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  About the Book


In a world full of technological wonders, the oldest crime still requires the smartest detective. 

San Francisco, 1925
Lady Anne Worthington, an English countess with a brilliant mind for invention, has crossed an ocean to showcase her revolutionary Self-Typing Telegraph Machine at the World's Fair. Far from her aristocratic obligations, she's found purpose in innovation—where her creative genius, not her title, defines her worth.

But when Baroness Céleste Bouvier—curator of the French Fine Arts Pavilion and Lady Anne's childhood friend—is discovered dead from a gunshot wound, the fair's gleaming façade cracks. As officials scramble to contain the scandal, Anne receives an ominous message from her own invention: "Find the truth before it finds you."

With authorities pushing for a quick resolution to protect the exposition's reputation, Anne faces an impossible choice: focus on wooing investors for her invention and secure her financial future or risk everything to expose a killer hiding among the fair's wonders.

As San Francisco's infamous fog shrouds the fairgrounds, obscuring the line between progress and peril, will Lady Anne's greatest invention be the key to solving the crime? Or will it silence her brilliant mind forever?
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The Lady and the Poisoned Waters

The Lady and the Texas Ranger
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  1
Secrets in the Fog


San Francisco – February 1925 
I stepped off the train into a wall of fog that whispered secrets as it curled around my ankles, promising mystery and adventure in this strange new city. Goosebumps prickled my skin due to both the chill and my frayed nerves.
As I descended the platform, the mist wrapped around me like a cold embrace, prompting Ty Steffanelli to tip his Stetson with a grin that made trouble look appealing.
“This must put you right at home with all the English fog, Annie.”
His cocker spaniel tugged on the leash and led him to a patch of grass by the bushes. Banjo, ever the curious puppy, lifted his nose high into the air and sniffed with such enthusiasm you’d think he was cataloging every scent in California.
“Banjo is intrigued.” I tilted my head, nearly surrendering my hat to the wind.
The simple piece of fashion was a constant battle. A cloche, of course—the style of the moment—but mine was an especially wide-brimmed affair, a brilliant sapphire to match my traveling suit, adorned with a spray of peacock feathers that curled and danced like flirtatious debutantes in the breeze. The sea air, already hinting at the Pacific’s proximity, tugged at it with mischievous persistence, threatening to snatch it off my head and carry it down the street. I secured it with pins, but even they seemed to be engaged in a quiet rebellion.
I swung my long, golden-brown hair over my shoulder, the curls dancing midway down my back. “It is quite different here than in Great Britain.”
“Go ahead,” Ty teased. “Hit me with your brilliant scientific analysis. I know you’re dying to.”
“You’re leaning into a common misconception,” I said, squinting through the haze. “London’s fog earned its reputation from coal smoke and damp air. My home in Yorkshire sees drizzle, and a thin veil often hovers over the hills. However, San Francisco’s fog is formed by cold ocean currents and warm inland air. It’s theatrical. Like it knows it’s being watched.”
My best friend and part-time secretary, Marigold Colbert, tightened her sensible wool coat and shuddered. “It’s spooky. Like it’s alive. I keep expecting it to tap me on the shoulder.”
Ty gazed into the swirling gray, far too willing to play into Marigold’s fantasies. “It swallows light and muffles sound. Like a scandal hiding beneath the surface.”
“Oh, dear.” She held a gloved hand to her mouth.
Banjo led Ty closer, and I knelt to rub the pretty pup’s neck. He leaned into my touch but tugged insistently at his leash. After hours on the train, he was ready for a sprint down every alley in the city.
I bumped my shoulder into Ty’s with a familiarity I hoped to rekindle on this trip. Marigold had arranged for me to have a proper exhibition team for the World’s Fair—a secretary and a bodyguard. Did a lady inventor truly require Texas Ranger protection? Perhaps not. But if it meant Ty Steffanelli at my side, I wasn’t about to disagree.
