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      “Welcome to Jayne Ann Krentz’s accomplished and explosive series featuring the mysterious Arcane Society, a secret organisation
         devoted to paranormal research.
      

      
      The stories in the Arcane Society novels cross over between the author’s Amanda Quick historicals, Jayne Ann Krentz contemporaries
         and Jayne Castle futuristics, and feature her customary mix of passion and mystery, and also have a strong psychic/paranormal
         twist.
      

      
      Each Arcane Society novel can be read as a standalone but each one will provide new information about the Society and its
         members that will be of interest to those who follow the entire series.
      

      History of the Arcane Society

      
      The Arcane Society was founded in the late 1600s by a brilliant, reclusive, paranoid alchemist named Sylvester Jones. Jones
         possessed some unusual paranormal talents and he devoted his life to secret research in the field. He conducted experiments
         and recorded the results in a hidden fortress-like laboratory that eventually became his tomb.
      

      
      The laboratory-tomb of Sylvester the Alchemist was eventually discovered and excavated in the Late Victorian era by two of
         his descendents, Gabriel and Caleb Jones. Inside they discovered the alchemist’s most dangerous secret, a formula that Sylvester
         believed could enhance a person’s natural psychic abilities and make the user extremely powerful. The stuff worked – but it
         produced some terrifying side effects.
      

      
      Over the years the Arcane Society has gone to great lengths to conceal Sylvester’s formula but it haunts the Society and the
         Jones family to this day.
      

      
      To learn more about the Arcane Society world, visit www.jayneannkrentz.com
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      This one is for my fantastic sister-in-law, Wendy Born. With love and thanks for the Ameliopteris amazonensis.
      

      
      And for Barbara Knapp, with my deepest appreciation and thanks for, among other things, introducing me to Mr. Marcus Jones.

      
      I am very grateful to you both for opening a window on the wonderful world of nineteenth-century botany.
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      Late in the reign of Queen Victoria …

      
      Lucinda stopped a few feet away from the dead man, trying to ignore the fierce undercurrents of tension that raged through
         the elegant library.
      

      
      The constable and the members of the grieving family were well aware of who she was. They watched her with a mixture of macabre
         fascination and barely concealed horror. She could hardly blame them. As the woman the press had once featured in a lurid
         scandal and a tale of shocking murder, she was not welcome in polite society.
      

      
      “I do not believe this,” the attractive, newly minted widow exclaimed. “Inspector Spellar, how dare you bring that woman into
         this household?”
      

      
      “This will only take a moment,” Spellar said. He inclined his head toward Lucinda. “If you would be so kind as to give me
         your opinion, Miss Bromley.”
      

      
      Lucinda was careful to keep her expression cool and composed. Later the family members would no doubt whisper to their friends
         and associates that she had appeared as cold as ice, just as the newspapers and the penny dreadfuls had portrayed her.
      

      
      As it happened, the thought of what she was about to do actually did chill her to the bone. She would far rather be home in her conservatory enveloped by the scents, colors and
         energy of her beloved plants. But for some reason that she could not explain, she found herself drawn to the work that she
         occasionally did for Spellar.
      

      
      “Certainly, Inspector,” she said. “That is why I’m here, is it not? I think we can safely say that I was not invited for tea.”

      
      There was a gasp from the widow’s spinster sister, a severe-looking woman who had been introduced as Hannah Rathbone.

      
      “Outrageous,” Hannah snapped. “Have you no sense of the proprieties, Miss Bromley? A gentleman is dead. The least you can
         do is behave in a dignified manner and leave this household as quickly as possible.”
      

      
      Spellar gave Lucinda a veiled look, pleading silently with her to watch her tongue. She sighed and closed her mouth. The last
         thing she wanted to do was jeopardize his investigation or cause him to think twice about requesting her advice in the future.
      

      
      At first glance one would be highly unlikely to guess Spellar’s profession. He was a comfortably stout man with a benign,
         cheerful countenance, a voluminous mustache and a thin ring of graying hair, all of which served to distract others from the
         sharp, insightful intelligence in his blue-green eyes.
      

