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      One book can change your life.

      Finding an old manuscript in the attic has always been a fantasy of Sylvia’s. She just never expected the fantasy to come true, or for it to lead her to answers about her mysterious family.

      The silver clasps binding the pages contain rare magic – the same magic that might run through Sylvia’s veins. To discover a link to her ancestors means understanding the book itself, but it’s written in a code that proves difficult to crack. The only thing she knows for certain is that it was once owned by the Medicis, the powerful family that controlled Renaissance Florence.

      With the help of Gabe and his friends, Sylvia investigates the book’s origins. But following the clues throws up more questions – questions they need help answering. Trusting others is not Sylvia’s strong suit, but with Gabe at her side, she becomes capable and confident. Until their trust is shattered when the book is stolen.

      Uncovering the thief proves dangerous, particularly when someone is also trying to kidnap Gabe. With his own mysteries to unravel, Gabe’s private life becomes more complicated. Sylvia tries to keep her distance but staying away from someone as magnetic as Gabe is impossible.

      With so many distractions, can they find the thief before the book is lost forever? Or will the secrets contained within its pages remain unsolved and will Sylvia’s past continue to be a mystery?
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          LONDON, SPRING 1920

        

      

    

    
      “Moving pictures are the future,” Daisy declared, “and I want to be in one.”

      I slotted the book I’d been trying to read back into its place on the library shelf. It was no use continuing; Daisy was impossible to block out when excitement gripped her. She was like a child who’d been sitting at a desk all day and was finally allowed outside to play with the other children.

      I knew she wouldn’t leave until satisfied, and she wouldn’t be satisfied until I paid her more attention than the pile of books I cradled in my arm. Even so, I was supposed to be working.

      “Daisy, can we talk about your acting career later? I need to reshelve these.”

      “You can reshelve while I talk. All you have to do is listen.”

      “I want to read a few pages of each to get the gist of them. It’s the best way to learn about magic.”

      She plucked the topmost book off the pile and read the title out loud. “Superstition in the Tribal Cultures of Western Africa: A Brief History.” She hefted the thick book in her hand, weighing it. “Brief? The author isn’t fooling anyone.”

      I gave up attempting to read each book and decided to simply reshelve them. The sooner I listened to her, the sooner she would leave. “Since you spend as much time here as I do, you might as well help. West African superstitions occupy the second and third shelves. They’re arranged alphabetically by author.”

      She studied the spines of the shelved books, some with the title and author printed on them, others blank. With a sigh, she pulled out the blank ones to find the author names. “How do you know it goes on this shelf?”

      “Professor Nash’s cataloging sequence is based on subject, just like the Dewey Decimal System.”

      “The what?”

      “Never mind. All you need to know is, he created a system that shelves the books on a particular subject together. This entire area is where the books on superstition are kept. They’re sub-sorted by Africa which is then organized by region. All of those books are then arranged by author.”

      “So many books just on superstition in Western Africa! Fascinating.”

      “If you want to be an actress, you’ll have to sound more convincing than that.”

      “Actually, I won’t need to sound at all convincing since the audience can’t hear the actors. Moving picture acting is all in the facial expressions. Like this.” She mimed being fascinated by widening her eyes and ripping one of the books from the shelf and cradling it to her chest.

      She needed more practice, but I didn’t tell her that. Yesterday she wanted to be an artist, and today she was keen on acting. There was no point offending her; she would probably change her mind again next week.

      Daisy slid the book back into its place on the shelf. “You don’t have a list of cataloging numbers to refer to. How did you know the book goes here?”

      “I’ve memorized Professor Nash’s system.”

      “Already? But it’s only been just over a week since you started. It would have taken me months.”

      “When you enjoy what you do, it’s not a hardship.”

      She sighed. “That’s why I gave up painting. My art teacher told me to mine my soul for my innermost thoughts, fears and desires, but it was just so hard, Sylvia. Honestly, you have no idea how difficult it is to stare at a blank canvas and just think.” I was about to say something sarcastic about her idea of hardship, but she added, “The only things I could think of were the poor men who died in the war and those who came back damaged beyond repair. And then I felt guilty because I didn’t want to think about those things anymore.” She took another book from the pile I carried and studied the title, but her bowed head didn’t quite hide her tear-filled eyes.

      It was easy to think of Daisy as somewhat selfish and spoiled, but I knew her well enough now to know she was a kind-hearted and generous soul who chose not to dwell on the past or let troubles overwhelm her. I envied her. After mourning the loss of my brother in the war and my mother to influenza, I’d found it difficult to crawl my way out of the pit of despair these last eighteen months. But I’d recently managed to do it. I still thought about my family every day, but the ache that accompanied those thoughts no longer pressed on my chest until I couldn’t breathe. I was ready to move on, and Daisy’s cheerful kindness had played a part in me being ready. She’d come into my life when I needed her the most, and I would be forever grateful.

      I put my free arm around her. “Thank you for helping me.”

      She gave me a brief hug then waved the slim volume in front of my face. “Where do you shelve books on pre-Christian Scottish superstitions?”

      I pointed along the aisle. “Down there, top shelf.”

