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  LONDON, 1902


  PROLOGUE


  “My dear friend, hold fast the doctrine: when all impossibilities are eliminated, what remains, however improbable, must be the truth. Nothing could be so improbable that I must now and forever address you as Sir Arthur!”


  Dr. Joseph Bell stood at the head of the dining table before twenty assembled guests, offering a robust toast to the guest of honor, his student and friend, the newly knighted Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, in London for the first time since the honor had been bestowed on him. His confidante Jean Elizabeth Leckie was at his side.


  “Do tell, Sir Arthur,” Mrs. Wilder said with a giggle, “is it not true that our dear Joseph is in actuality your Sherlock Holmes?”


  “Indeed not, Mrs. Wilder!” The author twisted his mustache a bit more at each mention of Holmes’s name.


  Miss Leckie patted Conan Doyle’s arm tenderly. “My dear, your mustache shall soon be as fine as a strand of silk. Besides, you well know he is! They even smoke the same sort of pipe!” The entire table joined her in laughter, despite Conan Doyle’s protestations.


  “Ah,” interrupted Joseph, coming to Conan Doyle’s rescue. “Alas, I do not share Holmes’s preference for cocaine, nor does my mind crave the constant stimulation of work. I am quite at peace come Sunday afternoons with nothing to do but read the Times.”


  “I wish my consulting detective could rest in peace.” Conan Doyle scowled at Mrs. Wilder, as she inquired when a new Holmes story would be published. “Did you not read ‘The Final Problem,’ my dear Mrs. Wilder? Holmes died at Reichenbach Falls! However, since no one will allow him to be at his rest”—he sighed dramatically—“I can tonight announce a new adventure for the Strand come next year. ‘The Empty House,’ it is called!” Conan Doyle laughed, yet it was darkened with an unmistakable note of vexation.


  “But how should you have him come back, Sir Arthur?” Mr. Cranford inquired. “If he is indeed, as you say, dead?”


  “Do let us change the subject, Mr. Cranford.” Conan Doyle lifted his glass, taking a long draught of his wine, his eyes closed.


  Miss Leckie smiled. “Oh! I’ve something! Have you heard of that apothecary? Lentine is his name. In Covent Garden. The line to enter his shop goes on and on. Can you imagine?”


  “And why might that be, Miss Leckie?” Conan Doyle asked.


  “Why, his amazing Reanimating Mercuric Tonic, of course! To hear his patter, the medicine ‘shall restore life, even in the event of sudden death!’ Can you imagine? An apothecary, of all ludicrous things!”


  Mr. Cranford laughed. “They should hang them all, the thieving rogues. I’ve never met one I can trust, always trying to hawk the latest patent medicines.”


  Gaelan Erceldoune glared at Miss Leckie, his dark, mirthless eyes hard as basalt. Beside him, his companion, Joseph’s cousin Dr. Simon Bell, laid a calming hand on his sleeve, an urgent plea to forbear; Gaelan snapped his arm away.


  With a peevish edge to his voice, Gaelan steered the topic from the dubiousness of the apothecary trade. “What if your consulting detective cannot die?”


  Conan Doyle stared him down. “Whatever do you mean—cannot die?”


  Simon worried a loose thread in his linen napkin, his hands knotted with tension.


  “Yes,” Gaelan continued, ignoring Simon’s disquiet. “Well, after Reichenbach, Holmes is, of course, presumed dead, his body not found. Unsurprising, given the terrain, but I assume your new story finds him quite well. Might you not suggest, therefore, that Holmes’s invulnerability extends beyond the intellectual—that he, in fact, cannot die by any natural means, improbable though it may seem? Already, you have toyed with the notion—your Sorsa in ‘The Ring of Thoth.’ You needn’t ever be explicit of course; allow your readers to speculate and draw their own conclusions. Holmes’s devotees will be so elated that none shall even question how it is possible.”


  He mimed a vaudeville marquee with his hands high above his head, commanding the attention of the entire table. “The immortal Sherlock Holmes lives on in a new series.” At once self-conscious, Gaelan thrust his deformed left hand into his trouser pocket. “He’ll live forever, by Jove, your creation shall. Perhaps long after you, sir, have gone to your grave.”


  Conan Doyle’s enthusiasm seemed tepid at best. But Gaelan pressed further. “As well, do you not imagine, sir, whilst giving new life to your most popular creation, you might also draw upon your truest passion—the supernatural world? Would that not, as it were, be killing two birds with one stone?”


  “Ha!” Conan Doyle pointed an accusatory finger at Gaelan. “You, sir, sound too much like my publisher.”


  Joseph broke in. “Please, ladies and gentlemen, let us go through to the drawing room. We might continue our conversations there in more comfort—”


  But Conan Doyle was not to be stopped. “In a moment, Dr. Bell,” he said, holding up his hand to forestall the company. “I’ve a question for Mr. Erceldoune. Our dear Joseph made mention that you are an apothecary?”


  Simon backed farther into his chair, cursing himself that he had disclosed even this small fact to his ever-curious cousin. He twisted his napkin, eyes pleading with Gaelan to be still.


  Gaelan leaned toward Conan Doyle, a vague threat in the set of his jaw. “That I am, but why is that of concern to you or anyone here this evening? Do you mean to put me in my place as amongst the same company as Lentine, whom Miss Leckie has just now vilified—and with ample cause, I might add?”


  “I mean no disrespect, nor to dishonor you amongst the fine physicians at this table....I am curious, and that is all.” Conan Doyle paused a moment, as if to consider something. “I understand, sir, that many apothecaries in eras past were adept in alchemy, even magic.”


  Gaelan settled back into his chair by a degree, coiled as a snake. “That, sir, may have been more the case, say centuries ago—a blurring of the lines. However, Sir Arthur, I possess no personal knowledge, for example, of any apothecary or druggist nowadays claiming to hold in his hands the secrets of life through alchemical abracadabra, if that is what you are suggesting. As for myself, I am quite well tutored in chemistry and toxicology, and a disciple of Paracelsus. Many of his dicta still ring true for me. Sola dosis facit venenum...the dose makes the poison. Paracelsus coined that in the sixteenth century—today it is an axiom of modern pharmacy. He was both an apothecary and an alchemist—and a physician. I would consider myself in esteemed company to associate myself with his understanding of alchemy. He had neither desire to make gold from lead, nor to find the elusive lapis philosophorum, but only to reveal the medicinal science it concealed by its art.”


  Conan Doyle leaned forward confidentially, as if the rest of the company had vanished. “I have no desire, sir, to offend you. Forgive me if my questions seem more interrogation than polite dinner conversation. I am first and foremost a journalist, but my ardent interest is personal and much to do with my curiosity about the occult, as you may have guessed. I am quite sad to think about how much of the ancient arts were lost or have gone into hiding, along with their knowledge. Our ideas must be as broad as nature if they are to interpret nature, and if ideas—no matter how unusual they seem to our modern sensibilities—are destroyed and visionaries burnt either literally or metaphorically at the stake, we stand not a chance. And by the way, sir. I must aver that you are only one of a very few to have read ‘Thoth.’”


