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        30 September 1889

      

      

      Dear Mr. Sloan,

      I understand you offer discreet private investigation services and would like to hire you as soon as possible. I can pay handsomely. I will match the sum paid by any other client who would otherwise engage you. The matter is dear to my heart, concerning the untimely death of my father and the woman he married who has since found herself in possession of his fortune since that unfortunate event.

      I eagerly await your response at your earliest convenience.

      Sincerely,

      Ezra Thaddeus
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      Merritt Sloan kept his expression schooled in what he hoped was neutral at the display before him. The couple sitting across the table truly were disgusting in their affection for each other.

      Newlyweds Ben and Elora Lang, vampire and vampire’s mate, sat across the table from him. Wax candles in brass holders and a bottle of red wine rested in the middle of the table. Their chairs were pushed together closer than would be considered polite in English society, their fingers intertwined. If Elora’s pearl engagement ring hadn’t been visible, Merritt wouldn’t have known whose fingers belonged to who.

      And the looks they kept giving each other! Even the other restaurant patrons had noticed, with the occasional raised eyebrow sent in their direction, quickly followed by a whispered comment to a supper companion. Ben looked at Elora like he was ready to eat her at the table, manners be damned, and Merritt supposed he would feed off her later in the night. The high collar of Elora’s dark blue evening dress barely hid a healing puncture mark in her neck.

      As it was, the plates of food in front of Merritt and Elora had barely been touched. Merritt looked at his rapidly cooling roast beef in front of him and sighed. It smelled divine. He didn’t know which would be more rude: eating before Elora picked up her spoon or wolfing it down the way he wanted to.

      Merritt cleared his throat.

      Ben pulled away from Elora’s ear, where he’d been whispering something undoubtedly filthy in it. “Beg your pardon,” he said, trying to hide a smile.

      “How are you finding your return to England? Where are you staying?” The pair had been traveling around Europe for over a year and recently returned. Merritt had made the weekend trip out to London specifically to see them while they were still visiting.

      “We’ve rented a flat in Marylebone for our stay,” Elora replied. “Its windows have blackout drapes and the other tenants leave us alone. It reminds us a bit of our first flat in Italy.”  The pair of them shared a look that spoke volumes in a language only they could understand.

      Oh, this was bordering on intolerable. He eyed his plate and tried not to be irritated by the untouched meal on it, taunting him.

      “What are you up to, then?” Ben asked when he finally tore his gaze away from his wife. “You’re one of the only people we wanted to see after we returned. How is life treating you? You said in your last letter that you stopped your police work.”

      Merritt shifted, unsure how to approach the question. He may as well be honest. “I was never a policeman.”

      Both of them stared at him. “What?” Elora asked.

      Merritt cleared his throat. “It was easier to pass myself off as one when I was investigating vampire massacres and other supernatural crimes. I’m a private detective who occasionally used to do consulting work with the Liverpool constabulary when they needed help.” He considered his next words, hoping they wouldn’t judge him too badly about them. “My methods produce results but they aren’t always ethical.”

      Elora slowly nodded. “So, they could find out who the murderers are for a particular case without having to concern themselves with following procedures.”

      Relief flooded through Merritt at her reaction. He hadn’t realized how nervous he was about them ending their fragile friendship due to his dishonesty. “Yes, although I’m no longer doing that. I’m strictly working for myself these days. In fact, I have a new case I’ll be starting on Tuesday morning.”

      “Another wayward vampire?” Elora asked, picking up her fork.

      Oh, thank God. Merritt thought she would never eat. He cut a piece of roast beef and ate it before answering. When he did, he chose his words carefully, mindful of the other diners. “No. I have yet to be hired to investigate a case involving our kind of people.”

      Evidently, he hadn’t picked his words thoughtfully enough. Ben and Elora tilted their heads to the side, eager to hear Merritt’s secrets about what he truly was. He knew they suspected he wasn’t fully human. Merritt had kept that part of himself private.

      He ate another mouthful of food, stalling.

