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Dedication

To Dr. Mimi Sato-Re,

Thank you for your dedication, friendship, and compassion






Epigraph

دوب اناد هكره دوب اناوت

دوب انرب رىپ لد شناد ز

[Mighty is the one who has knowledge.

By knowledge, the old hearts grow young again.]

—a Persian couplet from Ferdowsi’s epic poem Shahnameh (The Book of Kings) from the tenth century AD

* * *

A little knowledge is a dangerous thing. So is a lot.

—often misattributed to Albert Einstein, which ironically proves this very point








Historical and Modern Facts

Historical Fact:

The tapestry of history is woven as much by charlatans as it is by those true of heart. Sometimes to distinguish between the two proves impossible. This is the story of one such historical figure: an eighteenth-century alchemist named the Count of Saint-Germain (Comte de Saint-Germain).
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Engraving of Saint-Germain by Nicolas Thomas, 1783, secured at the Louvre


This mysterious man spoke a dozen languages and was an accomplished painter, violinist, and scientist. He quickly gained the respect of nobles across Europe. Encounters with the man are mentioned in the writings of Voltaire, Mozart, and Casanova, and across dozens of memoirs. Music composed by him can even be found in the British Museum. Yet, all that barely touches upon the true mystery and wonder surrounding this historical figure. It is said he could remove flaws from diamonds and commune with spirits, and sightings of the man continued long after his supposed death. The claims, suppositions, and tales found within this book—as wild as they may seem—are based on recorded accounts.

To quote Voltaire concerning Saint-Germain: “He is a man who does not die, and who knows everything.”

* * *

Modern Fact:

In the seventeenth century, the last executions of witches in England took place in the city of Exeter. Today is a different story. As of September 2024, the University of Exeter now offers a postgraduate degree in magic and occult science. Coursework does not involve waving wands or casting spells. Instead, it is a rigorous academic study of the history, practices, and beliefs that separate our world from the hidden realms beyond.

Still, many deem this to be a perilous line of study. And not just for religious reasons. For some, certain knowledge is too reckless to explore—especially for the unwary.

* * *

[The following is a diary entry taken from Souvenirs sur Marie-Antoinette (Memories of Marie-Antoinette) by Countess Gabrielle Pauline d’Adhémar.]*

* * *


February 12, Year of our Lord 1820

Château d’Évecquemont, outside Meulan-en-Yvelines



I had just finished my evening’s toilette in preparation for bed when a loud knocking, frantic in nature, echoed through my country estate. My aged heart did quicken in trepidation. An intrusion at this late hour could only bode ill—especially considering who had arrived.

“He awaits you in the family chapel,” my maid insisted with a deep bow of apology.

“Merci, my dear. Tell Monsieur Saint-Germain I will join him shortly.”

Once the maid left to deliver this message, I stepped to my desk in my private salon and drew forth my diary, a journal written back in 1780. I had no trouble finding the correct entry, as four decades later the moment recorded there still haunted me. It marked my failure to Marie-Antoinette, a duty I was bound as the Queen’s dame du palais, her lady-in-waiting.

I read again what I had written:

“Who is this strange man, the Comte de Saint-Germain? All I know is he appeared at the Court of France in 1743, a time well before my joining the Queen’s service. From the diamonds and rubies that adorned his fingers and were sewn into his clothing, all believed he had come from great wealth. Yet, from whence did he hail? No one could truly say.”

To this day, his origins remain a mystery.

Though, after Saint-Germain’s arrival in Versailles, the Count quickly grew to be a favorite of the court—and a plague upon my well-being. I feared this visit would be much the same. It all started four decades ago, when he had arrived at my Paris apartment on a Sunday morning with a warning of ruin and death.

To return to that moment, I only had to reread what I had written in my diary back in 1780.

As I did now, memories flooded through me.

I had been in a rush that Sunday morning, late for Mass and irritated at the intrusion. My dearest waiting woman at the time—now deceased—had announced the visitor, much to my amazement, to be the Comte de Saint-Germain. The man had been absent from the court for four years. By then, many had believed him to be dead. Yet, there he had stood at my door, unbidden and unwelcome and traveling under a false name, such was the secret he carried.

He arrived with a warning for the King and Queen, one he wanted delivered by my hand rather than his own. As Marie-Antoinette’s lady-in-waiting, I had the Queen’s ear, and thus in turn, the King himself.

I had recorded his warning in my diary from that time:

“The King of France must act!” he told me with firm conviction. “A conspiracy builds to overthrow the government. Ill intent sweeps toward the royal family, along with the clergy and nobility. While time remains to thwart this plot, it will not be long before this will prove impossible.”

I had asked how he could possibly know of such a foul design, especially having been gone for these past four years. His words were equally cryptic: “Much I heard with my own ears, but other details came through a revelation that I must keep secret.”

He would elaborate no further and pressed me to deliver this warning. When I asked why he did not bring this message himself, he explained with words that I knew to be true. The Count had fallen afoul of the King’s minister of state, the Marquise de Maurepas, who had grown jealous of the King’s affection for Saint-Germain. The Marquise would certainly discount any warning from the Count.

Instead, Saint-Germain had pressed me:

“You must speak of me to the Queen on my behalf, press upon her the services I have rendered most honorably to the government. If her Majesty agrees to take audience with me, I will reveal what I know. If she judges my warning to be sound, she can intercede to bring me to the King—but without the intervention of the Marquise de Maurepas. That I must insist.”

And while I had agreed and did just that, it came to no avail. Saint-Germain took audience with the Queen, laying out the plot with exacting detail. Marie-Antoinette heeded this warning, but the conniving Marquise de Maurepas intercepted her. Within a day, an order was sent out to hunt down Saint-Germain, to have him imprisoned in the Bastille, but the Count—guided by whatever preternatural foresight fueled him—vanished. Still, Saint-Germain persisted in trying to warn the Queen through secret missives over the next years, warning of the Revolution to come, presaging the deaths that would follow—which all proved true!

