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            ABOUT THE UNTITLED BOOKS

          

        

      

    

    
      A curated collection of magic…and murder.

      When a set of bound manuscripts written on magician-made paper is brought to the Glass Library, Sylvia and the professor send the owner away. After all, the library collects books about magic, not containing it.

      But the murder of the bookbinder who bound them sees the books returned to the library, along with Gabe in his role as consultant for Scotland Yard. When his investigation uncovers a link to Sylvia’s past, they’re even more determined to find the murderer. But they’re not the only ones searching for answers. Someone has gone to great lengths to find the truth behind the binding of the books.

      The hunt for the killer leads them to dark corners of London and unscrupulous players with much to gain by owning the collection. It also leads to the discovery of long-buried secrets, and staggering revelations that shed light on Sylvia’s past.
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          LONDON, SPRING 1920

        

      

    

    
      There can be no doubt that the most enchanting way to spend a wet day is indoors with a cup of tea in one hand and a book in the other. In my case, it was more than one book. I sat on the attic floor, surrounded by them. Large ones that required two hands to lift and small ones that could fit in my palm; leather-covered tomes and unbound manuscripts; texts I could read and others written in foreign languages.

      I didn’t mind the dust and musty smell of the Glass Library attic. Indeed, the attic felt welcoming, once I cleared away some of the cobwebs.

      I set the teacup on the floor and picked up my notebook. Positioning it near the gas lamp for better light, I transcribed the details of a slim volume written in an Arabic script as best as I could before setting it aside. There were at least two dozen more to be cataloged. They’d been stored in the wooden trunk decorated with cutwork brass and studs that Professor Nash had placed near the back of the attic after returning from Egypt with them many years ago. The trunk had remained closed all that time, gathering dust, along with several others he and his friend collected. It was going to take months to catalog everything, and even longer to have them translated.

      At some point in the afternoon, the downpour eased and the rain became a light patter on the roof. I hardly noticed when it happened. Nor did I notice the time until the professor’s head popped through the trapdoor like a jack-in-the-box.

      “I’ve just locked up,” he said.

      “Is it that late already?” I closed the book I’d been cataloging and set it aside with the notepad. “I’d better go. Mrs. Parry doesn’t like us to be late for dinner.” My landlady was generally very sweet, but she didn’t like going to the trouble of cooking for her lodgers if it wasn’t necessary. I’d learned that the hard way after dining out with Daisy one night without informing Mrs. Parry. She’d scolded me the following morning over breakfast and made me wash the dishes for an entire week instead of following the roster.

      I passed the teacup to the professor and extinguished the lamp before following him through the trapdoor and down the ladder to the mezzanine level of his flat. He pushed his spectacles up his nose and regarded me with a smile.

      “You’d best dust yourself off before your landlady sees you or she’ll think you’ve gone into service.”

      Fortunately, I’d worn gray for my foray into the attic this time. The day before, I’d worn a pretty white blouse that may never be quite as white again.

      I washed the cup in the kitchen sink and turned to the professor as I dried it with a towel. “Don’t get up,” I said as he rose from the chair. “I’ll see myself out.”

      “Goodnight then, Sylvia.”

      “Goodnight, Professor.”

      I headed out of his flat via the secret door hidden among the bookshelves to the library then down the stairs to the small reception area. I collected my bag and coat and was about to open the door when someone tried to enter from the other side. Finding the door locked, they banged on it. Incessantly. Either the person was rude, or they desperately needed to speak to the professor or me. I assumed the latter and hurriedly unlocked the door.

      The woman standing there holding an umbrella fell into the former category. I managed to refrain from sighing with disappointment at the sight of her, but only just.

      “Lady Stanhope. What are you doing here?” Perhaps it wasn’t the politest way to greet a viscountess, but it didn’t warrant the scowl she gave me as she regarded me down her nose.

      She pushed past me, her strides purposeful. The damp hem of her black skirts tangled around her ankles and her black cloak billowed like a cloud behind her. She folded up the umbrella and held it out to me, shaking it when I didn’t immediately take it from her. “Is the librarian here?”

      I was about to answer when a man I’d not noticed in the gloomy light followed her inside. He did not carry an umbrella and his chauffeur’s cap and oilskin raincoat were damp. The empty arms of the raincoat hung loosely at his sides and, judging by the bulge, he carried something under it to protect it from the rain. Lady Stanhope’s umbrella could have done the job, but she would have to hold it over his head instead of her own and I suspected she’d claim that was beneath her.

      She pushed back the hood of her cloak, revealing a face that was still striking, although a lifetime of haughtily pinched lips had formed deep lines around her mouth that now drew together in disapproval. “I asked you a question, Miss Ashe.”

      “The library is closed, madam. We open again at nine tomorrow.”

      “I am here now and what I have in my possession will be of interest to the librarian.”

      I should have persisted, but her claim intrigued me. “In what way will it interest him?”

      “I have some magical books.”

