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London 1882

It was a night for imagination. The audience was poised. Outside, London’s streets remained bleary and grey with fog. The gaslights glowed amber but barely cut through the gloom. Carriages rattled wearily along Piccadilly through a monochrome world cloaked in mist. Yet hidden behind the vast imposing façade of The Egyptian Hall, there was magic. A jewel box of colour and delights. Another world awaited. A world of wonder and marvel.

The large exotic hall housed a stage similar to many other musical halls but here the audience were entranced by illusion. Hathor heads leaned out from below lotus adorned columns. Serpents gripped chains and coiled into the railings. The painted hieroglyphics on the walls told tales that were utterly indecipherable to the visitors. Once home to a grim menagerie of stuffed animals known as the Pantherion, these stately, Egyptian-themed halls had been reborn as this, an extravagant theatre of magic. Twice daily, for a shilling, audiences watched in astonishment as women levitated, and gazed in awe as the infamous Indian Basket Trick was performed before their very eyes. The stalls were packed full of eager faces, keen for the most anticipated show of the season to begin. There was a reason this venue had earned the name England’s Home of Mystery and here, tonight, its reputation would be placed beyond any doubt.

Through pillared hallways, beneath Egyptian statues and gilded wall paintings, the final spectators hurried along until they found themselves facing this stage. The limelights burned. Motes of dust lingered and fell through the beams. A patchwork of shadows played on the walls. The anticipation grew in waves as the audience settled into their seats and a smattering of latecomers rushed to find their places. Voices called out to those just arriving. People pushed along rows. Finally, the noise began to subside into an eager quiet. A hush descended.

All eyes were focused on the empty light, their faces alive with excitement. Into the silence, a single silhouette appeared on the stage as if it had been conjured from the smoke, a cape and top hat rising up through the floor into one long, thin shadow. The audience paused for a beat, holding their collective breath, instantly transfixed by this new, silent presence. The figure spread his arms and raised the cape-like black wings unfurling into the silvery glare. The lights cast him alone in a single luminous pool.

Down in the stalls, amongst all those fascinated faces, Eliza Scarlet felt the woman beside her draw in a sharp breath. She raised a sceptical brow at Ivy. Eliza was tempted to lean over and whisper what nonsense this all was, all smoke and mirrors for a charlatan to hide behind. But she knew that was pointless. Eliza had said it all before to her trusting housekeeper. She looked at Ivy’s transfixed gaze and then along to Mr Potts. Even his grave and sensible face was already gripped, completely absorbed in those opening moments of the show, just as the rest of the audience was. Eliza looked back to the motionless figure standing before them. She had to admire the power of the showmanship at least.

A disembodied voice from somewhere off-stage called out theatrically, ‘Behold, the world’s greatest illusionist. Silas the Seer.’

On stage, the conjuror’s head remained bowed for a moment before he raised his face to the audience. There was an undeniable intensity about this man, a magnetic glare as he seemed to set his eyes on each member of the crowd. Some of the more impressionable audience members would later call it a bewitching air. The press certainly would. Beneath the lights his eyes were wide and zinc-white, with the unwavering intensity of a prophet. There was a precision to him, his beard, as black as his cape, cut sharp into a point. The two perfect lines of his delicate eyebrows were drawn in fine lines either side of that long, vulpine nose.

He paused as a line of women dressed as Egyptian handmaidens filed in from either side of the stage, all with an expression of reverence for the figure standing in the centre. Each woman’s hair was styled in exactly the same smooth black bob. Swathes of gold and white material had been wrapped tightly around their bodies.

Silas lowered his arms, the cape falling down to his sides. ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he announced. ‘I present to you the Daughters of Anubis.’ His voice was thin and reedy, slipping along each word and enunciating it in a way that enticed the audience.

The assistants bowed their heads in solemn obedience. Silas drifted to the edge of the stage and carried back with him a large, ornate velvet chair. He placed it in the centre of the stage with exactness. The audience in the stalls was perfectly still, riveted by his every movement, their rows of unmoving heads outlined against the light from the stage.

They watched, fascinated as a great length of glistening material floated down from the ceiling towards the stage. Gossamer thin, the cream-coloured fabric twirled in graceful arcs before being snared in the conjuror’s long fingers. Turning it expertly in his hand, he set it down on the chair. As the magician turned his back to the audience, his cape obscured both the chair and the material, the black folds of it moving and shifting as he worked at something unseen. Ivy leaned forward, intrigued but still careful to maintain her poise, mindful of her manners even in the face of such a gripping, mystical display.

