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      For my family, friends and readers.

      Thank you for being part of the magic.
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      Her eyes reminded Alice of illustrations of copper sulphate she had seen once in a science journal – cerulean blue, crystalline and steadfastly still like petrified fossils. Her glacial gaze frozen in time. No flicker of life, nothing but the emptiness of a starless night and one overwhelming, horrifying conclusion.

      The woman was dead. She was dead.

      Murdered, judging by the angry red mark on her neck.

      Waves of shock crashed over Alice as she tried to convince herself it wasn’t true.

      It can’t be her. Not her. It’s utterly impossible. She drew a shaking breath. Impossible!
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      Impossibilities are as ephemeral and wondrous as the flowers of the Amazonian giant water lily, which bloom for just two days. Their existence a source of disbelief until the very thing you never dared believe possible comes into being, even just fleetingly.

      At least, this was how Alice Hyde insisted on viewing anything deemed impossible, and in her world, there were many impossibilities – some of which she hadn’t yet encountered. And, after this day, some that she’d rather forget.

      Alice’s great-uncle, the Viscount Hyde, fidgeted with his pocket watch, his eyes darting around the London streets through the carriage window.

      ‘The crowds…the noise…,’ he muttered to himself. ‘Tens of thousands of people every day.’ He turned to lock his gaze on Alice. ‘What about the potential miasma, the bad air?’ His fingers gripped the pocket watch until his knuckles were white. His hooded eyes widened. ‘Some predict a return of the Black Death.’ He visibly shuddered.

      Not everyone viewed the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations (its full and ever-so-grand title) with the same wonder as Alice. From all she had read – and she had read a lot – she believed it was the world’s greatest collection and celebration of science, technology, natural objects and the arts. The brainchild of Prince Albert and the inventor Henry Cole, the Exhibition showcased fourteen thousand exhibitors from around the globe, all under one roof. She’d been captivated by the reports in the newspapers that claimed thirty visits wouldn’t be enough to see everything. Descriptions of the Exhibition and the building that housed it – the Crystal Palace – ranged from dazzling to grander than the greatest cathedrals. But it was not without its critics.

      One of the biggest fears among the Viscount’s peers was the influx of foreigners and the working class. At a recent ball, Alice had overheard a Marquess warn of thieves and pickpockets, advising those around him to keep a close eye on their silverware and the modesty of their servant maids.

      For all of the Viscount’s faults, he had no specific qualms about the poor or foreigners – except the French, whom he’d fought against at Waterloo – but he did fret about the potential spread of disease. As such, ‘precautions’ had been taken. They were to avoid the cheaper shilling days favoured by the working class. Leading up to their visit, the Viscount had also consumed gallons of restorative tonics made by his physician, who also served the Duke of Wellington.

      ‘The Black Death,’ the Viscount muttered again. He shook his head vigorously. ‘We must turn around. Too much of a risk.’

      ‘But it’s been more than two weeks since it opened,’ Alice protested, ‘and, Uncle, you promised.’

      The Viscount, like most of his peers, had purchased season tickets to the Great Exhibition. It was a show of status, but also a necessity if one wished to stay in Queen Victoria’s good graces – the Exhibition was, after all, her husband’s great vision. Season ticket holders had also been invited to witness the Queen officially open the event, but the Viscount had refused to attend with the thousands of other ticket holders who ‘undoubtedly’ harboured all kinds of diseases and ailments. He’d hoped waiting a couple of weeks would mean fewer people would be in attendance.

      ‘I’m sorry, Alice, but I also have to think of your welfare.’ He reached across the carriage and gripped her wrist, pressing her charm bracelet with such force it bit into her skin. ‘I couldn’t bear it if you fell victim to the miasma.’

      He lifted his cane to tap on the carriage ceiling to get the driver’s attention. Alice shot a look of appeal at Mrs Alden, sitting next to the Viscount. Mrs Alden gave an almost imperceptible nod.

      ‘My, doesn’t Hyde Park look marvellous today?’ she said, indicating the cloudless sky and view outside the carriage.

      The Viscount peered half-heartedly out the window and made a sound somewhere between a grunt and a sigh.

      Unperturbed, Mrs Alden soldiered on. Tilting her head in thought, she said, ‘Didn’t you say, my dear Viscount, that the park was named after your family?’

      The Viscount straightened in his seat. Alice smothered a smile with her kid-gloved hand. She had been regaled with tales of their family’s connection to the park for as long as she could remember, but she had also done her own research. The park’s name came from the Manor of Hyde and appeared in the Domesday Book. It was believed to have come from the word ‘hide’ which meant a unit of land. She had found nothing to support her uncle’s claims, but she had never questioned him. With ailing health, no fortune and a nervous disposition, the Viscount needed something to bolster his spirits.

      Appealing to his vanity was a master stroke from Mrs Alden – the exact distraction needed to keep their expedition on track. The woman was a saint. Alice didn’t know what she would have done these last few months without her. A widow to the Viscount’s eternal bachelor, she was his firm friend and companion.

      As the Viscount rattled on about the Hyde dynasty, Alice poked her head out the open window, hoping to glimpse the Crystal Palace. Like many Londoners, she had seen the Palace take shape from a distance, but this was different. She was about to see it in person. Her heart drummed in her chest.