  “But to your point regarding our natural fear of the...unusual ...On that, sir, at least,” Gaelan said, “we might agree.”


  “Let us, then, if we may, Sir Arthur,” Joseph repeated, clearing his throat, “go through to the drawing room. Miss Leckie, would you do us the honor of leading the way?”


  “But of course,” she agreed, patting Conan Doyle’s hand affectionately. “Shall we, my dear?” She rose, and the rest of the company followed her from the room.


  Gaelan and Conan Doyle found themselves in a secluded corner of the large drawing room as the other guests mingled. Simon stood nearby, gesturing with growing disquietude that they should leave, and quite soon.


  Gaelan turned his back on him as Conan Doyle leaned in again. “By the by, sir, I do recognize your unusual name—Erceldoune—I have come across it on occasion in my research into the Otherworld—”


  “The Otherworld.”


  “Indeed. Where the fae folk rule. I’ve heard of an Erceldoune associated with legends of old, a certain Thomas Learmont de Erceldoune, a relationship with Tuatha de Danann, the—”


  “Fairy folk, Sir Arthur?” Gaelan managed a laugh. “You, sir, hold me in exalted company, and I am sorry to disappoint you, however—”


  “It is said that this man Erceldoune had a book possessing great power, given him by Airmid herself, Celtic goddess of healing, a gift for his act of kindness. Have you not heard the tale?”


  “My family, old though it may be, Sir Arthur, boasts neither connection with the goddess Airmid nor any of her folk—the Tuatha de Danann, if indeed they ever existed. Besides, was not Airmid an Irish fairy? And I am, as are you, sir, of Scottish blood.”


  Gaelan glanced around the room again, finding Simon’s anxious eyes beseeching him to end the exchange. “We’d best join the rest of the company. I see my dear friend Simon is quite unsettled, and we ought soon set off for—”


  “It is a book of great healing,” Conan Doyle continued. “All the diseases of the world—and their cures—held in a singular volume, said to be written by her very hand.”


  Gaelan paused, a petulant sigh escaping his lips. “I cannot say I can recall its mention, even amongst family lore.” His lips tightened into a tense line as he stood. “Now if you will excuse me, sir, I grow tired and fear it is time Dr. Simon Bell and I return to his flat.”
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  “Have you not done enough damage for one visit?” Simon’s ice-gray glare drilled into Gaelan as they warmed themselves before Simon’s fireplace.


  “What do you mean?” Gaelan held his hands up to the blaze, suppressing a wince as a sharp pain threaded through his left hand. Unrepentant, he sighed; yet he understood Simon’s displeasure. “I was bored; the chatter of the rich and idle was more than I could handle. I’d forgotten how lifeless it could be.”


  “It is not what I meant.”


  “I could not abide that insipid Miss Leckie and her tirade—all their tirades—against those of my trade.”


  “Do you disagree about Lentine?”


  “You know I do not. But to classify the whole of the apothecary trade as a society of rogues and street mountebanks—”


  Simon rose from his chair and paced in a small line, hands behind his back, tone clipped. “So for that you had to provoke Sir Arthur at his celebration?” Grabbing a poker, he stabbed at the hearth as if it were a dragon and he St. George.


  “Had I not gotten them off that subject, I do not know what I might have done.” The warmth of the fireplace, the aromatic burning of tinder and cigars did nothing to defuse the piercing pain that throbbed along the edge of his knuckles and beyond them, into the empty space where long ago existed three fingers. Eyes clamped shut, Gaelan sucked in a breath, trying to ride out the relentless assault he knew was but a phantom. “You might think after all this time it would not bother me still, but it does, oddly, as if the fingers were yet attached.”


  Simon’s annoyance dissipated as he came near to examine Gaelan’s hand. “And suggesting that Sherlock Holmes is somehow immortal was an improvement?” He prodded the smooth stump with his thumbs, and Gaelan grimaced with each touch. “I’ve some fresh ground ganja powder. A cup of tea from it might make it more bearable, unless you’d prefer something stronger. The kettle should be ready by now.”


  “Thank you; tea would be fine.” The mere anticipation of relief began to soften the knife-sharp pain.


  “Given that Sir Arthur is a journalist and has a particular interest in anything that seems to defy the laws of nature,” Simon continued, returning from the other room with the tea service, handing Gaelan a delicate China cup, “I must say his line of questioning triggered by your own provocation was disquieting, to say the least.”


  The warmth of the cup permeated Gaelan’s hand as he savored the tea, more soothing than the finest whisky. “Thank you, Simon. Already, the pain dissipates. It seemed quite fitting to offer the idea—about Holmes. I am, in fact, quite curious about how Sir Arthur intends to wrest his hero from that watery grave. And just because I made some oblique suggestion, must you forthwith believe I’ve painted a scarlet letter upon my forehead?”


  “I speak not just of the Holmes. He came a hairbreadth from—”


  Gaelan cut off Simon’s next parry with a wave of his arm. “Indeed,” he said, anticipating. “I must confess that his interrogation about my legendary ancestors unsettled me, as did his reference to that book.”


  “What if he has some knowledge of it? Useful knowledge. God knows the trail has long since dried up, and he is, after all, a journalist—a rather clever one. You might wish to inquire further for what he knows—”


  Gaelan slammed his fist into the arm of the chair. “No. He knows no more than you or I. He was fishing, and that is all.” There was no more to be said on the matter. Full stop.


  Simon grabbed the poker again, and sparks flared as he drove it deep into the hearth, his patience clearly at an end. “Perhaps it is time for you to go. More than a week has passed since my sister’s funeral, yet you are still here. Had you been so steadfast whilst Eleanor was yet living and breathing, she might have been happier, but because of your fear—”


  Gaelan flinched, stung by the truth of Simon’s words. But Simon, too, was grieving. Yes, he’d had no choice but to leave. But what of the intervening years? Might there have been an opportunity for a reunion with her? He sipped the last of the ganja tea and set down the cup.


  The clattering of iron startled Gaelan from his seat as Simon hurled the poker into its holder.


  “You’re a bit skittish tonight, I daresay,” declared Simon. His voice was now devoid of all anger.


  Gaelan retreated to a far corner of the room, his back to Simon, mustering the scattered remnants of his composure. “Perhaps I was more unnerved by Sir Arthur than I considered. As for your sister, I could not stay in England at the time, and this you well know.” He turned, now facing Simon: his enemy, his lone friend in the world.


  His combativeness dissipated as excuses failed him. Simon was right; he had to get away—from Simon and from England, where too many memories haunted too near. “Yes, you have a point. And perhaps it is time for me to reinvent myself, as it were. I think I’ll repair to Scotland for a bit. Perhaps Aberdeen.” He could predict Simon’s reaction before a word more was spoken.