Eliza smiled a little and straightened in her seat too, smoothing back a strand of her immaculate fair hair.

On stage, the magician paused and turned to face the audience again. He waited before pulling aside his black cape to reveal an object sat upon the chair. It was large, golden and cocoon-shaped, fashioned straight from the gossamer material. The surface was sheer and fine, and possessed an almost strange, ethereal quality. It sat like a silent question glimmering under the lights. A few whispers passed around the room. Eliza Scarlet may have remained unconvinced by such displays but, in that moment, even she could not help but be intrigued by the sight of this odd, enigmatic object. The thin shell of it seemed to glow as if there was some sort of light within its egg shape.

The seer reached out towards the delicate structure and held his hand against the fragile surface. It seemed to ripple in response, almost as if something passed under its skin. There was a pause before a fine line began to appear in the top of its dome. The crack spread down through the surface and began to slowly split apart.

Then it opened slightly.

The audience gasped. Some faces fell in amazement. Others held a shaking hand to their mouths. A few even covered their eyes, unable to watch whatever might be about to come out of that cocoon.

With artful fingers, Silas lifted back the fold which had appeared in the tissue and began peeling it further down the side of the fine gauzy casing. He worked closely, with expert fingers, moment by moment revealing the hollow tip behind the shell. Then he hesitated, still holding the material in his fingers but no longer pulling it. He glanced at the audience with a doubtful look before leaning over the partially opened casing. The whole auditorium seemed to lean in with him, entranced. The air swelled with a new energy. It coursed along every row, through the entire room like a presence amongst them.

Silas turned to the audience. ‘She is alive,’ he uttered. He stood still and assured.

The bewilderment spread fast among their faces.

‘Arise, my Moth Lady,’ he commanded in a flat, decisive tone.

A surge of confusion and unease passed through the crowd. They were utterly within his control now, responding as a single body to his every move. One side of his mouth lifted slightly into the shrewd line of a smile.

Eliza frowned and shifted in her seat but, like the rest of those enthralled faces, she could not tear her eyes away from the spectacle.

The pearlescent casing fell down a little more to reveal a coppery nest of hair. It was crowned with what appeared to be two spindle thin antennae. They bent and flicked amongst the vivid flames of hair.

Some members of the audience gasped. Some recoiled.

Eliza saw Ivy grip her hands together tight until the knuckles shone white. Mr Potts glanced at her with rising concern in his eyes. There was an unnerved look about Ivy as she reached for Mr Potts’ hand, he gladly welcomed it.

On the stage, Silas dramatically waved his hand beneath the chair, making it clear to the audience that there was still space between the legs of the chair and a large gap from the floor up to the seat. As the head inside the cocoon lifted from the fragile structure, the face of a young woman greeted the theatre. Her pale skin was almost translucent, glittering with a curious sheen, her puzzled eyes shone round and watery blue. But as the chrysalis skin fell down, they were not arms emerging. The audience watched in dread as two vast and elaborate wings unfurled beside her and rose up into the air, an intricate map of veins running in coloured streams through their fine, iridescent surfaces. A glimmer of dust powdered the air around her wings, spiralling down through the light.

Despite the murmurs of doubt in the audience, most stared in wonder at the moth woman who faced them. She looked out at their dumbstruck faces, her body still partially inside the cocoon, her vast wings swaying high above. Silas held his arms aloft in triumph, presenting the terrible, beautiful creature that had been born before them.

In that moment, the lights flickered out. The spectacle dissolved into the darkness.
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The audience spilled out of the doors of the Egyptian Hall flanked by two great statues of the gods Isis and Osiris. As they strode through the rain-marbled street of Piccadilly, there was a vivid energy circling them, as if they’d all been a part of something bigger. Released into the ordinary world, there was no way to make sense of what they had seen. The gaslights still glowed through a fog so thick it robbed London’s sky of all its stars. The cobbles still shone nickel-bright, under a pale oyster moon. The world was just as they had left it. Something had been witnessed that no one could comprehend. Something wonderful. Something disturbing.

Coal smuts and smog shrouded the buildings as the nightly fires were lit. Eliza Scarlet stood on the pavement of the theatre with Ivy and Mr Potts, an exacting expression on her face. She fixed the buttons on her gloves.