      
      Few who were not well acquainted with him would guess that he possessed a true talent for noticing even the smallest clues
         at a murder scene. It was a psychical gift. But there were limits to his abilities. He could not detect any but the most obvious
         cases of poisoning.
      

      
      Fairburn’s body lay in the middle of the vast floral carpet. Spellar stepped forward and reached down to pull aside the sheet
         that someone had drawn over the dead man.
      

      
      Lady Fairburn burst into a fresh cascade of sobs.
      

      
      “Is this really necessary?” she cried brokenly.

      
      Hannah Rathbone gathered her into her arms.

      
      “There, there, Annie,” she murmured. “You must calm yourself. You know your nerves are very delicate.”

      
      The third family member in the room, Hamilton Fairburn, set his well-modeled jaw in grim lines. A handsome man in his mid-twenties,
         he was Fairburn’s son by a previous marriage. According to Spellar, it had been Hamilton who insisted on summoning a detective
         from Scotland Yard. When Fairburn had recognized Lucinda’s name, however, he had been aghast. Nevertheless, although he could
         have refused to allow her into the mansion, he had not done so. He wanted the investigation to go forward, she thought, even
         at the cost of having such a notorious female in his house.
      

      
      She walked toward the body, bracing herself for the disturbing sensations that always accompanied an encounter with the dead.
         No amount of preparation could entirely dampen the disorienting sense of utter emptiness that swept over her when she looked
         down at the figure on the floor. Whoever and whatever Fairburn had been while he was alive, that essence was gone.
      

      
      She knew that traces of evidence that might provide clues to the manner of his death still clung to the scene, however. Spellar
         would certainly spot most of them. But if there was any indication of poison, it was her mission to detect it. The psychical
         residue of toxic substances remained not only on the body but on anything the individual had touched in those last moments.
      

      
      There was often other, very unpleasant and much more obvious evidence, as well. In her experience most people who died after
         ingesting poison became violently ill before expiring. There were always exceptions, of course. A long, slow, steady diet of arsenic did not usually produce such dramatic results at the end.
      

      
      But there was no indication that Lord Fairburn had suffered from bouts of nausea before he died. His death could have been
         attributed to a stroke or a heart attack. Most families who moved in elevated circles, as the Fairburns did, would have preferred
         to accept such a diagnosis and thereby avoid the publicity that inevitably attended a murder investigation. She wondered what
         had made Hamilton Fairburn send a message to Scotland Yard. Clearly he had his suspicions.
      

      
      She concentrated for a moment on visual cues but they told her little. The dead man’s skin had turned a stark, ashen shade.
         His eyes were open, staring at nothing. His lips were parted in a last gasp. She noticed that he had been older than his wife
         by at least a couple of decades. That was not an unusual circumstance when a wealthy widower remarried.
      

      
      Very deliberately, she stripped off her thin leather gloves. It was not always necessary to touch the body but direct physical
         contact made it easier to pick up nuances and faint traces of energy that she might not notice otherwise.
      

      
      There was another round of shocked gasps from Lady Fairburn and Hannah Rathbone. Hamilton’s mouth tightened. She knew that
         they had all seen the ring on her finger, the one the sensation press claimed she had used to conceal the poison that killed
         her fiancé.
      

      
      She leaned down and lightly brushed her fingertips across the dead man’s forehead. Simultaneously she opened her senses.

      
      At once the atmosphere of the library altered in subtle ways. The scents that emanated from the large jar of potpourri swept
         over her in a heavy wave, a combination of dried geraniums, rose petals, cloves, orange peel, allspice and violets.
      

      
      The colors of the roses in two tall, stately vases intensified dramatically, exhibiting strange hues for which there were
         no names. While the petals were still bright and velvety, the unmistakable reek of decay was clearly detectable. She had never
         understood why anyone would want to decorate a room with cut flowers. They might be beautiful for a short time but they were,
         by definition, in the process of dying. As far as she was concerned, the only suitable place for them was in a graveyard.
         If one wished to preserve the potency of a plant or bloom or herb, one dried it, she thought, annoyed.
      

