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Murderous Requiem

 

By Jamie Fessenden

 

Jeremy Spencer never imagined the occult order he and his boyfriend, Bowyn, started as a joke in college would become an international organization with hundreds of followers. Now a professor with expertise in Renaissance music, Jeremy is drawn back into the world of free love and ceremonial magick. The old jealousies and hurt that separated him from Bowyn eight years ago no longer seem significant.

Then Jeremy begins to wonder if the centuries-old score he’s been asked to transcribe hides something sinister. With each stanza, local birds flock to the old mansion, a mysterious fog descends upon the grounds, and bats swarm the temple dome. During a séance, the group receives a cryptic warning from the spirit realm. And as the music’s performance draws nearer, Jeremy realizes it may hold the key to incredible power—power somebody is willing to kill for.




Dedicated to the Brethren.




Author’s Note

 

 

THE ANCIENT Greek text used for the libretto, which we first see translated in chapter twenty, was taken from a fragment of text attributed to Euripides. Although I’d seen the fragment (officially designated “Euripides fragment 912”) referenced in several books on ancient Greek magic and knew it would be perfect for this novel, I was unable to track down an English translation. Fortunately, my husband is a student of several ancient languages and was able to translate it for me. The following is the translated text, with some notes he wrote concerning it:

 

 

Euripides fragment 912, translated by Erich Rickheit

“For you who rules all things, this libation and broth I bring, Zeus or Hades, as you are content to be called. From me accept the sacrifice, the unburnt offering of all fruits that complete has been poured forth for you, out of the gods and the sons of Ouranos, take in hand the scepter of Zeus, and with Hades share the rule of earthly things, send to the light the souls of those below, those willing for a contest to know beforehand from where will sprout the root of evils, what must be offered up for the blessed to find rest from toil.”

 

 

Notes:

The sons of Ouranos: the Titans.

Willing for a contest: everything is a contest to the Greeks; maybe this means “send up those souls prepared to bargain their prophecies against a chance of rest.”

The blessed: the blessed dead.

Rest from toil: this is the usual translation, but mokhthon can mean general suffering, not just hard labor.




Prologue

 

 

I KNEW his voice. Even after eight years, it was familiar and ordinary, as if he were just calling to see if I wanted him to pick up something on the way home. I knew it was Bowyn, though he’d said nothing more than “Hey, it’s me.”

That’s how he always began a phone conversation. At least, with me.

“Who is this?”

“Come on, Jeremy. Don’t play games.”

I sighed and dropped the pretense. “All right, Bowyn. What can I do for you?”

“I need to see you. It’s important.”

Embarrassed that I’d become instantly erect at the thought of seeing him again, I thanked God he wasn’t there to see the tent in my bathrobe. It had been almost a decade, but the mere sound of that soft, smooth voice was enough to make me horny as hell. I wanted him. I wanted him as badly as I had every day we’d been together.

“I don’t know—”

“Seth has acquired a document,” he rushed ahead, trying to stop me from hanging up. “One you need to see.”

The mention of that name quenched my desire as though someone had tossed a bucket of ice water on my crotch. It wasn’t that I hated Seth. Once I’d loved him—almost as much as I’d loved Bowyn. But things had been… awkward… when I left. And it still hurt to think about. “I’m sorry. I really don’t have the time.”

“An original manuscript by Ficino,” Bowyn went on as if I hadn’t spoken. “And it includes a mass written in four-part harmony.”

Marsilio Ficino was a fifteenth-century philosopher and doctor. He’d been responsible for translating the complete works of Plato from Greek into Latin and was well-known for his own writings on philosophy and magic, including works on the healing properties of music. I’d done my master’s thesis on Ficino. Bowyn had helped me organize my notes and critiqued several of my drafts.

“It’s a fake, Bowyn. Ficino wrote about music, and he composed some pieces for the lyre, but he never wrote anything as complex as a polyphonic mass.”