      “Come on,” Ben said, voice soft. He leaned forward. “What the hell are you?”

      “Mostly human, same as you.”

      “We’ve trusted you with our secrets. You’re the only person other than my parents and brother we’ve looked up since we came back to London. You can trust us.”

      “I’m certain I could. It’s other vampires I wouldn’t trust.”

      Elora’s gaze flicked between both men. She picked up her wine glass and took a cautious sip. “We only know one other vampire and you’ve met her already. None of us are going to give you up to a group of bad ones.”

      Merritt had never revealed what he was to others. A part of him ached to do so, to relieve that burden of being what he was off his shoulders. He looked away for a moment, at another group of diners laughing at something. An unexpected pang of loneliness pricked at him like an erroneous stickpin. They looked happy. So did the couple across the table from him. Merritt was always alone, unless the dead came to bother him. The truly dead, not the vampire sharing his table.

      Ben and Elora had to be a decade younger than him, but they were the closest things in his life that he had to friends. Friends didn’t keep these kinds of secrets from one another. “Necromancer,” he said quietly.

      “I’m sorry?” Ben said.

      Was it because he’d been too quiet or because Ben didn’t know what a necromancer was? “I’m a necromancer,” Merritt replied. “Courtesy of my fae lineage a few generations back.”

      Ben and Elora stared at him for a few seconds, aghast. “Fae? Do you have wings?” Ben finally asked.

      Merritt stared at him. “Wings? Are you serious? I just told you that I can speak to spirits and you want to know if I have fucking wings?”

      “Well, now that you’ve phrased it like that, I certainly feel like an idiot.” The import of Merritt’s confession finally seemed to sink in. “Can you raise the dead?”

      He shuddered at the question. Unpleasant memories rose and he quickly tamped them down. “I’m better at speaking to spirits.”

      “Could you raise a group of sleeping vampires?” Elora asked.

      He’d never tried and never would. “Possibly, and I don’t want them to know there’s someone out there who can do that,” Merritt whispered. “I’m sure you can see the danger it would put me in. I have no desire to bother any of you, as long as you aren’t eating people.” Elora gave him a withering look. “Without their permission,” Merritt hastily added. “I really have nothing to say about your arrangement if it makes you happy.”

      “Are your abilities why you’re a detective?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “That laboratory in Liverpool?” Ben prompted.

      He nodded. “But for every case involving a mermaid or vampire, there’s a couple dozen garden-variety murder cases I’m hired to investigate. It’s remarkable what one can accomplish when a spirit can be summoned to tell me who killed him. I’ve been hired for such a case that I’ll start investigating tomorrow afternoon, as a matter of fact, not that I believe it was murder.”

      “Why not?” Ben leaned forward again, intrigued, as Elora dug into her meal.

      “It’s a high profile case. I don’t suppose you’ve heard of Dr. Thaddeus’s Miracle Elixir?”

      Elora snorted but didn’t respond. Merritt didn’t blame her. The patent medicine bearing Dr. Thaddeus’s name was a harmless but expensive fraud.

      “There’s a dispute over the rights of the late Dr. Thaddeus’s estate and his manner of death,” Merritt said. “His son has hired me to look into his death. He believes his stepmother killed his father.”

      “Did she?” Ben asked.

      “I’ll have to go to Dr. Thadddeus’s house to summon him and ask. I doubt it, though. Dr. Thaddeus was in his late sixties when he died. His son has admitted he was in poor health and under the care of a physician. I believe this is likely a case of a child disgruntled that he was passed over in his father’s will for his stepmother, who by all rights is entitled to the estate anyway.”

      “Then why take on the case if you already know what happened?”

      “Ezra Thaddeus is paying me five hundred pounds to investigate. To me, that’s a lot of money.” Elora’s eyes widened at the sum. It was a lot of money to her, too. Merritt knew she was the formerly destitute sister of a duke who had disowned her.

      “In that case, you can pay for our supper next time,” Ben said.

      “I’d be happy to pay for it this evening.”