      She stood on her toes to read the spines of the other books. “Did you find anything more about silver magic in these books?”

      “I did, and there is even a mention of a family name here and there, but none that I recognize. The author of the most recent text that mentions silver magic was convinced the lineage ended decades ago. He’s wrong. Of course the book was written before Lord and Lady Rycroft met Marianne Folgate in 1891.”

      The name had been brought to my attention by Mr. Gabriel Glass, the only child of the famous Lady Rycroft, a powerful watchmaker magician. He was artless, like his father, but their family had met many magicians over the years, one of whom was Marianne Folgate. She’d disappeared in 1891 and not been seen or heard of since.

      Her whereabouts remained a mystery, as did the history of my own lineage. I never knew my father. My mother refused to discuss him or her family, and we moved from city to city, never settling down, for reasons she refused to divulge. My brother and I gave up asking why, and we stopped asking about our father, too. But neither of us stopped wondering.

      After reading my brother’s suspicion that we were descended from silver magicians in his diary, I’d tried to learn more from Gabe’s mother, thinking she must know a great many magicians. Although she’d gone overseas, Gabe was able to help, and it was he who told me his parents had once met the silver magician named Marianne Folgate. The name meant nothing to me. Without more information, I was unable to continue my search.

      Besides, I was no longer sure my brother’s suspicions were correct. I felt nothing when I touched silver. I wasn’t drawn to objects made with silver, and according to Gabe, a magician ought to feel a compulsion when near their craft.

      With my new job in the Glass Library keeping me busy, I’d shelved my curiosity about my family and thrown myself into work and learning as much as I could about the library’s collection of magical texts. It was fulfilling, and my new employer was a delight. Professor Nash was knowledgeable and interesting. His tales of traveling around the world collecting texts with his friend were full of adventure and daring, as if straight out of a book themselves.

      Professor Nash peered around the end of the bookshelves. He carried a tray with a tea set and a plate of biscuits. His glasses had slipped down his nose, but with his hands full, he couldn’t push them back up. He squinted over the top of them at us. “There you are! Tea?”

      We followed him to the larger of the two reading nooks on the first floor. Soft light streamed through the arched window, bathing the leather sofa and armchairs in a warm glow. A book sat on the desk by the window, a leather strip marking the place where a library patron had reached in his reading. He’d asked if he could leave it there until tomorrow, when he planned to return in the morning. With so few patrons visiting the library, the professor gave his permission. We did not loan the books out. Most were too rare to be allowed to leave the premises.

      Professor Nash set the tray on the table between sofa and chairs and sat down with a heavy sigh. He pushed his spectacles up his nose with one hand and rubbed his lower back with the other. “Tea, Ladies?”

      “Lord, yes.” Daisy reached for the plate of biscuits. “I’m starving.” She offered the plate to me, as if she were the hostess at an afternoon tea. It was a testament to how comfortable she felt here, and how often she’d dropped in since I’d begun working at the Glass Library. She came so frequently that the professor might feel obliged to pay her a wage soon.

      He handed me a cup and saucer. “And what were you two chatting about when I interrupted you?” If my former employer had asked me that question, it would have been said with a sneer and been followed with an accusation that I should be working, not talking to a friend. But Professor Nash was genuinely interested in the answer. He didn’t care that Daisy came every day, or that she talked almost non-stop. Indeed, I think he liked the company. As long as my work got done, he didn’t mind who visited.

      In fact, I wondered if he cared about me working at all. There wasn’t a lot to do in the library. Very few patrons came, and although he said he wanted me to catalog some old books that were still stored in the attic, he hadn’t shown them to me yet. I was beginning to think he’d agreed to take me on for the company rather than to ease his workload.

      Not that Gabe had given him a choice in the matter. After inadvertently getting me dismissed from my last position, he’d found me a place in the Glass Library out of a sense of guilt. Since his parents contributed a great deal of funding, the professor was hardly in a position to refuse. It had bothered me at first. I didn’t like feeling that I owed Gabe. But now I was glad his guilt had assaulted him. I liked working in the Glass Library, very much.

      “Marianne Folgate,” I said in answer to the professor’s question.

      “Gabriel Glass,” Daisy said at the same time.

      The professor was more interested in my response than hers. “Folgate?”

      I nodded. “Do you remember you told me about a silver magician by the name of Marianne, but you couldn’t recall her last name? Gabe…looked into it for me.” He’d told me he’d consulted his family store of knowledge to gather the information, after deciding he could trust me. It wasn’t my place to mention that store to anyone else. It was likely the professor already knew, but I wouldn’t risk disappointing Gabe by speaking out of turn. “He discovered a silver magician known as Marianne Folgate, last seen here in London by his parents in 1891.”

      His glasses slipped down his nose again, but he did not push them back up. “Folgate. The name rings a bell.” He sat heavily in an armchair, his brow furrowed.

      Daisy picked up her teacup and held it by the handle, pinky finger extended. When she was sipping cocktails in her flat, she often sat with her shoes off and her feet tucked up underneath her. But when she had tea, she behaved like a genteel lady. She must have been brought up to respect the upper class ritual of a proper afternoon tea. “You would have met the woman named Marianne, too, but had simply forgotten her last name.”

