hard on saving his companion. Something to be said for all the years spent learning to control his hypnotic talents. He did not lack for raw willpower. He sensed the ability was all that stood between him and the coalescing dream world that would soon engulf him.

He led the way through the gardens, following the path he had taken earlier when he had entered the mansion. For once the lady obeyed, staying close beside him.

A long, high hedge loomed in their path. He reached out and caught hold of the woman, intending to steer her toward the gate, but when his hand closed around her arm, his concentration shattered like a fine china vase dropped on a marble floor. Without warning elation flooded his veins. He tightened his grip, savoring the heady rush of pleasure.

He heard a soft, startled gasp, but he paid no attention. He was suddenly intensely aware of the exquisite, supple roundness of the arm he held. The woman’s scent was intoxicating, driving out all rational thought.

Demons and monsters crept out from under the hedge. They grinned, moonlight glinting on their fangs. You can take her here, now. There is nothing to stop you. She is yours.

The woman must realize how erotic she looked in men’s clothes, he thought. It amused and pleased him to know that she had deliberately dressed that way in order to tempt him.

“You must get hold of yourself, sir,” she said urgently. “We are not far from the carriage. Only a few more minutes, and we will both be safe.”

Safe. The word triggered an elusive memory. He concentrated, trying to recall something that was important, something he had to do before he claimed the woman. It came to him then, a wispy bit of knowledge tossed about by invisible winds. He seized hold of the little scrap of reality and held fast. He had to save the woman. Yes, that was it. She was in danger.

The demons and monsters wavered, becoming briefly transparent.

You’re hallucinating, Ware. Pay attention or you’ll get her killed. That realization struck with the impact of ice water. He pulled himself back from the brink.

“Be careful or you’ll trip over him,” he said.

“A demon?” she asked warily.

“No, the man under the hedge.”

“What on earth?” Startled, she glanced down and gave another little gasp when she saw the booted foot poking out from beneath the thick foliage. “Is he—?” She did not finish the sentence.

“I put him and the other guard into a trance on my way into the mansion,” he explained, urging her toward the gate. “They will not awaken until dawn.”

“Oh.” There was a short pause. “I, uh, did not know that Delbridge employed guards.”

“You might want to allow for that possibility the next time you undertake a spot of burglary.”

“I entered the mansion in the guise of one of the many servants hired for the evening, but I was planning to escape through the gardens. I would have run straight into the guards if you had not already taken care of them. How fortuitous that we met up tonight.”

“My luck definitely runneth over this evening, no doubt about it.”

He did not bother to hide his sarcasm. Her positive attitude was almost as maddening as the damn hallucinations.

“You sound very tense,” she whispered, hurrying along beside him. “Are the hallucinations coming on more strongly?”

He wanted to shout at her; he wanted to shake her until she understood the direness of the situation. The hallucinations were not coming on; they were lying in wait in dark corners, anticipating the moment when his will would falter again as it had a moment ago. The instant he lost control the nightmares would flood his brain. Most of all he wanted to kiss her before he fell into the nightmare.

But the simple truth was that he did not have time to do any of those things. He was doomed. The only thing he could do was try to save her. A few more minutes. That was all he needed to get the woman to her carriage and see her off. Just a few more minutes. He could hold on that long. He had to hold on for her sake.

He opened the heavy gate. The woman went through it quickly. He followed.

The Delbridge mansion was located a few miles out-side of London. Beyond the high garden walls lay a thick stand of trees. The woods appeared impenetrable, but when he looked more closely he could see the monsters lurking in the deep shadows.

“The carriage is not far from here,” the woman said.

He removed the pistol from the pocket of his coat. “Take this.”

“Why would I want your gun?”

“Because the hallucinations are getting worse. A moment ago I was about to force myself on you. I do not know what I will do next.”

“Nonsense.” She sounded genuinely shocked. “I do not believe for one moment that you would have forced yourself on me, sir.”

“Then you are not half as intelligent as I first thought.”

She cleared her throat. “Nevertheless, under the circumstances, I understand your concerns.”