      ‘Hmph.’

      Alice glanced at George, sitting beside her. She had almost forgotten her fiancé was there, her attention instead on the view and what was sure to appear beyond the trees at any moment.

      Another harrumph. ‘You may very well be impressed by what you see today, but I still maintain that it is a colossal waste of time and money,’ George grumbled. ‘What good can come of inviting other nations to exhibit their wares? It’s hard enough for British goods to compete with other manufacturers now the government, in all its wisdom, is promoting free trade and welcoming foreign imports.’

      By anyone’s standards, George Bardon was a fine gentleman and an even finer match, the measure of both being either a title or wealth. While he wasn’t a member of the peerage, he was incredibly wealthy thanks to the successful textile manufacturing empire he had inherited.

      Alice had a title, but little wealth. So it stood to logic and reason – at least to her uncle, and to Mrs Alden, who’d been a friend of George’s late parents – that George and Alice would marry at a date yet to be set.

      Marrying was a certainty Alice must resign herself to, and George was kind to her. She just wished that he was…well…different to every other gentleman who had a certain view about the place of women and wives. More than that, she wished she had more choice in who or if she would marry, but such notions were beyond even Alice’s imagination.

      She turned to face George. ‘Don’t you believe British manufacture can hold its own, and that it is advantageous for our country’s industry to be celebrated at scale and placed in fair competition with that of other nations?’

      George paused a beat, then reached out and patted her hand. ‘I don’t expect you to understand the complexities of manufacture and trade, my dearest.’

      Alice’s first instinct was to argue that she did understand such things. Blessed (or cursed) with a sharp intellect, a highly developed imagination and a thirst for knowledge, she read anything she could get her hands on. It was the only acceptable way for a woman of her standing to further her learning beyond the mandatory accomplishments of singing, dancing and languages seemingly required to secure a suitable husband. And suitable husbands, it seemed, wished for docile and deferential wives, so she bit her tongue and sought refuge where she always did: in a book.

      Whether it was a natural history book detailing Darwin’s finches from the far-flung and mysterious Galapagos Islands or a salacious penny dreadful, Alice was on an endless quest to know the unknown and believe the unbelievable. So she clutched the Great Exhibition catalogue to her chest and closed her eyes. She found strength in the weight of the volume in her hands – nearly two hundred pages listing marvels and inventions from around the world. She opened the book and removed the russet feather marking an entry on respected ornithologist John Hancock’s display of exotic, taxidermised birds – just one of many exhibits she was yearning to see.

      Alice allowed the musky scent of its pages to draw her into a delicious new world, the words hypnotising her like the siren song from Homer’s Odyssey. Her mind raced with possibilities, her body tingling with excitement. She was about to witness uncountable wonders. Just like when she’d been enchanted by the Amazonian water lily at Chatsworth, she was impatient for spectacles beyond what she could ever have imagined or expected.

      A throaty gasp from the Viscount yanked Alice from her reverie. Her eyes chased the source of her uncle’s wonder.

      The carriage had arrived at the Crystal Palace.

      ‘I’ve never…’ The Viscount gaped. ‘It’s…it’s quite…’

      ‘Otherworldly,’ Alice finished.
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      The massive structure, three times the size of St Paul’s Cathedral, towered over the surrounding parkland, a feat of engineering and design. Its shining glass panels, iron pillars and arched ribs reached for the sky, catching and reflecting the sun’s rays in a dancing kaleidoscope of light.

      Symmetrical plate glass walls extended either side of a domed transept, also made of glass. The building had been designed by Joseph Paxton, the Duke of Devonshire’s head gardener and the man responsible for the famous lily specimen Alice had seen at Chatsworth. The Crystal Palace resembled the glasshouse conservatories for which Paxton was celebrated, but the scale of this structure defied belief. It wasn’t just impressive in form and function; it was breathtakingly beautiful. If someone had told Alice the panes of glass were in fact made of crystal, she would have believed them. She was utterly bewitched.

      ‘It’s just so…so…large,’ the Viscount offered, shaking his head as he came to stand next to Alice in front of the building.

      ‘One thousand, eight hundred and forty-eight feet long,’ Alice said. ‘More than one hundred and thirty omnibus carriages from end to end, by my calculations,’ she added in George’s direction, hoping to impress him. George, though, was in deep conversation with Mrs Alden, so Alice settled for an approving ‘Indeed’ from her uncle. Fortunately, all of his earlier trepidation had disappeared as if by magic. Alice presumed that his active imagination had been diverted and captured instead by the Palace now he had seen it in person.

      Without waiting for the others, she strode toward the main entrance, absorbing the murmur of thousands of voices and the clanking of machinery spilling from the building. She joined the line for the turnstile and let her attention wander to the Palace interior.

      Impossibly, the building appeared even larger on the inside. Light flooded the vast space that enveloped her, spilling through the soaring walls and ceiling above. The air was fragrant with a curious mix of woody, spicy and aromatic scents. Booths and displays with colourful banners lined the walls in every direction. Chattering people from all walks of life and in all modes of costume bustled around each other, eager to explore what appeared to be a miniature city.