      Ben shook his head. “We invited you out. Will you be investigating in London?”

      “The Thaddeus estate is just outside Liverpool city limits. I’ll fly back tomorrow morning.” Elora faintly shuddered at the mention of flight and Merritt bit back a smile. She hated heights and flying.

      “So, you’ll fly to the estate, speak to Dr. Thaddeus’s kindly old widow, speak to the dead man’s ghost, and take five hundred pounds from his son? That’s a profitable racket,” Ben said.

      “It’s hardly a racket. It’s a curse I’m forced to live with. I may as well make some money off it.” Merritt had taught himself to ignore the wayward spirits who recognized what he was and tried to talk to him, but that didn’t make being pestered by them any easier.

      “That’s a rather mercenary way to look at it, but I can’t say I disapprove.” Ben picked up the untouched wineglass in front of him and held it up in a toast.

      “You’re not serious,” Merritt said.

      “I am.” He nudged Elora, who picked up hers. With a sigh, Merritt did likewise. “Here I was, thinking you were a paragon of morals, keeping England safe from monsters like me. Instead, you’re bilking the estates of lonely old widows and grieving sons. Is it wrong that I’m proud of you?”

      “My God,” Elora said.

      Merritt knew his expression had to match the awestruck tone in her voice. Merritt didn’t bother to hide his eye roll. “To the decay of morals,” he said, touching the lip of his glass against Ben’s.
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      Ivy Thaddeus’s wards were failing. She bit back a scream of frustration, forcing her voice to a whisper as she recited another spell. She could only hope that this one would work and Ezra would finally give up and leave. Her words were breathless, barely audible as if she was afraid he could hear her casting the spell through the heavy front door he beat with his fists. She finished the incantation and waited. The air shifted, as if acknowledging her spell, and she let out a watery breath.

      Ezra’s pounding at the door ceased. He’d lost interest in harassing her, at least for the night.

      Ivy crept along the darkened foyer to the window next to the door. She watched as Ezra sauntered down the cobblestone path back to his waiting carriage as if he hadn’t just been spelled away. It was a temporary reprieve. She had no illusions that he wouldn’t be back in the morning with the private investigator he told her he hired.

      Under ordinary circumstances, Ivy would have been able to cast a spell that would repel the investigator, but her magic was inexplicably fading fast. Perhaps it would be easiest to give up and cede the entire estate to Ezra.

      She shook her head as if to dislodge the thought. No, she couldn’t give up the estate. It was her home. Ezra had received a significant settlement, greater than the value of the house, and it should be enough for him.

      She wiped tears from her eyes and mentally tallied up every protection spell she hadn’t tried yet. The list was short and getting shorter with each passing day as her magic faded, joining her husband in death.
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      Merritt double checked his pockets to ensure his notebook and pencil were still where they should be before slipping out of his ornithopter’s passenger basket. He had landed the vehicle where Ezra Thaddeus told him to, at the foot of the Thaddeus family estate. A wide cobblestone pathway led to a large, nondescript brick house at the top of a hill. It didn’t have any of the trappings of the excessively wealthy that he would have expected from someone like Dr. Thaddeus.

      The steady clip-clop of horse hooves against the hard-packed earth beneath them had Merritt tearing his gaze away from the house. A pair of the beasts hauled a small carriage behind them. As it came into view, Merritt saw the man holding the reins wasn’t much younger than his thirty-one years. A breeze nearly pulled his hat from his head and the man gripped its brim with one hand, the reins gathered in the other before he indicated the horses should stop.

      Merritt waited until the man alighted from the carriage. His clothes were too fine to be that of the house’s staff, despite driving himself, and his walk was too self-assured. It was the gait of a man who was used to getting his way, a type of person Merritt was all too familiar with after working as a detective for as long as he had.

      “Mr. Sloan,” the man said by way of greeting. He held out his hand.

      “Pleasure to meet you.” Merritt accepted the greeting and shook the proffered hand, noting the firm grip.