      “No. I never knew Marianne’s last name.” The professor’s brow grew more and more creased, until he finally deposited the cup back on the saucer with a clatter. He sprang to his feet. “I remember now! Come with me, Sylvia. You too, Miss Carmichael.”

      “Do call me Daisy. When you call me Miss Carmichael I feel as though I’m in trouble with the teacher.”

      Ordinarily he would smile at that, but he’d already walked off, distracted. He led the way through the stacks to the far wall and the final row of bookshelves. He tugged on the spine of a book covered in red leather until we heard a click. With a firm push on the shelves, the hidden door opened, revealing a small, empty vestibule and another door on the other side.

      Daisy gasped. “How thrilling! Sylvia, did you know this existed?”

      “I did.”

      The professor pushed open the second door and Daisy gasped again. “Nice digs, Prof.”

      Light from the high windows brightened the flat, reaching the far corners of the mezzanine bedroom and the sitting room below. Daisy ran her fingertips across the back of the leather sofa as we passed it, and took in every inch of the place. It reminded me of a gentleman’s study, all dark wood, books and interesting curios, most likely picked up during his travels to far-flung places in search of texts about magic.

      Daisy bent to inspect a white marble statue of a naked classical goddess. When I shooed her forward after the professor, she gave me an exaggerated wink, jabbed her thumb in Professor Nash’s direction and mouthed “Lovely.” I wasn’t sure if she was referring to his taste in art or women, but her appreciation certainly came through loud and clear. Perhaps she’d make a good moving picture actress after all.

      We climbed the spiral staircase to the mezzanine bedroom. The professor grabbed a long pole with a brass hook on the end that I hadn’t noticed leaning up against the wall. He used the device to tug on a small loop of rope dangling from the ceiling. A trap door opened and a ladder unfolded.

      He returned the pole to its place and grabbed a gas lantern from a shelf. He lit it and indicated we should follow him up the ladder.

      Daisy and I exchanged glances then both broke into childish grins and climbed after him. The possibilities of what lay in the attic quickened my pulse. It was a silly dream of mine to find an important document in a dusty old attic, long forgotten in a trunk or hidden among ordinary papers. An undiscovered play by Shakespeare was probably too much to hope for, but I had a feeling I wasn’t going to be disappointed with whatever we found.

      We could easily stand up in the attic, although the three of us weren’t tall. Gabe would have to stoop, and his giant friend, Alex Bailey, would be uncomfortable. Beyond the sphere of our light lurked darkness of indeterminate depth. In my teenage years, I’d devoured novels in which gruesome creatures dwelled in such bleak spaces, emerging when the innocent heroine dared to set foot in its lair. Those old stories and my active imagination had me determined to remain within the lantern’s comforting glow.

      “Now, where can it be?” The professor held the lantern high. Its light picked out traveling trunks covered in dust, stacks of books and unbound papers, also covered in dust, and artefacts of varying kinds, some so odd that I couldn’t work out what they were. They were also dusty.

      Daisy sneezed. “I can see your charwoman doesn’t come up here.”

      “I clean my rooms myself,” the professor said absently as he bent to inspect a stack of books on the floor.

      A beautiful casket with a lid inlaid with different woods looked interesting, but I was hesitant to open it in case something leapt out at me. I was working up my courage when Daisy screamed.

      She jumped backward and slammed the top drawer of a desk shut with her foot. I rushed to her side to comfort her.

      The professor rushed forward too, his lantern extended as if he’d use it as a weapon against whatever vile creature skulked in the drawer. He drew in a deep breath and slowly, carefully, opened it.

      He lowered the lantern and plucked out a dead rat by its tail. “No need to worry about this one, Daisy. It’s the live ones that are a problem.”

      Daisy and I eyed the floor around us.

      The professor returned the corpse to the drawer and closed it. “Sometimes I hear them scratching above my head as I try to sleep.” He pushed his glasses up his nose and smiled at us. “If you ladies wouldn’t mind looking through those books there, while I check these.” He set the lantern down on a trunk between the two piles. “I know it’s up here somewhere.”

      “What is?” I prompted, as he seemed to have forgotten he hadn’t given us any details.

      “An old book with Oscar’s handwritten note inside the front cover.” He studied the spines in his pile without picking one up. “It’s not a book, actually. Not really. It’s more of a collection of papers bound between wooden boards, fastened with silver clasps to keep it closed. It’s not one of these,” he added, moving on to another pile.

      Silver. The connection to Marianne Folgate was beginning to become clear.

      I checked the books on our pile but immediately discarded all of them. They were old, but were bound in leather, not boards, and they didn’t have silver clasps. “What’s written on the title page?”

      “I don’t know. The entire thing is written in a code that neither Oscar nor I could decipher.”

      I sat back on my haunches and looked around. The book could be anywhere, either in one of the piles or stored in a drawer or trunk, or on a shelf. Being bound with wooden boards and mounted with silver clasps made it unusual, however. Most of the covers were made of leather or thick paper, some were cloth-bound and a few had covers made of soft vellum. There was an entire trunk full of loose papers, and another with what I assumed was parchment sheets, tied together with leather strips. It would take an age to catalog them all.