      As she reached the centre of the hall, another awe-inspiring sight arrested her. A multi-tiered crystal fountain stood proudly where the northern and southern transepts met the east and west wings, its shimmering waters cascading down into a glittering pool at its base. Beyond the fountain, two fully mature elm trees stretched skyward above the galleries. Alice had read that the transept had been added to accommodate the two trees instead of felling them for construction. It was a brilliant example of necessity being the mother of invention.

      ‘What do you wish to see first, my dearest?’ George appeared next to Alice. ‘There are many fine exhibits of lacework and tapestries that I have seen ladies practically swoon over.’

      Mrs Alden and George had visited the Exhibition twice already, in spite of the latter’s disapproval of it in principle. But this wasn’t entirely unusual, as ladies and gentlemen of means must attend on multiple occasions to be seen as much as to see.

      Alice glanced from one end of the building to the next and exhaled. She had marked hundreds of items in her catalogue – self-suspending trousers, a miniature working colliery, waterproof paper – but she kept coming back to the same thing. ‘First I wish to see Hancock’s exhibits.’

      George raised a brow. ‘Hancock?’

      ‘The ornithologist I told you about.’

      ‘Ahh. Dead animals…’ George screwed up his nose. ‘Don’t you find such things a little macabre?’ He was a gentle soul and squeamish by nature – completely at odds with his towering six-foot-plus frame.

      ‘Of course, I would prefer to see them alive – you know how much I like birds – but those on display here are specimens rarely ever seen. Creatures you must travel to far-flung lands to find, and, well…’ Alice’s voice trailed off. She didn’t want to admit that visiting those places was an impossibility she might never conquer, as George had no appetite for travel.

      He gave her a sympathetic smile. ‘I’ll take you to see all the stuffed birds your heart desires.’

      ‘Sparrows,’ the Viscount affirmed from Alice’s other side with a tap of his cane on the timber floor.

      ‘I don’t think they have stuffed sparrows, Uncle.’

      The Viscount indicated the elms with a knowing tilt of his head. ‘A host of sparrows found their way into the building and nested in the elms before the glaziers completed the roof. Messy, disease-ridden things.’ He waved his cane through the air. ‘Couldn’t shoot them on account of all the glass. Her Majesty sent for my dear friend, the Duke of Wellington, to be rid of them.’

      ‘Why, of course Her Majesty would look to Waterloo’s revered victor,’ Mrs Alden said, without showing the slightest surprise at the abrupt change of subject.

      The Viscount nodded with approval. ‘Sparrowhawks. That’s what he recommended. It worked, too…but,’ his wiry brows drew together, ‘how well do you think they cleaned up their mess?’ He peered around as if looking for evidence of disease.

      Reading Alice’s concern, George turned to the Viscount. ‘My dear fellow. The world’s greatest inventions are all housed under this roof. The Prince would have made sure nothing – especially a few measly sparrows – would compromise the exhibits or visitors.’

      ‘It’s true,’ Alice attested, ‘Mr Paxton himself invented special machines to clean the floors at night.’ She didn’t add that the trailing of thousands of ladies’ skirts had rendered the machines redundant.

      The Viscount shifted from one foot to the other as if weighing up the likelihood of being afflicted by a sparrow-related ailment.

      ‘George, why don’t you take the Viscount to see the steam engines?’ Mrs Alden suggested. ‘They are far from the trees,’ she added, with a smile directed at Alice’s uncle. ‘And I’ll take Alice to see her birds. We can meet back at the fountain.’

      ‘Oh, yes, that sounds splendid,’ Alice said. While she remained unmarried, she would take advantage of any opportunity to go where she pleased, when she pleased.

      George patted the Viscount on the back. ‘Splendid!’

      The Viscount wrung his hands together but allowed George to lead him away.

      Mrs Alden linked arms with Alice. ‘So what is the location of the main exhibit you wish to see?’

      Alice reached into her purse for the catalogue, but as she did, a passerby bumped heavily into her shoulder and the book dropped to the ground.

      ‘Are you alright?’ A middle-aged man stood in front of her. He had sideburns that grazed his chin and wore an indigo cravat. His kind eyes scanned her for injury.

      Alice recognised him immediately. ‘I’m…I’m…,’ she stammered.

      ‘Mr Paxton.’ Mrs Alden curtsied. ‘It is quite the honour.’

      ‘Here.’ A young man standing beside Mr Paxton handed Alice her catalogue with an easy smile.

      Mr Paxton acknowledged Mrs Alden’s greeting with a nod, then turned back to Alice. ‘Are you alright?’

      ‘I’m fine.’ She hurriedly curtsied. ‘Thank you, Mr Paxton.’

      ‘I’m sorry, but have we met before? It seems these days that I meet a thousand new people daily,’ he said with an apologetic smile.

      ‘Oh, no,’ Alice gushed, ‘we haven’t met in person. But I have seen you from a distance at Chatsworth and admired your work on many occasions.’

      ‘This is the Countess Conway.’ Mrs Alden stepped forward and indicated Alice, who tried to disguise her discomfort at her title being used. She had inherited it from her mother, who’d inherited it from Alice’s grandmother, but Alice had adopted her uncle’s surname when he took her in. ‘And I am Mrs Alden, a friend of the Countess and her uncle, the Viscount Hyde.’