“Scientific curiosity aside, my initial assessment is that the foggy bay has a certain charm. All cloaked and mysterious. It moves with purpose, swallowing the city whole. I rather think it’s the perfect accomplice for secrets.”
Ty didn’t argue, though the twitch of amusement at the corner of his mouth suggested he found my flair for drama amusing. The World’s Fair was a spectacle built on ambition and illusion. And illusion always came with consequences.
Behind us, the train hissed a final plume of steam as porters bustled about, unloading luggage and directing passengers. As we strolled to the street, the aroma of soot and salt mingled with the faint tang of frying food from vendors hawking snacks to the hungry crowd.
I inhaled, tossing my hair as the breeze pushed it into my eyes, slipping free of my chic but unruly hat. A feather floated skyward like a silent surrender. So much for high quality. “Blasted hat. I should’ve tied my hair up.”
Ty’s face melted into that signature grin that drove some girls wild. Not me, of course. “I like it down, Annie.”
Only he used the nickname. Everyone else called me Anne—or Lady Anne, before I’d begged them to stop. Lady Anne Worthington was far too stuffy for a potential new American. My stomach coiled. The process of becoming a new citizen was anything but quick, but I took the first step by obtaining letters of endorsement from the British consulate.
“So, I shouldn’t cut it short like a flapper?” I asked. “Or like a certain blonde schoolteacher?”
The mention of the third wheel in our Mineral Wells traveling party caused a tension thicker than the fog. I should have known better than to talk about Eleanor Primrose.
Taking her matchmaker duties seriously, Marigold jumped in to change the subject. “My stars, California is not like the Lone Star State, is it?”
“Not quite,” I murmured, catching her attempted distraction with a smirk.
“Welcome to the edge of the world,” Ty said.
Where Texas sprawled beneath wide, sunbaked skies, San Francisco clung to its hills like a cat to curtains. Victorian buildings peered through the mist, their pastel facades muted by gray. Trolleys clanged down narrow streets, weaving between honking automobiles. The horns bleated like irritated geese.
“There is a certain charm to the chaos,” I said.
“Glad you feel this way,” Ty said. “Because we’re stuck here for a while.”
Two hotel employees met us at the station and began hauling our neatly labeled trunks, including the oversized steamer that carried my invention for the exhibition. Marigold directed them like a general leading troops into battle. Her bossiness was precisely what I needed in a secretary.
A chubby, red-cheeked porter wiped his brow. “With all this luggage, you’d think we’re in the presence of the queen.”
Marigold puffed up like a proud hen. “She’s a countess, I’ll have you know. And a famous inventor. She needs proper supplies.”
The older porter swatted the younger on the arm. “Get moving and keep your trap shut.”
“The kid has a point,” Ty said, eyeing the stack. “Does a scientist need a trunk exclusively for carrying hats?”
“Of course. Especially when she loses one every time she steps outside.” I plucked the bothersome cloche off my head and stuffed it into my suitcase before the staff loaded it. I fished into the pocket of my tailored sapphire-blue suit for a ribbon. I pulled the pins from my hair and gathered it into a high ponytail. It was a simple, functional style that kept the hair out of my face and the soot out of my curls. I rather liked the way it felt—light and free, modern, and distinctly American.
Ty’s handsome face made me linger a second too long, and he caught me. Our attraction was mutual and complicated. Eleanor Primrose wasn’t the only obstacle in our potential relationship. He thought I took too many risks, and I didn’t want to be sheltered. But our differences didn’t prevent me from enjoying his company.
I opened my mouth to flirt, but a sneer from a man strutting past in a brown overcoat cut me off, his voice as oily as his hair.
“Welcome to the city, Cowboy.” The word dripped with condescension. “Lose your horse on the train, did you?” A wheezing laugh followed, like air escaping a punctured tire. “Or perhaps the rodeo’s in town?”