She took the pistol gingerly, gripping it awkwardly in one hand. Turning, she led him down a narrow, rutted lane dimly lit by the moon.

“I don’t suppose you know how to use that gun I just gave you,” he said.

“No. But my friend is familiar with guns.”

She had a friend, a male friend. The news hit him with the force of a blow. Outrage and an inexplicable possessiveness clawed his insides.

No, he was in the grip of the hallucinations again. In any event, in all likelihood he would be dead by dawn. He had no claim on the woman.

“Who is this friend?” he asked, nevertheless.

“You will meet him in a moment. He is waiting for me in the woods.”

“What sort of male friend would allow you to take the risks you are taking tonight?”

“Adam and I concluded that it would be easier for one person rather than two to enter the mansion,” she said. “In any event, someone had to watch the carriage and the horses.”

“Your friend should have gone into the mansion and left you behind with the carriage.”

“My friend is a man of many talents, but he does not possess the ability required to sense the crystal. I was the only one who had any hope of finding it.”

“That damn crystal was not worth the risk you took tonight.”

“Really, sir, this is hardly the time to administer a lecture.”

She was right. The nightmarish images were crowding closer again. Ghouls hovered at the corner of his eye. Demons prowled at the edge of the lane. A large snake with glowing red eyes slithered through the overhanging branches of a nearby tree.

He stopped talking and went back to concentrating on the need to get the woman into her carriage so that her good friend Adam could take her away from this nightmare.

They rounded a curve in the rutted path. A small, closed, very fast-looking carriage loomed in the path. There was no one on the box. The two horses stood quietly, dozing.

Leona stopped, looking around somewhat anxiously.

“Adam?” she called softly. “Where are you?”

“I am here, Leona.”

Excitement and an unfamiliar sense of wonder unfurled inside Thaddeus. At last he had a name for the woman: Leona. The ancients had believed that names had power. They were right. The name Leona infused him with strength.

You’re hallucinating, Ware. Get hold of yourself.

A slender man enveloped in a coachman’s heavily caped greatcoat stepped out of the trees. He had a cap pulled down low over his eyes. Moonlight glinted on the pistol in his hand.

“Who is this?”

The voice was that of a cultured young gentleman, not the rough accents of a coachman.

“A friend,” Leona said. “He is in mortal danger and so are we. There is no time to explain. I have the stone. We must get out of here at once.”

“I do not understand. How is it that you encountered an acquaintance inside Delbridge’s mansion? One of the guests, perhaps?” Cold disapproval laced the last question.

“Please, Adam, not now.” Leona hurried forward and opened the carriage door. “I will explain everything later.”

Adam was clearly unconvinced, but he evidently concluded that this was not the time to debate the matter.

“Very well.” He pocketed the weapon and scrambled lightly up onto the box.

Leona stepped up into the unlit cab. Thaddeus watched her disappear into the intense darkness inside. Through the growing haze of his nightmares it suddenly occurred to him that he would never see this amazing woman again, never know her secrets. She was about to vanish, and he had never even held her in his arms.

He moved closer to the open door.

“Where will you go?” he asked, needing to hear her speak one last time.

“Back to London, of course. For heaven’s sake, why are you standing there? Get into the carriage.”

“I told you, I cannot come with you. The nightmares are closing in quickly.”

“And I told you, I know something of nightmares.”

Adam looked down at him. “You are putting all of us at risk,” he snapped in low tones. “Get into the carriage, sir.”

“Go without me,” Thaddeus commanded quietly. “There is something I must do before the visions take control.”

“What is that?” Adam asked.

“I must kill Delbridge.”

“Huh.” Adam sounded abruptly thoughtful. “Not a bad idea.”

“No.” Leona’s face appeared in the opening. “You cannot risk going back to the mansion, sir, not in your condition.”

“If I don’t kill Delbridge, he will search for the crystal,” Thaddeus explained.

“I told you, he will never find me,” Leona assured him.

“Your new friend has a point,” Adam said to her. “I suggest we follow his advice and leave him here. Where is the harm in letting him try to kill Delbridge? If he succeeds, we will have one less problem to worry about in the future.”