      Realisation washed over Mr Paxton’s face. ‘Of course, the Viscount and my employer, the Duke of Devonshire, are well acquainted.’ He bowed to both ladies. ‘Lady Conway, Mrs Alden, a pleasure.’ He indicated the young man who had picked up Alice’s book, ‘And this is Mr Ashley.’

      Mr Ashley tipped his hat. ‘Charmed,’ he said, his twinkling eyes dancing in the phantasmic light of the Palace.

      ‘Mr Ashley is apprentice to the Exhibition’s caretaker,’ Mr Paxton continued as he glanced around. ‘Ahhh. Mr Symond.’

      He gestured to a tall man standing a couple of feet behind him, whom Alice hadn’t even noticed before now. Mr Symond was as tall as George but had a leaner, more agile build. His wavy hair was an unremarkable shade of brown and his brows appeared permanently arched over eyes that constantly roved over his surroundings. He seemed either ignorant or indifferent to Mr Paxton’s attempt at introduction – a fact that miffed Alice for reasons she couldn’t quite name.

      ‘A pleasure to meet you, Mr Symond,’ she said with a hint of sarcasm.

      A weighty silence followed before Mr Symond finally deigned to acknowledge Alice and Mrs Alden, first with a brisk nod, then a gaze as sharp and angular as his jawline. His blue-green eyes reminded her of jewels frozen in ice.

      Just as swiftly, he went back to surveying the crowd.

      ‘Please forgive my master,’ Mr Ashley proffered in a hushed voice. ‘He takes his role as caretaker very seriously. He is permanently vigilant for anything amiss at the Exhibition.’

      ‘Of course,’ Alice replied with a polite smile, hiding her immediate dislike for the sour man. Yet she was determined he wouldn’t destroy her enjoyment of the Exhibition. ‘Is it true that you used the Amazonian giant water lily as inspiration for the ridge and furrow system used first at Chatsworth’s lily house and also here at the Palace?’ she asked Mr Paxton.

      The gardener, who must have heard the question many times before, had the good nature to respond with a generous smile. ‘I was quite struck by the underside of the leaves and the network of flexible cross-ribs that gave it enough strength to support a child.’

      Alice sighed. ‘I so wish I had been there to see your daughter standing on one of the leaves. It must have been quite a sight!’

      ‘It was,’ Mr Ashley said brightly, patting Mr Paxton on the back.

      ‘The ridge and furrow system at the lily house – the way it maximises the light and ventilation…but this…,’ Alice looked around and sighed again, ‘it’s something completely unexpected.’ She locked a serious gaze on Mr Paxton. ‘It’s just as they say in the newspapers; it’s like a fairy palace!’

      Mr Paxton and Mr Ashley exchanged an amused look, but Mr Symond sniffed loudly. ‘You seem to have an unusual interest in architecture,’ he said in a way that most definitely was not a compliment.

      Alice was surprised he’d fallen short of adding for a lady to his statement. She met his discerning stare, daring him to insult her further.

      ‘Lady Conway is interested in many things,’ Mrs Alden retorted in an uncharacteristically snippy tone. ‘If you will excuse us, we would like to see some of those things.’ She made to steer Alice away by the arm.

      Mr Paxton held his hands up. ‘Please, let me do the honour of showing you around a few exhibits.’

      ‘Thank you, Mr Paxton,’ Mrs Alden said, ‘but that won’t be necessary. I’m sure you have other matters and guests to attend to.’ She tugged at Alice’s arm, but Alice wouldn’t budge.

      Mr Ashley caught her eye, then winked. ‘There are no more important guests at this very moment than you, Mrs Alden, and Lady⁠—’

      ‘Alice. Just Alice.’

      Mr Ashley grinned. ‘No one more important than you and Alice. What do you say, Mr Paxton?’

      Mr Paxton chuckled. ‘I say, let’s begin the tour.’ He held out his arm for Alice, which she gratefully took, extricating herself from Mrs Alden’s grip.

      Mr Ashley clapped his hands together. ‘We must start where everyone starts…the Koh-i-Noor diamond. One of the most mysterious and captivating gems in the world,’ he added in a theatrical voice.

      Mr Symond rolled his eyes and spun on his heel while, behind Alice, Mrs Alden muttered something about Mr Hancock’s stuffed birds.

      ‘I would love to see the diamond,’ Alice said. The birds weren’t going anywhere – they were stuffed, after all – but the opportunity for a guided tour from Joseph Paxton himself would never arise again. She didn’t even care that the newspapers had declared the diamond a disappointment, describing it as colourless and poorly cut.

      Mr Paxton led Alice to the centre of the nave in the eastern transept, where a surging crowd ringed a gilded iron cage twice the height of the onlookers. Policemen were attempting to control the crowd but were nearly being carried off their feet. One of the officers was in conversation with Mr Symond, who studied the spectators intensely before striding away.

      ‘The Koh-i-Noor, which means “Mountain of Light” in Persian, is the largest diamond in the world,’ Mr Paxton said. ‘It is believed to have originated in India before being seized by a Persian King. It changed hands many times, in war and conquest, before being presented to Her Majesty, Queen Victoria.’