  “Do not dare!” Simon roared. “Do not dare set foot anywhere near Aberdeen. You shall bring my niece nothing but misery.”


  Gaelan considered his limited options. “I cannot go back to America. Not now, and perhaps not for a long time to come.”


  “Why in the devil not?”


  Gaelan dropped his voice to a bare whisper, sitting again. “I was nearly discovered, and I fear...There was an incident, and I—”


  “I have never quite understood, Erceldoune,” Simon replied, pouring himself a cup of the tea, “why you yet live in the shadows, even now, well-nigh a generation past the time anyone would care you’d eluded the noose. You were certainly enough in plain sight tonight!”


  “It is not that sort of discovery I fear. But I yet live in abject terror each time I spy an advertising poster for one of those wretched freak shows come to town.”


  “I hear they have all but vanished in America. Too distasteful.”


  “Indeed, that may be the case, yet not so much as you think.” Gaelan had hoped to keep his temper in check; Simon was grieving for the last of his close relations. Yet, how could the man be so obtuse? Gaelan sprang from his seat again, striding across the room, his hands clenched into tight fists before wheeling on his companion. “Tell me, Bell,” he said finally, his tone sharper than intended, “what do you think would transpire should my condition...our condition...come to light? How can you not comprehend? The fortunes of wars, the balance of power world-over shall forever alter if one side or the other possesses such a secret. One to which we both hold the key?”


  Gaelan seethed, but stopped before the discussion devolved into vicious argument. Simon well knew that men with naught but greed in their hearts yet coveted the elusive Elixir of Life. Why, then, this shallow disregard for...? Gaelan fought against further provocation on the matter. He pinched the bridge of his nose, applying pressure to forestall the gnawing in his forehead.


  “Do not worry, Simon. I shall not play the interloper—in Aberdeen. This I promise you.” Restless energy propelled Gaelan from one window to the next, despite the headache, as he paused at each but a moment to look up into the starlit sky, hoping it might settle him. “But I can and shall also know that my daughter and her family are happy, and at least observe, if only from afar, their accomplishments. How can you reckon what my heart yearns for, and how it tears me to shreds knowing I must live ever in exile from my grandchildren and great-grandchildren, shall never feel their tiny hands ruffling my hair—” He turned away.


  “It is far too late for that, for all your words of regret. There would have been ways to manage it—as I have!”


  Simon’s harsh words hurt far worse than the cruelest physical torture. “I had no choice,” Gaelan insisted. “And is it not also true that I saved her life? Perhaps I was a coward to stay away for so many years, but the very thought of discovery...It is only now, sixty years hence, that I feel safe to return here.”


  The weight of solitary exile bore down on Gaelan’s shoulders and crushed his throat until he was unable to breathe. Yes, Aberdeen would be a risk, all the more now, since he had come face-to-face with his daughter, his dear Ariadne, a woman who knew him solely as an acquaintance to her “cousin” Simon.


  “Yes. You speak the truth, and I have always been grateful for what you did for us both.” Regret suffused Simon’s countenance. “Nevertheless...the sight of you is more than I can stand, the representation of all I have lost, and now with Eleanor’s death...She is the last, you know. I am as alone as you on this earth, despite what you might believe.”


  “Aye, I do know that. So let us drink to Eleanor a last time.”


  Simon poured two tumblers. They drank down the fine Scotch without another word.


  Gaelan peered into his empty glass. The emptiness and loneliness, the unrelenting pain that ever emanated from his disfigured left hand: a precipitous burden that threatened to crash down upon him. He strode to the mantelpiece and stopped, scrutinizing the facets in his crystal tumbler before slamming it into the wood. It shattered, slicing into his hand; he watched the blood flow down his arm, darkening the ruffled shirtsleeve. “I shall bid you a good night then.”


  By morning, Gaelan was gone.


  CHICAGO’S NORTH SHORE, PRESENT DAY


  CHAPTER 1


  Three hours and 125 autographs later, Simon Bell emerged into the unexpected heat of the late-March afternoon, flexing his cramped right hand. His pseudonym, Anthony C. Danforth, swam across his vision, a ghostlike image in red Sharpie; blinking did not vanquish it. His latest novel, another Holmes pastiche, had risen to number fifteen on the New York Times best-seller list. “Holmes resurrected in the style of his times! Danforth channels Conan Doyle with a rare authenticity—again,” read the review. Simon might add, Victorian mysteries written by a Victorian mystery.


  The Gingko trees along the Evanston shoreline were already green; their cloven, odd leaves provided a momentary distraction as he wove his way through the baby carriages, skateboards, and bicycles. But there it was again: indelible.


  The warm breeze washed over him as he dusted off a sandy white boulder above the beach. Simon draped his trench coat over the rock, and he sat, attention riveted on a pair of noisy gulls rowing over a discarded ant-infested hamburger.


  Simon reveled in his well-deserved “reclusive writer” moniker, and it was a rare occasion for him to venture into so public a space. The brave new virtual world made for a handy castle keep, with moats constructed of Twitter feeds and Facebook postings manned by battalions of publicists and their minions. None of his affair.


  A familiar figure meandered the beach below, silhouetted in the glare, and Simon did a double take. As if reading his thoughts, the man turned, shielding his eyes against the sun as he peered up from the sand. What the devil was Gaelan Erceldoune doing down there at the water’s edge?


  Simon loosened his tie just a bit, but thought better of laying his bespoke suit jacket beside him on the guano-stained rock. He thought of calling out, but Gaelan was already climbing the boulders, a rare smile creasing the corners of his eyes as he waved.


  Breathless and smirking, face flushed with exertion, he dropped to sit cross-legged on a nearby rock. “Typical of you to dress like a bloody CEO on a fine spring day! Decided to descend from your mountaintop to rub elbows with the masses?”


  Simon brushed off the remark with a scowl. “What, no warm greeting, then? And you embody, I suppose, the perfect model of a man?” Gaelan appeared much worse off than Simon had seen him in a long, long time: blown pupils, dark smudges below each eye, a slight tremor in his hand, unshaven...worn and washed out. Lank, greasy hair hung loose to his shoulders; his jeans were threadbare and faded almost white; the last vestiges of a cigarette burned between his lips. His expression, though, was as penetrating as ever.


  “I suppose I don’t have to point out that you look like hell.” A pang of guilt—should he have checked in? Made sure Gaelan was all right? Was he living rough here on the beach, one of those gray, stooped vagrants pushing shopping carts along the park paths?


  Gaelan plucked the cigarette from his mouth, holding its nearly burned-out remains precariously between his thumb and index finger. Ash drifted from the stub, glowing red, before fading to gray as it fell to the rocks. He shrugged, staring straight out into the horizon. “You just have. Bad night.”


  Shorthand Simon knew well.


  Gaelan sucked in the last of the hand-rolled cigarette before crushing it on the boulder. “Might I nick a fag off you? I’m out.”