Ty’s head tilted a fraction, a subtle shift contradicting his gaze's steel. The Stetson remained perfectly level. “Now that you mention it, I heard they auditioned clowns,” he drawled, his Texas accent thickening ever so slightly. “With your brand of enthusiasm, you’d be a shoo-in, Bubba.”
The man’s face flushed a mottled red, the color rising from his collar. His little flock of followers shuffled to a halt, looking uncertain.
I laid a gloved hand on Ty’s forearm, a light pressure meant to soothe, though a part of me was rather curious to see what might unfold. I had no doubt Ty could handle himself, even against a gaggle of city slickers.
I leaned into him. “He’s jealous of how dashing you look in a western hat.”
Ty’s grin curled, but his intense gaze didn’t leave his mark. “Friendly warning, Hoss. Down in Texas, we have a saying about folks who run their mouths without knowing who they’re talking to. Usually involves boots and places where the sun don’t shine. Might be wise to keep that in mind here in this… civilized city.”
I gave Ty’s arm a more deliberate tug. “Come now, Cowboy. I need help with my trunk. The portly porter is ignoring the ‘handle with care’ stamp.”
Marigold, who had been observing the exchange with wide-eyed dread, let out a sigh of relief. “For a moment there, I thought we were about to witness a wild west showdown right here on the platform.”
“Nah,” Ty said, his glare finally leaving the disgruntled man. “Most folks who talk that big are all wind. They tend to evaporate when they realize you’re not backing down.” He winked. “Besides, Annie here keeps me on my best behavior.”
Marigold fanned herself with a program detailing the booths at the World’s Fair. “Aren’t you glad I insisted on a bodyguard? Life in the big city can be hazardous.”
A man in a crisp police uniform stepped into our group like he’d materialized from the fog. “Lady Anne Worthington?”
“Yes?” I twirled on the heel of my sensible ankle boot to a man of Asian descent. He stood only a smidge taller than I, but carried himself with heavy authority.
“I’m a liaison officer from the San Francisco Police Department—Daniel Xiang. I’ll be around if you need anything.”
His sudden presence and familiar surname knocked me off kilter. “Oh, that’s very kind…” I hesitated. “Are you expecting a problem?”
“Expecting, no. Prepared, yes.” He tipped his cap. “Enjoy your time at the fair.”
The mysterious officer continued his march down the platform, introducing himself to guests of honor.
“What do you suppose he meant by that?” I asked.
Ty gave a skeptical shake of the head. “You have a funny way of nosing your way into trouble, Annie. Makes my job as your bodyguard more difficult.”
The distance between us hurt deep within—a lingering ache from my absence after our initial spark. A fire banked but not out. And with Marigold’s careful prodding, I fully intended to fan the flames.
What happened to letting Ty give chase?
Waiting for him might take forever.
His gaze drifted to the street. I followed it, seeing for the first time the problem I avoided. Our train-traveling acquaintances. One a rival inventor. The other a rival for a certain Texas Ranger.
But I wasn’t ready to confront them. Not yet.
There was a fair to explore and mystery to uncover. Somewhere amid the mechanical marvels and fantastic displays, secrets waited to be discovered.
And judging from the tension in Ty’s jaw, I wasn’t the only one who sensed it.
“Welcome to the fair,” I whispered to myself. “Let the illusions begin.”






  
  2
In the Shadow of Inventions


Marigold, usually unflappable, dropped her broom as a nearby contraption—some enormous, rattling thing with more gears than sense—sputtered to life, spewing steam and hissing like a metallic banshee. “Good heavens, what in the blazes?” she gasped, clutching a hand to her chest. 
The sheer scale of the Hall of Progress was enough to steal my breath. Booths stretched as far as the eye could see, each a miniature world of innovation and ambition. The air crackled with possibility.
“I imagine that won’t be the last startling noise,” I said. “We’d better pull ourselves together or risk being a couple of frazzled basket cases.”