      Alice nodded politely. He was telling her nothing she didn’t already know.

      ‘The most advanced security measures have been put in place to protect the diamond,’ Mr Paxton continued. ‘At night, at the touch of a spring, the Koh-i-Noor drops into an impregnable iron safe. The same thing happens if anyone tries to remove it from the display. Mr Symond oversaw the ingenious design with the manufacturers of Britain’s famous unbreakable lock.’

      Mr Ashley spoke to a policeman, who made way for them to approach the display.

      ‘Some say that the diamond is cursed,’ Mr Ashley said dramatically. ‘A Hindu description says that the person who owns the diamond also owns the world, but if that person is a man, they will only know misfortune.’

      Alice raised a quizzical brow. This was something she hadn’t heard before. ‘So only a woman can own or wear it?’

      ‘A woman or a god.’ He winked again.

      Alice couldn’t quite figure out if Mr Ashley was joking with his references to curses and more than one God.

      Mr Paxton frowned. ‘It’s just a myth, of course, Mr Ashley.’

      He nodded vigorously. ‘A myth. Of course.’

      Alice peered through the bars of the cage at the glass dome in the centre. Beneath it, displayed on red velvet, was the Koh-i-Noor: a jewel about the size of a pigeon’s egg, flanked by two smaller diamonds.

      She squinted to get a better view through the bars and glass. For as long as she could remember, Alice had possessed a remarkable eye – an ability to see things that others missed. And what came into focus was as disappointing as she’d feared.

      It was unlike any diamond she had seen before, and it did lack lustre. But it had colour. Undesirable colour. The diamond was flawed at its core. Its heart was marred by yellow flecks, preventing it from being cut as it should and effectively refracting light⁠—

      A wave of nausea swept over Alice as a series of images flashed before her. Faces contorted in agony. Blood-spattered battlefields. Mourners shedding rivers of tears.

      She stepped back from the cage, overcome by a heaviness in her heart. ‘I believe it is cursed,’ she said quietly.

      Mr Paxton’s brow bunched in concern. ‘What makes you say that, Lady Alice?’

      ‘It bears the scars of the conflicts and conquests that have brought it here. Perhaps the diamond should be returned to its home.’

      There was an earnest silence among Alice’s companions, though she did notice that Mr Symond was back, the coldness in his eyes momentarily replaced by curiosity.

      Mrs Alden was the first to speak. ‘Quite right,’ she asserted, gripping Alice’s arm tightly. ‘Let’s go look at something more pleasant.’ She led Alice away from the cage and into the nearby Egyptian and Turkish pavilions.

      As Mrs Alden enthused over lush carpets and rugs featuring intricate geometric patterns and floral motifs, Alice occupied herself with a case of coral and other ornaments. After some time, Mr Paxton and Mr Ashley approached them.

      ‘I’m so sorry, Lady Alice,’ Mr Paxton said, ‘I didn’t mean for you to get upset.’

      Alice shook her head emphatically. ‘Oh, no, Mr Paxton. You have nothing to apologise for. Sometimes I get carried away with my thoughts. You see, there is a whole world of questions out there that remain unanswered.’

      Mr Ashley gave a cheeky grin. ‘And that world is even bigger than you think.’

      Mr Symond, who was hovering at a distance, screwed his mouth up in distaste, then addressed his apprentice and Mr Paxton. ‘May I have a private word with you, gentlemen?’

      The trio moved away from Alice, leaving her to explore the exhibits. There were silver cups and saucers, assorted bottles of scents and a display of ostrich feathers. Wanting to see the feathers in a different light, she took several steps backward. Her heels knocked up against something firm behind a decorative rug that hung against a dividing curtain. She cautiously pushed the fabric aside⁠—

      To reveal a body, slumped against the wall.

      The body of a woman, her blue eyes wide and lifeless.

      Alice’s breath leapt from her throat. She recognised the woman immediately. She hurried to check for a pulse, but there was none, and no warmth to the woman’s skin. Alice couldn’t see any signs of obvious injury.

      She looked again. The woman’s high-necked collar was askew. Two buttons were missing. Alice peered closer. A red band traversed her neck.

      She had been strangled.

      Alice stood, her mind racing. Her heart hammered painfully in her chest; the sounds of the crowd drowned out by a ringing in her ears. Who could have committed such a heinous act amid the crowds of the Exhibition?

      And why did it have to be her?

      ‘Alice?’ A familiar female voice. ‘Alice, there you are.’ Mrs Alden materialised beside her. ‘I’ve been looking for you every⁠—’

      Her gaze fell on the body, and she screamed. ‘She’s dead! A woman’s dead!’

      People – so many people – rushed toward them. A crescendo of frenzied chatter rolled over them like an all-consuming tidal wave. Alice tugged at her collar, fighting to breathe.

      ‘Step back!’ Mr Paxton was there first, standing between Alice and the crowd.

      ‘Make some room! Deep breaths, Lady Alice. Deep breaths,’ he prompted.

      Then Mr Ashley was there with three policemen who stopped the onlookers from getting too close. Mr Symond was nowhere to be seen – presumably he was looking for the culprit.