  “You are aware they’re bad for the health?” That drew a raucous laugh. Simon handed him his pack of Silk Cut Purple.


  “Filters?”


  “Want them or not?”


  “I asked for one fag, not the whole bloody pack. I’m fine, Bell. And I don’t need your bloody charity.” Gaelan noticed a battered paperback on Simon’s knee, quickly snatching it up. “Scandal in Bohemia. Rereading Holmes? Or pinching his ideas for your next best seller?”


  “Just reading.”


  “Have you not yet committed the entire canon to memory after all these years?”


  “It gives me pleasure—nostalgia of a sort, I suppose, like having him nearby again. And you are clearly not ‘fine.’”


  “These fags are shite.” Gaelan stared down at the beach, ignoring Simon’s assessment. “Will you look at them, those lads down there? And that kite! I’ve never seen anything its like. And they say dragons are extinct! Brilliant!” He fished a gold-edged iPhone from his jeans pocket and snapped a photograph. “Have you got one of these things, Bell? They’re fucking marvelous.”


  Simon snorted. “How can anything still be marvelous for you? After all you’ve been through...we’ve been through.”


  “Do you know what your problem is?”


  Besides the inability to die? Besides the fact that I am daily tormented by my dead wife? Simon knew what was coming next. “I’m certain you’re going to tell me.”


  “Your imagination is mired in the nineteenth century. You, my dear friend, are two centuries behind the times.”


  “Says the man with the antique shop.”


  “Antiquarian books. And I’m quite good at the trade, a noted scholar in some circles.” Gaelan thumbed the fragile yellowed pages of the paperback, half-separated from the spine, before fixing his gaze once again out toward the horizon. “The shop is a brisk enough business. With the Internet, eBay...Even Sotheby’s has an online auction with which I’ve made a fair penny. I still teach the odd class at Northwestern, do a lecture here and there. I more than make ends meet.”


  “Then what? You look like you’ve been living on the beach, not just taking a stroll.” Even as he asked the question, Simon cursed himself—after seventeen decades, one thing he should have learned was that it was never a good idea to get sucked into Gaelan’s chaos.


  Gaelan scrubbed the heels of his hands into his eyes, his voice so soft Simon could scarcely discern it above the beat of the waves below. “It’s getting worse again. I’m trapped in a fucking labyrinth, and I cannot figure a way out—”


  Compassion nibbled at the edges of Simon’s irritation. “Nightmares?” He was aware that much of Gaelan’s often-acerbic attitude was smoke and mirrors. How many late-night calls had there been over the years when Simon would find Gaelan hiding in the dark of his flat above his shop, cowering beneath a table or in the corner of a closet, panicky and shaken? He would seem better, almost normal for a time, and then something would trigger another bout. What was it this time?


  “My hold is slipping these days, more and more. Can’t sleep; can’t eat.” An unbidden admission, and certainly not without cost.


  “Why have you said nothing to me? You’ve not rung me up in more than six months—”


  Gaelan shrugged, brushing it off. A harsh breeze rattled the branches, dropping the temperature by ten degrees as tendrils of dark gray cumulonimbus overtook the sapphire sky. Swirls of black-green clouds edged the steel gray above the horizon to the east.


  “Bloody hell!” Simon jumped, almost slipping down the steep incline as lightning shredded the sky and hail pelted them, icy marbles lobbed by the clouds. The air froze as the wind blasted, and incongruously, it began to snow. Hard. They made a run for Simon’s BMW.


  “Drop you anywhere?” Simon asked between gasps.


  “My shop will do.”
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  The doorbells jangled as they entered through the door below the sign: “G. Erceldoune—Rare Books and Antiquities”—a threshold back in time. Simon only wished that Gaelan had not located the shop beneath the Brown Line elevated tracks.


  Simon surveyed the shop, its wood and bronze not much different than the apothecary where he’d first met Mr. Gaelan Erceldoune. But instead of jars and bottles were bookshelves; instead of the aroma of cinnabar and citrus, mint and jasmine petal tea, there was the musty fragrance of old vellum and leather.


  Booksellers or not, Erceldoune’s shop evoked the bitterest of memories—images better left to the cobwebs of time.


  Simon drummed his fingers on the counter. “I might have a line on the book. The book.”


  Gaelan flinched just enough for Simon to notice.


  “What? Did you not hear me? I might have located your book.”


  “Yes, I heard you. How many times is this, then, and each time futile?” Gaelan stepped behind the counter and rolled a cigarette, his eyelids fluttering closed as he lit up and took a deep drag. “Ah. So much better than that shite you smoke.”


  Simon expected dismissive, but this was complete disinterest. “Really, Erceldoune! What’s wrong? I can’t help but notice—”


  “You will tell me I’m overreacting, Simon. I know you. But it’s...There was an article. In the Guardian. They’re renovating the London Imperial War Museum. In Lambeth Road.”


  Simon was confused, anxiety ratcheting up a notch. “But what has it to do with the book?”


  “Nothing at all to do with the bloody book. The Imperial fucking War Museum. Do you not remember...?” Gaelan drummed his fingers on the counter. “They’ve torn the place apart—”


  Recognition dawned.


  “They’ve unearthed diaries, Simon. Handley’s diaries—in the bowels of Bedlam. Extensive journals, dated early 1840s.”


  The name alone sent a chill through Simon. And Gaelan, even nearly two centuries later, was still tormented by years of torture endured there, under the mad doctor Handley’s “care.” “So what? There’s not the remotest chance they’ll—”


  “You’re not fucking listening. They describe—in detail—experiments and ‘private freak shows,’ as they are called. You want to know why I’m fucking falling apart? Now you do. And how long will it be, do you think, till they come calling?”


  LONDON, 1837


  CHAPTER 2


  The damp night air stank of death, horses’ leavings, decayed fish, and disease...so, so much disease. Dr. Simon Bell ignored the rising bile in his gut as he strode through the streets of London toward his destination.


  Sad-eyed waifs tugged at his greatcoat, their hands trembling in the cold November air. He fled past them, vaguely aware of their presence as he pulled away from their grasp. “Not tonight; I’m sorry.” Waving them off, Simon sloshed through miniature rivers on the cobblestones, remnants of the afternoon’s rainstorm.


  Breathless, shoes soaked through, and trouser cuffs dripping, he stopped, uncertain, lost among the buildings and market stands, each resembling the next in the maze of Smithfield Market. His head whipped one direction then the next through the yellow haze of the streetlamps until he recognized his destination.


  Ornate lettering edged in gold sat atop the double-bowed windows: “Gaelan R. Erceldoune, Apothecary.”


  He’d not seen Erceldoune in many months. The apothecary had long been a popular choice among physicians: clever and well-read—and a bit of a legend. Extraordinary medicines, it was said round the club in hushed and admiring tones, were concocted in Erceldoune’s back room and found not in any modern pharmacopeia. Cures long since considered magical nonsense, conjured with herbs and rare metals out of books with odd-sounding titles. More effective than any in current usage.