      I couldn’t wait to begin.

      I opened another trunk and breathed in the distinctive smell of old paper. Some people called the smell musty, but I liked it. To me, it was comforting, reminding me of days tucked up in bed, reading quickly to take in as much as I could before daylight completely disappeared. Or of a diversion made after school to the private library of an elderly couple who liked that I delighted in their collection. I’d always retreated to books when I’d felt sad or lonely. Unfortunately, those times had been too numerous.

      They might now be at an end, but I still felt more at ease surrounded by books than I did in a room full of people.

      The books in this trunk seemed older, their condition worse. Some were missing covers altogether, or the stitching at their spines frayed or was broken. Where covers still existed, they were either stained or had been nibbled by something with sharp teeth. Some books had torn pages, or the ink was faded, rendering the text illegible in parts.

      I pulled them out, one by one, only to pause when a glint caught my eye. Surely it couldn’t be the silver clasps. If the books had been up here for a while, neglected, the clasps must have tarnished.

      Although if the clasps contained a silver magic spell, glinting was entirely possible.

      I rummaged through the rest of the books and pulled out the one with wooden boards used as front and back covers, held closed with two silver clasps. They shone as brightly as if they’d just been polished. Each clasp was decorated with a circle surrounding a fleur de lis. The silver felt smooth, yet the engraved pattern was clear and well defined. Either it wasn’t as old as I thought, or magic had kept it in excellent condition through the centuries.

      I undid the clasps and opened the book. Inside was a torn piece of yellowed paper with a few words written in a neat, modern hand. “I found it.”

      Daisy crouched beside me, and Professor Nash knelt on my other side. He held the lantern close. “Yes, that’s it. That’s Oscar’s writing.”

      He hadn’t written in complete sentences, but rather just a few words. The single word “Folgate?” complete with question mark, occupied a line of its own. But it wasn’t that which caught my eye and had Daisy drawing in a sharp breath. It was the tantalizing words Oscar had written above it.

      The Medici Manuscript.
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      Those two words, Medici and manuscript, conjured up an old world of art and culture, wealth and power, mystery and ruthlessness. My history was good enough that I knew the Medici family had ruled Renaissance Florence during a time of splendor. Over many years, the family had been bankers, merchants, popes, and dukes. Two Medici women had become queens of France. The men were influential in politics and religion, but had also been patrons of the arts, using their vast riches to fund architects and artists such as Da Vinci, Michaelangelo, and Raphael, among others.

      All this I explained to Daisy, with Professor Nash nodding on.

      Daisy picked up the piece of paper with Oscar Barratt’s handwriting. The professor’s friend and traveling companion had helped him bring back the library’s collection of books over several decades. He’d not returned to England with the professor when war broke out. He’d stayed in Arabia and subsequently died. Professor Nash often spoke of him as we worked, telling me where a particular book had been discovered and the story behind its purchase or rescue. He always smiled when he talked about his friend, his gaze turning distant. But then he would become sad and change the subject. I suspected he felt as though he’d abandoned Oscar by not being with him at the end.

      “There is a question mark after Folgate, but not The Medici Manuscript,” Daisy pointed out. “Why is he so sure this book belonged to the Medicis?”

      Professor Nash pointed to the first page. On it were five red circles arranged below a blue circle with three golden fleurs de lis inside. The colors were vibrant, as though the scribe had painted them only recently. “We couldn’t decipher anything else in the manuscript except for this. It’s the symbol of the Medicis. These spheres are on their coat of arms. You see them all over Florence, rendered on the buildings they funded. Churches, monuments, palaces…it’s everywhere. Sometimes with the blue ball containing the fleurs de lis, sometimes without. Sometimes there are more balls, but five is the usual number.”

      “Isn’t the fleur de lis a symbol of France?” I asked. “The Medicis were a Florentine family.”

      “They were bankers to the king of France. He let them use the fleur de lis in exchange for wiping some of his debt.”

      “Nice arrangement,” Daisy muttered as she turned the page. Aside from faint marks, it was blank. She turned the page again.

      There were no words or letters from the English alphabet on that page, but other pages contained them. They didn’t make words in any languages that I recognized, however. They seemed to have been placed in a random order without spaces between. Mixed in among the letters were symbols. Some of the symbols were formed with simple strokes of the pen, while others were more complex, comprising of swirls and even recognizable images. One repeated symbol looked like a snake, for example, and there was also an eye and a knot that appeared regularly. We all agreed it was a code. Considering how old the manuscript was, the key to unlocking the code was probably lost.

      I closed the book and stroked my thumb across one of the silver clasps. “Where did you get it?”

      “We bought it from an Italian collector and antique dealer, along with several other books,” Professor Nash said. “He purchased them from a wealthy American who claimed it originally came from a library established by Cosimo de’ Medici. It’s not clear whether the American knew it for certain or was simply guessing because of the Medici family symbol on the first page. The antique dealer knew nothing more about the book, but Oscar felt magic in the silver clasps so thought we should purchase it. I suppose he wrote Folgate later after remembering the silver magician, although the question mark indicates he wasn’t entirely sure of her name.”