      My gaze fell on the chauffeur. “I’ll fetch the professor. If you’ll wait here—”

      “I’ll wait through there.” She marched off between the two black marble columns marking the entrance to the library and strode to the reading nook.

      The chauffeur gave me a small shrug of apology then asked me to help remove his raincoat. I deposited the umbrella in the stand near the door and hung up his raincoat. He followed Lady Stanhope into the library carrying a cardboard box in both hands, his tall black boots click-clacking loudly on the floorboards.

      I returned upstairs and informed the professor of Lady Stanhope’s arrival. “I am sorry to bother you, but she insisted I fetch you.”

      He patted my shoulder as he closed the door to his flat behind him. “It’s quite all right, Sylvia. I wonder what she wants.”

      “She claims to have magical books.”

      He blinked back at me. “Well, well. Let’s find out why she believes that.”

      Lady Stanhope sat at one end of the sofa in the reading nook while her chauffeur stood behind her, his uniform and stiff stance giving him the air of a military escort. The box he’d been carrying sat on the desk.

      Professor Nash bowed his head in greeting. “Good evening, Lady Stanhope. To what do we owe this pleasure?”

      She signaled the chauffeur with a forward jut of her chin. He reached into the box and removed six quarto sized books bound in olive green leather covers. He placed them on the desk then stepped back.

      Lady Stanhope smiled like a cat who’d caught a mouse. All that was missing was a lick of her lips. “You may look at them.”

      The professor waited, but she seemed to think no more explanation was required. He switched on the desk lamp. “What am I looking at?”

      “Magical books made with magical paper.”

      I joined the professor as he carefully picked up the topmost book. There was nothing stamped on the front or spine, but the cover’s corners were encased in silver protectors engraved with the initials JF. He opened it and scanned the first page. There were no publisher details, just a title and author name.

      “The Well of Wild Wood by Honoria Moffat-Jones,” I read. The words were handwritten in neat uniformly spaced capitals. “That name rings a bell. Did she write The Little Folk of Wild Wood?”

      “She did,” Lady Stanhope said with a hint of excitement in her voice. “The book sold well, but she never published another. That makes these rare. Unpublished manuscripts by a famous author handwritten on magical paper are priceless.”

      And yet she paid a price for them.

      I read a few lines of the handwritten text over the professor’s shoulder as he slowly turned the pages. It was a fantasy book written for children, complete with accompanying sketches. They were simple, with no real artistic merit, and the prose was a little overblown.

      Professor Nash closed the book. “It’s a novel.” He studied the titles of the other books. “They’re all novels, written by the same author.”

      Lady Stanhope’s lips thinned further. “And?”

      “You misunderstand the library’s purpose. We house books about magic, not books that contain magic. The thought is very much appreciated, however. Thank you, madam.”

      Her brows drew together in a severe line. “I’m not donating them, Professor. They’re mine.”

      “Oh. Then why are you here, if I may be so bold as to ask?”

      She stood and picked up the book he’d just set down. She thrust it in front of his face. “I’m here to ask you to verify they contain magic. I bought them from a reputable bookbinder on Paternoster Row, but one can’t be too careful. Mr. Littleproud contacted me out of the blue claiming to have some untitled books that might interest me, and I purchased them on the proviso that they do indeed contain magic.”

      “You don’t trust his word?”

      “He claimed they’re untitled, for starters, and they clearly have titles.” She opened the book to the first page and stabbed a gloved finger on the capitalized text. “Perhaps he also lied about the magic to drive up the price.”

      “’Untitled’ is a term used in the book trade to describe an unpublished manuscript.” Professor Nash picked up one of the other books and opened it to the first page. It also lacked publishing details and was handwritten. “Whether these manuscripts were intended to be published by the author or not isn’t clear, but I can assure you he didn’t lie about them being untitled in the correct sense of the word. As to whether or not the paper contains magic, I’m afraid I can’t answer that. Nor can Sylvia. Neither of us is a magician.”

      I hadn’t told the professor that I suspected I might be a magician. It had been Gabriel Glass’s suggestion after I’d easily found the stolen Medici Manuscript last week. He’d theorized that its magical silver clasps called to me, called to the magician’s instinct within me. Yet I wasn’t a silver magician. I knew that with certainty, despite my brother suspecting he might be, if his diary entry was anything to go by.

      I stared at the books on the desk, trying to determine whether my eagerness to touch them was because they contained magic or because I simply liked old, mysterious books.

      Professor Nash cleared his throat and pushed his glasses up his nose. “If you’re not prepared to take the bookbinder’s word, madam, then you’ll have to find a magician who can verify whether there is magic in these or not. If you don’t know one—”

      “Of course I know one. I know several.”