      “Ezra Thaddeus. Thank you for traveling all the way here.” The younger man looked over the ornithopter, a glimmer of appreciation in his blue eyes. “I trust your trip was pleasant?”

      “As pleasant as it can be in an open top ornithopter. There’s never a shortage of insects to join you in the skies.”

      Ezra smiled wanly at the remark. “I’ve considered purchasing one for my own use, although my father discouraged it. Said they were too dangerous.”

      Speaking of the late Dr. Thaddeus… Merritt hadn’t felt the man’s spirit since he landed, nor any other spirits, which was surprising. There was usually one or two about these kinds of properties, the ghosts of past residents or servants who simply didn’t want to leave. They left everyone still alive alone, preferring to spend their afterlives among the house or gardens they’d enjoyed and tended to before they died. The silence at this place was unnerving. It was as if the dead had been banished from the property. He looked up at the house perched at the top of the hill and a faint shudder rippled through him. Merritt shook off the feeling. He grasped on to the late doctor’s name and steered the conversation toward him. “Shall we start the investigation? I’d like to take a look at the house.”

      “I appreciate your forthrightness.” Something sparkled in Ezra’s eye, but Merritt couldn’t read it.

      They started the walk up the cobblestone path. It was a treacherous design choice, probably to deter wayward travelers from trying to steer horses or steam cabs to the house. As it was, Merritt had trouble keeping his balance along the stones and moved at a slower pace behind Ezra. The air shifted as they ascended, causing goosebumps to pop up along his skin. An odd sense of dread overcame him, along with the urge to flee. Still, he forged on, catching up to Ezra whose expression was pinched. Merritt wondered if he felt the change, too.

      There was something unearthly in that house, and damned if he could put his finger on what it was.

      Merritt had five hundred pounds on the line if he ran away now. Steeling himself, he forced his feet to move along the cobblestones to match Ezra’s pace. A large brass and iron knocker in the shape of a Celtic cross decorated the heavy front door, another unusual design choice. Who used iron to protect their house in this day and age? Merritt already knew the answer. Someone superstitious, who wanted to keep out creatures like himself. If he’d been fully fae, he wouldn’t have been able to venture further to the house, but his human side was unaffected by it.

      A curtain twitched in the window next to the door, but Merritt couldn’t see anything or anyone else.

      He didn’t need to. A wave of nausea crested over him as they walked closer to the house and he swallowed, tamping it down. His original estimation of the case ahead of him and the stepmother at the center of it immediately changed. The sense of dread as he walked along the cobblestones, coupled with the iron knocker weren’t coincidences. He wasn’t dealing with grieving relatives fighting over a patent medicine fortune, but something far more sinister.

      Ezra Thaddeus had hired him to investigate a witch.

      Merritt was dizzy on his feet when they reached the front door and Ezra pounded on it with his fist. He breathed deeply, calling on his human side to hold him up in the face of iron and witch’s protection spells. They weren’t very strong; if they had been, Ezra and Merritt wouldn’t have been able to step foot on the property. The spell’s effects were more annoying than anything else. Merritt knew that once he left the property, his breathing and constitution would return to normal.

      “She changed the locks,” Ezra said when he beat the door again. “I swear to God that one of these days I shall simply knock down the door.”

      The door unexpectedly opened, revealing a darkened foyer. A woman stepped out of the shadows to face them. Her full lips were pursed into a scowl. “Why are you here?” she asked by way of greeting. “Who is this?”

      The air around her seemed to sizzle with electricity. Power radiated from her, touching something in Merritt, searing a part of himself that he kept hidden from the world. His nausea evaporated, replaced by surprise.

      “I told you I would be hiring someone to investigate my father’s death,” Ezra replied coolly. “This is Merritt Sloan, private detective for hire. Mr. Sloan, this is my stepmother, Ivy Wickham Thaddeus.”

      She certainly wasn’t what Merritt had been expecting. He was still surprised to see that this was the evil stepmother, a woman decades younger than the late Dr. Thaddeus. Her dark hair was swept into a chignon at the base of her neck. Her gray and lavender half-mourning dress impeccable in style and condition. Her green eyes examined Merritt closely, narrowing at him in suspicion. He nodded at her out of politeness. “Madam.” His voice was even, emotionless.