      “Your friend was a magician?” Daisy asked.

      The professor nodded. “Ink was Oscar’s specialty. He could make words rise off the page and float in the air.” He smiled wistfully and blinked rapidly. “He felt the residual magic in the silver.”

      I opened the book to the front page again and indicated the Medici family symbol. “He didn’t say whether the ink is also magical? The quality is excellent to have survived in such lovely condition for this long.”

      “Oscar would have mentioned if the ink was magician-made. We believed that page was added later. Look at the paper.”

      “Don’t you mean parchment?” Daisy asked.

      “Paper and parchment are different. Paper is made from rotting rags. Parchment is made from animal skin. This is definitely paper.”

      She screwed up her nose.

      I carefully turned a few pages. The professor was right. The front page was different to the rest. It was thinner, but the quality was excellent. It hadn’t yellowed like the rest.

      Professor Nash took the scrap with Oscar’s handwritten note from Daisy. “I suppose he planned to follow up with the silver magician when he had time, hoping that researching her ancestry would lead him to the manuscript’s author.” He sighed heavily. “But he never got around to it.”

      I touched his arm but said nothing. There were no words that could soothe someone who’d lost a dear friend. “It’s unlikely he would have found Marianne Folgate anyway. After Gabe told me about her, I visited the General Registry Office. If my brother thought we were descended from silver magicians, I wondered if she could be a relative. But I found no reference to her.”

      “So she was born and died outside of London,” he said. “And if she married, she wed elsewhere.”

      I’d also looked for references to my mother while I was at the GRO, but the clerk found no Alice Ashe in the records.

      I skimmed my palm over the front page before closing the book and inspecting the silver clasps. Perhaps Oscar was right. Silver magic was a rare form of magic, so perhaps the magic in the silver had been put there by Marianne Folgate’s ancestors. My ancestors. It was a wild theory, but I wanted to follow it and see where it led. Oscar had died before he could resume his hunt for the silversmith who’d made the clasps, but the search didn’t need to die with him. I could pick up where he left off.

      The problem was, where to begin?

      I peered into the trunk where the Medici Manuscript had been stored. “Are these the other books you purchased from the Italian collector? Could one of them contain the key to cracking the code?”

      The professor shook his head. “We looked. We also wrote to the American who sold the books to the collector, but he couldn’t help us.”

      Daisy stood and dusted off her skirt at the knees. “You want to decode it, don’t you, Sylv?”

      “I’d like to try, although I doubt I’ll succeed if Professor Nash and Oscar Barratt couldn’t.” I looked to the professor. “May I take it home with me? I’ll take very good care of it.”

      “I know you will, and of course you can.” He picked up the lantern and pushed himself to his feet with a slight wince of pain. He wasn’t an elderly man—probably in his sixties—but his back often bothered him.

      It was difficult to imagine this frail, studious man adventuring through foreign lands, but I could well believe he’d enjoy it with a more assertive companion. He made Oscar Barratt sound like an interesting fellow. Like me, Oscar was a former journalist who’d changed career. His had been by choice. Mine had been because the men came back from the war and resumed their prior employment. There’d no longer been a position for me at the newspaper.

      Not that I was complaining. It had worked out well in the end, and journalism had never really suited me. I enjoyed the research and the writing, but I hated interviewing people and the way I had to twist a story to make it more sensational. Librarianship was a better match for me.
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        * * *

      

      I spent my evening trying to decode the manuscript but had no luck. I’d moved into a new lodging house during the week after staying at Daisy’s flat for as long as I could stand it. As much as I liked her company, we were always in one another’s way. Her flat simply wasn’t big enough for two.

      The new lodging house was more private than the last. It was an old house that had been renovated and turned into five separate rooms, each large enough to contain a bed, table, two chairs, a wardrobe and some shelves. It was nice sharing the bathroom with only four other residents instead of dozens, and the landlady cooked all our meals. Nor was she a dragon like the matron at my former residence, although she did insist on a curfew and no male visitors in our rooms. It was more expensive, but I could afford it after having sold a painting given to me by a well-known artist whom I’d mistakenly considered a friend. Thanks to the sale, I had savings in the bank for the first time.

      My life was certainly improving, and I had the Glass Library to thank for that—and Gabriel Glass. It wasn’t simply that he’d found the job for me. I couldn’t quite put my finger on what he’d said or done to make me feel happier, however. It was simply…him. By asking me to help solve the case of the art theft, he’d made me feel as though I had something to offer, that I was valued and important. I hadn’t felt that way in a long time, not since my brother and mother died.

      I hadn’t seen Gabe for over a week. As much as I wanted to visit him, I had no reason to do so. I couldn’t simply show up on his doorstep at afternoon tea time. Perhaps if he weren’t engaged to be married, I would have called on him.

      Or perhaps not. Calling on gentlemen at their homes was not in my nature. Besides, he was a wealthy man from the upper rung of society. He was more dashing and charming than a man had a right to be. I was a rather small and plain librarian with no connections, no money, and an unknown family lineage. The only son of Lord and Lady Rycroft would not associate with me in the way that I wanted, even if he wasn’t engaged to a beautiful, elegant and charming woman from a wealthy magician family.