      We’d met Lady Stanhope when she tried to dupe a young magician artist before he became aware he was a magician. We’d learned that she took lovers from among the art community, using her influence at the Royal Academy to entice them into her bed. She’d shown an uncommon interest in Gabe, suspecting that he’d inherited his mother’s magic, and had befriended his fiancée in the hope of getting close to him. The moment his relationship with Ivy ended, Lady Stanhope took his side and warned him to distance himself from the Hobson family as their boot making company faced difficulties. We thought we wouldn’t see Lady Stanhope again after Gabe told her he wasn’t a magician, but it seemed she wouldn’t be easily dismissed. Here she was again, her insatiable appetite for magic bringing her back into our sphere.

      I reached for the book sitting on top of the stack, but Lady Stanhope snatched the pile out from under me before I could touch it. She shot me a frosty glare, as if I had no right to touch her possessions without permission, then jerked her head in the chauffeur’s direction.

      He took the books from her and placed them inside the box. He followed her to the front door where she waited for someone to open it for her. Professor Nash obliged. It was no longer raining, and Lady Stanhope strode off down the lane without a backwards glance.

      The poor chauffeur had to juggle the box of books and her umbrella while I settled his raincoat around his shoulders. He raced after her, slipping on the wet cobblestones as he exited the lane behind her.

      Professor Nash scratched his head. “I wonder if the bookbinder is telling the truth about the paper containing magic or if he saw a way to make easy money from a wealthy woman.”

      “If he did, he should close his shop and leave the country immediately. Lady Stanhope won’t take kindly to being duped.”

      He gave a wry chuckle. “Very true. She prefers to be the one doing the duping.”
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t venture into the attic the following morning. I didn’t want to be dusty for my outing with Gabe. He arrived promptly at ten as arranged, entourage in tow. Clearly his friend, Alex, and his cousin, Willie, weren’t prepared to let him out of their sight until they knew there was no threat of another kidnapping. The two thugs arrested in Crooked Lane last week wouldn’t identify the person who employed them, and until he or she was caught, the threat of another attempt loomed.

      If Gabe was worried, he didn’t show it. His smile lit up the library, reaching his warm eyes. There was no sign of concern for his safety in his relaxed stance, no sign that the discovery of his ability to alter time confused him, or that he felt guilt for ending his relationship with Ivy Hobson.

      Yet I knew those things weighed on his mind. When he let his guard slip, he revealed a man scarred by war who was still trying to discover who he was and how he fit into a world that had altered dramatically since 1914.

      But he was a master at keeping that guard up.

      Before we left, Professor Nash told them about our visit from Lady Stanhope. “She’d purchased a collection of unpublished works from a bookbinder on Paternoster Row who claimed the paper was magician-made. She thought we could verify it for her. We couldn’t, of course. I was about to suggest Huon Barratt, but she assured us she could find a magician to ask.”

      Gabe’s gaze slid to me, but he made no comment.

      Alex snorted. “Barratt and Lady Stanhope…now that’s a meeting I’d want to see. He’s a lazy good-for-nothing and she’s got as much charm as Medusa.”

      “The snake-haired woman of Greek mythology?” Willie asked. “The one who turns folks to stone when they look at her?”

      “I’m surprised you’ve heard of her.”

      “Course I have. I ain’t an idiot.”

      Alex gave her an arched look.

      She narrowed her gaze. “I know a few people I’d like to turn to stone with a stare.”

      “Why not just marry them?”

      She thumped his arm.

      Gabe sighed. “I apologize,” he said to the professor and me. “They’ve been spending too much time in one another’s company lately. I’ve tried telling them I don’t need nannies, but they insist on dogging my every step. It’s grown beyond tiresome for everyone.”

      Alex and Willie stood side by side, arms crossed, and glared at Gabe, challenging him to try and order them to leave. They might bicker, but when it came to protecting him, they were united.

      “It would seem Lady Stanhope is becoming a serious collector,” Gabe said as we headed along Crooked Lane behind Alex and Willie. “She’s obtaining quite the reputation in the last few weeks among magician circles, ever since the opening of the Royal Academy exhibition.”

      Given his family’s reputation among magicians, and his work as a consultant on magical investigations for Scotland Yard, I imagined he knew a lot of them, even though he wasn’t magical himself.

      Willie stopped inside the narrow entryway to the lane from the main street and put out an arm, stopping the rest of us from passing. She scanned left and right, checking for kidnappers.

      Alex waited with barely disguised patience until she finally moved and let us through. “Next time, let me go first. Trapping me back there defeats the purpose.”

      “The purpose of what? You getting in my way? I want to see who’s around, not have my view blocked by your fat head.”

      “If anyone around here has a fat head, it’s you.”

      “Did I say head? I meant ass.”

      Gabe opened the back door of the black Hudson Super Six, his parents’ old car that was usually driven by the chauffeur. He was nowhere in sight today as Gabe smiled and held out his hand to me. “Meanwhile, I’ve just been kidnapped because those two can’t stop fighting.”

      I nodded at the only passersby in the vicinity, two gray-haired ladies walking arm in arm as they doddered along at a snail’s pace. “You could probably charm your way out of a kidnapping by those two.”