      Alice sucked in lungsful of air. By the time Mr Paxton had examined the body himself, her breathing had returned to almost normal.

      He tugged at his cravat. ‘I’m sorry to ask this, but I need you to do something for me.’

      Alice gave a tiny nod.

      ‘We can’t panic everyone. A scandal like this will be the end of the Exhibition. I want to say that this is your friend and that she has just fainted.’

      ‘Fainted!’ Mrs Alden objected, ‘The woman is dead!’

      Mr Paxton lowered his head. ‘Yes. I am very sorry for it.’ He looked up again and put his hand over his heart. ‘And I can assure you that we will have the matter fully investigated. But right now, we need the crowds to leave and go back to their business. The Prince, Her Majesty – they will be relying on us.’

      Mrs Alden cast Alice a questioning look. She nodded vacantly in response. The woman…could it truly be her?

      Mr Paxton spoke to the policemen, and Mr Ashley before announcing to the crowd that the woman had merely fainted. The crowd slowly began to disperse, their chatter now laden with disappointment.

      ‘We must find your uncle,’ Mrs Alden said gently.

      ‘I’m sorry, but the police will want to speak to Lady Alice,’ Mr Paxton said. ‘I’ll take care of her and make sure she gets home safely.’

      Mrs Alden reached for Alice’s hand. Hers was warm and comforting – drastically different to that of the woman propped against the wall. ‘Will you be alright?’

      Alice nodded again. Words were beyond her.

      ‘Can I rely on your discretion, Mrs Alden?’

      ‘Believe me, Mr Paxton,’ Mrs Alden glanced at the body and cringed, ‘I don’t wish to think or speak of this ever again. Not to anyone – not even your uncle, Alice.’

      She squeezed Alice’s hand, then walked away. Alice watched her leave through the crowd, moving with an unaffected confidence that only Mrs Alden could possess in such circumstances. A figure stepped aside for her: a sturdy fellow dressed like a country gentleman, wearing a felt riding hat with a pheasant feather tucked in its brim. His pallor was as stark as the murder victim’s.

      He looked back in Alice’s direction and caught her eye. His craggy features were frozen in place. He blinked rapidly then turned and ran away.

      A chill surged through Alice’s body.

      Had she just seen the killer?
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      Mr Paxton led the way back to the caretaker’s office, Mr Ashley carrying the body behind him. Somehow Alice summoned the strength to maintain the charade that the woman had merely fainted, batting a fan furiously over her face.

      In the office, Mr Paxton cleared a table. Mr Ashley expelled a heavy breath as he lowered the body and laid it out. In his exertion, he didn’t notice the brass key that fell from his pocket onto a rug on the floor, but Alice did.

      The two men took off their hats and closed their eyes while Mr Paxton said a prayer. Alice bent over quickly to retrieve the key, intending to give it back to Mr Ashley after the prayer. She closed her eyes too but kept them open a sliver – she could not look away from the poor woman.

      Other than the missing buttons from her collar, her clothes were in good condition. While her dress was not entirely fashionable, it was well made. She wore boots with a flat heel – practical – and her fingers were ink-stained. Her hair was the colour of corn silk.

      The office door swung open, and Mr Symond strode in. Mr Paxton and Mr Ashley looked at him questioningly, and he gave a small nod. The other gentlemen appeared to relax somewhat, their shoulders and stances slightly less rigid.

      ‘You have found the killer?’ Alice enquired, hopeful that was the reason for their relief.

      Mr Symond barely offered her a glance. ‘What is she doing here?’

      ‘She helped us convince the crowds that the poor woman had only fainted,’ Mr Ashley explained.

      Mr Symond clenched his jaw. ‘I have alerted Detective Leopold. He can be trusted to handle the matter tactfully. He will want to speak to her.’ He tipped his head in Alice’s direction. ‘Then we can arrange for her to be dealt with.’

      A shiver ran up Alice’s spine at his words and the coldness with which he spoke them. ‘Dealt with?’ she squeaked.

      ‘No, no, no,’ Mr Paxton and Mr Ashley said in unison, holding their hands up placatingly.

      ‘He didn’t mean anything by it,’ Mr Ashley said.

      ‘Only that we will make sure you are alright after experiencing such a fright,’ Mr Paxton added.

      But Mr Symond gave no indication that he’d meant anything of the kind. Alice looked to the door, in case she needed to escape, but Mr Symond blocked it.

      She had to have faith in Mr Paxton and Mr Ashley and believe they meant her no harm.

      Mr Paxton helped himself to a decanter of honey-coloured liquid. He handed each of the men a glass and offered Alice one as well, but she declined. She wanted to have all her faculties intact, just in case there was still a chance Mr Symond was going to try to dispose of her.

      ‘The body should stay here until after dark,’ Mr Symond said matter-of-factly. ‘We don’t want to inflame any rumours by moving her about again. In the meantime, we must find out who she is.’

      ‘I know who she is.’ Mr Paxton took a large swig from his glass. ‘I was speaking to her only yesterday at one of the exhibits. She came up here by herself from Southampton and has visited the Exhibition every day for the last week.’