To my great guilt, I should have supported the Count with greater alacrity and fervency, but I did not. In the end, the Terror rose as he predicted, with bloodshed and murder, casting down the government and taking the head of my dear Antoinette.

I only survived because of another visit from the Count shortly before the end. He met me in secret at the Récollets church. His words haunt me even now: “Alas, I have been a Cassandra; my warnings have fallen on deaf ears. Heed me now, though, my dear friend. Take yourself into retirement. Be prudent, and you will survive the storm to come.”

I did as he asked, but not before pressing him about his own future and whether I would see him again.

He offered one promise—or perhaps a curse:

“Five times more we will meet. But never a sixth.”

This also proved to be true. He has indeed visited me over the decades—four times so far—and always to my unspeakable surprise. The last encounter happened seven years ago. I had thought him surely dead by then.

Now he comes once again, when I am eighty-five years old. In the mirror above my desk, I see the folds that mark my age, the thin gray of my hair. My heart is but a failing quail in a cage. I have no doubt this will be my fifth and last encounter with the mysterious Count, as he stated with such portent.

“But what does he want of me now?” I asked the ancient reflection in the mirror.

Knowing the only answer lay in the family chapel, I drew an evening wrap over my shoulders and collected my cane. I headed down the steps, past oils that had darkened by age. I crossed the marble floor and down the hallway to the small chapel that had served my family for three generations.

A small fire burned in the hearth. The light and warmth drew me. My maid waited at the threshold to announce me, but I dismissed her with a wave of a hand. The tapping of my cane on tile was announcement enough.

Still, I noted a pale look on the maid’s face as I passed. The reason behind it became clear. The night’s visitor had not arrived unscathed. The Count stood by the hearth, silhouetted against the flames, which cast him in an infernal light. As I approached him, he turned and revealed a bloodied and bruised face. His right arm hung in a sling; the shoulder secured by a bloody bandage. He crossed in some haste toward me.

I allowed him to take my hand, to bring it to his lips with much graciousness. Taken aback by his appearance, I did not object. Yet, his injuries did not offend me. Rather, the state of his physique shocked me. He looked little changed from when I last saw him seven years ago, which again was much like he had appeared when I first crossed with him decades past. Even now, he still appeared a man of forty-five or fifty, with the same unlined countenance, unblemished black hair. Even wounded, he kept a pliant ease to his movements. He smiled, showing the same dimpled chin and the most perfect teeth. But it was the blue of his eyes that were the most disconcerting, both soft and penetrating, as if able to pierce to one’s bones.

“Madame, I apologize for the late intrusion, but my need is most urgent.”

I finally found the breath to speak. “Am I dreaming or awake?”

“It is no dream, I fear, but more of a nightmare that I bring to your threshold.”

“A nightmare, you say? Does it explain the bloodied state of your being, good sir?”

“Ah, it does. Dogs are set upon me once again, those who still do the bidding of the Marquise, a man long dead but who had formed a foul covenant that still seeks what I hide. It is why I have come to you with an earnest request. One last time, my dearest friend, I must ask for your help.”

“In what manner?”

“A simple one, but not without grave import.”

I sighed. “The hour is late, Monsieur. Please speak plainly of your need.”

From under his riding cloak, he removed a leatherbound book, well worn, with a gilt symbol engraved on the cover. He held it toward me.

“I remember your advocacy for the written word,” he said. “Your renown as a memoirist is well remarked upon. So, I would ask you to take my own account, a diary of my own, and secure it in your library.”

“But why?”

He touched his wounded shoulder. “Shortly, I must travel abroad, and where I go, I fear I cannot keep this volume safe or the secrets inscribed within.”

I must say curiosity made me take his journal in hand. I studied the symbol gilded into the leather. It depicted eight radiating arrows pointing to strange, indecipherable symbols.

[image: A gilded symbol depicting eight radiating arrows point to various other symbols.]
I had never seen its like before, but I knew Saint-Germain belonged to many secretive organizations, including the Rosicrucians and Freemasons. Yet, I had never seen a sigil as inscribed here.

The Count noted my attention. “A work of my own design. Consider it the author’s signature.” He tried to diminish his statement with a grin, but it faded with his next whispered words. “Or perhaps a ward against those who seek it with dark resolve. For this book holds the key to riches and dangers beyond all imagining.”

I cast him a furrowed brow. I recalled the quandary as to the Count’s origin and the mystery of his apparent wealth. But he waved away any further inquiry.

Still, the symbol was not the only oddity to this volume. Two bands of copper bound the book full around, locking its pages tight. The release appeared to one side, a squarish tin the size of a snuff box, but without a discernible keyhole. Instead, a small crystalline sphere lay embedded into it, which rotated under my thumb. Inscriptions were engraved upon it, but my eyes, clouded by age, could not make them out.

“Take care,” Saint-Germain warned. “The diary’s pages are suffused with a combustible elixir, an alchemy learned from my travels in Arabia. Misuse or abuse of its lock or straps will ignite the book.”

I removed my thumb from the incendiary lock. “Should I fear keeping such a tome in my library, where my books could become dry tinder if this should ignite?”

His smile returned in its more natural manner. “There is no danger if the book is left unmolested. This I promise you.”

Still, I balked, and the Count read my hesitation.

“Dearest lady,” he said, “we have seen much ruin and did our best to avert it, but here again is a chance to avoid a disaster of far greater import—not only here in France, but across Europe and beyond.”

“By keeping this volume safe?”

He remained silent, but those penetrating eyes answered my question.

“I will do as you ask,” I finally answered. “But I have one last query.”

His gaze turned down, as if he already knew what I would inquire.

“This is your fifth visit upon me,” I pressed him. “You claimed before that there would not be a sixth. Yet, you leave your diary in my care. So then, who will collect it if I never see you again?”

I had thought to stymie him, to make him deny his prior declaration. Instead, he raised his eyes, which shone with a grief that struck my heart. “I must vanish, and so must this book. When both next appear, a time of great tribulation will be upon the world. I cannot say what will happen, only that the book must not fall into the wrong hands even then.”