“You don’t understand,” Leona insisted. “This man is in the grip of a terrible poison that is creating hallucinations. He does not comprehend what he is saying.”

“All the more reason to leave him behind,” Adam said. “The last thing we need tonight is a madman for a traveling companion.”

Thaddeus looked hard at Leona, trying to catch one last glimpse of her face in the moonlight. “He is right. You must go on without me.”

“Absolutely not.” Leona reached out and caught hold of his sleeve. “Trust me, sir, I give you my word, there is a very good chance I can help you. We are not leaving without you.”

“Damnation,” Adam muttered. But he sounded resigned. “You may as well get into the carriage, sir. It is difficult to win an argument with Leona when she is convinced she is right.”

It wasn’t Leona’s stubbornness that was making him hesitate, Thaddeus realized; it was her conviction that she might be able to save him.

“Concentrate on the positive, sir,” Leona ordered bracingly. “It is not as if there is anything to be gained by dwelling on the negative.”

“She is also very keen on the powers of optimism and positive thinking,” Adam grumbled. “It is an excessively annoying trait, to be sure.”

Thaddeus looked longingly at the open door of the carriage, unable to extinguish the tiny flicker of hope Leona had ignited.

If she saved him he would be able to protect her from Delbridge and claim her as well.

That logic tipped the scales. He vaulted up into the carriage and dropped down onto the seat across from Leona.

The vehicle jolted forward immediately. The horses moved into a swift trot. In some vague, still rational place in his brain, Thaddeus realized that Adam had not turned up the outside lamps. He was using moonlight to guide the team along the curving lane. It was madness, but it was all of a piece with everything else that had occurred tonight.

Inside the cab he could barely make out Leona silhouetted against the dark cushions. He was fiercely aware of her, however. The very atmosphere seemed to shimmer with her feminine essence.

“What is your name, sir?” she asked.

“Thaddeus Ware.”

How odd to think that although he had just shared a harrowing adventure with this woman, he had no clear vision of her looks. Thus far he had seen her only in the dimly lit museum gallery and the moonlit garden. If he were to meet her tomorrow in a London street he might not even recognize her.

Unless she spoke. The sound of her voice, low and warm and intriguingly sensual, was impressed on his memory for all time. He would know her scent, too, he thought, and something of the shape of her, as well. He had been vividly aware of her compelling curves when she was pressed against him. And there was something else, a faint whisper of seductive power that could only be coming from her aura.

Oh, yes, he would know her anywhere.

Because she is yours, one of the demons whispered.

Mine.

Without warning, the last of his defenses disintegrated. The monsters were freed. They leaped from the shadows of his mind straight into the carriage.

In the blink of a demonic eye, the interior of the cab was transformed into a dark dreamscape. A creature the size of a large dog perched on the seat beside him. But the monstrosity was no dog. Eight feathery legs projected from its glistening, bulbous body. Moonlight glinted darkly on soulless, multifaceted eyes. Poison dripped from its fangs.

A ghostly face appeared at the window. The eye sockets were empty black holes. The mouth opened on a silent shriek.

He caught a hint of movement to his left. He did not need to turn his head to know that what crouched there possessed scaly, clawed feet and antennae that writhed like tormented worms.

The windows of the carriage no longer looked out onto the night-darkened woods. Instead they revealed unearthly scenes from another dimension. Volcanic rivers flowed through trees fashioned of black ice. Strange birds with the heads of snakes perched on the frozen branches.

He possessed just enough awareness to know that he was a fool to believe that willpower alone could contain the nightmares. Delbridge’s poison had been churning through his blood for at least fifteen minutes, doing its foul work. Now it was in full control.

The astonishing thing was that he no longer gave a damn.

“Mr. Ware?”

Leona’s voice, the voice that he would know anywhere, came to him out of the darkness.

“Too late,” he said, amused by her tone of concern. “Welcome to my nightmare. Things aren’t so unpleasant here once you get used to the place.”