      I pushed thoughts of Gabe from my mind and returned to the book. There was a faint mark on the second page that could have been made by water, but I didn’t think so. It was too fine and quite intricate. I suspected it had been made by pen and ink, only it had faded over time or been deliberately erased. I went in search of my landlady and borrowed a magnifying glass from her then stood directly under the lightbulb in my room. It definitely wasn’t a water mark or smudge of dirt. Indeed, I was quite sure it was writing. I could just make out what appeared to be the letters D and E written in an old-fashioned hand.

      I inspected the rest of the pages, but none of the others had similar marks. I needed a stronger magnifying glass to get a proper look.

      At some point, I fell asleep with the manuscript beside me on the bed. Fortunately I didn’t roll onto it in the night, but having stayed up reading, I’d slept in and was going to be late if I didn’t hurry. I quickly changed and carefully tucked the book into my bag. There was no time for a proper breakfast, but my landlady insisted I take a piece of toast to eat on the way.

      I arrived at Crooked Lane on time, only to be stopped before I reached the library by a fellow I’d met once and taken an immediate disliking to. This time he was not alone.

      Albert Scarrow the journalist removed his homburg and smiled. I wasn’t sure if it was the smile or the needle-sharp mustache above his top lip that gave him a sinister edge, but I recoiled at the sight of him.

      “Good morning,” he said. “You may not remember me, but we’ve met before.”

      “I remember.”

      “You work in the Glass Library.” He nodded at the library door.

      “What do you want, Mr. Scarrow?”

      “I want to know if Mr. Glass will be in today.”

      “He doesn’t work here.”

      The small flare of a cigarette in the shadows by the solicitor’s office drew my attention. Mr. Scarrow’s companion blew out a coil of smoke.

      “Do you know where I can find him?” Mr. Scarrow asked.

      “No.”

      The companion stepped forward into the light. He was aged around thirty with dark curly hair and the shadow of a beard. He did not attempt a smile but gave me a simple nod in greeting. He addressed Mr. Scarrow. “Let’s go.”

      “Not yet.”

      “She doesn’t know where he is.” He spoke with an educated accent but wore the coarse, loose clothes of a laborer. He carried a camera, the professional kind, not the sort that could fit into a pocket, and a battered leather satchel was slung over his shoulder.

      “We’ll wait. Last time he just turned up here.”

      The photographer’s jaw firmed. “We’re wasting our time.”

      “You are,” I said before Mr. Scarrow could speak. “I don’t know where Mr. Glass is. I haven’t seen him since the last time you saw him here.” It wasn’t strictly true, but was close enough to the truth that I could lie without qualms.

      The photographer drew on his cigarette. At Mr. Scarrow’s clicked tongue of frustration, he dug out a tin cigarette case from his pocket. He flipped the lid with his thumb and held it out.

      Mr. Scarrow took one. The photographer offered the tin to me, but I declined.

      Mr. Scarrow lit his own cigarette then withdrew a business card from his jacket pocket. “If you see him, will you let me know?”

      “No!”

      “I’ll pay you.”

      “Definitely not. If you’ll excuse me, I’m now late for work, thanks to you.”

      “Do you know how he managed to escape a kidnapping attempt in rather miraculous fashion?”

      I’d turned to go, but stopped and faced him again. Mr. Scarrow’s face contorted into his unfortunately familiar weaselly smile. Even if I knew the answer to his question, I wouldn’t have given it to him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Good day to you.”

      Mr. Scarrow returned the homburg to his head. “Good day, Miss…”

      “Ashe. Sylvia Ashe.”

      I hurried to the library, pausing before I opened the door. Mr. Scarrow passed through the narrow entrance to the adjoining street, but his photographer had stopped before exiting the lane. He watched me.

      I pushed open the door and found Professor Nash seated at the front desk, his head in his hands. He looked up upon my entry.

      “Whatever’s the matter?” I asked.

      He handed me the newspaper he’d been reading. “It says he’s all right, but it would have been a traumatic experience. Poor Gabriel.”

      Poor Gabe indeed. According to the article, there’d been a kidnapping attempt last night. It was the second since I’d met him. The first had taken place outside Burlington House on Piccadilly. In that instance, he’d managed to extricate himself and get the attacker in a headlock. He’d been forced to release him when the kidnapper’s accomplice pulled out a gun.

      The latest attempt must be the reason behind Mr. Scarrow’s renewed interest in Gabe, not the Burlington House attempt. That incident hadn’t been reported in the papers, but an earlier event had, and that was his initial reason for wanting to interview Gabe. The Glass Library was the one place Mr. Scarrow knew for certain was associated with Gabe, and had hoped to find him here. He’d succeeded. But Gabe no longer had a reason to come to the library. The case I’d helped him solve was over.

      “Apparently this time someone tried to kidnap him outside a restaurant as he was about to enter,” I said as I read. “How dreadful.” The article went on to say that a witness saw him stopped at gunpoint by a burly figure. Gabe had somehow managed to escape by grabbing the gun and turning it on the kidnapper. He was then forced to release the fellow when a motorcar drove up and someone in the front passenger seat pointed their gun at him.