It all sounded like such folly, but so had his assertions of destruction and chaos years before the Revolution. So, I agreed to take on this burden. Besides, as he had asserted, it did indeed seem a simple matter.

With promises made, we set again to part ways, surely for the last time. I stepped out to speak to my maid to arrange for his departure, but when I returned to the chapel, I found it empty. Inquiries across my staff revealed no one had seen the Count depart. He had simply vanished as if he were never there. The only evidence of his presence was the book in my hand and three drops of blood that had seeped from his bandage.

In the end, I stood before the chapel hearth until the last chimes of the day echoed through the château. I debated throwing the copper-clad book into the flames to be done with it, but I had failed the Count once before—and my beloved Queen had died.

Knowing this, I clutched the book to my bosom and turned my back to the fire. Still, I found myself staring at the three crimson droplets on the marble tile. I sensed more blood would be spilled before this tale truly ended.

Yet, I would not see it happen.

As was foretold, I never saw Saint-Germain again.*
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October 28, 10:33 a.m. GMT

Exeter, County of Devon, England

Sharyn Karr was no witch—despite what local townsfolk might believe of her and her classmates. Even her mother back in Tulsa, who was devoutly Catholic, all but disowned her after learning Sharyn had fled across the Atlantic to pursue a postgraduate degree in witchcraft at the University of Exeter.

She’ll eventually get over it, Sharyn repeated to herself for the umpteenth time.

Her mother certainly would not approve of this morning’s sojourn across the city. Even Sharyn saw little reason for this pilgrimage. She had a paper to start and had just completed a two-mile run when her two roommates had insisted she accompany them on this journey. The day was sunny, a rarity this past month, and clearly her roommates wanted to escape the three-bedroom flat they shared. They cajoled and browbeat and pressed upon her the morning trip’s academic interest, while also stressing the respect that was owed the past.

Ultimately, Sharyn was persuaded by a promise of the city’s best coffee and doughnuts—the latter being a particular weakness of hers.

And what the hell, I did finish a two-mile run.

After a bus ride and short walk through the crisp autumn air, their goal appeared ahead: the crumbling gatehouse of Rougemont Castle. Its archway, constructed of rough-hewn red stones quarried from local hills, was all that remained of the old Norman stronghold built by William the Conqueror in the eleventh century. She gaped at its towering height, which looked ready to crumble upon her. Down lower, modern black iron gates stood open, allowing traffic into the courtyard beyond, where a music festival was being set up.

She and her friends had not come to participate in such festivities. Though, one of the pair looked enviously upon the trio of stages being set up by bustling crews of roadies.

“I attended a Coldplay concert here several years ago,” Naomi said. “Back in my wild youth. I snuck out of the house with a group of friends. On the eve of my A-level exams. Supposed to be studying, but I had a crush on the group’s bass player. So, I could not be dissuaded.”

“Seemed to have done you no harm,” Tag noted, leaning heavily on his cane as he kept up with them. “You still did crackin’ well on those tests, didn’t ya? Got accepted to Oxford with a full ride. Graduated with a dual masters. Archaeology and anthropology.”

Naomi shrugged. “Took me until I was twenty-one. If I had reined in that rebellious streak, I could’ve completed the coursework a year or two earlier.”

Sharyn detected no conceit behind the woman’s words, only a matter-of-fact resignation. Naomi Wren, who had grown up in Wales, was not only the youngest in their study group at Exeter, but also the youngest accepted into the university program. Only months into their first semester, Naomi had already proven to have a nearly eidetic memory and an uncanny ability to wend together disparate disciplines. Her mind was as slippery as it was sharp.

Though, from the bright crimson dye of her hair and buxom shape, few suspected the brilliance shining behind Naomi’s forest-green eyes. Even more daunting, the woman’s legs seemed to stretch forever, presently accentuated by skin-tight jeans, which were topped by a vintage denim jacket embroidered with the Welsh battle standard: an emerald-and-white flag emblazoned with a crimson dragon balanced on one foot.

Sharyn could not help but feel inadequate in Naomi’s shadow, not that her roommate ever sought to diminish her. Still, Sharyn’s bachelor’s degree from the University of Oklahoma in library sciences, with a minor in art history, seemed a paltry accomplishment in comparison. Like Naomi, Sharyn had earned herself an undergraduate scholarship—though in her case, it was not for academics, but for track-and-field. Still, her Sooners’ team had become national champions, for which she took great pride.

Despite continuing to keep fit, Sharyn looked the part of a librarian. She kept her blonde hair in a trim ponytail, wore dark-rimmed glasses when her contacts bothered her after too much eyestrain (which was often), and her figure, while slim and athletic, had none of Naomi’s dangerous curves.

“There it is!” Tag announced, pointing his cane down the street while hobbling a step.

Sharyn steadied the young man with a hand on his elbow, but he brusquely shrugged her off.

“I can manage,” he groused, clearly not wishing to be coddled. He swiped aside a drape of fiery red hair, which matched his trimmed beard. His pale cheeks reddened as he lowered his cane and stepped away.

Sharyn mumbled an apology. Her actions had been instinctual, reflexive, a part of her nature to help, something ingrained in her from her years under the unpredictable bearing of an alcoholic father—or so she had come to understand from Al-Anon meetings, where she had learned codependency came in many forms.

In Tag McKnight’s case, she recognized her coping mechanism could be misconstrued as condescension. Her roommate, who was gay, had grown up on the outskirts of Edinburgh and had been diagnosed with cerebral palsy at the age of four, but he had set out to show the world that he would not be constrained by his body’s limits. He had already earned a master’s in biochemistry and had joined the Exeter program to study medieval pharmacology, specifically with an interest in ancient herbal medicines and psychedelics.

Tag continued forward, aiming for a wall to the left of the gatehouse. He pointed ahead, wheezing a bit from the exertion. “We made it.”

Sharyn followed him into the shadow of the gatehouse’s arch, where a plaque had been secured to the rough red stone. The title at the top read The Devon Witches.