A giant Tesla coil in the next booth hummed with barely contained energy, sending tiny arcs of electricity dancing across the gap. I couldn’t help but feel a thrill of anticipation, a sense that we were on the cusp of something extraordinary.
Marigold reclaimed her broom and wielded it like a weapon. “These fair organizers don’t know a thing about proper cleaning. This area is a mess.”
But the hum of restless power and the promise of progress lingered in the air, like the faint jolt of voltage before a storm, distracting me. As the morning clicked along, the hall swelled with buzz and expectation. Booths gleamed beneath the arching ironwork ceiling, and vendors darted in and out, making last-minute adjustments with the devotion of stagehands ahead of a grand curtain rise.
“By tomorrow afternoon, these gates will be open to the public,” I said softly. “The world will rush in whether I’m ready or not.”
“We’ll have you set up in record time, Anne.” Marigold jerked the canvas cover from our booth with the flourish of a magician unveiling a trick.
Beneath it stood a stout oak table—humble in form, but dignified in bearing. Upon it rested my invention, the Self-Typing Telegraph Machine, polished and proud. I brushed a gloved hand along the gleaming brass, feeling the coolness of the components. It translated Morse code signals into printed letters on paper—a mechanical marvel marrying precision with purpose. But next to the other displays, my booth lacked sparkle.
“I hope this draws a crowd,” I murmured, rising on my tiptoes to spy on the neighboring exhibits with banners, flashing lights, and informative handouts. “That man brought an entire lab with him.”
“All that glitz and glamour is to compensate for an inferior gadget.”
I twisted my head, viewing my machine with a critical eye. It sparkled with brass and ivory fittings, but would spectators dismiss it as merely a dressed-up typewriter? “I must depend upon a degree of imagination to demonstrate my product.”
Marigold aimed a scowl across the aisle at a thunderous display of spinning copper coils. “You’re fretting over nothing. Some of these ‘inventors’ look like they tossed together sparks and whirligigs and called it groundbreaking. Your telegraph thing does something useful to mankind.”
My stomach twisted into knots at the thought of presenting to a crowd of skeptics. “My wealthy backer expects results. Tangible pre-orders.” I sighed. “But, saleswoman, I am not. This is so far out of my element. I wonder if I made a mistake coming here.”
“It’s just jitters, Anne. You’ll be fit as a fiddle once the festivities begin.”
I turned to my trusty and alarmingly organized assistant. “What time does everything start tomorrow?”
“Opening ceremonies are at noon sharp. I’ll be here bright and early, putting the last-minute touches on your booth, but I want you to sleep in—no tired eyes of a wary traveler.
“I hardly think my appearance has any bearing…”
“A beautiful lady inventor is our hook to nab attention. Your dazzling product will do the rest.”
“I certainly hope so.” I shoved a hand through my hair, overwhelmed by everything that needed to be done. “Mr. Waley arranged for a banner…”
Marigold maneuvered a crate of decorations from under the table. “Delivered this morning.” She swiveled her head. “We are way ahead of schedule, so feel free to mingle with the other inventors for a while. I can handle the busywork here.”
“I refuse to leave you here to do all the heavy lifting alone.”
“Don’t be silly.” She nudged an elbow. “Rumor has it that the fabulous Italian inventor will give a speech in a few minutes. A little preview of what’s to come tomorrow when the gates open for real.”
My stomach twisted again, the knots forming knots. “After the Sherlock tour last summer, you’d think I grew accustomed to public speaking, but I am terrified to address a crowd. I feel enormously underqualified among such brilliant minds.” I adjusted my jacket, glancing around as fair officials continued their rounds like busy bees in tailored suits.
Marigold rolled her eyes. “False modesty doesn’t suit you, milady.”
I snorted. “It isn’t false modesty. It is genuine fear.”
“All that will vanish soon enough. You need a distraction.”
“A big one.”
Marigold placed her hands on my shoulders. “Presentation is where you excel, Anne. You are charming and articulate. You aren’t scheduled to speak until Wednesday in the third slot. Plenty of time for your nerves to settle.”