‘Well, it’s a real pea-souper tonight, I see.’ Mr Potts lifted his chin, sniffing on the bitter air. ‘A London Particular.’ He sounded out every part of the word as if he was spelling it.

Ivy seemed to be staring straight through the fog. She still had a disorientated look about her like that of someone who, if asked to describe what they had just witnessed, would not even know where to begin. She’d seen many things in her time, a myriad of changes in this fast-moving world, and not all of them for the good in her humble opinion. 

Not many spectacles had challenged Ivy as much as this. Well perhaps not many, but some. And one of those challenges stood opposite her now with an incredulous look on her bright, questioning face. Miss Eliza Scarlet, her Lizzie, with her eyes as smart and determined as ever. Ivy had known that face  since Eliza was a keen young girl searching for answers and adventure. The woman she’d become was still just as clever and searching.

‘You can’t seriously believe all that nonsense, Ivy.’ Eliza pulled a mocking face and imitated the theatrical voice of Silas the Seer. ‘She is alive.’ She laughed teasingly.

‘You may laugh, my girl, but I know what I saw with my own eyes. You may not be able to understand it but that does not mean it didn’t happen.’

Miss Scarlet bristled at the suggestion that there might be any lack of understanding on her part. ‘I understand perfectly well. It’s just another version of the vanishing lady trick in reverse.’ Eliza pushed her hands into the pockets of her long, blue skirt. There was a smart, precise nature about the way she dressed, the white collar neat and starched, finished with a small black tie around it. The blue bodice of her walking suit pinched in elegantly at the waist. The small trilby perched at a jaunty angle on her head, with her hair pinned in tight coils behind. But if one looked a little closer, they’d notice something very distinct about this woman. That there was nothing unintentional about the way Eliza Scarlet presented herself to the world.

From a pocket at her waist, she took out the silver watch that hung on a chain and examined it. ‘We should be getting home. I’ve work to do.’

Ivy gave her an old-fashioned look and tightened the ribbons on her bonnet. Mr Potts shook his head and tutted.

Eliza’s face gathered into a challenge. ‘I see no issue with earning an honest wage, Mr Potts.’

Barnabus Potts rearranged his bowler hat. He was not a man to court controversy, particularly not with a lady, but Miss Scarlet had an unerring way of inducing him into a state of  disgruntlement on a regular basis. It was unfortunate, especially given that she lived with Ivy. He looked to Ivy now in the dark London air, she brought such a lightness to him. He smiled at her, and she smiled back, a coyness spreading through her soft, lined features. She was not in the first flush of youth and a life in service was never the easiest, but to Mr Potts’s weary eyes she was, and would always be, in the prime of her life. He might not have been able to respect the musical hall’s idea of entertainment, but he held Miss Ivy Woods in ‘the most highest esteem’ as he had informed her when she first expressed a wish to see this unusual spectacle.

It had come as somewhat of a surprise when, Mr Potts had punctually arrived at the cheery red door of number seven Knightly Street, holding a bunch of flowers, only to be greeted by both Ivy and Eliza putting on their hats and coats ready for the evening. Why Miss Scarlet would even wish to accompany them was unfathomable to him. But when he greeted them both he was at pains not to express his belief that this was the lot of a young woman so persistent in following such an unconventional path and so set against marriage. He’d taken a breath and reminded himself again that he was there to impress Ivy and, if that meant tolerating Miss Eliza Scarlet, then so be it. He considered himself to be the most patient of men. However, he’d tolerated quite enough of Miss Scarlet tonight.

‘I will procure a cab before the hour gets too late for you ladies.’ Mr Potts’s tone was clean and clipped just like the rest of him. In his best suit and new tie knotted tight around his high, stiff collar, it was clear he’d made an extra special effort tonight. He was a man who liked the details, a matter of which he prided himself on.

Ivy Woods prided him on it too. I Could you not simply decline?,' Eliza suggested t had been a great comfort to Ivy to have someone steadfast like Barnabus around. She smiled at him as he held out a hand to hail them a cab.

The Hansom cabs meandered past like ghost carriages, partially obscured and feeling their way down the hidden roads, barely able to see the horse drawn vehicles just ahead. The call of a young boy selling newspapers rang through the fog. ‘Woman’s body washed up from Thames. Third this month.’

Ivy’s face darkened and she looked towards Lizzie.