      
      The sad-looking filmy fern trapped behind the glass front of the Wardian case was dying. She doubted the exquisitely delicate
         little Trichomanes speciosum would last the month. She had to resist the urge to rescue it. There was scarcely a household in the country that did not
         boast a fern in the drawing room, she reminded herself. One could not save all of them. The fern craze had been going strong
         for several years now. There was even a name for it, Pteridomania.

      
      With the ease of long practice, she suppressed the distracting energy and colors of the plant life in the room and concentrated
         on the body. A faint residue of unwholesome energy slithered across her senses. With her talent she could detect almost any
         type of poison because of the way the energy of toxic substances infused the atmosphere. But her true expertise was in the
         realm of those poisons that had their origins in the botanical kingdom.
      

      
      She knew at once that Fairburn had, indeed, drunk poison, just as Spellar had suspected. What stunned her were the faint traces
         of a certain very rare species of fern. A cold chill of panic trickled through her.
      

      
      She took a moment or two longer than necessary with the body, pretending to concentrate on her analysis. In reality she used the time to catch her breath and steady her nerves. Stay calm. Do not show any emotion.

      
      When she was certain that she had herself under control she straightened and looked at Spellar.

      
      “You are right to be suspicious, sir,” she said in what she hoped were professional tones. “He ate or drank something quite
         poisonous shortly before he died.”
      

      
      Lady Fairburn gave out a shrill cry of ladylike anguish. “It is just as I feared. My beloved husband took his own life. How
         could he do this to me?”
      

      
      She collapsed into a graceful faint.

      
      “Annie!” Hannah exclaimed.
      

      
      She dropped to her knees beside her sister and removed a dainty vial from the decorative chatelaine at her waist. She pulled
         out the stopper and waved the vinaigrette under Lady Fairburn’s nose. The smelling salts proved effective immediately. The
         widow’s eyes fluttered.
      

      
      Hamilton Fairburn’s expression hardened into grim outrage. “Are you saying that my father committed suicide, Miss Bromley?”

      
      She closed down her senses and looked at him across the vast expanse of the carpet. “I never said that he deliberately drank
         the poison, sir. Whether he took it by accident or design is for the police to determine.”
      

      
      Hannah fixed her with a seething glare. “Who are you to declare his lordship’s death a case of poison? You are certainly not
         a doctor, Miss Bromley. Indeed, we all know exactly what you are. How dare you come into this household and hurl accusations
         about?”
      

      
      Lucinda felt her temper stir. This was the annoying aspect of her consulting work. The public was consumed with a great fear
         of poison, thanks to the sensation press, which had developed a morbid infatuation with the subject in recent years.
      

      
      “I did not come here to make accusations,” Lucinda said, fighting to keep her voice even. “Inspector Spellar requested my
         opinion. I have given it. Now, if you will excuse me, I will take my leave.”
      

      
      Spellar stepped forward. “I will escort you outside to your carriage, Miss Bromley.”

      
      “Thank you, Inspector.”

      
      They left the library and went into the front hall, where they found the housekeeper and butler waiting. Both individuals
         were steeped in anxiety. The rest of what was no doubt a very large household staff remained discreetly out of sight. Lucinda
         did not blame them. When there was a question of poison, the servants were often the first to come under suspicion.
      

      
      The butler hurried to open the door. Lucinda went out onto the steps. Spellar followed. They were met with a wall of gray.
         It was midafternoon but the fog was so thick that it masked the small park in the center of the square and veiled the fine
         town houses on the opposite side. Lucinda’s private carriage waited in the street. Shute, her coachman, lounged nearby. He
         came away from the railing when he saw her and opened the door to the vehicle.
      

      
      “I do not envy you this case, Inspector Spellar,” she said quietly.

      
      “So it was poison,” Spellar said. “Thought as much.”

      
      “Unfortunately nothing so simple as arsenic, I’m afraid. You will not be able to apply Mr. Marsh’s test to prove your case.”

      
      “I regret to say that arsenic has fallen somewhat out of favor of late now that the general public is aware that there is
         a test to detect it.”
      

      
      “Do not despair, sir, it is an old standby and will always be popular if for no other reason than it is widely available and, if administered with patience over a long period of time, produces symptoms that can readily be attributed
         to any number of fatal diseases. There is a reason, after all, why the French call it inheritance powder.”
      

