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The Unseen Truth Series

An Unseen Truth book does one thing — it confronts the reader with eternity through a memorable story, not a sermon.

For the complete and growing list of titles in the series, visit unseentruth.org




A Note from the Author

I am not an author. In fact, I couldn’t put two words together to make a sentence.

I am a person, just like you. I have hurts. I have pains. I have wounds.

I do, however, have forgiveness — and with that forgiveness, my heart has a message and a mandate: to show others the way of healing, the way of living and moving forward. Just as my story hasn’t ended, yours can be just beginning.

You may not find all my words eloquent, but you will find a message of hope and redemption.

I pray you are ready to choose this day.

— William Pickrel




Prologue

Before the first calendar, before the first city, before there was a man anywhere on the earth to set a word of it down, there was a rebellion in a country with no map, and it failed.

Those who led it were not killed, for they could not be. They were bound. They were cast down out of the high country into a deep place under the world and shut there in a darkness that was made to hold them, and over the mouth of that place a seal was set — not a stone, and not a wall, but a thin worn skin between what is seen and what is kept beneath it, the one boundary in all creation that the bound ones could neither break nor bribe nor outwait. And there they were left, in chains, in the dark, reserved, the prophets said, against the judgment of a day that had not yet come.

But a sealed door still asks to be kept. And so the keeping of it was given to men — to a single line of them, fathers to sons, down all the long centuries, watchmen who stood guard over a door the world was never told existed, and were never thanked for it, and most often were not believed. They learned the calendar of it. They learned which days the chains drew tight and which days they slackened, and they kept the watch, and they handed it down, name to name, and they died ordinary deaths in ordinary rooms with a secret in them that no neighbor ever guessed.

What the watchmen knew, and feared, and taught their sons to fear, was this: that they were not the only ones who had learned where the door was. On the far side of the centuries, patient as water, other hands had been working at the same thin place — not to keep it shut, but to teach their own sons, slowly, across a hundred lifetimes, how a seal that cannot be broken might yet, with enough patience, be picked.

And it was written that in the last of the days the lock would be worked again in earnest, and the dark would find a voice to speak through, and the chains would begin to give. It was written that a reader would be raised up who could see the hour coming and would not believe his own eyes. And it was written that a lion would be marked from his birth, and asked, at the end, to go down into the deep place and hold the door from the inside, so that the morning might come up one more time over a world that would never learn what it had cost, or whose.

This is the account of the days the lock was worked again.




Chapter OneThe Catalog

The forgery confessed at a quarter to midnight, the way they always did. Not in words. In a wavelength.

David Cohen worked alone after the building emptied. It was the only honest way. No footsteps in the corridor, no colleague leaning in the doorway with a theory, nothing in the room but the climate machines breathing their dry, even breath and the old skin under glass.

On the monitor the fragment had swelled to the size of a desert seen from orbit. A strip of cured sheepskin no longer than his thumb, magnified until its surface was canyon country — the iron-gall ink had been eating into the parchment for three thousand years, a slow chemical fire burning history into the page one micron at a time. A dealer had carried the thing across two borders in a cooled case and sworn it was a leaf off a fourth-century codex. Unrecorded. Heretical. The kind of find that funded a department for a decade.

It came down to the red. Someone, centuries ago, had brushed a thread of pigment along the margin, and the whole question of the fragment’s life or death hung on what that red was made of. If the Raman beam came back cinnabar, the red was a mineral the medieval workshops loved and the ancient world could not have made — a fifteenth-century hand dressing up a forgery, an Inquisition-era fabrication. If it came back hematite, the red was old as the skin beneath it, and the thing in his hands was a genuine heretical voice from the fourth century, smuggled past every council that had tried to burn it. One pigment made it a lie. The other made it a miracle. Cohen did not much care which. He cared only that the beam would not lie about it either way.

He did not read the words. Words were the part people wanted to believe — the part that carried theology and longing and the small human ache to matter past the length of a life. Words lied the way people lied, with conviction. The ink was harder to flatter. It was a mineral in a binder, and it had a fingerprint, and the fingerprint was either old or it was not.

He brought the beam down. On the screen the spectrum began to climb, peak by peak, a small city of light rising out of the black, and at the place where the question lived the peaks found their answer. Mercury. Sulfur. The clean twinned line of cinnabar.

“There you are,” he said, to no one.