      He laughed softly. Then he turned serious. “It’s good to see you again, Sylvia.”

      My face heated. “It’s good to see you, too, Gabe.”

      He looked away at his friends then back at me, smiling again. “It’ll be nice to have some sane company for a while.”

      Oh. He hadn’t meant it was nice to see me, just anyone who wasn’t Willie or Alex. They were currently arguing over who was going to drive.

      “I’d like to make it to our destination in one piece,” Alex told her as they squared off.

      “You calling me a bad driver? I drove ambulances in France during the war.”

      “That doesn’t make you a good driver, just an available one.” He thrust his hands onto his hips. “I’ll drive.”

      She mirrored his stance with hands on hips and feet apart. “No.”

      “I’m driving, Willie. You crank.”

      “Make me.”

      Alex looked as though he was considering how when Gabe slid into the driver’s seat. “I’ll drive. One of you crank the engine, or do I have to do that, too?”

      His two friends reluctantly called a truce, and a few minutes later, we drove off, heading to the last known address of Marianne Folgate.

      My brother had written in his diary that he suspected he was a silver magician. He’d always been keen to know more about our family, but our mother had not encouraged questions. She wouldn’t even tell us about our father. She’d instilled fear in me, about him and men in general, and I’d not been inclined to challenge her view until her influence over me faded when I moved to London after her death.

      Now I wanted to know more about myself, and knowing more meant learning about my family. If my brother was indeed a silver magician, then there was most likely a connection to the only silver magician—Marianne Folgate. Gabe’s parents, Lord and Lady Rycroft, had met her years ago, but she’d since disappeared. It was Gabe’s suggestion that we question the neighbors at her old address. Perhaps someone remembered her.

      Or perhaps this would turn out to be another wild goose chase that ended nowhere. I was beginning to think I was destined not to learn more about my family after every effort proved unproductive. Even so, I wanted to follow every clue to the very end.

      But I couldn’t dismiss the small voice in my head, the one that sounded like my mother, telling me it might not be a bad thing to be left in the dark.
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      Gabe’s parents had met Marianne Folgate on the front porch of her Wimbledon home, and now here we were almost thirty years later, standing on the same porch. The handsome cream brick house with the white bay window had probably been built only a decade before Marianne lived there. The notes written by India, Gabe’s mother, stated that it was a big house for one person and speculated she’d lived there with another. The notes had also said she no longer lived there when they went looking for her a short while later.

      Gabe’s knock was answered by a maid who’d never heard of Marianne. Since the current occupants had lived in the property for only seven years, she directed us to a neighbor who’d lived next door for over forty.

      The maid who answered the neighbor’s door asked us to wait on the porch while she checked if her mistress was receiving callers. A few minutes later, she invited us into a sitting room that looked as though it hadn’t changed since the elderly lady occupying one of the armchairs was a new bride. The green velvet curtains and carpet had faded, but the room felt homely thanks to the dozens of family portraits decorating the walls and the vases full of pink roses and frilly peonies.

      Mrs. Pullman picked up a lorgnette from her lap and squinted through it at Gabe. She nodded, as if we’d passed some kind of test, and motioned for us to sit on the sofa. We’d left Alex and Willie with the motor. Little old ladies presented no kidnapping threat to Gabe.

      We introduced ourselves to Mrs. Pullman and told her we were trying to locate her former neighbor, a relative of mine.

      She tilted her head to the side. “Speak louder, young man. Who are you looking for?”

      “Marianne Folgate,” Gabe repeated. “She used to live next door in 1891. Do you remember her?”

      Mrs. Pullman’s wrinkles folded together in a frown. “I recall a woman named Marianne, but she wasn’t a Folgate. Pretty little thing, but quite timid. She rarely ventured beyond her front door.”

      “Do you recall Marianne’s full name?” I asked.

      She cupped her hand to her ear and I repeated my question. Then she studied me through her lorgnette. “If you are her relative, why don’t you know her name?” She might be hard of hearing, but she was still sharp.

      “Marianne and my mother lost touch. I’ve never met her, but my mother passed away from influenza and I want to locate what few relatives I have left.”

      Mrs. Pullman turned to the wall with the framed photographs of young, smiling soldiers dressed in uniform. Her wrinkles shifted and refolded into a picture of sorrow. “Family is important, especially now.”

      “Your grandsons?” I asked gently.

      She nodded and turned back to me. “I knew Marianne, but not as a Folgate. She went by the name of Cooper.”

      Not Ashe. Even though I wasn’t entirely convinced that Marianne was a relative, a glimmer of hope burned inside me. If she’d been named Ashe, the same as me, it would have been proof of a connection.

      Now, the glimmer dimmed. But it didn’t die altogether.

      “What can you tell me about her?” I asked. “What was she like?”

      Mrs. Pullman settled back into her chair as if settling into the story she was about to tell. “I didn’t know her very well. She was timid, as I said. They both were.”