      She knew there was something otherworldly about him, just as he knew that about her.

      Part of him wanted to toss aside the case, tell Ezra to stuff his five hundred pounds and leave the property immediately. A witch could be a powerful foe, even if her protection spells could be stepped over like hers were. That didn’t mean she didn’t have a whole host of tricks and wards that could be used in other ways. He reminded himself that he had his own tricks. It might be more difficult than usual, but he could still summon her dead husband’s spirit, be directed somewhere or to something that would implicate his wife in his death.

      ”I told you there was no reason to involve the police,” Mrs. Thaddeus said, tone sharp.

      “I’m a private detective, not a policeman,” Merritt replied, cutting off Ezra before he could speak.

      “I fail to see the difference. Every physician who has examined your father’s body determined his death to be of natural causes. There is no need for a private detective.” Ivy’s spine straightened. “I’ll ask both of you to leave now.”

      “This is my father’s house,” Ezra snapped. “I still have the right to enter it.”

      “It’s my house and you will do no such thing.”

      Except they could. Merritt could feel her protection spell breaking apart like dandelion seeds on the wind. Judging by the way her lips thinned, she could feel it, too. He and Ezra could simply waltz into the home as if they owned the place, if they wanted to.

      Ezra’s demeanor relaxed and he crossed the threshold. Mrs. Thaddeus sighed in frustration, and for a second her eyes shone with tears. Just as quickly, she blinked and her expression returned to that of cool irritation.

      She was scared of her stepson.

      Ezra turned around to face Merritt, who remained outside. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s start this investigation.”

      Ivy flinched, a barely perceptible movement. Her green eyes caught Merritt’s, and he could have sworn he saw a pleading look reflected there, but it wasn’t for him to leave. She needed help.

      What the hell had he gotten himself into?

      Holding back a frustrated sigh, Merritt walked into the house.
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      What in all the names of all the gods and goddesses was this man? Had Ezra discovered what she was and sought out a supernatural private detective to expose her?

      “This is one of the finest detectives in England,” he announced. She hated the smugness in his tone and would have slapped it had it been tangible. “He has an uncanny knack for uncovering clues overlooked by subpar detectives and policemen. Isn’t that right, Sloan?”

      “I certainly try,” the detective said. His dark eyes flitted around the foyer, taking in every detail.

      “You’ll need to do better than merely trying to prove that my father’s wife killed him.”

      Ire and rage rose within her at the accusation, as they always did when Ezra threw those words at her. “I did not. His heart failed. You know that.” To Mr. Sloan, she said, “I’ll show you the reports from the doctors who autopsied him. There wasn’t anything in his body to suggest that he died from anything other than a weak heart.”

      “I take it Dr. Thaddeus didn’t try his own patent medicine?” Mr. Sloan quipped.

      “Of course he did,” Ivy replied. “He believed in the power of his medicines. Unfortunately, a weak heart isn’t a condition his Miracle Elixir could have cured.”

      “So, calling it a ‘miracle’ tonic is false advertising.” Mr. Sloan removed a small leather-bound notebook and pencil from his trousers pocket. “How long has it been since your husband passed away, Mrs. Thaddeus?”

      She itched to slap him for that remark, but kept her hands at her sides. Was he truly intending to interrogate her in her own foyer? “We aren’t doing this,” she said evenly. “Both of you need to leave. I don’t see why you’re doing this, Ezra. You’ve received almost everything else from your father.”

      “You will cooperate with Mr. Sloan and I’ll consider sitting down to negotiations with you and your solicitor,” Ezra replied.

      Ivy blinked in surprise. She hadn’t been expecting that. “You’ll leave me be if I allow Mr. Sloan access to my house?”

      “It’s my father’s house, and I said I would consider negotiations with you if you let him complete his investigation.” He stiffened. “Although I doubt I’ll have to, once Mr. Sloan proves that you murdered my father and you’re hanged for it.”