“Mr. Ware, you must listen to me.”

Hot lust surged through him. She was only inches away, his for the taking. He had never wanted a woman more, and there was nothing to stop him.

“I can help you fight the hallucinations,” she said.

“But I do not wish to fight them,” he said softly. “Indeed, I am enjoying them. And so will you.”

Impatiently she yanked off the wig, reached inside her coat and removed an object. He could not see what it was, but a few seconds later moonlight glowed between her hands.

Now he saw her for the first time. Her dark hair was pinned into a tight coil on top of her hair, revealing features that could only be described as striking, although not in the way that was generally associated with great beauty. Instead he saw intelligence, determination and a certain delicate sensitivity in her face. Her mouth looked very soft. Eyes of molten amber gleamed with feminine power. Nothing was more seductive.

“Sorceress,” he whispered, fascinated.

She flinched as though he had struck her. “What?”

He smiled. “Nothing.” He looked down at the crystal, intrigued. “What is this? Another one of my hallucinations?”

“It is the aurora stone, Mr. Ware. I am going to walk through your dreams with you.”



Three


She had not held the aurora stone in her hands since her sixteenth summer, but it responded instantly to the energy she sent into its heart. No longer a dull, murky white, it glowed with the faint inner light that signaled it was now alive with power. She held it in the palm of her hand and gazed into its depths, focusing all of her senses. The stone brightened visibly.

She could not explain how she was able to access the energy of certain crystals. It was a talent passed down through the generations on the female side of her family. Her mother had possessed a gift for working crystal. So had her grandmother and the many great-grandmothers before her for at least two hundred years.

“Look deeply into the crystal, Mr. Ware,” she said.

He ignored the instructions. A slow, sensual smile etched his mouth and raised every hair on the nape of her neck.

“I would rather look deeply into you,” he said, employing the dark, irresistible voice he had used earlier to try to mesmerize her.

She shivered. The atmosphere had altered. A moment ago Thaddeus had been waging a savage battle to hold on to his sanity in the face of the rising tide of hallucinations, but now he seemed to be reveling in the fantastical dream in which he found himself.

She fought to regain control of the situation. “Tell me what you see in the crystal.”

“Very well, I am in a mood to humor you tonight. At least for a time.” He looked at the stone again. “I see moonlight. A clever trick, madam.”

“The light you see is the crystal’s natural energy. It is a very special power that resonates with the energy of dreams. All dreams spring from the paranormal side of our nature, even in those who do not believe that they possess any such sensitivity. If one alters the currents generated by the dreams, one can alter the nature of the dreams themselves.”

“You sound like a scientist I know. His name is Caleb Jones. He is always going on about the scientific aspects of the paranormal. I have found that it makes for dull conversation.”

“I will try not to bore you with the reasons why the crystal works,” she said, stifling her growing unease. “Please pay attention. You are having a waking dream. We are going to diminish the force and power of that dream. We cannot erase it altogether, but we can weaken it to the point where it will no longer seem real or compelling. But you must cooperate, sir.”

He smiled his slow, dangerous smile again. “I am not in the mood to play your crystal games. I prefer other entertainment this evening.”

“Mr. Ware, I ask you to trust me, just as I trusted you earlier tonight.”

In the light of the crystal she saw Ware’s coldly brilliant eyes narrow faintly. He leaned forward and drew a fingertip along the underside of her jaw. The caress sent a small shiver through her.

“I saved you because you belong to me,” he said. “I protect what is mine.”

He was slipping deeper into the hallucinations.

“Mr. Ware,” she said, “this is very important. Look into the moonlight and concentrate on your hallucinations. Describe them to me.”

“Very well, if you insist.” He looked into the crystal again. “Shall I start with the demon at the window? Perhaps the viper clinging to the door handle would be of more interest.”

Power jumped in the heart of the stone, a great deal of it. The moonlight flared. He was finally focusing on the crystal as she had directed, but she had not allowed for the strength of his talent. She had to concentrate harder herself to keep the currents under control.

“None of the creatures that you see around you is real, Mr. Ware.”