      ‘What is…was her interest in the Exhibition?’ Mr Ashley asked.

      Mr Paxton looked down at the woman on the table and wiped away a tear at the corner of his eye with a handkerchief. ‘She was a young inventor with a keen interest in Frederick Bakewell’s image telegraph.’

      ‘The machine that transmits images via an electric current?’ Mr Symond queried.

      ‘The very one. She had some impressive theories about how to best synchronise the transmitter and receiver to improve the quality of the images.’

      Mr Symond and Mr Ashley gave each other a knowing look. ‘Beatrice Ballantyne,’ the latter said.

      Beatrice.

      Up until that moment, a tiny part of Alice had hoped that it couldn’t be her, that the body she’d found belonged to a woman who happened to look like Beatrice, that she’d been mistaken. It had, after all, been a few years since Alice had seen her.

      They’d met during Alice’s debut season, when she’d attended a parade of dinner parties, charity events and balls hosted at the grand houses of the aristocracy, all so she might encounter a potential suitor. The debutantes had been routinely primped and preened before being put on show in their expensive gowns and adornments. All were dizzyingly delighted at the prospect of securing a husband – it was everything a young woman dreamt of. All except Alice.

      The whole world as she knew it ceased to exist the day she stepped into society. She had known she must abandon any ambitions beyond becoming a dutiful wife and mother. All intellectual pursuits must be surrendered in favour of domesticity and a lifetime of swanning from one society event to another, filled with nothing but mind-numbingly polite and vapid conversations. But knowing these realities and experiencing them were two different things.

      Alice had struggled to make the transition. Many a young man’s eyes had glazed over at her mention of a scientific article she had read. And the young women had tittered and mocked,  not so quietly, behind their silk-gloved hands about the plainness of Alice’s dresses and her ‘sensible’ shoes.

      Alice’s rocky introduction to society had perhaps been inevitable given that the Viscount had indulged her passion for learning, hiring tutors in languages, mathematics, classical literature and science once she had outgrown her governess. Her studies had left her little time for making friends and ill-prepared for the future expected of her. Of course, she knew how to dance, and her piano playing was passable, and with her breeding she had all the ingredients to find a suitable match, but she hadn’t been prepared to relinquish her thirst for knowledge.

      Alice may never have survived that season, or the ones that followed, if she hadn’t met the inventor.

      At one particularly dull ball, she had taken refuge at a table tucked away in a corner. She put down her glass of punch to trace a spiral pattern among the embroidered birds and flowers on the tablecloth, smiling to herself as she marked out the precise design.

      ‘Ah.’ A female voice startled her, and Alice’s hand froze at the prospect of some well-meaning mother demanding Alice dance with her son. But the woman merely started her own spiral pattern – identical to what Alice had drawn.

      Alice’s heart leapt into her throat. ‘You know it?’ she said breathlessly. ‘You know the⁠—’

      ‘The Fibonacci sequence.’ The woman gave a tinkle of a laugh and shrugged. ‘Any mathematician, scientist and artist worth their salt knows the golden ratio.’

      ‘And how the spiral appears everywhere in nature,’ Alice added enthusiastically. ‘It’s “poetical science” truly at work.’

      The woman tilted her head in interest. ‘You know of Ada Lovelace’s work?’

      Alice was barely able to contain her excitement that the woman had recognised the source of her words. ‘Her translation of Luigi Menabrea’s article about the Analytical Engine is remarkable,’ she gushed. ‘Her notes on how a machine could go beyond mere calculating and potentially be a collaborative tool for humans are visionary.’

      The woman’s blue eyes danced, and she extended a hand. ‘Beatrice Ballantyne.’

      Alice had learned that Beatrice was from Southampton but was in town to attend a lecture at the London Mechanics’ Institute. She had been one of the first women to study at the institute and was now working on some new technologies to advance communications.

      Beatrice had then invited her to attend a salon the next day at the home of a prominent lady. Alice had heard of such gatherings, where women would share their views on a range of topics from science to politics. She had also heard that they were a source of revolutionary sentiment. Naturally, she’d accepted the invitation.

      The next day Alice had told her uncle she was going to visit the dressmaker, but instead she’d gone to the salon. Her mind had been awakened that day. She’d been among kindred spirits, and hope had grown within her that she may not need to give up all her dreams.

      But her uncle, thanks to a big-mouthed carriage driver, had found out about her expedition and barred her from ever attending a salon again. It had been one step too far for the socially conscious Viscount.

      Alice had never seen or heard from Beatrice again, but she was forever grateful that they had met. She credited Beatrice with making her believe in the impossible.

      But this – Beatrice being murdered and Alice discovering her body – was the worst kind of impossible.

      It defied belief. A sentiment that appeared to be shared by Mr Symond, who seemed equally shocked to realise the murder victim’s identity.

      ‘We need to leave,’ he declared, already reaching for the doorknob.

      ‘Of course,’ Mr Paxton said.

      ‘But what about the police detective? He will want to speak…’ Alice started, but Mr Symond and Mr Ashley had already left.

      ‘It’s alright, Alice. Detective Leopold knows where to find them. Would you like a cup of tea or some water?’ Mr Paxton indicated that she should take a seat, but she couldn’t. She had too many questions.