  Simon knew the apothecary was as skilled at modern chemistry as he was at grinding standard salves and dispensing medicines, inventing the most exquisite of preparations months before they would be discussed at the Royal Society. They’d been cordial, never friends exactly, but for ten years they’d shared a mutual fascination with the latest discoveries, no matter the discipline: science, philosophy, literature, languages. Simon had always looked forward to their late-night conversations over a good whisky and a game of chess in Erceldoune’s laboratory.


  But in truth, Simon knew little about Gaelan Erceldoune, who would never, for all his apparent brilliance, be a part of his society—not someone to introduce round the club, nor ask to dinner. At the end of the day, Simon would return to his London mansion and Erceldoune would retire to his tiny Smithfield flat above the shop.


  Then Erceldoune’s wife passed away, and the apothecary slammed his door to physicians. He’d refused all requests for the filling of even the simplest of prescriptions, yet his shop remained open to all others—the wretched souls of Smithfield. There was speculation aplenty as to why Erceldoune would so abruptly forsake so lucrative an income source, but Simon never inquired, however much he’d missed their discourse. There were plenty of apothecaries in London eager for the trade.


  At times, Simon had wondered why a man as clever as Erceldoune dwelled amid the vile zoology of Smithfield Market. No doubt, he could afford a better abode, away from the reek of animals permeating the air and filth that ran like a river through the streets.


  But at this singular moment, Simon’s sole thought was the hope that Erceldoune would not refuse him now. He must make the apothecary comprehend the dire nature of Sophie’s situation. For if she died, Simon knew he would not be long for this earth. Sophie was his anchor, his entire life.


  Week by week, Simon’s grip on the frayed end of his oil-slick tether slipped further and further as Sophie’s tumor grew, a malignant evil upon her breast. Then he noticed the second one, grotesque and purple-red, protruding from the hollow beneath her arm. And his heart stopped, for he knew there was little else to be done for her—by anyone.


  Erceldoune’s shop was dark—not a surprise for the lateness of the hour. But the dim light filtering through a curtained window above the shop gave Simon hope that the apothecary might be at home and awake. But was it right to disturb him at home, after he’d closed for the night? Urgency dictated he ignore propriety and the stack of returned, unopened letters. How could the apothecary refuse him in the darkest hour of his desperation?


  Simon pounded on a door at the side of the building. It rattled, old and tired; slivers of peeling green paint fell onto the wet pavement. “Mr. Erceldoune! I’ve need of your assistance, if you please, sir!” For several moments, he continued slamming his fists against the desiccated surface, certain he would break either the rotting wood or his hand at the next turn.


  Simon stayed his fist at the welcome clang of a turning bolt, and then the door opened a crack. Simon held his breath as a finger of light slipped through, too bright in the dark alleyway. “Shop’s closed for the night. Come back tomorrow, if you please. We open at eight sharp.” The door rasped as it closed, leaving Simon in the drizzle, stunned. Had Erceldoune not recognized him? Perhaps it was too dark to have seen him properly. He pounded again.


  “Mr. Erceldoune! It is Simon Bell come to call. Please, sir, it is urgent. For some weeks now I have been endeavoring to contact you and—”


  The hinges creaked as the door opened again, this time wider. Dark, apprehensive eyes, luminescent in candlelight, scrutinized him; their wary gaze penetrated deep within Simon’s resolve, forcing him back a step.


  “What is it, then?” The inquiry was frigid as the November night.


  Simon pressed on, ignoring an urge to flee. “Do you not know me, then? It is Dr. Si—”


  Erceldoune replied with a sneer. “I know who you are, have known since I saw you from my window, before you took to breaking down my door. Now please, if you would be so kind as to leave! I’ve nothing to say to any of London’s gentlemen physicians. Not even Dr. Simon Bell!” The words rasped, bitter poison droplets.


  “My wife is ill...dying. Even tonight, she...I think she may be...” Simon did nothing to conceal his anguish. Would it be enough of an appeal to gain an audience, after camaraderie had come to naught?


  After a long moment, Erceldoune stepped aside, allowing Simon to pass beyond the threshold. They climbed a rickety, winding staircase, entering a spacious sitting room at the top. The room—comfortable, even elegant—seemed anomalous here in Smithfield, so like its owner.


  The sour-sweet smell of ink and old books, whisky, and dying embers permeated Simon’s nostrils. He sank into a faded chair, noticing the brimming shelves lining three walls of the room—thousands of volumes reaching to the corniced ceiling, piled high on tables and chairs. In the amber glow of candlelight, the room reminded Simon of a Baroque painting: organized chaos, shadows and light, great stillness, yet activity teeming beneath the surface. But there was a jarring untidiness about the room as well. Papers, quills, and open jars of ink were strewn among the books. Jars of herbs, dirty brass pestles, and broken crucibles littered the floor. None of this fit the meticulous man Simon had known for years.


  Erceldoune balanced a tumbler half-filled with amber liquid on his knee, making a game of keeping it steady there. “Why have you disturbed me this night, Dr. Bell?”


  Simon shivered from the iciness of the apothecary’s welcome, so unlike their cordial relationship had been.


  Erceldoune scooped up his glass with a deft move, downing its contents in a single gulp. He poured another, emptying the faceted crystal decanter. Simon noted the tremor in Erceldoune’s hand as he thrust his fingers through his hair, the tremble in every word, the almost nervous way in which he threw back another whisky. He had been the most reliable apothecary in London, whatever it was worth, for most of them were reprobates, enriched off the misfortune of others. But now?


  Could it have been the drink that changed him thus? Simon hesitated a moment, wondering if he had been wrong to come here. No. This was his last chance, the only chance, to save Sophie—and himself.


  “My wife has cancer of the breast. It has now spread. I...” Simon was unable to urge another word past the clot of tears in his throat.


  Erceldoune held up a hand, pinning Simon with his steely eyes. “Then she is dead. Had I a cure for that, I should be a famous and wealthy man and not living thus in cramped quarters above a shop. If that is what brought you from your warm home and into the night, I am afraid you’ve wasted your time—and mine. We are therefore done. I bid you a good night, sir.” He poured another whisky, downing it in one, before rising shakily, urging Simon toward the door.


  The corrosive finality to Erceldoune’s words burned through Simon’s chest, leaving him breathless. Simon vaulted from his chair, pounding his fist on the armrest. How could Erceldoune dismiss him, with nary a shred of compassion? “No! Hear me out! Are we not friends, at least? How can you—”


  Erceldoune’s hand was on the doorknob, knuckles white. His cheerless laugh stung with the precision of a saber. “Friends? We were never that. Never that!” Anger and the slur of liquor tinted his words with a deep brogue Simon had never before noticed.