      Mr. Sloan visibly blanched at the threat. His eyes met hers, and she thought she saw a shred of sympathy there. She seized on it. “All right,” she said. “I accept your terms.”

      Ezra smirked. “I knew you’d see reason.”

      “I have one condition. You are not be anywhere near this house as Mr. Sloan conducts his investigation and interviews.” When Ezra opened his mouth to protest, Ivy held up a finger to silence him. “Otherwise, I will fight you tooth and nail in court, and spend what my husband bequeathed to me in the process. If I’m guilty, this Mr. Sloan will find out sooner rather than later.” She raised an eyebrow at Mr. Sloan. “If you’re one of the finest detectives in England it shouldn’t be terribly difficult to prove my alleged misdeeds.” She regretted her words almost as soon as she said them. The man’s aura glowed in an extraordinary, unrecognizable way. He wasn’t fully human. He would have ways of circumventing human ways of investigation, and she didn’t know what they were, couldn’t mount a defense.

      Gods and goddesses above and below, she was fucked.

      Ezra glared at her, his hatred and distrust palpable. Ivy ignored it and focused on the other man who didn’t despise her. “Let me show you to my sitting room,” she said. “We’ll speak there.” To Mr. Sloan, she added, “It will be two years this December since Edwin’s passing.”
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      Merritt hoped he kept his face schooled in a neutral expression throughout his encounter with Mrs. Thaddeus. He’d prided himself on his ability to do so when he still investigated murders and robberies on behalf of the Liverpool constabulary, but he’d never spoken to a suspect who rattled him the way she did.

      For one thing, she was much younger than he expected, perhaps in her mid-thirties. Certainly young enough to be the late Dr. Thaddeus’s daughter or Ezra’s older sister. She was also beautiful: her half-mourning day dress was perfectly cut, revealing her hourglass figure that he suspected wasn’t the product of stays and a bustle. Chestnut-colored hair pinned at the nape of her neck shone in the sunlight streaming through the sitting room windows. Her green eyes sparkled with curiosity, but there was an underlying wariness, not that it would be unexpected. She was a murder suspect, after all.

      A white-aproned woman with iron gray hair brought tea on a silver service to them in the sitting room. Merritt and Ezra took seats opposite Mrs. Thaddeus, who sat on a small divan, taking care to arrange her skirts around her. Once the maid poured the tea, Mrs. Thaddeus said quietly, “That will be all, Martha. Thank you.” She waited until Martha left before speaking again. “I fear you’re wasting your time and funds,” she said to Ezra, tone frosty. She turned to Merritt and pinned him with a hard stare. “My late husband died of natural causes. I’m happy to produce physicians’ reports, as I’ve already told you. My stepson continues to insist that I murdered him for his estate.”

      Merritt matched her hard look, returning it with one of his own. He wasn’t intimidated by her. While his own powers were fairly limited thanks to his human side, he did have his own magic. He would have to use it carefully to mount a defense against a witch. “Did you?” he asked.

      Her color rose. “Of course I didn’t.”

      “Note that she isn’t insisting that she could never do such a thing because she loved him,” Ezra snapped.

      “You’re investigating whether I murdered my husband, not my feelings for him,” Mrs. Thaddeus returned smoothly. To Merritt, she said, “I did not kill my husband. How should I prove it to you?”

      All Merritt had to do was summon the dead man’s spirit and ask him directly. “You said you have physicians’ reports?”

      “Yes.”

      “May I look around the house, as well?”

      Mrs. Thaddeus again pinned him with a stare, and he wondered what she was thinking. Had she recognized what he was? Likely not; fae descendants were incredibly rare. Like his vampire friends, all Mrs. Thaddeus could recognize was something off about him. An uncanny resemblance to a full human. He was damned if he could figure out what made him stand out to other supernatural creatures.

      Something in Mrs. Thaddeus’s countenance relaxed. “Yes. Look wherever you please. I have nothing to hide.”