      “Both?” I echoed. “She lived there with someone?”

      “Her husband.” She frowned. “You didn’t know she was married?”

      “No.” We’d already checked the marriage records at the General Registry Office and there was no record of Marianne Folgate marrying. There was no record of her at all.

      “I only saw him once, and not clearly at that. It was so long ago,” she added, somewhat apologetically.

      “What did Marianne look like?”

      “Pretty. Brown hair. Small stature, very slim. I’m afraid I don’t remember much more than that. They lived here for such a short time and hardly interacted with the neighbors. I invited her to tea, but she always claimed she had another engagement, although I never saw her go anywhere.” Mrs. Pullman frowned. “She apologized profusely for declining. She seemed sad. Sad that she couldn’t join me or invite me inside her house.” Mrs. Pullman shook her head, shaking off the memory. “Perhaps I’m imagining things now, with so much time having passed.”

      I leaned forward, wanting her to go on. I was so desperate to hear more about Marianne that I was a little too abrupt when I urged her to continue. “Imagining what, Mrs. Pullman?”

      She shook her head again, shrugging. “Don’t listen to me. It’s just the ramblings of an old lady.”

      My heart sank. Anything I’d say might sound harsh from my desperation, forcing her to retreat further.

      Fortunately I had Gabe at my side. While I couldn’t hide my desperation, he was a master of covering his emotions with a charming mask. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees and lightly clasping his hands together. “You may have lived a handful of years longer than us, Mrs. Pullman, but from what I can see, your mind is quick.”

      She chuckled. “Do you think flattery will work on an old thing like me, young man?”

      Gabe’s lips twitched at one corner. “You see right through me.”

      Her whole body shook with her deep chuckle. “Very well, I’ll oblige since you’re trying so hard.” She grew serious. “This is just my opinion, mind, and I didn’t see an awful lot of Mr. and Mrs. Cooper. But from what I can recall, they were both anxious people.”

      “What do you mean?” Gabe asked.

      “They rarely left the house. They kept the curtains closed, and I never saw or heard them in the garden. At first, I thought Mr. Cooper demanded his wife remain indoors and not befriend anyone. I thought she was afraid of him. She was young, you see, and if she’d chosen unwisely…well, some marriages are rotten from the start. I kept an eye open for Mr. Cooper, to get my measure of him, so to speak. If he seemed cruel then I would have tried to help her, be a shoulder for her to lean on. I watched every day for him, expecting him to leave for work in the mornings to go to the city, and return in the early evening. But he didn’t. Whatever he did for a living didn’t require him to keep regular hours. Mr. Pullman saw him leave the house after dark a few times, but I saw Mr. Cooper go out during the day only once. I remember it even now because he was so strange. He kept his hat low to hide his face and he looked over his shoulder as he walked.”

      “He was afraid, too,” I muttered.

      “I believe so, Miss Ashe.”

      “You say Cooper walked that day,” Gabe said. “Did he keep a carriage?”

      “No.”

      “What about other staff? A housekeeper or maid?”

      “I can’t recall, I’m sorry.”

      Gabe gave her a sympathetic smile. “It’s all right, Mrs. Pullman. Thank you for your time.” He rose.

      I stayed seated. “Mrs. Pullman, how long did they live next door?”

      “Only a few months, three at most.” She frowned in thought. “They left overnight, without a peep.”

      Gabe and I exchanged glances. “You didn’t hear the removalists?” he asked.

      “No. The owner kept the house furnished so they only needed their personal belongings. Other tenants before the Coopers rarely stayed long, although usually longer than them. There were no new tenants after they left and the house was sold not long afterwards.”

      I sat forward, eager to hear more. “Who owned it in 1891 and leased it to the Coopers?”

      “I don’t know. I never did learn his name. He never lived there himself.”

      We thanked her and the maid saw us out. We returned to the motorcar and sat inside with the engine off while Gabe repeated what we’d learned for Alex and Willie’s sakes. It allowed me time to begin to piece together what little of the puzzle we possessed. The more I learned about Marianne, the more I wanted to find out. Mrs. Pullman had painted a picture of a mysterious couple who’d made a lasting impression on their neighbor, despite living a mere three months next door.

      Willie gazed at the nice house where Marianne Cooper née Folgate had lived. “I wish I’d taken more notice of her in Ninety-one, but I never thought we’d be looking for her almost thirty years later.”

      “My parents would agree with that.” Gabe turned to me in the back seat and offered a small smile of encouragement. “At least we have something to go on with. I’ll ask our lawyer to find out who owned that house when the Coopers lived there. Hopefully he’ll still have a record of his tenants. They would have needed to provide former addresses before leasing the property.”

      I wasn’t so sure finding the owner would help. It was so long ago. If he was still alive, it was very likely he’d not kept records dating back that far. But Gabe seemed enthused. Whether he was acting that way to keep my spirits up, or he was simply in need of something to do, I wasn’t sure. I’d come to realize that Gabe needed an occupation, something to keep him both physically and mentally active. If he allowed boredom to creep in, the memories of war crept in too. Like many returned soldiers, he wanted to keep them at bay.