  He’d been through this so many times the past year, searching for something—anything at all—to give him hope, but each time brought only disappointment. A long row of failed cures lined Simon’s laboratory bench, experiments from the workrooms of esteemed colleagues and patent cures from street-corner hucksters. Pitied by friends and laughed at by professional rivals, Simon had become somewhat of a joke around the club. But he cared not a jot.


  “But do you not recall those evenings when we—”


  “Aye, I do. That you, a gentleman, deigned to associate yourself with the likes of me—that is, beyond the fulfilling of your instructions. I should be grateful, then, for that, should I?” he snarled, quiet and dangerous. “And for that I now owe my services at this late hour?”


  Simon was dumbfounded by the venom punctuating each word. “No! Of course you do not owe me a thing, my dear Mr. Erceldoune. Why ever would—”


  Erceldoune continued the tirade. “You and your physician brethren—fine gentlemen all, sauntering the vaunted halls of Oxford and Cambridge and Edinburgh. You know naught of healing but leeches and laudanum, opium, and bloodletting. How many times these years have I’d the presence of mind to alter the prescriptions of reckless physicians whose cures would otherwise be poison? Yet I am unqualified to treat the unwell?”


  “Mr. Erceldoune, to speak true, I do not understand—”


  Erceldoune’s countenance softened from bitter rage to resignation. His shoulders slumped, and his eyes misted over. He let go of the doorknob and moved to the window, looking down into the street for a moment as if to compose himself before turning back into the room, blinking as if he were seeing Simon for the first time.


  “Forgive me. Where are my manners? Please, will you not sit a spell?”


  Simon sighed, relieved. He sat. “I—”


  “In truth, there is nothing I can do for her.” Erceldoune threw up his hands in an exasperated gesture. “Your wife has cancer. It is a piteous tragedy, but one for which I can be no help to you. Women die; wives die. It is sad indeed, but what can one do?”


  The finality of Erceldoune’s pronouncement ran cold through Simon’s veins. He shivered. Was this to be the bitter outcome? Nowhere to go, nothing left to do but stand by helpless as Sophie died...Simon struggled to maintain his composure as he stood to take his leave. “Is there nothing, then, you can do for my wife? Nothing at all?”


  “No. I am sorry, Dr. Bell.”


  A gilt-framed miniature portrait on the mantelpiece caught Simon’s eye: a woman posed in a garden adorned in white roses, her yellow silk dress twirling about her. Caitrin Kinston?


  “That is Lord Kinston’s daughter, is it not? Why have you got—” And then it dawned on him, the pieces fitting into place. He’d heard Kinston’s daughter had died of typhus a year before, in the 1836 epidemic. He remembered it now, the whole sorry tale, how she’d run off with someone well beneath her station ten years past, infuriating her father. The match had astonished all of London society. “Mesmerized,” he’d heard back then. “By some scoundrel. How else would that inferior sort have his way with her?”


  Had that been Erceldoune? How could Simon not have realized, even after ten years’ acquaintance with the apothecary?


  “Caitrin—my wife, and yes, Kinston’s daughter. So? What of it? She died of typhus last year, as did our wee babe Iain.”


  “My deepest condolences, Mr. Erceldoune. I should have known—”


  “So you see, Dr. Bell. I am of little help to the dying. I could not even save my own wife and child.” He clasped his hands behind his back, his eyes cast down as he drifted from door to fireplace and back as if wrestling with something deep within.


  “But,” Simon offered, “you realize it could not have been your fault, your wife’s death. I am quite certain you did all you could do...within your limitations as an apothecary. But perhaps even had she been treated by a qualified physician—”


  “Aye, she was ‘treated’ by ‘qualified’ physicians,” Erceldoune spat, “the lot of them her father’s retainers. Yet for all their medical diplomas, memberships in the Royal Society, and titles, the earl’s physicians could not save her.”


  Erceldoune was shaking now, hands balled tight into fists. “But I could have. And of all the fools about London practicing medicine, I reckoned that you might have been the one to understand that. Yet it seems I have vastly overestimated you.” He shook his head in disappointment, collapsing into a chair. “Had her father not meddled, had he not stolen her from her bed, my son from his cradle, they would both be yet alive.”


  “How? How do you know that? No one can know that, not with typhus. It’s—”


  “I do.”


  CHAPTER 3


  Gaelan considered Simon Bell: the eyes rimmed in red, the bruising beneath them suggesting a lack of sleep, the pallor of his skin, the grim set to his mouth all spoke of desperation, a companion Gaelan knew too well.


  A tremor of empathy flared up the skin of Gaelan’s arms and back. Bell had never been one of those incompetent fools populating far too much of London’s posh medical fraternity. He was, after all, grandson to Benjamin Bell. Gaelan revered the grandfather, a brilliant Edinburgh physician—a surgeon as well, and a man who knew his way around a diseased body, unafraid of dirtying his hands in the blood and guts of it. Had Gaelan been too hasty in severing his tie with the grandson, cutting him off along with the rest of the dandies displaying their Oxford diplomas as pretense for knowledge of healing?


  Contrite, Gaelan stood and ushered Simon back to his chair before sitting opposite him. He recognized the haunted look on Simon’s face from each time he had caught his own reflection this past year.


  “My father-in-law—your Lord Kinston—sent his men for Caitrin and wee Iain whilst I was out attending to a young boy, also suffering of typhus.” He shook his head derisively at the bitter irony of it. “And now? That lad runs about in the streets, robust and wild, whilst Caitrin and Iain molder beneath the ground. I knew how to purge the fever, vanquish the rash. I’d studied the disease well, fashioned a medicine that would have—” His hands clenched, fingernails digging into the soft flesh of his palms.


  Simon was staring at him, observing, judging. Why does he not leave this place and attend to his dying wife? Gaelan scrubbed the heels of his hands hard in his eyes, trying to erase the gathered tears. “Had she been not so weak by then, my Caitrin would have fought them off, a protective mother hawk, she was. She knew I could help in ways they never could, believed in my...my skill...my...deep knowledge of the healing arts. But for typhus, the dose had to wait for the exact moment when...or it would do nothing—or worse. But before...before I had the chance to—” Gaelan’s words lurched past the bile burning in his esophagus. “Before I even had the bloody chance, Kinston’s men came. I failed them both—all I had in the world, my beloved Caitrin and wee Iain.” Telling it aloud drained Gaelan of all energy.


  “Might I ask who treated her?”


  Gaelan looked up, realizing he wasn’t alone. He needed more drink, but the decanter was now dry. “Sir Phillip Rivers, a ridiculous fop with the good fortune to be born to a title, but not enough good fortune to be firstborn. So medical college for him, then on to an esteemed career as Kinston’s toady.”