He reached out and ran his thumb across her lower lip. “You are real. That is all that matters tonight.”

“I have not been acquainted with you long, sir, but it is obvious that you are possessed of a formidable will. You are not entirely lost to your nightmare, sir. Some part of you is still aware that you are hallucinating.”

“Perhaps, but it no longer concerns me. You are all that interests me at the moment.”

The light in the crystal faded. Thaddeus was no longer concentrating on it.

“I cannot do this without you, sir,” she said firmly. “You must focus harder on the moonlight. Together we will use its energy to dissolve the fantasies in your mind.”

“Your therapy will not work on me,” he said, amused. “It appears to be a form of mesmerism, and, like you, I have a natural immunity to hypnosis.”

“I am not attempting to hypnotize you, sir. The crystal is merely a tool that will allow us to tune the waves of your dream energy. At the moment, that energy is generating the hallucinations.”

“You are wrong, Leona,” he said softly. “The vipers and the demons are not hallucinations; they are real, and they are mine to command, my servants, bound to me by all the forces of hell. You are bound to me also. Soon you will comprehend that.”

For the first time she began to fear that she might lose him. Anxiety flickered inside her, shattering her concentration. He looked down at the crystal and laughed.

The light in the stone abruptly darkened and changed color. Leona stared, shocked. A storm was brewing in the heart of the crystal. Instead of moonlight, strange dark currents swirled ominously. Thaddeus was pouring his own power into the crystal, overwhelming her carefully directed waves of energy.

The storm coalesced, gathering strength. She watched with gathering dread as the disturbing forces surged and flared. She had never encountered anyone who could do what Thaddeus Ware was doing. Because he was so completely in the grip of his dream, she doubted that he even realized what was happening.

A monstrous insect, its eyes composed of a thousand small mirrors, appeared on the seat beside Thaddeus. The creature’s fangs glistened wetly.

She froze in horror. There was nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide. Her fingers and toes tingled painfully with prickles of fear. Perspiration dampened her shirt. She tried to scream, but the sound was locked in her throat.

“Calm yourself, my sweet,” Thaddeus said. “It will not hurt you. It is my creature to summon. I will protect you.”

Instinctively she reached for the door handle. She snatched her fingers back just before they closed around the head of a red-eyed viper.

“You see them now, don’t you?” Thaddeus asked, pleased. “You have entered my world.”

It dawned on her that he was somehow drawing power from the crystal to make his hallucinations visible, not just to himself but to her as well. If she had not witnessed the astonishing scene with her own eyes she would not have believed it possible for anyone to do such a thing.

Out of nowhere one of Uncle Edward’s sayings came to her: “Remember, Leona, you must control your audience from the moment you step on the stage. Never allow your audience to control    you.”

She had to regain control of the crystal, or she would be sucked into the dreamscape along with Thaddeus Ware and they would both be lost.

Calling on every fragment of her willpower, she forced herself to look away from the terrifying insect and focused instead on the raging currents inside the crystal.

“Look into the stone, sir,” she said, putting all the authority she could muster into the command. “It is your only hope. The hallucinations have taken control. You must fight them.”

He smiled. “I would far rather you joined me here in my dream. Together we will rule our own little corner of hell.”

Before she realized his intent, his hands closed around her shoulders. He drew her toward him.

“Release me at once, Mr. Ware.” She fought to keep the fear out of her voice, but she knew that he sensed it.

“Now, why would I do that?” Thaddeus asked, voice roughening with a dangerous sensuality. “In this world you are mine. It is past time I tasted your power and let you feel my own.”

She tried to pull free of his hands, but he tightened his grip. Instantly she stilled, her intuition warning her that resistance would only provoke him. Frantically she considered the few courses of action open to her. If she screamed for help, Adam would surely hear her and come to her assistance. But Adam’s solution to the crisis would likely be to lodge a bullet in Thaddeus Ware’s brain. That not only seemed somewhat excessive but extremely unfair, given the fact that Ware had likely saved her life earlier tonight by rendering the two guards unconscious.
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