      
      “True enough.” Spellar grimaced. “One can only wonder how many elderly parents and inconvenient spouses have been sped on
         their way to the Other World by that means. Well, if not arsenic, what then? I did not detect the smell of bitter almonds
         or notice any of the other symptoms of cyanide.”
      

      
      “I’m certain that the poison was botanical in origin. It was based on the castor bean, which, as I’m sure you know, is highly
         toxic.”
      

      
      Spellar’s forehead creased. “I was under the impression that castor bean poisoning produced violent illness before it killed.
         Lord Fairburn showed no indication of that sort of sickness.”
      

      
      She chose her words with great caution, anxious to give Spellar as much of the truth as possible. “Whoever brewed the poison
         managed to refine the most lethal aspects of the plant in such a way as to produce a highly toxic substance that was extremely
         potent and very fast-acting. Lord Fairburn’s heart stopped before his body even had a chance to try to expel the potion.”
      

      
      “You sound impressed, Miss Bromley.” Spellar’s bushy brows bunched together. “I take it that the skill required to prepare
         such a poison would be uncommon?”
      

      
      For an instant his talent for keen observation sparked in his eyes. It disappeared almost immediately beneath the bland, slightly
         bumbling façade he affected. But she knew now that she had to be very careful.
      

      
      “Extremely uncommon,” she said briskly. “Only a scientist or chemist of some genius could have concocted that poison.”

      
      “Psychical genius?” Spellar asked quietly.
      

      
      “Possibly.” She sighed. “I will be honest, Inspector. I have never before encountered this particular blend of ingredients
         in any poison.” And that, she thought, was no more or less than the absolute truth.
      

      
      “I see.” Spellar assumed a resigned air. “I suppose I shall have to start with the apothecary shops, for all the good it will
         do. There has always been a lively underground trade in poisons carried on in such establishments. A would-be widow can purchase
         a toxic substance quite easily. When the husband drops dead she can claim that it was an accident. She bought the stuff to
         kill the rats. It was just unfortunate that her spouse accidentally drank some of it.”
      

      
      “There are thousands of apothecary shops in London.”

      
      He snorted. “Not to mention the establishments that sell herbs and patent medicines. But I may be able to narrow the list
         of possibilities by concentrating on shops near this address.”
      

      
      She pulled on her gloves. “You are convinced this is murder, then? Not a suicide?”

      
      The sharp gleam came and went again in Spellar’s eyes. “This is murder, all right,” he said softly. “I can feel it.”

      
      She shivered, not doubting his intuition for a second.

      
      “One cannot help but observe that Lady Fairburn will look quite attractive in mourning,” she said.

      
      Spellar smiled slightly. “The same thought occurred to me, as well.”

      
      “Do you think she killed him?”

      
      “It would not be the first time that an unhappy young wife who longed to be both free and wealthy fed poison to her much older
         husband.” He rocked on his heels once or twice. “But there are other possibilities in that household. First, I must find the source of the poison.”
      

      
      Her insides tightened. She fought to keep the fear out of her expression. “Yes, of course. Good luck, Inspector.”

      
      “Thank you for coming here today.” He lowered his voice. “I apologize for the rudeness that you were obliged to endure in
         the Fairburn household.”
      

      
      “That was in no way your fault.” She smiled slightly. “We both know that I am accustomed to such behavior.”

      
      “That does not make it any more tolerable.” Spellar’s expression turned uncharacteristically somber. “The fact that you are
         willing to expose yourself to such behavior in order to assist me from time to time puts me all the more deeply into your
         debt.”
      

      
      “Nonsense. We share a common goal. Neither of us wishes to see killers walk free. But I fear you have your work cut out for
         you this time.”
      

      
      “So it would seem. Good day, Miss Bromley.”

      
      He assisted her up into the dainty little cab, closed the door and stepped back. She settled against the cushions, pulled
         the folds of her cloak snugly around her and gazed out at the sea of fog.
      

      
      The traces of the fern that she had detected in the poison had unnerved her as nothing else had since the death of her father.
         There was only one specimen of Ameliopteris amazonensis in all of England. Until last month it had been growing in her private conservatory.
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