[image: A plaque commemorating the Devon Witches, the last people executed for witchcraft in England.]
Naomi stepped closer. “Let me get ready.”

They gave her room as she extended her phone’s selfie stick. Beyond paying homage to the persecuted women, Naomi had come to immortalize this visit on TikTok, specifically on a sub-section of the site known as WitchTok, a niche community with billions of views that centered on all aspects of witchcraft and magic: from herbal recipes to tarot reading, and the daily lives of Wiccans and their practices. Naomi had gained a large following as she shared her interest in the subject matter, though from a more erudite and educational standard, sharing her experiences and reasons for coming to Exeter along with documenting her ongoing coursework and campus life.

Once ready, Naomi flipped her hair and turned to Tag, trusting his judgment more than Sharyn’s—and for good reason. “How do I look?”

“Posh Spice has nothing on you.”

She touched his arm, thanking him. “Such a dated reference, but I’ll take it.”

She cleared her throat and began to record. As she stood before the placard, she ran a finger across the engraved names of the women.

“Here is a marker commemorating the last four women hanged in the UK for witchcraft: Temperance Lloyd, Susannah Edwards, Mary Trembles, and Alice Molland. The women were tried and found guilty here and hanged at the Heavitree Gallows. Afterward, their bones were buried in unconsecrated ground. Where, you might ask?” She dramatically pointed straight down. “Supposedly right here at the Exeter, beneath the car park at St. Luke’s campus. I hope to confirm this in the year ahead. So join me. Hit the follow button and let’s dig into this together!”

She cut off the recording and sighed. “That should do. I’ll add some captions and music once we’re back at the flat.”

Sharyn frowned at the plaque. “Was that all true? About these women—”

“You mean witches,” Tag reminded her, tapping his cane on the sign.

Sharyn frowned at him. “Who were no doubt innocent of those accusations.”

“Ah, but all four women confessed to be witches.”

“I’m sure they did. Under duress. A forced admission.”

Tag shrugged. “Records suggest otherwise. Temperance Lloyd was accused of casting a hex that sickened a local shopkeeper. Others came forward with similar incriminations, along with wild talk of communing with the devil. Eventually, Lloyd confessed. Even the day she was hanged, she continued to assert that the devil forced her hand. The other women were similarly accused and were tied to Lloyd’s actions.”

Sharyn turned to Naomi. “And their bodies are buried on our campus? Were you making that part up?”

“That’s what’s believed and what I hope to confirm. This winter, I’ll bring in ground-penetrating radar and search for any evidence of a mass grave. Once verified, I hope to set up a dig site in the spring. I’ll make it part of my doctoral thesis on urban archaeology.”

“Above and beyond that,” Tag said, “if their bones are discovered, those women deserve a proper burial. I’ve also read they were interred with their journals, which reportedly contained recipes for herbal brews and potions. If the books were preserved in an adequate manner, it might offer great insight into early folklore and medicine?”

Sharyn stared between her two roommates, grasping the reason behind this pilgrimage. The trip here was plainly tied to their own particular interests.

But not mine.

She studied her roommates, whose eyes glowed with a matching avidness. She had no interest in digging up bones or divining the medicinal mysteries buried in moldering journals of disparaged women.

Instead, she simply loved libraries. The smell of dusty shelves, the lingering hint of resin from leatherbound texts. But mostly, it was the secrets buried in faded ink that captivated her. Her primary interest in traveling to England had been to gain access to the university’s growing archive of ancient texts, some dating back to the Dark Ages. Many of them were said to be richly illuminated with stunning art that had not seen the light of day in centuries.

The latter was the center of her own academic interest. With her minor in art history, she wanted to work on a thesis pertaining to medieval illuminated manuscripts. Yet, the exact direction of her pursuit still escaped her.

I just need to find the proper approach.

She hoped to discover that path during her time here. A year ago, she had read how Exeter’s new program had garnered donations of rare texts pertaining to magic and the occult, everything from alchemical treatises to monastic doctrines, even encrypted works that had yet to be deciphered.

She knew that somewhere in those stacks had to be the answer that had troubled her since she had graduated.

Where do I go next in my career . . . and my life?

Naomi offered a more immediate answer to this question. She nudged Tag. “We should head back, but first we promised to show our new American friend where to find the best coffee in Exeter.”

“And doughnuts,” Sharyn reminded them pointedly.

“Come!” Tag turned and thrust his cane forward like a call to arms. “Off to the Toadstool!”

Sharyn shook her head at the nickname for the establishment, which was actually called the Toad on a Stool. But considering its proximity to this marker and the program they were enrolled in, the name seemed apropos.

Naomi hooked an arm around her waist. “Let’s get you properly caffeinated and carbo-loaded before we return to campus.”

Having paid homage to the witches, the trio set off. Shortly thereafter, the weather proved to be as fickle as her father’s moods, going from sunny and pleasant to dark and windswept. A low layer of clouds rolled in from the nearby river, propelled by a drizzling rain. By now, they had entered a warren of narrow streets, lined with cobbles. It was as if the trio had turned a corner and ended up falling into the medieval past.

“The café is not far,” Tag promised, ducking from the wind and wet. “And besides the excellent espresso, the barista is a sight to behold. While sadly he does not bend in my direction, a man can certainly look on with appreciation.”

“Tag is not wrong,” Naomi said. “I find myself tipping far too generously when he’s working.”

Despite such appeals, Sharyn considered skipping the detour. The weather made her ill at ease. As did the story of the four persecuted women. Instead, she longed to return to the university library, to ensconce herself among its stacks. After her difficult childhood—where danger was only an empty bottle away—the quiet of a library offered a steadfast measure of security and contentedness.

Books had always been her refuge.

As an adult, she recognized this was yet another coping mechanism. But it was one that had never failed her. Even now, she took solace in the stillness of a library, in the quiet turn of a page, in words that transported. It was a balm against the panic attacks that still plagued her.

While she knew such escapes were an emotional crutch, she had come to recognize her faith was not misplaced.