Eliza’s attention was instantly drawn to the boy in the flat cap holding a large bundle of The Evening News under his arm. She walked over, reaching into her old leather bag. The small doctor’s style bag had once been her beloved father’s and every time she opened it his memory still breathed out again. Eliza paused before opening her purse and handing the boy a ha’penny. He nodded and held out the paper in his grubby hand. There was a cold, hungry look about him, his trousers threadbare at the knees, black streaks of dirt down his hollow cheeks. The London winter had been long and cruel.

As Miss Scarlet walked back towards Mr Potts and Ivy, she eagerly began scanning the front page of the light blue paper.

‘I don’t know why you’re reading that rubbish,’ Mr Potts sniffed. He was not alone in his thoughts about this new populist press, but it didn’t stop those presses rolling with a fresh urgency.

Eliza pointed to the paper. ‘Rubbish or not, this is real.’

Alongside adverts for Bumsted’s Table Salt and Blair’s Gout Pills, were reports of a drunken man damaging a brougham, a woman prosecuted for allowing her baby to die of exposure through negligence, and a shooting onboard the steamer City of Lincoln. There, amongst all the other desperate and dark acts of the city, was one more event that would soon be forgotten. The stark words detailed another unsolved death of a woman. ‘Unidentified,’ Eliza read. ‘Unsolved.’ She lowered the paper. ‘Always the same story and it’s getting worse.’

Mr Potts didn’t answer that. How could he? He knew it was true. The City Morgue was receiving so many more bodies of young, dead women through its doors. If anybody had cared enough it would have been a national scandal. But no one had cared for these women in life, what hope was there for them in death? Still, Mr Potts’s moustache twitched again at the uncomfortable subject laid bare on the street in front of Ivy.

He adopted a steadfast tone. ‘I do not hold with all this glorification of death in the newspapers.’

‘Glorification?’ Eliza repeated and shook the paper. ‘I hardly think an anonymous murder at the hands of someone who will doubtless never be caught could in any way be described as glorious.’

Ivy gave her a warning look. ‘Now, Lizzie, let’s not go ruining the evening.’

‘You know what I mean, young lady.’ Mr Potts sniffed and held his head at an unwavering angle. ‘It’s always in the papers... well, papers such as this one in any event. All the gory details for people to pore over. It’s just not... appropriate.’

Eliza had to admit that wasn’t so far from the truth. There was so much salacious detail of murder and death in the papers these days that the Penny Bloods and Dreadfuls seemed almost tame by comparison.

Mr Potts cleared his throat as if clearing the subject away. ‘It has been a wonderful night of magic and mystery, has it not?’ He cast a glance at Ivy. ‘Let’s not sully it with such talk as this.’

The frustration was barely disguised in Eliza’s voice. ‘We should choose not to believe that there is a national crisis on our streets for women, but we do accept that a woman with moth’s wings can just magically appear from inside a cocoon?’ Eliza gave them both a sceptical look. ‘Mr Potts, you of all people, as a man of science, cannot accept this, surely.’

His moustache twitched again. Irritatingly, she was not incorrect. As a coroner’s clerk he was at great pains to abide by both the tenets of medical science and the law. He could never really accept such sideshow displays of ridiculous magic. But Ivy Woods did, and that fact was top of his mind tonight.

The cab slowed down beside them before the conversation could get out of hand. ‘Allow me to escort you ladies home.’

Ivy smiled.

Eliza, however, was moving towards the door of the cab. ‘That will not be necessary, thank you very much, Mr Potts.’

He stopped, momentarily taken by surprise.

Eliza did not wait for his response, nor did she notice the disappointment emerging on both his and Ivy’s faces.

Mr Potts considered his next words. ‘Well then,’ he drew in a sharp, little irritated breath. ‘I shall bid you ladies goodnight.’ He glanced at Ivy and tipped his bowler hat.

‘Goodnight, Barnabus.’ Ivy nodded from beneath her new little bonnet. He was not the only one who had worn their smartest clothes.

Any irksome thoughts Mr Potts was harbouring were washed away when she used his first name with such an easy voice. It was one he could grow very used to hearing.

He watched their cab dissolve into the mist and stood for a moment on the crowded street. The paper boy called out the murderous news again and Mr Potts shook his head.