“I hope so.”
“And until then, you man the booth and answer questions. Remember to explain it like you’re speaking to Cubbie.” Her mouth tilted into a fond smile at the mention of her ten-year-old, eternally sticky-fingered son.
“How do you think he and Edison are coming along without you to keep them out of trouble?” I asked. She had telephoned them from the train station, the hotel, and the booth outside the hall, and that was just since our arrival in San Francisco two hours earlier.
“Okay, I guess. But my husband is probably serving him cake before school. And no telling what sort of new critter Cubbie adopted.” She dusted the table again, though I saw no dust, only the glint of brass and a fine grain in the wood. “Make sure to mention ‘telegraph’ when you talk to people. Otherwise, some of them might think you made a shiny toaster.”
“Duly noted.” I opened the crate of decorations. “Where should we begin? And don’t argue, I’m not leaving you in the lurch.”
Marigold chewed her bottom lip. “Now, Anne, I don’t want you to take this the wrong way, but I’ll work faster if you leave me alone.”
“Ah.”
“You’re offended.”
“No.” I shook my hand. “I’m embarrassed that I missed your subtle attempts to get rid of me.”
Her many, many attempts. When she suggested Ty and I head to the Golden Palate Pavilion to try the newest confectionery wonders, I assumed she was matchmaking again. Now I realized she wanted me out of the way.
“Stretch your legs and find someone who wants to share a cup of tea.” She shooed me with the back of her hand. “See you in an hour or two.”
I folded the event program listing all the exhibits and vendors and slipped it into my purse. “Alright.” With a parting smile, I stepped away and threaded a path through the bustling hall.
The soundscape changed as I moved—wooden wheels squeaked, gears ticked, and voices rose in excited pitches. Searching for Ty, who had gone off exploring like a restless boy of Cubbie’s age, my gaze climbed upward to the hulking steel beams that ribbed the arched ceiling. Banners of crimson and gold flapped proudly overhead, catching shafts of sunlight filtered through massive windows. The whole place glowed as if gilded by progress itself.
Posters shouted out legendary names: Tesla, Marconi, and Edison. Giants among men. Some of the less familiar but equally ingenious were young inventors barely older than myself—Garrett Morgan with his automatic traffic light, Richard Drew with the promise of masking tape for 3M, and whispers of two bold boys attempting to transmit images through the air. They called it ‘television.’
What business did a Yorkshire countess have among these titans of innovation?
“Too late to turn back now. The horse is out of the barn, as Ty might say.”
Two brothers, both in bowler hats, with thick whiskers and the sort of roundness that hinted at a fondness for their wares, paused as I passed.
“Ma’am?” one asked.
“Oh—sorry. I’m mumbling to myself.”
“No worries. A lovely lady like you is entitled to a few quirks.” He offered a chubby hand. “I’m Thad, and my brother’s Chad. I do all the talking. He invents desserts. Our cookie with peanuts and raisins is guaranteed to be the hit of the fair.”
He handed me a card: Twin City Baked Goods.
“I look forward to dropping by, Thad.” I tucked it away and continued down the corridor, though my mind wandered. A cookie was a very American dessert and quite different from English biscuits. But one with peanuts and raisins didn’t sound particularly appealing. However, it did bring up an interesting thought about adding treats to regular cookie dough. But what about something decadent like Hershey’s chocolate?
I shook my head. “Don’t get distracted.” My mouth tilted at the corners. “And stop talking to yourself. You’re acting like a loon.”
The aromas shifted with the crowd. The metallic tang of oil and varnish mingled with the scent of roasted almonds and cinnamon sugar from a food cart. Everywhere, riveted panels gleamed. Steam hissed from pipes. Inventors hunched over their creations like anxious parents, tweaking, tightening, coaxing life from copper and wire.
I passed an empty booth marked for my rival from Mineral Wells—no doubt perfect already. A sheet covered the contents as if protecting state secrets and not a timepiece synchronizer.