  “Sir Phillip? But he is quite able—and a most excellent reputation; he is no fop, sir. You could not wish a finer...And with typhus it is impossible to know—”


  Furious, Gaelan leapt from his chair, sweeping the empty decanter from the table. “Have you not been listening, Bell? Under his so-called care, they died. Had he but left to me—”


  “I beg you to see reason, Mr. Erceldoune. But can you not put yourself in her father’s place...understand that he wished for his daughter only the best of care. From a physician with the best university education. That she died under his care is, to be certain, a terrible shame, yet—”


  Gaelan had little stomach to continue this debate, but futility failed to rein in his frustration. “How dare you presume to know anything of my education, my training? Indeed, when the residents of Smithfield Market fall ill, where are the Sirs Phillip and Drs. Bell then, hmm? Would he come calling? Would you?”


  He would delight in testing his mettle as a practitioner against any and all gentleman physicians. “Yet,” he said, pointing his finger in Simon’s chest, “you come to me, and not one of your peers. Forgive me, sir, if I find no small measure of irony in this situation.”


  Gaelan glanced at Caitrin’s portrait, then at his guest. Bell had not come to debate the state of medicine, not this night. And it was unfair to challenge him thus. Bell had come as a desperate husband, a man not much different than himself a year past: frantic and terrified. “I believe I can help you,” he whispered, and Simon exhaled a long, deep breath.


  “Have you truly something that can drive away the demon cancer?”


  That was the question, then, was it not? There were so many professed “cures,” volumes of them lining two bookshelves, and not one of them worth the effort of concocting. There was but one possibility, and that in a book so extraordinary, so dangerous, it had long ago cost his family its lands and fortune, his parents and elder sisters their lives. Then there was his own life, altered forevermore by the power contained within its extraordinary pages. Should he now presume to take it up once again? What then, should something go wrong, an incorrect measurement, an instruction misapprehended? Either, or both, quite possible with a manuscript of such infinite complexity.


  Tendrils of icy fear crept up his neck as he contemplated the decision. An opportunity, perhaps it might be—should the medicine cure Bell’s wife. The demonstration of his true skill so much in contrast to the polite distance of the physician’s impotence: laudanum and leeches. Vindication for him and all of his trade, too often maligned, the object of derision for the few frauds among them.


  Gaelan scoured the bookshelves, searching the titles, although he knew exactly where to find what he sought. “I have an ancient pharmacopeia,” he explained, unable to think of a better description for the volume. “But the recipes in it are unusual. I have used the book only rarely and, I confess, not for cancer. But if there be at all a cure for medicine’s most ruthless enemy, I venture it would be in this remarkable book.”


  The volume he had hidden high on the topmost shelf, away from his sight. Placed there after Caitrin and Iain died, it was too much a reminder of what might have been had he the opportunity to use it to save them. The steep ladder groaned as Gaelan mounted the rungs. Reaching the top, he stretched his arm yet higher, finally dislodging the large leather volume.


  “This is your miraculous book?” Bell called up from the base of the ladder, startling Gaelan as he descended and nearly causing him to lose his balance.


  He ignored the derision in Bell’s tone, sweeping past him as he brushed his shirtsleeve across the cover; a swirl of dust erupted between them. Then with a rag pulled from his trouser pocket, Gaelan burnished the cover with meticulous, minute strokes, revealing the engraved image of an intricate tree. Emerging from deep within the leather, its bare branches entwined and diverged into snakes, each consuming its own tail—an ouroboros. The snakes merged, transforming once again into an elaborate border of interconnected and twisted helices. Gaelan beheld the marvelous engraving, considering the complexity of its design.


  The hawthorn: sigil of balance between life and death. A reminder that all medicines were a paradox, curative or poisonous and, as Gaelan well knew, too often producing unexpected consequences. And then there were the ouroboroses—they were alchemy’s symbol for the circularity of life: life from life, life from death, from death to living in an eternal chain. For what was the true nature of medicine’s practice? To lift the dying, to forestall death’s knock at the door, and recommence life. But Gaelan knew, more than most, that the ouroboros also signified life eternal...immortality, alchemy’s eternal quest.


  “This volume, indeed, dates back many centuries, Dr. Bell. It was, I am told, a gift given to an ancestor of mine.” He leaned in conspiratorially, whispering into Bell’s ear. “It is a unique book of healing, said to have within its recipes the cure for all sickness that might befall man, no matter how dread.” Gaelan continued to polish the leather, bringing forth colors as vibrant as fine stained glass. Every engraved line radiated metallic inks: ruby, lapis, emerald, gold, and silver.


  Standing close by, Simon thrust a finger at the volume, a sneer curling his lip. “What is this, then?” he demanded. “This is no medical book; it seems more alchemist absurdity than anything. And I suppose it contains magical incantations to be recited whilst conjuring these ‘ancient’ recipes?” Bell spat the words, disdain plain on his features. “Do you forget, apothecary, to whom you speak? I am no peasant awed by pretty pictures and talk of ancient remedies.”


  Gaelan pressed down on his ire, difficult as it was. Bell had come to him, not the other way around. But he understood that Bell was at his wits’ end, much like any other patient. “I assure you this is no book of sorcery, no fraud. All is of this natural world. Its magic, if such a word signifies at all, is solely within the elegant and inventive, but proper, combining of herbs and elements. Magic is a relative term. What is now known scientific fact was once feared as sorcery, its proponents exiled, executed, ripped from exalted society, and thrust—” Gaelan halted himself from going further, cutting too close to his own truths.


  The book originated, Gaelan knew, with a people out of myth, a goddess of healing long ago vanished from the face of this earth. But who was to say their knowledge was any less than the greatest of the Enlightenment’s science, yet called by another name?


  This he could not say to Bell, for then Bell would walk out without another word, thinking him mad or one of those street mountebanks who sold curatives from horse carts in the marketplace. “Please allow me, Dr. Bell, to save her as I was not able to help my dear wife and wee son.”


  “Is there a harm in trying it?” Bell pleaded.


  The question should have been expected, yet still it took Gaelan aback. There was too much of the manuscript beyond his grasp, and some amount of fear. Yet he was confident he could comprehend one recipe, at least, down to the last letter, and used well, the medicine would, in fact, cure Mrs. Bell.


  After all, he explained to Bell, had his own wife and son been left to his devices and not taken from their beds, he would have used this very book to prepare a medicine. “There is potential harm in any medication, as I am certain you know, but if you heed the instructions I write out for you, it shall be fine. But,” he warned, emphasizing each word, “the recipes from this book require a unique sort of care; there can be no improvisation, no room for even the minutest error in handling or dosing.”


  Simon nodded; he seemed resigned to the risk. “I ask you, sir, what sort of consequences might befall a woman already written off as dead by every physician in London? None will touch her; no remedies remain, no medicine.” Almost to himself, he added, “I have little choice but to trust you.”


  “Good, then. It is settled. I shall prepare it for, shall we say, ten o’clock tomorrow morning? Now if you would not mind leaving me to my work—” Gaelan led Simon down the stairs and out through the side door, watching as he tried to hail a carriage, recalling the last time he’d employed the ouroboros book.