He logged it without softening it. Interpolation. Non-original. The margin is a later hand. The dealer could have his forgery back with an invoice. Then he sat back, and the old chair complained under him, and for the length of one breath he let himself have the only thing the work still gave him. Not joy. Its colder cousin. The quiet of a question closed.

It used to give him more. He could remember when. His father had taught him these old hands at a kitchen table thirty years ago, a magnifying glass between them and a lamp pulled close, and the old man had never called them evidence. He had called them voices. Every scribe was a man who had sat where you are sitting, his father said, afraid of the same dark, and wrote anyway. Learn the hand and you can almost hear him breathe.

Cohen had learned the hands. He had stopped, somewhere along the way, hearing anyone breathe. He told himself that was what growing up was. Most nights he believed it.

The knock came in a shape he knew before the second tap. Two soft raps, a pause, a third — a man talking himself across a threshold. Hadley.

“Still burning the place down, David.” Hadley let the heavy oak door swing and stood in the wash of monitor light, and the small gold cross at his collar caught the glow and gave a little of it back. He had worn that cross thirty years in a department that treated faith as something a serious man outgrew, a quiet rebellion he had never once bothered to defend. “The cinnabar came back, then.”

“It’s a fake. Fifteenth century in fourth-century clothes.”

“And that’s a good night for you.” Hadley came a few steps in, easy around the instruments, careful of the glass. “Most men would call unmasking a thing a sad result. You look like you slept.”

“It resolves. A thing that resolves is a thing you can put down.” Cohen rubbed the bridge of his nose, where the glare always settled. “Which is more than I can say for the other twenty-nine waiting in the drawer. Time’s a luxury for men without a backlog.”

“Must be restful in here.” Hadley said it lightly, but his eyes had gone somewhere else for a second, the way they did. His wife had been gone four winters now. He had told Cohen once, late, that the worst of widowing was not the grief but the silence where an answer used to come — that he had kept the faith mostly because he could not bear a house with no one listening in it. He did not say things like that often. He carried the cross the way a man holds a door open, in case someone wants to come in.

Tonight he carried something else. A small white envelope, held against his chest since the doorway, his thumb worrying the corner of it. He set it at the clean edge of the bench, clear of the glass and the slides, and he set it down gently.

“This was in the departmental mail,” Hadley said. “Addressed to your father. I almost left it in the box. Then I remembered what Thursday is.”

The anniversary. One year. Cohen looked at the envelope and did not reach for it. The hand on the front was cramped and old, the loops of a man who had learned to write by candlelight and never trusted a keyboard after, and the return address was a seminary in Bethlehem that still, somehow, kept his father on a list. A year in the ground, and the mail came anyway. Patient as grief. Addressed to a man with no forwarding address in any country the post still served.

“He’s dead, Hadley. The mail hasn’t caught up.”

It came out colder than he meant, and he heard it, and under the cold was the other thing — the thing he kept a laser between himself and most nights. He had sat in the front row at the funeral, stiff-backed and dry-eyed, while men talked about a God who never once showed up in the data, and he had not been able to cry then and had not managed it since. His father had been a man of ancient mysteries. Cohen was a man of modern certainties. The gap between them had been wider than the Atlantic, and now it was wider than that, and there was no longer any closing it from either side.

And still he missed him. He missed him the way you miss a language you have stopped speaking — not in words, but in the moments you reach for one and find the place empty. His father would have loved this fragment. Would have leaned over it with the lamp pulled close and said something about the frightened man who ground that red, and meant it, and made Cohen for an hour almost able to believe the dark was full of voices instead of only quiet.

“He cared about the why,” Hadley said. “Not only the when. That was never softness in him.”

“I know what it was.” Cohen opened the drawer beneath the bench, set the envelope inside, face down, behind a brick of bound journals, and pushed it shut with his knee. “Get some sleep, Hadley.”

Hadley looked at him a moment longer. “You too, David.” Then the door, and the latch, and the small final click that always sounded to Cohen like the room sealing itself. He was alone again with the hum.

His coffee had gone cold and grown a skin. Beside the mug, where it had no business being, lay a paperback. Glossy. Cheap. A clock bleeding down a field of black, the title in red foil already lifting at one corner like a scab. The Thirteenth Gate. Dorian Locke.