      That almost certainly meant she had something to hide. Despite the gravity of the situation, Merritt couldn’t help but be intrigued. He stood up. “I’d like to do that, then.”

      She tilted her head to the side, surprised. “Now?”

      “Is there a better time that would work for you?”

      She gave a pointed glance at Ezra, who smirked in response. “I suppose not.” She sighed and rose to her feet. “I suppose the tea was a waste.”

      “It’s from my funds, so I don’t see why you’re complaining.” Ezra leaned back in his chair and took a dramatic sip from his cup that would’ve been out of place in any formal dining room.

      Merritt may have come from a working-class family, but he loathed bad manners. He barely suppressed a shudder at the sound of slurping. Surely, he was doing it only to irritate Mrs. Thaddeus. He also stood and motioned to follow Mrs. Thaddeus. His notebook and pencil at the ready, he said, “After you.”
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      A curious combination of anger and intrigue filled Ivy as she led the private detective through the house to her late husband’s study. It was the only room she could think of to take Mr. Sloan to, the place where Edwin’s records and formulas were kept, where she’d stored his autopsy reports. Not that there was much to his formulas other than distilled water and a healthy dose of beet sugar, mixed with some herbs. Ivy had been the one to ensure its efficacy with her magic.

      She and Edwin hadn’t been in love, but they had respected each other. In that moment, she missed him fiercely. He’d been the closest thing she’d ever had to a best friend.

      She forced all thoughts of Edwin out of her mind when she opened the study door and gestured for Mr. Sloan to walk in. “Take a look around.” She pointed to the bookshelves built into the far wall. “His ledgers are there, as are his formulas for the Miracle Elixir over the years. I’ve left the autopsy reports on the desk.”

      Mr. Sloan picked up a leather-bound journal and rifled through it. “I take it you’re not concerned about the elixir’s formula falling into the wrong hands?”

      She shrugged. “It’s water, sugar, and dashes of valerian root and peppermint. Hardly a trade secret.”

      “Only valerian root?”

      “Edwin ordered the removal of the laudanum years ago, before we met.”

      “An ethical patent medicine seller,” Mr. Sloan mused. “I never would’ve considered that possible.”

      Ivy couldn’t help but let her indignation show at that comment. “Edwin was an honorable man. I cannot say the same of his son.”

      “Yet without the laudanum, his Miracle Elixir is one of the most widely sold patent medicines in England, despite its ingredients being nothing more than beet sugar and water. It’s renowned for its pain relief properties. Why is that?”

      It was entirely due to Ivy’s magic, but she could hardly reveal that. “The Miracle Elixir provides peace of mind. Never underestimate the effect of peace of mind at a reasonable price.”

      That earned a smile from the detective. “I’ll be certain not to.”

      Ivy had the impression that Mr. Sloan seldom smiled. It was a shame. His was nice to look at. She pushed aside that observation, remembering why he was here. The man wasn’t fully human and he was investigating her for murder. She shouldn’t go about admiring a man’s smile when she didn’t know what foe she was facing.

      “May I take the autopsy reports?” he asked, inclining his head toward the desk.

      “Of course. Feel free to contact the doctors who wrote them, too.”

      He crossed the room’s distance to the desk and helped himself to the stack of papers there, tucking them under his arm. “Did you do it?” he asked noncommittally.

      Surprise, then fury rose in her at the question. “No.”

      “You loved your husband?”

      She nearly blurted yes, then stopped herself in time. She and Edwin had cared for each other, but theirs hadn’t been a love story. Edwin’s first wife, Ezra’s mother Patricia, held the key to his heart years after she passed from consumption. Ivy doubted Mr. Sloan would believe her if she told him that she adored Edwin, anyway. “We were very close,” she said.

      “Was it a marriage of convenience?”

      She flinched at the question. “If I say no, will you believe me?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Younger women marrying men old enough to be their fathers is either the result of a vile arrangement between the groom and the bride’s father’s best friend, or the couple each having something the other wants.”