  CHAPTER 4


  Simon staggered through his foyer, clothes soaked through, barely noticing his cousin Dr. James Bell, hands behind his back, awaiting him, foot nervously tapping on the marble tiles. But Simon could not fail to miss the disapproving glare examining him head to foot as he removed his sodden coat and boots.


  “My God, Simon! You are a sight. You’ll do Sophie no good if you collapse! And where the devil have you been in the pouring rain?”


  Simon had taken far too long with Erceldoune, and it had started to rain again. With no carriage to hire, he’d slogged the two miles home in the downpour. A brandy and blazing fire was needed, but it must wait until he’d seen Sophie.


  James was perhaps the last person Simon wished to see at the moment. In a different family, his politically astute cousin might by now have a seat in the House of Commons, but he was a Bell. As other families cultivated politicians and barristers, bankers and explorers, the Family Bell cultivated physicians: successful physicians, respected physicians, invariably well-connected physicians like James, who was newly appointed to serve the young Queen Victoria.


  “Stay if you wish; I am going up to my wife.” He had no time for James and his searching expression, ever judging him these past months. Simon refused to countenance any discussion regarding his whereabouts—or Sophie.


  “Then let us go up together.”


  “As you wish.” He shrugged, too weary and anxious to argue.


  The portraits of Simon’s ancestors stood in judgment as he mounted the stairs—generations of Bell patriarchs. His mettle as both physician and husband strained beneath the oppressive weight of their stares. But would they have fared any better in the face of such a monstrous medical villain as cancer?


  Dread knifed through Simon’s chest as he approached the gallery—as it had these past months whenever he neared the top of the stairs. Would he find his dear Sophie dead and cold? And what then? How long would he survive without her by his side? Not a month.


  The threshold to Sophie’s boudoir had been, for the fifteen years of their marriage, an open invitation into her private niche—an anticipated delight. Now the room held not the fragrance of her rosebud bath salts and jasmine perfume, but of pall of disease and impending death: putrefied flesh and lye soap. First one step beyond the doorstop and then another until he fell to the mattress and at her side.


  For now, Sophie slept; at least she looked at peace. A lock of blue-black hair had fallen across her eyes; Simon brushed it gently aside, kissing her softly at the temple. She was feverish again. He dampened a small cloth in a bowl of cool water, wiping her face with it before placing it across her forehead. He felt James’s presence at the door, the man watching his every move, his reproving eyes bearing down on Simon like his ancestors’.


  James stepped forward, placing a hand on Simon’s shoulder. “She’s not likely to improve much. You need to prepare yourself, cousin.”


  As if there were a way to prepare your heart to be cleaved in two. “I cannot simply wait and do nothing. Watch her die a little more each passing hour, and this fever...it consumes her; I fear it will hasten her demise.” Sophie’s chest rose and fell, slow and even breaths—a deception. For just beneath the surface lay the truth of it.


  James sat upon the other side of the bed; quietly, he removed the brocade blanket, exposing Sophie’s chest. Small beads of perspiration were joined there by gooseflesh as James prodded the swelling prominent upon her breast, repeating the task in the pit of her arm. She did not stir from her sleep.


  “The cancer has weakened her; you know that, cousin. She cannot fight off fevers of any sort. And this latest illness...” He gently replaced the bedcovers, rising to place a hand on Simon’s back. “But we should not disturb her rest. Come, let us speak out in the hallway.” He led Simon out into the corridor.


  “I do know she is weak, and the fever has not helped her cause—” Simon barely caught himself as he faltered, nearly collapsing as he reached for the doorjamb. No longer possessing the strength to remain upright, he slid to the floor, face buried in his hands.


  James could not be right; all could not be lost if only they refused defeat. Simon knew he could convince James, despite his infuriating skepticism—he must. Rallying, Simon pushed himself from the carpet, dusting off his trousers. “James. There might yet be a way to save her. A friend—an acquaintance, to speak true—who shall this very night create for me a medicine that could save her. I have been to see him—”


  “And this is where you have been? Dear Lord, not again! And a friend, you say? What sort of...? You cannot be serious! Simon! What manner of patent hokum is it this time? A poultice? A tonic? A magic pill?”


  Simon would not back down. “This apothecary...Erceldoune of Smithfield...his reputation is without blemish. I have known him for several—”


  “Mark well my words, cousin. Do not pay heed to one of these apothecary fellows, no matter how well you may think you know him. They lure you in with promises from antiquity and deliver nothing but false hope. He shall only do you—and our dear Sophie—ill!”


  CHAPTER 5


  The world had much altered, grown, since the seventeenth century when Gaelan had used the book to cure himself of plague. Late autumn, it had been, October 1625, and plague had ridden into London like the Pale Rider himself. Death everywhere, in every home; on every street people were dead or dying: in pesthouses, in plague pits, dropped dead in the streets or forgotten in their beds, rotting as the rats feasted on their remains. No one—no physician, surgeon, apothecary—had the ability to face it down and win. Gaelan’s few successes, he’d realized, had likely not been plague at all, but some lesser pestilence.


  Then one morning he awoke from a fitful sleep, and there they were: swellings in his armpits, his groin—unmistakable signs. Fever consumed him; the tips of his fingers had gone dusky and then began to blacken within the span of a day, and Gaelan waited for the disease to rob him of all thoughts but welcome death.


  As he lay in bed, shivering and drenched, he saw it—a shimmering vision of the hawthorn tree with its odd snakes. He remembered his father talking of the 1574 plague that had decimated Edinburgh. Yet, his father, Court Physician Thomas Erceldoune had saved the lives of the boy king and half his courtiers with a tonic from the ancient volume.


  Clawing at the book like a lifeline, Gaelan found the page, but in his delirium, he could barely follow the instructions. With trembling hands, he ground, distilled, and mixed, nearly dropping the crucible twice as he toiled. Finally it was done, and he hungrily drank it down, ignoring the metallic taste and foul smell. He’d little enough chance of surviving, and his last thought before losing consciousness was a prayer that death take him quickly should this effort fail. But it did not, and miraculously, before two days had passed he felt right enough to venture outside. His thoughts turned to rescuing others from the scourge of Black Death—perhaps all the afflicted of his Shoreditch street.


  Yet his neighbors had recoiled at the sight of him, fleeing across the cobblestones, calling out one to the next, “He’d the plague! And now it’s vanished! Magic...sorcerer...always knew it...suspected him from the start! Something not right with that one....Must be a witch!”


  Gaelan shuddered at the memory, and sighed, his thoughts returning swiftly to Simon Bell and the matter at hand. He hauled the book up to his laboratory, footsteps echoing through the narrow, windowless turret and into the large room above his flat. A full moon lit the room through high-arched windows. Seldom had Gaelan reason to come up to the laboratory at night—except to gaze upon the stars, count the constellations he’d known by heart since he was a lad—but tonight the moon rendered the sky too bright. It was just as well, with only until morning to fix Bell’s potion.


  Young Timothy
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