      Any boredom he might be experiencing was soon alleviated, however, and in rather dramatic fashion.
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        * * *

      

      Daisy entered the library late the following morning wheeling her bicycle. I’d spent most of the morning cataloging books in the attic but had come downstairs for fresh air and to ask the professor for his advice about one of the books. We looked up upon her arrival and smiled.

      “Just in time for tea,” Professor Nash announced as he rose. “Park your vehicle, Daisy, and join us in the reading nook.”

      I picked up the book and followed Daisy into the library proper as the professor headed upstairs. She removed her hat pin and hat as she walked and patted her hair. A library patron happened to wander out from between the stacks at that moment and suddenly stopped, his sharp intake of breath audible in the silence.

      Daisy was caught off guard, but quickly recovered. She cast him a cheerful smile and a “How do you do, sir” before continuing on to the reading nook. The patron watched her go, until he realized I’d noticed him staring.

      Daisy often elicited stares from men. She knew it, too, and rather enjoyed the attention. Even with her back turned, I suspected she knew the man admired her. It was why she kept her arms raised to her hair and swayed her hips. Wearing trousers gathered at the ankle and a white Grecian style blouse tied at the waist, she cut a fine figure from behind.

      She was still smiling when she sat. “You should have come to the Buttonhole with me last night, Sylv. It was such fun.” She kicked off her left pump and rubbed her toes. “My feet are on fire today after all the dancing, but it was worth it.”

      She’d asked me to attend the nightclub with her, but I’d declined. I had to work today and Daisy liked to stay out late. She didn’t have employment, although she was auditioning for roles in the moving pictures. “I told you not to go alone.”

      “What was I supposed to do? You wouldn’t come. Anyway, I met people I knew there. Actors, writers, artists…I move in very artistic circles now. Oh, and that fellow Huon Barratt was there, the professor’s ink magician friend.”

      “They’re hardly friends. The professor traveled with Oscar Barratt, but he doesn’t know his nephew very well.”

      Unlike his adventurous and enterprising uncle, Huon was a wastrel with no employment and no desire to find any. He lived alone in his father’s London townhouse and seemed to spend much of his time drunk or asleep. His parents let him be, unsure how to deal with a son who’d come back from the war alive but now wanted to lose himself in a dissolute lifestyle. The horrors of war manifested itself in the returned servicemen in many different ways. Gabe needed to keep busy, while Huon preferred to numb his senses with alcohol.

      “He asked after you.” Daisy smiled slyly. “I think he likes you.”

      “I’m not interested in Huon.”

      “Why not? He’ll be a challenge, I grant you, but you could be good for him. You’re steady and reliable, which is something he needs right now.”

      “Just what every man desires—a steady and reliable woman.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You’re not dull, Sylvia. That’s not what I meant.”

      “I’m not interested in Huon Barratt. Not even a little bit.”

      She sighed. “Pity. His family has money. And of course, there aren’t many options anymore. We need to snap the available men up when they’re keen or we risk staying spinsters forever.”

      It wasn’t something I liked to voice when there were so many horrid outcomes from the war, but she was right. Many men our age had died. In ten years, it wouldn’t surprise me if the spinsters of my generation outnumbered the spinsters of all other living generations combined. But I couldn’t bring myself to encourage Huon’s interest; not even to capture that rare commodity, an eligible bachelor.

      The patron who’d admired Daisy came to tell me he was leaving and that he’d return tomorrow. He’d been in every day this week to research magic for a book he was writing. We didn’t allow patrons to borrow the books so he read them here. I accompanied him to the front desk where he signed himself out. As he left, he passed Gabe, Alex and Willie arriving.

      “Have you heard from your lawyer already?” I asked.

      “That’s not why I’m here.” Gabe’s ominous tone had me eyeing him carefully. “We need to speak to you and the professor.”

      I led the way to the reading nook, more than a little concerned. That concern was alleviated somewhat when Willie clapped Daisy on the back and greeted her with enthusiasm. She wouldn’t be that cheerful if there’d been another kidnapping attempt on Gabe. She’d have locked the door behind her and searched every inch of the library before relaxing.

      “Hello, Willie, Gabe. Alex,” Daisy added, as if he were an afterthought. While she met Willie and Gabe’s gazes, she did not look directly at Alex when she greeted him.

      She’d got it into her head that he disliked her, that he thought her silly and spoiled. I didn’t agree. That was her own opinion distorting her perception. She might appear confident to the world, but she doubted herself. Growing up in a privileged household meant she’d never had to fend for herself, never had to save every penny, never needed to work. On the surface, she seemed spoiled, yet she was sweet and kind and never put herself above others. She saw me as her equal, despite our vastly different backgrounds. Indeed, I’d go so far as to say she thought herself beneath me because she lacked my education and common sense. It wasn’t her fault. She’d been brought up never having to apply herself to get what she wanted. She’d been blessed with an inheritance but only a limited education, which prepared her for marriage to a gentleman of good breeding but not gainful employment. It was the reason she was pursuing careers that didn’t require an education, merely a vibrant personality. She had that in abundance.