‘Miss Scarlet,’ he muttered. ‘How that woman vexes me.’ He straightened his bowler hat and set off into the fog with a determined pace, still shaking his head.
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As their carriage rattled down the grey street, the night was alive with the busy souls of London. This city had no time for sleep. It was growing. Modernising. Mechanising. Those who could not keep up with the relentless, grinding pace were cast by the wayside. Along this one stretch of Piccadilly, their carriage passed under the glittering lights of the Bath Hotel and Hatchett’s Hotel and White Horse Cellar. Through the windows of Hatchard’s bookshop, they watched the intellectuals gathering for a reading. Next door, the wealthy shoppers exited Fortnum and Mason laden down with purchases. Gentlemen in top hats and ladies in silk gowns arrived at The Criterion Restaurant and Theatre. But between the gaps in these joyous, dazzling groups, the bent shadows of darker figures passed. The homeless and destitute were making their way to Green Park where so many had already gathered for the night. The glow of the gaslights glistened on the frosted, bare trees. Not all of them would survive until morning.

Eliza and Ivy’s cab rattled on into the busy hive of London as the bells of Wren’s great masterpiece, St James’s of Piccadilly, rang out the hour calling them home. The startled pigeons settled on its spire lifted into the air and scattered like seeds across the leaden sky, out over the city.

Away to the east, a faint glow came from a single low window of the British Museum. The exhibits might have been the possessions of those long since dead or, in some cases, the remains of the dead themselves, but those involved in the examination tonight were very much alive.

In his office under that dull light, Professor Maclure was looking suitably eminent for the occasion, his glasses low on his nose, a pipe firmly clamped in the corner of its mouth. He and his colleagues all sported tweed suits, leaving the impression that they were wearing some sort of uniform.

The object before them at the centre of the room dominated everything. The great burnished monolith of a large wooden sarcophagus towered above them. It had been carefully positioned to stand up facing them, as they’d found this produced a much more striking image for the photographs. Faded paintings of symbols, hieroglyphs and animals wove through the outline of a body. At the top, looking down, was the painted image of the mute-faced occupant. It had lain silent for centuries, but now it was staring out at a new world. An unrecognisable world with all its weapons and intentions. Just below the case, on a small bench, were a series of brutal instruments – crowbars, hammers, chisels and, most worryingly of all, a saw. They looked like an array of tools more suitable for committing a violent crime than an act of research.

The oil lamps burned around the room, casting a discreet light over the proceedings. It lent an added solemnity to the scene. This was, if not quite a funeral, certainly the viewing of a body in its casket. Tonight, they were to witness the opening of a sarcophagus that had been sealed for over three thousand years. It was perhaps more accurately described as the complete reverse of a funeral. An unburial. The men in this room were all experts on the ancient Egyptians and their culture. Many had written distinguished papers on the ancient Egyptians’ belief in an after-life and that they would live again after death, rising up from their tombs. In a way, wasn’t that what they were about to do, breathe new life into a long-dead name by exposing those human remains to the modern world? The body alone had become a vehicle for immortality. A resurrection, one of the team had suggested. Professor Maclure found the description abhorrent. This was science, pure and simple, not some sordid sideshow entertainment.

He was, however, thoroughly aware of the whisperings around the department and even beyond in wider academic circles that the operation they were about to perform was sacrilegious. But, as he had repeated on many occasions, how else were they meant to learn about the ancient culture and its funerary practices if they did not open up these sarcophagi and inspect the contents? The professor had unwrapped quite a few mummies as well. Some called it mummy unrolling, but he found that distasteful too. This was not Cleopatra supposedly rolling out of some carpet, a ridiculous fairytale based purely on yet another mistranslation. This was scientific exploration. He’d dissected them and analysed the viscera and organs left in the ancient canopic jars. Anything stuffed with their ancient deaths could be unpicked and scrutinised. It was all in the pursuit of science. He would never go as far as some more dubious practices he’d heard of, including eating the mummies or taking the mummia vera for its so-called healing powers. He saw no benefit to that and there were, after all, professional boundaries one must adhere to. Professor Maclure was a serious academic figure renowned in his field, and as he reminded his colleagues now, at the forefront of groundbreaking research.

He eyed each of the men in turn as they stood in that room, the thick atmosphere surrounding them. An old, apothecary smell of astringent chemicals and ancient dust drifted through the air. The herbal, aniseed scent was cloying in the small study.

‘Gentlemen, as you know, this is a vital moment for the archaeological community, and another historic moment in the history of our great museum.’ He shifted the pipe around in his mouth, clicking it against his teeth. ‘If any of you have any objections, you are free to leave now.’

The four other men in the room bowed their heads and looked away.