A flicker of concern pulsed through my body. Had Ty run into her and that irritating tag-along friend? Is that where he wandered?
A sudden whoosh and a loud hiss disrupted my ugly thoughts. A contraption belched a plume of steam that shot to the rafters, startling several young workers into nervous laughter. A ripple of applause followed, making the inventor beam.
“Perhaps I should have brought a few more explosions,” I muttered. “It does get attention.”
There you go, talking to yourself again. Next time, at least bring Banjo. A woman speaking to her dog is far less strange than whatever this is.
A voice—clear, accented, and compelling—floated over the bustle and drew me like a song. At the end of the grand hall, Guglielmo Marconi stood before a modest podium. Unlike the attention-demanding explosion machine, he needed no props, not even a microphone, to garner awareness. His gestures painted pictures in the air. He spoke about an idea to take radio to new heights—voices traveling across oceans without wires.
“Invisible threads binding continents together. Conversations sent on the wind.”
I edged forward, spellbound.
Until now, I only saw him in black-and-white photographs. He was equally colorless in person, wearing a dark suit, a white shirt, and a serious tie. His thinning hair had a brownish tint, and his skin was pale enough to suggest an English heritage rather than an Italian one. Yet something in his presence crackled, like electricity waiting to be grounded.
Murmurs from reporters rippled across the audience. I leaned closer, willing myself to catch more. But elbowing through a crowd wasn’t exactly ladylike or polite. I stopped my endeavors when I accidentally stepped on someone’s foot.
“I beg your pardon, sir.”
“All’s forgiven for a pretty girl.” He hopped back, clearing a path forward, but I no longer wanted to leave.
The man beside me had a calm, unreadable expression beneath his neatly groomed mustache. His age hovered near seventy, and though his glory days may have been behind him, Nikola Tesla still radiated genius like heat from a furnace.
My mouth popped open, but no words formed.
“This exhibit hall is marvelous, isn’t it?”
“Mr. Tesla.” I dipped my head with reverence. “Your new experiments are the talk of the fair.”
He interlocked his hands behind his back. “The vertical biplane is still years from practical application.”
“You are conducting an experiment tomorrow?”
“Most experiments are merely answered questions.” He rocked on his heels. “My spies tell me you are working on improving the telegraph?”
“Yes.” I hesitated. “How does such a great man know of someone like me?”
He allowed a rare smirk. “The Lady Sherlock Inventor. I should have your publicist. He’s better than Rockefeller’s man.”
“My friend Marigold is quite a force in that department.”
Tesla tucked a hand under his chin. “Tell me about your invention.”
“It translates telegraph signals into written words—a device to simplify communication for those who don’t know Morse code. And it speeds up the work a single clerk can handle.”
Tesla nodded, his attention already fading. “Practical. But practicality rarely stirs the soul.”
Before I could form a response, he drifted away like fog being called home by the tide. “Good day.”
Unease bubbled inside me. Meeting one’s heroes seldom lived up to expectations, but I never expected Tesla to insult my work.
“Practical? Well, I suppose that’s one word for it.” I sighed. “Stop talking to yourself, Anne.”
Marconi ended his speech and vanished into the swell of the crowd. I turned toward the corridor and followed the signs to Thomas Edison’s booth.
The space was elaborate but oddly quiet. A phonograph crackled a thin tune to fill the silence left by the renowned man’s absence—he was not attending, citing health reasons. But his legacy stood in his place: light bulbs, motion picture loops, placards of achievements, and the ever-present aroma of varnish and ambition.
The Hall of Progress was divided into two distinct halves—the western wing buzzed with dazzling inventions and newspapermen eager for a quote to plaster the evening edition. The art exhibition in the eastern wing was far more tranquil, with easy classical music drifting from a phonograph. In search of quiet, I made a beeline for the French Pavilion with its elegant archways and gilded lettering.