For truth be told, what harm could come from a book?
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October 29, 11:04 a.m. CET

Larvik, Norway

Jakob Haugen fought the restraints that bound him to the steel chair. His efforts were less about freeing himself as escaping the body of his wife. She had been forced to her knees before him. Still, she had not begged for her life. Instead, she had stared resolutely at him, remaining silent as her throat was slit. Her blood had washed across his lap.

Afterward, his captors had thrown her body at his feet and continued ransacking his home, leaving him to keep vigil over the price of his silence.

Oh, Elli . . .

From the runnels that flowed from his shattered nose, he tasted iron on his tongue. His only solace was the angry crashing from the library around him, where two levels of books were being tossed and searched.

You bastards are too late, he silently cast out to the marauders, allowing himself this small amount of satisfaction.

Unable to bear the sight of the ruin at his feet, he cast his gaze out the library’s tall row of windows. They narrowed to gothic points at their tops, as if this space were a cathedral, one dedicated to preserving knowledge. Only this library’s true purpose was far simpler: to hide a single volume among the many. He was the Twelfth Keeper, dedicated to protecting the book from those who hunted it.

He knew he would not survive the day, not that he had many days left to him. The diagnosis had come a month ago. Pancreatic cancer, a highly aggressive adenosquamous carcinoma. At stage four, he would be lucky to make it to Christmas; certainly he’d never ring in the New Year.

Still, it would not be cancer that killed him.

He tugged again at his restraints as he stared past the windows to the beechwood forest outside. The snows had yet to come. The forest floor remained a crimson swath of fallen leaves. He and Elli had spent endless days exploring the parklands, lazing along Farris Lake, hiking the Passion Path trail.

But no more . . .

Knowing the end was near, they had reached a measure of peace, finding solace in quiet moments, grieving and laughing, all in a long, slow goodbye—never suspecting the end would come so swiftly and brutally.

Still, the two had taken the necessary steps, not just legal and financial, but also in safeguarding the treasure that had been entrusted to them.

He returned his gaze to the sprawl of his wife, to the spreading pool of blood on the stone tile. The shock had dulled, replaced with a fury that sharpened his breath and spurred a heavier flow from his broken nose.

How had the bastards known? Who had betrayed us?

Jakob had believed he had attended to all the precautions in transferring the book to the Thirteenth Keeper, a number that now struck him as ominous. Last week, he had shipped and hidden the volume in crates holding hundreds of texts. The bill of lading and provenance declared it to be the bequeathment of a dying historian, which was the truth. Once the shipment reached the United Kingdom, the Thirteenth Keeper would secure the crates. The man had already found another library in which to ensconce the book, to again bury the treasured text amongst many others.

Over the centuries, such a transfer—from one Keeper to the next—had always been a risk, a rare moment of potential exposure.

Which proved the case now.

Jakob knew what this must mean.

Someone betrayed us, possibly within our own organization.

Still, if their enemy was searching this estate, the traitor clearly remained unaware of the transfer, of its destination in England. He hung his hope upon this thinnest of threads.

They must never know where I sent it.

It must vanish into history again.

A commotion drew his attention to the mahogany doors leading into his study. A tall figure strode into the room, flanked by two others, all three enrobed and hooded in crimson, their faces hidden behind folds of black cloth.

Jakob scowled at the trio, at their artifice and pompous garb. He focused on the man in the center, clearly their leader, whose eyes were as black as his scarf. His complexion, what little that could be seen of it, was a pallid shade.

“You will never find the alchemist’s book,” Jakob assured the man, spitting a gobbet of bloody mucus at his toes. “It is already beyond your reach.”

“Nothing is beyond the reach of the Confrérie,” the man said.

The leader waved to the two men who flanked him. The pair dragged Elli’s body off. Watching her limp form be manhandled so callously, her arm scribing a bloody trail, inflamed Jakob’s fury. Anger tightened his chest and strangled his breath.

Once the way was clear, the tall man sidestepped around the pool of blood to approach the chair.

“Professor Haugen, I apologize. This savagery should never have happened. If I had reached your estate sooner, I would have prevented it. Our methods need not be so crude.”

Jakob had a hard time reading this one’s sincerity. The other’s eyes remained cold, his voice matter-of-fact. Jakob heard a slight French accent, but he could not even be certain of that.

The leader nodded to one of his companions, who carried a steel briefcase. The man crossed to a neighboring lamp table and snapped open the case. Jakob had expected to see a splay of sharp instruments of torture. Instead, a set of three syringes rested in velvet, along with a row of vials.

“Truth serums have been notoriously unreliable,” the leader intoned as his two companions prepped the drugs. “At least in the past. Today’s intelligence agencies have refined their methods, which are kept tightly guarded. Yes, analogs of thiopental and scopolamine continue to be useful, but the concurrent addition of oxytocin and MDMA encourages complete cooperation.”

Once the syringes were filled, the two companions closed upon Jakob. He fought and writhed, but strong hands pinned an arm. Needles stabbed: one, then another, but he never felt the third. By then, the room had darkened, and his chin fell to his chest.

Words trailed him into oblivion. “In twilight, no secrets can be kept.”

By the time Jakob woke again—which felt like no more than a long breath—he found himself alone. The forest outside had gone dark, but the room inside blazed with flames. Shelves and books burned all around. Smoke choked high. The heat seared with each breath. Panic cleared the haze from his head. He fought his restraints, but it was not the fire that set his heart to pounding. Death had already been coming for him.

Instead, it was the unknown that horrified him.

What did I tell them?

He had no memory of any interrogation.

He craned at the spreading flames and feared this manner of death was the leader’s cruel way of letting Jakob know that the truth had been stolen from him.

Weeks ago, Jacob had been amused upon learning of the book’s next hiding place, a location that he had deemed sardonically appropriate, particularly considering the book’s contents. He had even shared an adage with Elli from a revered writer: Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.

As the fire and smoke closed upon him, he knew these flames were meant as a final message to him—especially knowing where he had sent the alchemist’s diary.

For in the past, they burned witches.
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October 31, 4:15 p.m. GMT

Exeter, County of Devon, England

Sharyn sensed the press of time, but she refused to rush her efforts. Due to the holiday, the library would be closing early, in less than an hour.