      She tucked her shoulder-length strawberry blond hair behind her ear in a self-conscious move and resumed her seat on the sofa.

      Willie dropped onto the cushion beside her. “Had any more auditions, Daisy?”

      “Just one. It’s for the part of a duchess.”

      Willie thumped her on the arm. “I can see you as a duchess.”

      Alex leaned closer to me. “It doesn’t require a great stretch of the imagination.”

      If he would only stop teasing her, they might get along swimmingly. It raised her hackles and made her either want to tease him back or ignore him altogether.

      She must not have been able to think of a good retort because she chose to present him with her shoulder. She smiled at Willie. “You should have come to the Buttonhole last night. The music was jazzed.”

      “I’ve been busy.” She jerked her head at Gabe.

      “Oh, yes, of course. He needs protecting.”

      Alex crossed his arms over his chest. “I can take care of him on my own.”

      Willie wrinkled her nose and pretended to think about it. “Nope. You need me. You ain’t ruthless enough.”

      “You mean I won’t shoot first and ask questions later.”

      Daisy laughed but tried to hide it with a cough. She didn’t want Alex knowing she thought him amusing.

      Gabe glared at his cousin and friend in turn. “I can take care of myself, something I’ve proved time and again. You should both go to the Buttonhole with Daisy tonight. You need to get out.”

      “And deprive you of my sparkling company?” Willie shook her head. “I can’t do that to my favorite cousin.”

      “I thought my father was your favorite cousin.”

      “My favorite cousin under thirty.” Willie nudged Alex’s foot. “You should go with Daisy. You like to dance. You’re real bad at it, but everyone’ll be too drunk to notice.”

      Alex looked caught. Teasing Daisy was one thing, but he didn’t want to be blatantly rude to her, yet it was clear he didn’t want to go out alone with her either. It would be an unequivocal statement that he liked her. “Ah, Professor Nash! It’s good to see you, sir.”

      The professor approached carrying a tray. “Thank you, Alex. It’s good to see you, too. Let me put this down and I’ll fetch more cups.”

      “We can’t stay,” Gabe told him. “We came to see you and Sylvia about Lady Stanhope’s visit.”

      The professor sat on the spot Daisy vacated for him. “When she brought the magician-made untitled books to us?”

      “Untitled?” Willie asked.

      Professor Nash explained that the term referred to unpublished manuscripts in industry circles. “She told us she purchased them from a bookbinder. He claimed the paper held magic.”

      “Was his name Adolphus Littleproud?” Gabe asked.

      The professor pushed his glasses up his nose. “Yes. How do you know his name? I don’t recall mentioning it to you.”

      “My father told us,” Alex said. “Littleproud is dead. Murdered the night before last.”

      I gasped. “How awful.”

      “Do you have to be so blunt about it?” Daisy said as she reached for the teapot.

      Alex shrugged. “Just stating a fact. The victim’s wife found Littleproud’s body yesterday morning and notified the local constabulary, who quickly realized it was murder.” Alex cleared his throat and glanced at Daisy. “Suffice it to say, it was obvious the death wasn’t natural.”

      Gabe took over the story. “Cyclops was assigned to the case. Last night, when Alex and I dined with his family, Cyclops told us about it in passing. It immediately piqued our curiosity. It seemed too much of a coincidence to hear about a bookbinder in Paternoster Row twice in one day. I wasn’t entirely sure it was the same man until now.”

      “Will you consult on the case?” I asked.

      Gabe nodded. “Now that we know there’s a link between the victim and Lady Stanhope’s magical purchase, Cyclops will see it’s arranged.” The mention of magic would necessitate the involvement of Gabe, Scotland Yard’s consultant detective on all cases magical in nature.

      “We need to question her,” he went on. “But first, what more can you tell us about her books?”

      The professor and I exchanged glances. We shook our heads. “There’s nothing more to tell,” I said. “She was going to get the paper verified by a magician, but we don’t know who.”

      The professor absently accepted a teacup from Daisy. “You don’t think she killed him, do you?”

      “No,” Gabe said at the same time that Willie said, “Everyone’s a suspect until they’re not. Even you.”

      The professor’s eyes widened. “Me?”

      Willie chuckled. “The look on your face is priceless, Prof.”

      “Were there any witnesses?” I asked.

      Gabe shook his head. “No one saw or heard anything. Time of death was around midnight. Mrs. Littleproud entered her husband’s shop on Paternoster Row yesterday morning at seven after he didn’t come home.”

      It would have been a dreadful discovery for the poor woman.