      Except for the location, it was very similar to the previous abduction attempt.

      “It’s so strange,” the professor said with a shake of his head. “Are they after money?”

      There must be better ways to obtain money, surely. With his parents overseas, there’d be a delay in paying the ransom. If I were them, I’d kidnap one of Gabe’s friends, or his cousin, and make him pay before releasing them. He was a man of principle and honor, and his friends were dear to him.

      On the other hand, his greatest friend was the son of a police detective and built like an athletic giant, and his cousin was fearless and carried a gun. It would be easier to bundle a dozen cats into a motorcar. It seemed Gabe was just as difficult to abduct. He’d managed to escape both attempts, rather miraculously, as Mr. Scarrow put it.

      Mr. Scarrow’s interest had first been piqued when Gabe rescued a child from drowning and tried to save the father. According to the child, Gabe had been under water a long time. The journalist’s curiosity had been further piqued when he learned Gabe survived four years of war without serious injury.

      I wondered what Mr. Scarrow would think about the time Gabe rescued me from a killer by racing up the stairs extraordinarily quickly. An imaginative person might suggest he’d been inhumanly quick.

      I dismissed that notion as silly. Gabe was just a very lucky man who was fast on his feet and capable in a crisis.

      “I think I’ll telephone him,” Professor Nash said, reaching for the device. “Just to make sure he’s all right. His parents would want me to.”

      I smiled to myself. It wasn’t the first time someone had told me they were looking out for Gabe while his parents were away. He had a lot of people who cared for him. That made him lucky indeed.

      I removed the Medici Manuscript from my bag and put my bag into the desk drawer for safe keeping. “May I speak to him when you’re finished? There were some people outside looking for him and I want to warn him.” I clutched the book to my chest and waited while Professor Nash spoke to Gabe then mentioned I’d like to speak to him.

      Instead of handing the telephone over to me, he hung up the receiver. “He’s on his way here. He thought it best to hear what you had to say in person rather than over the telephone.”

      “Oh? Why?”

      “He didn’t say, but I got the impression he was a little bored and was looking for something to do.”

      “His friends won’t like him leaving the house after last night’s incident.”

      My statement proved to be true. Gabe was accompanied by both Alex and Willie. The former greeted me amiably. The latter scowled, crossed her arms, and stood guard by the door. I wasn’t sure if the scowl was for me or for Gabe, for insisting on leaving the house.

      Gabe’s greeting was cheerful and easy. Too cheerful and easy considering what he’d been through. He seemed unharmed. He bore no marks of a fight and moved with his usual athletic grace. I watched him closely as he leaned against the spiral staircase, just to make sure he hadn’t been injured.

      Behind me, Willie cleared her throat, and I realized I’d been staring at him longer than appropriate.

      I lifted my gaze to see Gabe smiling back at me with that mischievous crooked smile of his. My cheeks burned. “I’m relieved to see you’re unharmed, Gabe.”

      He shrugged a shoulder, as if the kidnapping attempt had been no more of a bother than an uninvited guest dropping in. “They were inept.”

      “It’s the second time. Aren’t you worried?”

      “The police are looking into it.”

      “Yes, but…how did the kidnappers know where to find you?”

      “I was attending an officers’ dinner for the Grenadier Guards. The function was reported in the papers. I suppose the kidnapper realized I would be there, just like they did when I attended the opening day of the Royal Exhibition at Burlington House.”

      “You need to stop attending society events.”

      Gabe’s gaze shifted to Alex, standing near Willie. They both stood with arms crossed now, glares directed at Gabe. Clearly this was a continuation of an earlier argument.

      “I’ll go where I please.” I got the feeling Gabe’s statement was more for their benefit than mine. “But I’ll be less predictable in future.”

      “Then you shouldn’t have come here!”

      “Aye,” Willie said darkly. “If you hadn’t telephoned, he wouldn’t.”

      Professor Nash put up a finger. “Actually, it was me that telephoned.”

      “And I make my own decisions,” Gabe told her. “I needed to get out of the house. You two are stifling me.” He pushed off from the staircase. “Shall we retreat to the reading nook, Sylvia? You can tell me what you need to say there.”

      Seeing him again was playing havoc on my nerves. I was very aware of him, and of my reaction to him. I wished I wasn’t enamored, but it was impossible not to be. What woman wouldn’t want to be the focus of his attention? But it was wrong of me to want it—and to like it. My annoyance with myself made my response a little too curt. “What I have to say can be said here. In fact, it relates to recent events.”

      He frowned and opened his mouth to speak, but at that moment, the door was thrust open, knocking Willie in the shoulder. She tumbled forward and was only stopped from falling by Alex.

      Daisy pushed her bicycle inside. “Have you read the—?" Fortunately she cut herself off. Surprise flitted across her face before she schooled her features into a polite smile. “Good morning, everyone. It’s nice to see you again, Gabe, Willie.” Her gaze slid sideways. “Alex,” she added as afterthought.

      “Working hard at your painting again, I see,” he said.

      She leaned the bicycle against the wall. “Actually I’m changing careers. I’m going to be an actress.”