I must finish this . . .

Alone and ensconced in the reading room of the university’s Old Library building, she carefully centered the illustrated book under her digital camera, which balanced on a tripod. The volume was a hand-painted Elizabethan atlas, mapping the counties of Wales and England, drawn by the famed British cartographer Christopher Saxton, in 1579. She had it propped open to a double-page spread. Through her camera, she stared at the emerald hills, the buttery yellow county lines, the crimson townships. She tried to imagine the hands that had so meticulously illustrated this chart.

A voice spoke at her shoulder. “You’re wasting your time.”

Startled, she accidentally snapped a photo, but the heel of her hand nudged the camera and blurred the image.

With a pained exhalation, she turned to the student who had slipped into the reading room behind her. She recognized the young man, Duncan Maxwell, a fellow postgrad student. He was enrolled in her same program, but he was part of another study group, one composed of four friends who had graduated from Oxford. All were men, all from rich families, all full of themselves. She had heard Duncan was sixteenth in line to the British throne.

At present, he looked as if he had just arrived from a foxhunt, dressed in a tweed coat over a canary yellow vest with tan breeches and polished black boots. The only mark of casualness about him was the shaggy, rakish cut to his black hair and the persistent stubble that always darkened his face, which only accentuated the confidence that shone from his ice-blue eyes.

He stared at her with one brow raised—maybe in curiosity, maybe in disdain.

She had to turn away.

How long had he been standing there?

She returned her attention to the book. It rested on a pillow to protect its spine. Soft weights gently held open the pages. She had spent a half hour prepping the text, and this was after a five-day wait to obtain permission to take a photo of the rare book.

“It’s not a waste of time,” she stated crisply, wishing her cheeks had not flushed so hotly. “And yes, the library staff did inform me that copies of the atlas had already been digitized by the Humanities Lab.”

“Then, Ms. Karr, why photograph them yourself?” Duncan’s hard accent struck each consonant with a haughty condescension. Even addressing her by her surname felt as if he were a schoolmaster disciplining a student.

“Not all of us take the easy path in the pursuit of scholarship.” She scowled back at him. “Why are you even here? The library’s about to close.”

Duncan held up a gray package, tied with archival tape. “I came to retrieve an order from the special collections desk. Something sent to me from the British Library. Then I saw you working in here . . .”

“So, you barged in.”

“Only to try to help.” He sighed and the hard edges to his voice softened. “I saw you were taking a photo of a volume that had already been digitized. I had hoped I could save you some needless labor.”

She swallowed and let her guard down—slightly. “I’m working on Dr. Plinth’s assignment, on the essay about the intersection of medieval science and magic.”

“Same here. In fact, it seems we’ve both targeted the same person of interest: the astronomer and alchemist, John Dee.”

She eyed Duncan. “How did you know I picked him for—”

He held up a hand. “People talk. Especially after too many pints at the Ram.”

She gave a sad shake of her head. The Ram was a student hangout, a bar operated by the university. Both Naomi and Tag had tried to lure her out there a few times, but the reek of spilled ale, the raucous laughter, and drunken barks were all too triggering for her.

The only time she had visited the Ram was for a quiz night with her study group. Unfortunately, they were bested by Duncan’s team, who lorded it over the pub that night. Later, clearly inebriated, he had tried to make up for it by buying a round of drinks for all the competitors. Tag had commented upon this largesse after his first sip: Oy, Guinness has never tasted so bitter.

Sharyn squinted at Duncan. “So, you’re also working on a paper concerning John Dee?”

She had already been fascinated by the sixteenth-century scholar and polymath. Not only did Dee serve as an advisor to Queen Elizabeth I, he was also the court astronomer and a skilled mathematician. But in addition, the man had a keen interest in alchemy, divination, and astrology. When it came to merging science and magic, there were few who matched his devotion.

She studied Duncan. “So what’s your angle for the assignment?”

He stepped closer. “I’m looking into the science of encryption and how codes were used both to mask and enhance the mysticism of occult knowledge. It’s said Dee possessed a copy of the Voynich Manuscript with its bizarre drawings and indecipherable language. While this fact remains in dispute, it is known that he did possess and was fixated on a copy of the Book of Soyga, a sixteenth-century Latin text on magic, of which large sections remain deeply encrypted. The British Library holds one of only two extant copies of that mystical book in its collection.”

Sharyn stared at the package in Duncan’s hands. “They loaned it to you?”

“To me? Never. But I was able to get photographs of a few significant pages and have them sent to me. Cryptography has always been an interest of mine. My undergrad degree at Oxford was in Cybersecurity and Information Assurance. My focus was on AI and digital encryption.”

She frowned in confusion. “With such a degree, why enroll in this program?”

He snorted, which came out with an edge of bitterness. “My father—who’s in banking—questioned the same. He certainly favored the practicality of my Oxford studies.” He shrugged heavily. “But after learning of my postgrad application, he threatened to disown me. And may still.”

Sharyn could relate, remembering the castigation from her mother. “Yet, you came here. Why?”

He glanced at a clock on the wall. “A long story. Too long for now. Like you said, the library is about to close.”

She grimaced, recognizing she had at best another fifteen minutes. She returned her attention to her camera and the open book. She made a final adjustment of the pages with her freshly scrubbed fingers. Unlike many institutions, the Old Library forbade gloves, which interfered with tactile dexterity and caused more damage than they prevented.

Oddly, Duncan did not leave her side and leaned in closer. “I’m puzzled,” he said softly. “How does Saxton’s atlas relate to your essay on John Dee?”

She glanced back, finding him standing far too close. At six foot two, he towered over her a bit. She swallowed before answering. “Later in life, Dee became the warden of Christ’s Church in Manchester. During his tenure, he commissioned Saxton to survey the city’s parish boundaries. No copies of that work exist, but this hand-painted atlas of Saxton’s includes the Manchester region.” She pointed to the splay of pages. “It’s why I wanted to photograph them myself, to use this as a stand-in for the lost work commissioned by Dee.”