He left a suitably awkward-sized pause for anyone to speak up or depart. The distant sound of carriages passed by on the road beyond. A voice called out and a tiny, pale ball of light appeared against the granite sky where the lamplighter was at his work. This little room seemed so far from the rest of the real world out there. The shelves were lined with ancient books and strange artefacts. A stone foot sat beside a case of old coins. The sawn-off hand of a mummy, once an ancient high priest, rested on a stack of papers. Rows of small shabtis and figurines cluttered a shelf like a child’s toy army. Gold bangles, necklaces fashioned as scarab beetles, sunbursts and sacred emblems all shone in the dull light, discarded on a table as though they had just been taken off after an evening out.

‘Gentlemen.’ Professor Maclure removed his tweed jacket and unbuttoned his cuffs. He stepped towards the mummy case and began to roll up his sleeves. ‘We stand on the edge of a great discovery. We in this room are the first to see the contents of this sarcophagus in over three thousand years.’ He glanced across at a young man standing ready behind a large bellows camera. ‘Randolf, are you prepared?’

‘Yes, Professor.’ The keen-faced man stood to attention and smoothed down his hair across the front of his forehead. He removed his round, wire-framed spectacles, cleaned them on his jacket and replaced them in readiness. He proudly aimed his camera with the precision of a sharpshooter.

‘We must document as much of this as possible,’ Professor Maclure continued. ‘It is of vital importance that the world be aware of our discoveries.’

‘And our sponsor of course, Professor.’ A bright-eyed man with a shock of white-blond hair chipped in, he flashed the professor a smile he immediately regretted.

The professor did not return the smile. He remained stony-faced. ‘Yes, thank you, Howard. I’m sure they will be most gratified.’

The young man gave a small cough. ‘I was just meaning, Professor, that without their contributions we wouldn’t have these—’

‘Yes, thank you, Howard.’ The Professor was firmer this time. The skin round his eyes crinkled at the edges as if a sharp stab of pain had just run through him. He’d had a lifetime of sponsors. Yes, they brought their wealth but that was accompanied by a whole host of other problems, not least of all their desire to keep most of the artefacts they discovered for themselves. Once they’d removed the vast majority of the important finds in the Division, it often, in reality, left less than half the finds for the home nation where they’d been unearthed. Then the sponsors shipped their loot back. Whatever they didn’t want, or no longer wished to make houseroom for, ended up here. It was like being a rich person’s warehouse for items of interior décor that they were putting into storage rather than one of the greatest, most important museums in the world.

The professor was painfully aware they weren’t the only ones on the poor end of the deal. Some treated these expeditions and digs like their own personal treasure hunt, rooting through the heritage of other countries. The greatest spoils invariably ended up in a crate being shipped halfway across the world. But what could he do? The money wasn’t coming from anywhere else to dig these things out of the sand thousands of miles away. This exquisite, ancient sarcophagus that stood before them now would never have made it into his hands if it weren’t for that intricate system of looting they all euphemistically referred to as the Division. It was a crude system of apportionment at best. Some stayed in Egypt, some went with the sponsor. It was easy but it always worked in favour of one side of those scales. They had been surprisingly fortunate to secure this artefact. He didn’t know what the sponsor had left behind in exchange for it, but he doubted it would be anywhere near the same significance.

That was none of his concern. They all had their sacrifices to make.

It was time for Professor Maclure to begin his work.

He selected the largest hammer and a firm chisel. This looked like a heavy-duty casing. It would take some force to break through that old, thick wood. There were small, black areas of bitumen residue visible that had been poured on to seal the sarcophagus but not much had survived. He raised the chisel and slotted it into the side of the case. It fit perfectly. Professor Maclure had done this enough times to be considered a leading expert on the opening of mummy cases. Some people utterly butchered them, leaving very little of the paintings or hieroglyphics undamaged. In fairness, he’d had a few botched jobs in his early days. The mummy that utterly disintegrated in front of a group of colleagues was not what anyone would consider a success, but he’d had to learn somehow. Now, his skill at stripping apart these funerary objects was second to none. He was adept at removing all the precious layers of jewels, offerings and beads that the ancients had carefully placed between each section to guide their loved one to the afterlife. No trinket was left behind when he had finished. Efficiently separating the deceased from their grave goods was one of his specialities. His eye for detail was forensic. They would all be cleaned and labelled before being put on display. Sometimes there was confusion over which articles went with which mummy but that was hardly his fault. These assistants nowadays were useless. One of them even put the wrong mummy in the wrong case so now a female was in a male’s sarcophagus as an exhibit, but nobody tended to notice. So many of the artefacts and bodies these days were of unknown provenance.