And there, amidst canvases awash in bold colors, was a woman I knew a lifetime ago. My heart gave a slight, unexpected lurch. Céleste always had a way of commanding attention, of radiating an almost otherworldly glamour.
She stepped to meet me, a smile growing on her attractive face. She moved with the grace of a dancer, her dark brown eyes round and striking. Her pouty lips curved warmly. “Lady Anne Worthington. When I saw your name on the list of exhibitors, I hoped to run into you.”
“Well, Céleste Bouvier, what are you doing so far from home?”
Céleste embodied French sophistication in a shimmering silver gown that caught the light with every step, the fabric flowing like liquid moonlight.
She kissed me on each cheek. “Ah, let’s talk about you and not a simple girl like me.”
She attended an English boarding school, and we met as young ladies in London one summer. We spent some memorable weeks discussing our similar titles and upbringings and complaining about family. We stayed in touch through coded letters—her lady’s maid was infamously nosy, so we developed a cipher to keep our secrets. Over the years, we occasionally connected in Paris or London to discuss our worries. At first, boys. Later, men.
“No, bring me up to date on you. You married a few years ago?”
“Yes.” Her eyes flicked to the side. And something in that brief, almost imperceptible shift sent a ripple of unease through me. It was too quick, too practiced, to be mere shyness.
I followed her gaze to a man leaning against the wall, his posture alert, his chin jutting. He wore his fedora low and his expression lower. Etiquette faux pas aside, he was tight-lipped and watchful. Not at all Céleste’s type. My gut clenched. There was something predatory in his stance, a coiled energy that made the hairs on my arms prickle.
“Is this the husband?”
She guffawed. “Quelle horreur. Jamais de la vie! Milo is…a protector. A bodyguard.”
I translated in my head, my French rusty. Something like, ‘Horrific. Never in all my life.’
“I believe the gentleman is interested in our conversation.”
She giggled. “Perhaps we should speak in our code. I am certain I remember the finer points.”
“As do I.” I looped my arm through hers and guided our discussion out of his earshot. The paintings around us seemed to watch, their painted eyes following our every move. I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were being observed, not just by the bodyguard, but by something else, something unseen. “A shame he is necessary. Should I be worried for you, Céleste?”
She flicked a gloved hand. “He’s just a precaution. A lady can’t travel alone with valuable, priceless art.”
“Alone? Your husband isn’t with you?”
“Non. The marriage was a disaster.” She forced a smile. “Which is why I am working instead of lounging at parties.
“I’m so sorry.”
“Don’t be. The divorce came at the same time as my family’s financial ruin, and I was compelled to adjust or crumble.”
“I know a little bit about how that feels.”
“You certainly do. You are an inspiration to me, Anne. How you picked yourself up after Lord Worthington’s death is admirable. And if the papers can be trusted, you’re a famous inventor detective?”
“The newspapers exaggerate.” I smiled. “How about you, Céleste? You seem to be managing well.”
“Better than Leonardo. The Italian artist I married is probably starving after he spent all my money.” She chuckled with a mix of bitterness and callous humor. “The poor man is the only painter I know who cannot stand getting paint on his hands. This makes it difficult to earn a living.” She gestured to the exhibition. “Now, I am the curator of our country’s fine collection.”
I let my gaze drift over the exhibit, the brushstrokes thick and vibrant, the colors almost leaping off the canvas. They were undeniably beautiful, but a subtle discordance nagged at the back of my mind.
“A few years ago, I might’ve thought this position beneath me,” she said. “But I rather enjoy the work. It feels honest.”
The light in the pavilion was soft, filtered through the high windows, casting long shadows that deepened the mystery of the artwork. I noticed how some of the pieces glowed with an unnatural intensity, while others were muted. “You chose interesting works. They are exquisite.”
“You flatter me.” Her English carried only the faintest trace of her native tongue. “The rumors are flying of forgery. You understand how critics can be.”
Her words stopped me in my tracks. I heard no rumors of the sort, but I’d only been in town a few hours.