“Ah. But still, how does this pertain to your thesis?”

She talked it out as she took her photos. “While Dee dabbled in the occult—even believing he could communicate with angels—he was devoutly Catholic. All of his esoteric work, some of which could be deemed demonic, always had a Catholic slant to it. My treatise is to look at the merging of art, astronomy, and religiosity in Dee’s work.”

“To what end?”

“To prove how the lines between the occult, religion, and science are blurrier than ever. Both in the past and now.”

“With the truth lying somewhere in the cracks . . .”

She hid a smile at his words.

Exactly.

Duncan pointed to the tabletop, where a chained loop held a tarnished pendant. Sharyn had taken it off, along with a couple rings, before handling the book.

“I see you have a Saint Christopher’s medal. You’re Roman Catholic yourself?”

“Actually, it was my father’s. He was a police officer. Died in the line of duty—a crash during a high-speed pursuit.”

“I’m sorry,” Duncan whispered.

“That was four years ago,” she muttered, as if time could excuse the pain.

Sharyn covered the medal with her palm and scooped it into the pocket of her jeans. She was not sure why she had divulged any of this. Still, she had left off one significant detail, maybe out of shame. Her father’s body was found to have a blood-alcohol level of 0.06 percent. While it was within legal limits, it was enough for the carjacker to sue the city and her family. Even with the union’s support and life insurance, the judgment had left the family desolate. Afterward, her mother had taken a reactionary hard turn into a faith that had long since lapsed.

Sharyn, too embittered and angry, could not follow the same path.

Even now, she remained conflicted about his death, about him. Her father’s alcoholism had been a slow progression. From doting parent to a monster who haunted her life. Even in those hard depths, when shouts woke her, when an angry bull roughed through the house, there remained moments of tenderness and concern. When she was a teenager, he would often take her to the gun range. His instructions were firm but softened by humor and compliments. He also enrolled her in self-defense and martial arts classes, where she earned a brown belt in jiujitsu. Unfortunately, she hadn’t had time to gain her black belt before her father passed, and afterward the classes had been too expensive.

While Sharyn had enjoyed the challenge, down deep she suspected the reason behind her father’s encouragement. It wasn’t just to gird his daughter against the harshness of the world, but possibly also to protect her from himself. Often when she dropped an opponent to the mat, he would smile and nod, but there remained a troubled look to his eyes.

While she had suffered verbal abuse during his drunken rages, it had never turned physical. That was the burden of her mother. Black eyes, bruises, broken fingers. Still, she suspected her father feared his anger might one day fall upon his daughter and maybe—consciously or not—sought to give her the means to protect herself.

With his death, Sharyn would never know the truth. Was her father the alcoholic who haunted their house like some dread beast . . . or the man who cheered her at track meets and who so clearly loved her?

She remembered Duncan’s words from a moment ago and knew they applied here, too: The truth lies somewhere in the cracks.

She took a final few snapshots of the atlas, then straightened. “That should do it.”

Which proved timely, as the door to the reading room swung open. The librarian who staffed the research desk popped her head inside. She was an older woman who wore her gray hair in a tight bun and reading glasses hanging from a chain. “We’ll be closing in five minutes. All material must be returned to their strongrooms.”

“I’m finished,” Sharyn said. “I’ll get everything tidied up and re-box the atlas.”

The woman nodded and ducked back out.

“I can help you,” Duncan offered.

“No need. I can manage.”

“Very good.” He stepped toward the door, then turned back. “Are you going to the Halloween party at the Lemmy?”

“I’m afraid not.” The Lemmy—the nickname for the Lemon Grove nightclub—had a bash planned for the night. “Those tickets are rather steep.”

“I do have a couple extra, if you’d like.”

She shook her head. “My friends and I already made plans to go to the Forum.”

Where there will be no cover charge.

She was on a tight budget, not that she particularly wanted to go either way. The party at the university commons was open to the public and notoriously rowdy. Unfortunately, she had been unable to discourage her flatmates from browbeating her into attending.

“Well . . .” Duncan patted his pockets, then pulled out a set of black tickets stamped in crimson with the logo of the Lemon Grove. He tossed them on the table. “For you and your friends . . . if you change your mind.”

She made no move toward the tickets.

“I hope to see you there,” he added as he headed out.

She lifted a hand and made a noncommittal noise. She had no intention of going. In fact, if possible, she planned on making it an early night.

That’s if Tag and Naomi will let me.

And that was certainly a big if.






4

5:02 p.m.

With Duncan gone, Sharyn carefully lifted the Saxton Atlas from its pillow and returned the large tome to its acid-free storage box. She then collected her things, shouldered her backpack, and drew the heavy box under both arms. Holding it aloft like a tea tray, she headed out of the reading room.

The research librarian noted Sharyn struggling with the door and came to help. As Sharyn exited, the older woman touched her arm. “I’m the last one here. Could I trouble you to carry the box to the strongroom for me? I can lead you there.”

Sharyn understood the reason behind this request. The Saxton’s atlas, large and unwieldy, weighed close to twenty pounds. The thin-limbed woman, while prim and tidy, would certainly struggle with the load.

Sharyn noted her nametag: Margaret Peele.

“Of course, Ms. Peele. Put me to use.”

“Thank you, my dear.”

Actually, Sharyn needed little goading. She had always wanted to peek into one of the library’s many strongrooms. In those temperature-controlled chambers, the most valuable and rare collections were preserved and protected. Sharyn had already spent weeks searching through the library’s catalogs, retrieving material that she would never have access to back in the States.

She had spent days reviewing the library’s Syon Abbey Collection, which consisted of rare books and manuscripts gathered from a monastic order founded in the fifteenth century. Many richly illuminated books included gilded illustrations of the Virgin Mary. It surprised her to discover several pages showing examples of mirror writing, with the script written backward across a page. Such writing was both a crude means of encryption and a way to force a reader into a deeper introspection into what was written so challengingly.

She remembered Duncan’s treatise on coded texts.