      “I was twenty-seven when I married Edwin,” Ivy replied evenly. “I was hardly a child.”

      “How long were you married?”

      “Nine years.”

      “Was it your first marriage?”

      She didn’t try to conceal her irritation at the question. “Yes.”

      “How did you manage to stay unmarried so long?”

      Witches like her, who could earn a living with their gifts, seldom married. What was the point? She had more tools in her arsenal than the average man did to get herself ahead in life. “I preferred it,” she replied.

      “How did you and Dr. Thaddeus meet? Was he truly a physician?”

      “He was, although he gave up his practice when he developed his Miracle Elixir.”

      “I imagine the patent medicine business is far more lucrative than seeing patients.”

      That comment irked her, too, but she nodded. Edwin had cared for people. It was one of the reasons he invented his medicine. He could help more people with it than physicking to individuals. It was why he sought her out, a respectable middle class self-made woman who had built a quiet underground business around her potions and creams, powered by her healing spells.

      “Who has control of the elixir now?” Mr. Sloan asked.

      “I do. He left the company to me.”

      “What about Ezra?”

      “He’s been set up with an enormous settlement and the family townhouses in Liverpool and London. Edwin didn’t think he had the experience necessary to run the company. Between the inheritances left to him from both his parents, he’s better off financially than I’ll ever be.”

      “And you do?”

      She nodded again. For some strange reason, nervousness crested over her in a wave and her palms grew sweaty at the gravely notes in his voice. There was an intensity to him that touched something in her, a pull of otherworldly energy that she hadn’t felt in, well, ever. If she didn’t know any better, she might have suspected Mr. Sloan was part incubus. She shook her head a little, as if to physically dislodge the notion from her head. If the detective was an incubus, she would have torn off her clothes and thrown herself at him already.

      He noticed. “Is something wrong?”

      She didn’t try to hide the sarcasm in her voice. “Other than being questioned again for a murder I didn’t commit? My husband died of natural causes. It isn’t unheard of in men his age.” She glanced at a bust of a philosopher’s head that rested on one of the bookshelves, a reproduction from an ancient world sculpture. For half a second, she wished to pick it up and hurl it across the study at his handsome face. She took a deep breath, trying to center herself and regaining her sense of decorum. “My apologies,” she murmured. “Ezra has been harboring delusions about Edwin’s death since he died.”

      “Were they close?”

      Ivy hesitated, unsure how to answer. She chose her words carefully. “They were, once. They drifted apart as Ezra grew up. They didn’t see eye to eye on many things and as I’m sure you’ve gathered, Ezra disapproved of our marriage.”

      Mr. Sloan nodded, then inclined his head at the desk. “May I look at your husband’s effects?”

      If it would get the detective out of her house, she would agree to almost anything. She felt herself blush at the thought of what those things could be. “Yes,” she replied. She was still in half-mourning. While she hadn’t been in love with the man she wore the mourning clothes for, she still respected him and his memory. Her body taking notice of the private detective her stepson hired to prove her a killer was inappropriate, more so when she wasn’t even sure what he was.

      Mr. Sloan glanced over the desk, still arranged the way Edwin liked it. He picked up a few objects—his pens, his sealed inkwell, a small stone Ezra painted when he was a boy—and held them for a few seconds, as if meditating over them. Ivy watched, fascinated.

      Was he a magic practitioner like she was? Likely not. She would have sensed his power as soon as he walked through the door. He didn’t bear the smell of the outdoors that shifters so often had, nor could he be a vampire if he walked in the sunlight. A dhampir, perhaps? If such beings actually existed, she wouldn’t be surprised to hear he was one of them. She waited, saying nothing, and pretended to look at the medical books on the shelves. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Mr. Sloan quickly slip Edwin’s favorite pen in his trouser pocket. She could hardly keep a smile off her face. He’d just ensured that she could find out who and what he really was.

      “That will be all for today,” Mr. Sloan announced.

      “I’ll see you out.” Ivy held open the study door for him until he left the room, then closed it behind them on whisper-quiet hinges.
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