      “Is that so? You’ve got auditions lined up?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Shouldn’t you organize that before you abandon painting? It’s what a sensible person would do.”

      She gave him a smile laced with condescension. “I never claimed to be sensible.”

      He grunted a humorless laugh.

      “I also don’t take career advice from someone who doesn’t have a job.”

      Every muscle in Alex’s face twitched with indignation. “I’m a consultant for Scotland Yard.”

      “Of course you are.”

      “I am!”

      Alex puffed out his chest and Daisy tossed her head in response. It was like watching two peacocks strutting about before engaging in a fight. I couldn’t look away. Part of me wondered if there’d be a different outcome to their exchange if they were alone. The air between them was certainly charged, and not altogether in a negative way.

      Willie glanced between them and rolled her eyes. “I can see you on stage, Daisy, dancing and singing. I know a few actresses and dancers. Want me to ask how you can get an audition?”

      “I can’t sing or dance.”

      Alex barked a laugh.

      “I don’t want to be on stage,” Daisy said tightly. “I want to be in moving pictures.”

      “I know a producer,” Willie said.

      “Of course you do,” Alex muttered.

      Willie put her arm around Daisy’s shoulders and steered her through the marble columns to the library proper. Alex watched them go from beneath hooded lids.

      Gabe moved up alongside me. “Welcome back to my circus.”

      I grinned. “It seems I’ve provided my own clown again.”

      He laughed softly. “So what is it you needed to tell me?”

      “That journalist Scarrow was here looking for you. I spoke to him outside.”

      His stance had been relaxed but he now straightened, drawing himself up to his full height. “Are you all right? Did he upset you?”

      “I’m fine. He left, along with his photographer.”

      “Photographer?” He shook his head. “Damn it. I’m sorry, Sylvia. I’ll call on Scarrow’s editor and warn him to stay away.”

      “He won’t back down. They want their story and they won’t stop until they get it.”

      “Then they can try to get it from me, not by bothering my friends.” He clasped my arms and dipped his head to study me. “You seem a little rattled. Are you sure you’re all right?”

      My pulse quickened and my heart thudded in my chest. I shouldn’t like having him look at me like that, but I couldn’t help it.

      As if he suddenly realized how inappropriate it was, he let me go. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be.”

      He looked away, either avoiding my gaze or wondering who’d seen us. We were alone, however. Alex and Professor Nash had followed Daisy and Willie into the library. I hadn’t noticed them leave.

      “Gabe…you seem more worried about Scarrow than the kidnapping attempt.”

      “Do I?”

      “Is that because you know who’s trying to abduct you?”

      He sighed. “I have no idea who it is, but at least they haven’t tried to take anyone else, just me. Whereas Scarrow is bothering you and the professor.” His lack of concern for his own safety was astounding. It could be that he’d come back from the war feeling somewhat invincible after having miraculously survived it.

      Or it could be that he was invincible.

      There was that absurd notion again. I shook it off. It was the stuff of childish stories.

      “Scarrow is only bothering us because he doesn’t know where else to look for you,” I pointed out. “He doesn’t know where you live. I assume the kidnappers don’t know either. They have to guess which events you’ll attend. So Alex and Willie are right. You should stay home.”

      “Thank you for your concern, Sylvia, but I’ll be fine if I don’t go anywhere too public.”

      Willie snorted as she approached. “When we tell you to stay home, you complain about being lectured, but when she says it, you thank her.”

      “Try using a different tone and I might thank you, too.”

      She snorted again. “It ain’t got nothing to do with tone.” She turned to me. “Ivy is real concerned about him too. She called before we left and she’s coming to dinner to check on him herself. She told him to stay home today, too, and he was real nice to her on the telephone.”

      I suspected she was pointing that out to me to ensure I didn’t think I was special, and to remind me that he had a fiancée. I wanted to tell her that she had nothing to worry about, but I couldn’t. Not in front of Gabe.

      He stepped back a few paces and once again glanced around. He looked out of sorts, rather like how I felt. His gaze settled on the Medici Manuscript on the desk. “That looks old. What’s it about?”

      I picked it up and opened it to the front page. I caught Oscar’s note before it slipped out. “We don’t know. We discovered it yesterday in the attic.” I told him about its magical clasps, its connection to the Medici family, and that no one could decipher it. “The professor and Oscar Barratt wondered if the magic was put in the silver by an ancestor of Marianne Folgate’s.”

      “And therefore an ancestor of yours. No wonder you want to learn more about it.” He flipped slowly through the pages as Willie peered on. “I know a very clever mathematician who’s good with codes. I can ask him to take a look at it.”

      “That’s a good idea, thank you. I think there’s something here that may be useful.” I pointed to the faint marks on the second page. “When looking through a magnifying glass, I could just make out a D and an E. The rest was too faint, but I believe it’s two words.”

      “Could be the code’s key,” Willie said.

      Gabe shook his head. “Not in the book itself. It defeats the purpose of using a code in the first place.” He held the book to the window for the better light, but it was no use. “We need a stronger magnifier.”

      The door to the library opened and Mr. Scarrow’s photographer stood there, his camera in hand. His gaze fell on Gabe.
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