      How did the caretaker and his apprentice know Beatrice? Why did they need to leave all of a sudden? Where had Mr Symond, who was keen to ‘deal with’ people, been when the murder took place?

      Her head swirled with all the possibilities and the fact that Beatrice’s dead body was lying on a table right in front of her. Alice had spent her whole life trying not to think about death and what it had taken from her, yet it always found her. She couldn’t allow herself to think about Beatrice as ‘dead’ or ‘the body’; she had to focus on the person. Beatrice the talented scientist, mathematician and inventor…Beatrice who had come to London alone.

      No one would know she was missing yet. They might never know if Mr Symond was intent on dealing with that matter as well, so who would find justice for Beatrice? Alice didn’t know Detective Leopold, but she knew he must be close to Mr Symond, and the latter she most certainly didn’t trust.

      She could try to forget everything – but past experience told her that death wasn’t so easily dismissed. She needed to find a way to not be haunted by Beatrice’s death, to make her life mean something…Beatrice’s life, but also her own.

      Soon she would be married, and her life would be her own no longer. This might be her last chance to leave her mark on this world, to do something of value.

      Alice came to the only logical conclusion. She must be the one to find justice for Beatrice.

      She was sure she could do it. She had read ‘The Murders in the Rue Morgue’ and Edgar Allan Poe’s other detective stories, which a friend of the Viscount’s in America had sent to her. She’d devoured them several times over. It couldn’t be that hard to bring Beatrice’s killer to light, could it?

      But at the thought, her legs started to wobble underneath her. She unloaded her bag, which now seemed heavy as a pile of bricks, onto a buffet. Her fingernails dug into her palms – and then she felt it.

      The key. The key that had fallen from Mr Ashley’s pocket.

      Alice’s mind cleared and her legs steadied as she realised what she must do.

      She would follow the two men on the pretext of returning the key. She would put aside her own fears to help Beatrice.

      ‘I’m terribly sorry, Mr Paxton.’ Alice patted her chest and affected what she hoped was a pained appearance. ‘But this is all too much. I’d like to go and find Mrs Alden and my uncle and go home.’

      Mr Paxton stood up. ‘Of course. Detective Leopold can visit you at your residence later on. Let me help you find your companions.’

      ‘Oh, no. You must stay here, with…’ She bit her lip for effect. ‘Besides, we made earlier arrangements to meet Uncle at the fountain. I’m sure they will be there or nearby.’

      ‘Very well,’ Mr Paxton said, clasping her hands in his. ‘It’s been such a pleasure meeting you, Alice. I’m just sorry it was in such terrible circumstances.’ His brows knotted. ‘Can I count on your discretion as well?’

      ‘You can trust me,’ Alice said sincerely. He could trust her,  as long as Mr Symond didn’t try to ‘deal with’ her.
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      Alice ran from the caretaker’s office, but just as quickly came to a stop. She had no idea which way Mr Symond and Mr Ashley had gone. Mr Symond was taller than average; she looked for his top hat bobbing among the throng, but with a crowd numbering in the thousands, she could spy neither of the men. She headed for the crystal fountain at the centre of the transept – at least there she would have a vantage point in every direction – but as she approached, she saw Mrs Alden greeting her uncle and George.

      Not wanting them to see her and disrupt her mission, Alice slipped behind a marble statue outside one of the Indian pavilions. As she waited for the group to leave, a chirruping sound reached her ears, then again, more insistent this time. It was coming from the nearest elm tree.

      Alice spotted the sparrow on a branch above her, peering back at her with its head inclined. It chirruped again, as if speaking directly to her. The bird nodded toward the northern end of the transept, and back again at Alice.

      Alice blinked. She searched around her to see if anyone else had witnessed the sparrow’s strange behaviour, but no one appeared to have noticed. She looked again at the bird. It lifted its beak in acknowledgement, flapped its wings and took flight toward the northern exit.

      In absence of any other direction to take, Alice lifted the bottom of her skirts and rushed to follow the bird. She pushed her way through the crowds, her eyes barely leaving the sparrow’s path. It came to a stop, perching on the railing of one of the galleries above the refreshments court. Alice did a double take when it seemed to raise one wing, as if pointing toward the northern exit. But she didn’t stop to interrogate the surreal situation. She raced for the doors and exited into Hyde Park.

      Instinctively she lifted a hand to her eyes to shield them from the sun. She realised then that she had left her bag behind in the caretaker’s office, and that her eyes didn’t need shielding. The sky outside had shifted. Thick, grey clouds crept toward the sun, smothering it with the stealthiness of black smoke engulfing a building, casting a gloomy air over the landscape. Below her, the Serpentine’s surface had dulled to a murky brown, the lake rippling with the sudden appearance of an unseasonal easterly wind. Boats darted to shore, every passenger’s eyes on the rapidly darkening sky. Except for two gentlemen. They sat straight-backed and still in their boat, their gazes fixed on the northern shore. Alice recognised them immediately.

      She swiftly negotiated with a boatman who was mooring his vessel, offering him twice the normal fare to cross the lake, and three times the amount if he could close some of the distance between her and the other boat.

      On the other side of the
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