Hannah had left it — the graduate student with the best eye for a damaged text he had trained in a decade, and a sense of humor about him he tolerated because the eye was worth it. She had asked him once, not joking, whether he ever read anything that scared him. He had said he didn’t frighten easily. She had said that wasn’t what she meant, and gone back to her work, and he had thought about it longer than he let on. The paperback was the punchline to a joke he had not known was still running: the world’s most lurid novelist, set down on the bench of the world’s most humorless paleographer.

He picked it up to drop it in the bin. The paper was warm and acidic, already dying, already on its way back to pulp. He opened it instead — looking for a sentence ugly enough to earn the contempt he had decided to feel — and his eye caught on a line a third of the way down a page he had not chosen.

The lion does not roar in the heat; he waits for the snow to mark the path of the breach.

Cohen went still.

He read it again. Then a third time, his thumb pressing the page flat, as if the words might rearrange themselves once he let the pressure off. The old animal place at the back of his neck had gone cold and tight, the place no number of instruments had ever quite trained out of him.

The line was wrong. Not the prose — the prose was exactly the overcooked dread he had expected. The cadence was wrong. That clause had bones under it. The lion does not roar in the heat was not invented. A man did not invent that. It was translated, and badly — a hand reaching for an idiom in a tongue that had no business near a Vermont laptop. The syntax carried a bend he knew. A dialect that had lived and died in one valley. The kind of fingerprint that did not survive into modern use, did not sit in any lexicon, did not exist anywhere a man could go and find it.

Except that Cohen had found it. Once.

He walked his memory back along the only road he trusted — where, where have I read this hand — and the answer did not come from a database or a plate or a seminar. It came from somewhere far quieter. Somewhere he had spent thirty years deciding, on purpose, not to look.

He set the paperback down with the same care Hadley had used on the envelope. At the back wall of the Catalog, behind its own climate seal, stood a small safe, and inside it a satchel his father had pressed into his hands from a hospital bed with a grip a dying man should not have had, and inside the satchel a scroll — sealed, never unrolled, never read by anyone outside three generations of one family. The Family’s Burden, his father had called it, the capitals plain in his voice. A trust to be kept until the appointed time.

He did not cross the room to it. He stood at the bench with the cold still working at the back of his neck and looked at the safe across the dark, the way you look at a telephone in the small hours when you already know, in the part of you that knows things first, exactly who is about to call.




Chapter TwoThe Paperback

The faculty lounge was too bright. Morning sun came hard through the high windows and lit every mote of dust in the stale air, and Cohen sat at the communal table tracing the grain of the laminate with one finger, because it gave his eyes somewhere to be that was not the satchel at his feet. A cup of institutional coffee cooled in front of him, bitter and untouched. Around him the ordinary machinery of the department turned over for the day — the photocopier groaning in the corner, two adjuncts arguing amiably about a conference panel, the smell of someone’s burned toast — and all of it felt to Cohen like a film of a place he used to live.

“You look like you slept in the archives again, David.” Hadley dropped into the chair across from him, smelling of peppermint and the rain just starting against the glass. He set down two cups, slid one across, and did not comment when Cohen left it where it landed. “The late-night forgeries getting to you?”

“The work needs focus. Focus doesn’t always keep a sleep schedule.” Cohen watched a bead of condensation slide down the side of Hadley’s water bottle rather than meet his eyes.

“Focus is one thing. You’ve been staring at that spot on the table for three minutes.” Hadley let his chair tip back. He was a round, unhurried man a decade Cohen’s senior, the only person in the building who still wore a tie and the only one who had come to the funeral last spring and stayed afterward, in the empty reception room, not saying anything, just being there while Cohen shook the last hands and pretended the day was a logistics problem to be managed. He had a small gold cross at his collar that he touched sometimes without seeming to know he did it. “Your father used to say the same thing you just said. Except he called it truth, not work. Said truth didn’t care if you were tired — it just sat there and waited for you to catch up.”

Cohen’s jaw tightened, the mention of his father a dull and familiar friction. “My father dealt in metaphysics. I deal in forensic history. There’s a difference in the method.”

“Is there?” Hadley’s voice went soft, which was always harder to deflect than heat. “I sat with him a few times near the end, you know. While you were at conferences. He wasn’t frightened of dying, David. I’ve sat with a lot of men at that stage and most of them are, underneath, however they carry it. He wasn’t. He talked about you, mostly. He had this idea he’d left something undone with you and that it would sort itself out later. He was very calm about later.”

“My father was calm about a great many things that should have alarmed him.” Cohen heard the edge in it and did not soften
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