Maybe I should let him know what I found . . .

Then again, maybe not.

She still recalled him thumping his chest in triumph when his team won the pub’s quiz match.

Putting such thoughts aside, she followed Ms. Peele, who paused to lock the front doors before continuing deeper into the library. Sharyn glanced to the exit. This deep into autumn, the sun had already set. Outside, lampposts glowed across a twilit park. A few figures rushed by on foot or bicycle, likely hurrying off to enjoy the start of the campus festivities.

Even inside the library, only a few lights illuminated the maze-like spread of rooms. The staff had squandered little time in shutting the place down. Sharyn glanced across the shadowy rows of shelves and spotted no other movement.

A shiver of misgiving shook through her. The night had always held a particular fear for her. A dread not born of superstition, but from real danger: the crash of a door in the dark, the stumble of heavy feet, the slurred burst of accusation, the sharper cry of the assaulted.

She pulled her box closer.

It didn’t help matters that they passed a cabinet displaying an Agatha Christie exhibit. Many items came from the library’s heritage collection, including letters and early drafts of the mystery writer’s work—where murder was only a page away.

As they continued deeper into the library, Sharyn studied Ms. Peele, taking a cue from the other’s calmness. The woman showed no twinge of discomfort as she headed off the main hall.

“The Rare Books strongroom lies this way.”

Sharyn kept close on her heels. “Who guards this place after hours? Is there a nightwatchman?”

Ms. Peele turned and peered over the top of her glasses. “This isn’t the British Museum, young lady. The building is alarmed, of course, and monitored by CCTV cameras. Plus, campus security regularly sweeps by and checks doors.” She squinted at Sharyn with an amused smile. “Aren’t planning on robbing us, are ya, miss?”

“Not on Halloween. Wouldn’t want to disturb any ghosts.”

“Wise. Especially as Exeter is the most haunted city in all the UK.”

Sharyn glanced over. “Is that true?”

“That’s what they say. And if they’re right, you definitely don’t want to get on the bad side of this place.”

“I’ll try my best.”

They finally reached a door stenciled with the words Rare Books on it. Ms. Peele slipped out a keycard and tapped the glowing lock. A brief chime sounded, followed by a whisper of sliding bolts.

Before the door could be opened, a muffled crash rose from inside. Sharyn stepped back, ready for a fast retreat, but Ms. Peele yanked the door open.

A flare of light momentarily blinded Sharyn, but the older woman barged across the threshold. “Why didn’t someone tell me you were back here?” Ms. Peele blurted out.

Sharyn got drawn in the librarian’s wake. Still, adrenaline spiked through her, tightening her chest. Raised in an alcoholic household, her body had honed a quickfire fight-or-flight response when it came to a threat.

“You’re supposed to log in and out,” Ms. Peele scolded whomever was inside. “You should know better. Just because you were once the director of the libraries does not give you the right to flaunt our rules.”

“I apologize.” The voice rose from behind a stack of wooden crates, well over a dozen. One box had toppled over and lay broken—likely the source of the noise a moment ago. A crowbar rested on the floor next to it. “I had thought I’d only be here a few minutes.”

A tall gray-haired man with a matching goatee straightened from a crouch beside the cracked crate. He swiped a fall of hair from his sweaty brow. He was dressed in a crisp white shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbows. A suit jacket hung on a nearby dolly. He dusted off his hands and stepped over to greet them.

Ms. Peele admonished the man. “I could’ve accidentally locked you inside.” She waved to Sharyn. “If not for a student who checked out the Saxton Atlas, I would’ve never known anyone was still in here.”

The man offered a slight bow of his head in apology. “Fear not, I still have my own keys to the building. I could’ve freed myself if need be.”

“Still, I should’ve been informed.”

“Of course. It was an inexcusable lapse.”

He stepped over and hugged Ms. Peele, which warmed the woman’s scowl into a soft smile. Clearly, they knew each other well.

Once free of the man’s arms, she wagged a finger at him. “Don’t do it again.”

“Never, my dearest Ms. Peele.”

The man’s eyes fell upon Sharyn with a slight raise of his brows. “Ms. Karr, is it not?”

Sharyn struggled to respond, shocked that the former director of the libraries knew her name.

He stepped closer and relieved her of the boxed atlas, which he placed on a nearby cart. “I remember your application to our MA program in Magic and Occult Sciences. We’ve not formally met. I’m Professor Julian Wright.”

He held out his hand, which she took reflexively, and finally freed her tongue. “You’re the head of the Exeter program.”

“Indeed. Next spring, I’ll be teaching coursework on paleography.”

She nodded, anxious to delve into this very subject. Paleography, the study of ancient writing systems, covered everything from deciphering languages to dating texts. It also explored the history of illuminated drawings, a particular interest of hers.

Ms. Peele interrupted with her hands on her hips, staring at the crates, especially the broken one. “I heard there was a delivery this morning, a donation of books.”

“A bequeathment,” Wright corrected and turned to the stacks, his eyes taking on a haunted cast. “From a friend and colleague of mine. To expedite cataloging, I had the crates delivered and secured in the Rare Books Collection. I came to retrieve the lading slip and take it to my office for review. I thought I’d be in and out.”

Sharyn eyed the crowbar on the floor.

“You’ve been doing more than that,” Ms. Peele scolded.

“True. A quick glance down the list revealed several extremely rare books that I thought should be set aside before we bring in archivists to catalog the collection.”

Sharyn noted most of the boxes had their lids pried off, revealing cloth-wrapped books packed inside and cushioned by dry hay. Many of the volumes had been unbound to reveal dusty texts with faded titles. She found herself frowning, recognizing the work had been done hastily. Several books looked as if they had been haphazardly tossed to the side.

“Did you find what you were looking for?” Ms. Peele asked.

“Not everything.”

Ms. Peele scowled. “If you’re so determined in this pursuit, I can stay until you’re finished.” She waved an arm. “All these heavy boxes. And with your heart condition. You shouldn’t be doing this alone.”

“I’m fine. I can’t ask this of you
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