Forgery? The very idea seems absurd.
Why would she bring up gossip and so clumsily unless there was more to the story? Céleste had the best eye I’d ever seen. I’d never have made it through art history if not for her. If any of the paintings were forgeries, she would spot them.
I arched a brow and leaned closer. “Are the critics mistaken?”
Céleste’s laugh was soft but brittle. “I cannot say. Not here.” Her glance toward the bodyguard was brief but meaningful—fear, not annoyance.
A cold knot tightened in my stomach. “Perhaps if we whisper.”
She dipped her head. “A renowned expert authenticated the pieces before they ever left Paris. But when I uncrated them in Baltimore, something was…off. With more than one piece. The style, brushstrokes.” Her eyes cut to the bodyguard, hyper aware of his watchful gaze. “It is not a critic’s murmur, I worry. It is a truth someone does not want uncovered.”
I studied her face. She was not joking. She was not exaggerating. The fine lines around her eyes deepened, her usual poise replaced by a fragile vulnerability. I sensed a desperate plea beneath her words, a silent cry for help.
“Why tell me?”
“Because I trust you. Because I know you’re clever. And because I think someone has gone to a great deal of trouble to make this appear as a simple curatorial mistake. But I know what I selected. And I know what I see now is not it.”
My gaze flicked again to the brooding bodyguard. He stayed planted, his eyes moving between us. He shifted slightly, his hand twitching near the pocket of his coat. Was he armed? The thought sent a shiver down my spine.
“I can’t talk freely—not with him always present.” She reached up and adjusted her silver-beaded taupe cloche. “Could we meet tomorrow morning? Before the fair opens? There’s a café inside the Golden Palate Pavilion, near the entrance.”
“I’ll be there.”
She relaxed, though her poise remained intact. “You must tell me of your invention. Will it allow us to gossip across oceans?”
“In a way.” I clasped my hands in front, the practiced pitch coming with ease. “I found a way to translate the signals of a telegraph into text. No more memorizing dots and dashes of Morse code.”
“Fascinating.” She arched a dark brow. “Now, if I want to send you a message, how might I go about it?”
“You’d need a matching machine, of course. Or the patience to understand code.”
Céleste’s smile tilted. “I know Morse code, though I’m dreadfully slow.”
“If my machine works as it should, you’ll never have to tap out another syllable. No more wasting time.”
“Time,” she murmured, eyes drifting to the window behind me. Her gaze lingered there for a moment, a strange, almost wistful expression on her face. It was as if she were looking at something beyond the fog-shrouded city, something far away and irretrievable. “One never knows how much of it remains.”






  
  3
Inquiring Minds


After a few moments of reflection, I tried to convince myself that Céleste was simply being theatrical. She always had a flair for drama—ever since we were girls, writing coded messages to outsmart her meddlesome maid. The story of forged paintings? Probably merely another performance. 
And yet...what if it wasn’t?
Her remark about time—never knowing how much of it remains—still clung to me like the fog outside the pavilion. If she were truly in danger, why wait until morning?
Classic Céleste. She had a way of making me worry and feel foolish all at once.
As I made my way back toward my booth, a flash of ingenuity caught my eye. Beulah Louise Henry, the woman whose invention banished carbon paper from the world of typewriters, held court amidst a dazzling array of her creations. She wasn’t one to rest on past triumphs. Her booth overflowed with clever contraptions: interchangeable umbrella covers in a riot of colors, and a gleaming, intricate sewing machine—The Double Chain Stitch, its name emblazoned on a sign in bold, confident lettering. Her display hummed with the promise of practicality and profit, a siren song for both homemakers and industrial magnates.
She moved with almost electric energy, her voice a bright, clear counterpoint to the mechanical symphony of the hall, as she demonstrated her inventions to my new rival, Autumn Xiang. Her expression, a mask of cool concentration, Autumn nodded along to Miss Henry’s explanation of
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