      “We’ll speak to her after we check the crime scene,” Gabe went on. “I doubt Cyclops missed anything, but fresh eyes can’t hurt.” He picked up his hat from where he’d left it on the desk. “Do you want to come, Sylvia?”

      I blinked at him. “Me? Why?”

      “Mrs. Littleproud will be upset. Having a woman in the interview might help.”

      Both Alex and Willie narrowed their gazes at him but didn’t say anything. I expected they were thinking the same as me. Gabe required no help questioning upset widows.

      “Go on.” Professor Nash gave me a nod of encouragement. “It’ll do you good to get out and about.”

      “To a crime scene?” Daisy asked. “That’s not my idea of a good day out.”

      “You weren’t invited,” Alex said. Realizing it sounded somewhat nasty, he tempered it with, “You wouldn’t want to see the shop. I’m sure it’s unpleasant.”

      Gabe put his hat on his head. “Sylvia can stay in the motor for that part.”

      Willie gave a grunt of amusement. I shot her a little smile. She understood the meaning behind it perfectly. Given the shaky start to our acquaintance, it was the friendliest gesture we’d exchanged.

      The professor followed us to the front door, teacup and saucer in hand. “May I just confirm…I am not a suspect for the murder, am I?”

      Willie threw her arm around him. “I was only joking, Prof. Of course you ain’t. If you were going to kill someone, it would be in self-defense with a gun or knife. You wouldn’t torture a man then watch him bleed to death.”

      “Willie!” Alex scolded. “The ladies.”

      It was Professor Nash who’d gone pale, however, not Daisy or me. She wrinkled her nose, while I pulled a face.

      “Who would torture and kill a bookbinder?” I murmured.

      No one had an answer to that.

      I collected my purse and hat and waited to exit the library behind Daisy. She wheeled her bicycle out, following Willie who’d gone ahead to scout the vicinity for potential kidnappers.

      “So did you get the part of the duchess?” she asked Daisy.

      Daisy put a foot on the pedal but didn’t mount the bicycle. “No. The director offered me a part as a sales assistant instead.”

      “At least you got a part. Many don’t.”

      “I’m only in one scene and all I do is wrap up a tie or something equally dull. I don’t even look at the camera. I’m supposed to just be in the background, along with a dozen other girls.”

      “You’ll get a good role sooner or later. You can’t be this pretty for nothing.” Willie patted Daisy’s cheek.

      Daisy giggled. “Thank you for saying that. You are sweet. Isn’t she sweet, Alex?”

      Alex regarded Daisy first then Willie, a deep frown scoring his brow. “That is not a word I’d ever use to describe her.” He watched Willie stride off to the lane’s exit. When Daisy went to mount the bicycle, he grasped the handlebars to steady it for her even though she was capable of balancing it herself since her toes could reach the ground.

      She waited, but when his mouth opened and closed without uttering a word, she said, “May I leave or are you going to just stand there?”

      “I, uh, just wanted to say…” He cleared his throat. “You would have been an excellent choice to play a duchess.”

      She stiffened. “I heard you the first time.”

      “No, I meant he made a mistake. The director, that is. You’d be great on screen.”

      “There’s no need for sarcasm.” She glared pointedly at his hand.

      He let go of the bicycle and stepped back, folding his arms over his chest as he watched her ride off.

      Gabe clapped him on the shoulder. “Better luck next time.”

      “I was trying to be nice.”

      “I know.”

      “I don’t really care if she doesn’t want to accept my friendship.”

      “If you say so.”

      Gabe watched as Alex strode off along the lane.

      I fell into step alongside him as we followed. “You need to coach him on how to talk to women.”

      “I’m not sure the man whose engagement failed should be giving anyone relationship advice.”

      “You’re being too hard on yourself. What happened between you and Ivy wasn’t your fault.”

      He walked on, his strides purposeful.

      I quickened my step to keep pace. “Many relationships forged during the war have ended in peacetime. Yours wasn’t unique.”

      When he didn’t slow down, I caught his arm to stop him. I wanted to get my point across. But he simply stared back at me through eyes that had lost their spark.

      “What you needed when you didn’t know if you would come home again is different from what you need now. Don’t blame yourself for that, Gabe. It’s natural.”

      His face remained impassive, unreadable.

      I suddenly felt foolish for speaking sentimentally when I’d never even been courted by a man. I was far less qualified than him to give relationship advice. I didn’t even have my parents as an example to follow. I let go of his arm. “So I hear, anyway. I’m not an expert.”

      He huffed a cynical laugh. “It seems neither of us are equipped to interfere in Alex and Daisy’s relationship, if that’s what their little dance can be called.”

      I smiled, relieved he was making light of my bumbling attempt at giving advice.

      He caught my hand and gently squeezed. “Thank you, Sylvia. I appreciate it.” He let go and indicated I should walk ahead of him through the narrow exit to the adjoining street.

      My heart lifted. My attempt may have been bumbling, but he understood my message. Hopefully one day he’d believe it.
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