He raised the large hammer and paused. The room was silent, waiting. His assistants looked on with wide, unblinking eyes. Some of them had never witnessed anything like this. Professor Maclure brought the hammer down in one sure, swift movement. The metallic thump seemed to echo through the room and out down the corridors of the museum like a single cry travelling along its empty halls.

He swung again at the ancient object. This time the wood splintered and gave way easily. A great fissure opened up at the edge. He was getting very good indeed at this. None of the other mummy cases had ever been so compliant. He’d had to reduce one of the casings to little more than matchsticks to gain entry. But it was worthwhile when they saw the treasures inside.

He shoved the chisel into the gap even further and pushed down with force, levering it towards himself, prising it apart. It gave immediately and both sides separated from one another. The front part shifted and sat at an angle, the painted face on its lid still staring out at the room now but from a new, tilted viewpoint.

‘This is it, gentlemen,’ the professor announced. ‘History.’

The rest of the men looked on, almost in disbelief at being present for this momentous occasion.

The professor put the hammer and chisel back on the table and with his bare hands grabbed the wooden side of the case. One of the men stepped forward and without asking or seeking permission took the other side of the lid. The professor looked at him but did not speak. Together they drew aside the ancient covering; the smell of dust and the vague memory of ancient oils and embalming fluids lifted from the wood. As they moved the lid aside, they could see the dim outline of the body inside. It fell to the floor at their feet.

Nobody moved. The two men stood perfectly still holding the lid between them. No one made a sound. They stood in awe in the silence, horrified, looking down at the dead body that lay on the floor in front of them.

This was neither ancient nor a mummy. It was the body of a young woman who had only recently died. Her skin was bone white against her black, bobbed hair. The fake Egyptian clothes seemed to mock her as she lay dead beneath the open, upright casket. The Egyptologists stared in confused disbelief at the body that had emerged from a sarcophagus sealed shut and buried deep in its tomb, unopened for over three thousand years.
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Chapter Four
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Eliza Scarlet sat at her desk studying the empty room. Empty again, just like her purse. With so much crime on the streets, how could that client’s chair opposite her remain so resoundingly unoccupied? She already knew the answer to that question. Nestled between the pawnbroker and the funeral parlour, between debt and death, number forty-three Ebury Lane might have had ‘Mr Henry Scarlet — Private Detective’ hanging above its door, but it was a woman who sat behind the desk now. London’s first lady detective – or at least that’s what her advertisement in The Illustrated Police News said. She avoided the question of whether she could still be a detective if she had nothing to detect. Currently, the ledger in front of her was empty. There’d been no cases for weeks. She’d even lost out on the case of the Tattersall’s missing dog on the basis that Miss Bonbon would feel safer in the hands of a man. Miss Bonbon being a Pomeranian.

Eliza had realised from an early age that women could do almost anything in the criminal world. They could commit crime, primarily prostitution if the cells were anything to go by. And most assuredly be victims of crime, if The Illustrated Police News laying open on the desk was anything to go by. Its pages were filled with the gory tales of yet more slayings or women’s bodies simply washed up on the Thames foreshore. Suicide was apparently an epidemic amongst lost, abandoned women. Destitution and death seemed an inescapable fate for the fallen woman. However, the one thing London with its thriving, dirty underbelly, found to be the most extraordinary was the idea of a woman who might actually want to solve one of these crimes. A female detective.

Eliza lifted her eyes from the tawdry headlines and studied the photograph hanging on the wall: a picture of her as a child standing with her father. Perhaps if she stared at it for long enough she could dive back to a time, when everything was less complicated.

‘Oh yes, Eliza,’ she said, as if talking to her younger self. ‘You can commit crime and have all manner of crimes committed against you. But why would you ever be so foolish as to think you could solve them? People obviously require a man for justice to be done.’

Her eyes burned as she looked at her father’s sepia face, Mr Henry Scarlet, the man whose name was still in gold letters across the glass of the office door. In that moment, she felt so close to him that she could almost hear him speak again, ‘Come now, Lizzie,” the warm voice echoed. She’d heard people say someone’s voice is the first to be forgotten. Every day since his death she’d tried to remember the sound of him, how his voice rose and fell, trying to recall its tone like memorising a melody.

He’d only been
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