“We can’t know for certain it was written by him—not yet—but it does date to the late fifteenth century,” Bowyn explained patiently. “Seth has someone in Greece working on a translation of the libretto, but he needs someone with your expertise to transcribe the Renaissance musical notation into modern notation.”

“Greece?” I asked.

“The libretto is in ancient Greek.”

It wasn’t impossible. Ficino had known ancient Greek, of course. But most of his work had been written in an archaic Italian dialect, and the text of a mass—the libretto—would generally be in Latin.

“Maureen?” Our friend Maureen had helped us with ancient Greek translations when we were in college.

“No. We couldn’t track her down. But we found a professor at the University of Crete who was willing to do it.”

I grabbed a mug from the kitchen cupboard, filled it with water, and set it in the microwave. It was more for something to do, to stop my hands from shaking, than a desperate need for tea.

“Ficino was a skilled musician and singer,” I protested. “But a polyphonic mass…?”

“That’s why we need you, Jeremy. You’re the only one Seth trusts for this.”

“Why me?”

“Because you’re one of the Brethren.”

I slammed the box of tea I’d taken from the cupboard down on the counter, my temper flaring. “I am not one of the goddamned Brethren!”

Bowyn laughed gently. The bastard had always found it cute when I lost my temper.

“Damn it, Bowyn! How many years do I have to put between me and that place before Seth will acknowledge that I’m gone?”

“You know how he is,” he responded soothingly. “He considers you family, no matter what.”

I bit back an angry response. He was right. Seth was incapable of processing the idea that anyone could ever leave him. At a fundamental level, he was convinced everyone adored him. Once I had adored him….

That I was capable of doing the transcription, I had no doubt. Earlier in the week, I’d been in London, where I’d been transcribing Renaissance musical pieces at the British Museum for a planned article on performance variations. It was a demanding task. The notation was very different from modern musical notation, and damage to a manuscript often rendered sections difficult or impossible to read. Educated guesses had to be made to fill in the gaps. But I had years of experience, and I was good at it.

It’s impossible to describe to someone who isn’t as fanatical about Renaissance music as I am just how my pulse started racing at the idea of working with an untranslated, untouched original document by Marsilio Ficino. Perhaps not as mind-blowing as it would be for a Christian scholar to get his hands on something written by one of the apostles… but pretty close. Bowyn knew me and knew I would never be able to resist bait like that.

But I’d closed the door on my life at the Temple, and I had no desire to reopen it. I made one last attempt to at least keep myself safely rooted in Durham, rather than make the trip up north. “Look, Bowyn, if Seth really wants me to work on this, have him e-mail me high-resolution photos—”

“You’re taking the semester off to work on a paper,” Bowyn chided. “The receptionist in the music department told me.”

“Vivian needs to stop giving information to strangers on the phone.”

“We only need you for a week, Jeremy. Maybe two. You’ll know better than me once you’ve had a look at it. I’ll be at your place tomorrow afternoon to pick you up.”

Then he hung up while I was still trying to think of a response. The bastard knew he’d won. I’d never been able to deny him anything.

Except once.




Chapter One

 

 

THE NEXT morning I tried to work on the paper I’d been researching, but it was a lost cause. The thought of Bowyn showing up on my doorstep in a few hours had my stomach in knots. All the hell we’d gone through eight years earlier—all the arguments, all the failed attempts to get him to understand why I couldn’t go on the way things were—kept flooding back to me.

That and an odd dread that once we saw each other, I’d see how much he’d changed. Perhaps he’d let himself go, cut off that beautiful long blond hair I’d loved running my fingers through, or lost it to a receding hairline. What if I just didn’t find him attractive anymore? I hadn’t realized until this moment that part of me had been harboring a faint hope we could someday reconcile, even after all this time. What if seeing Bowyn proved it was finally and absolutely over?

It was mid-October, which could get pretty cold in southern New Hampshire, but today was warm. I took one of the best books I had on musical settings of the Catholic mass in the early Italian Renaissance out to the front porch and sat there nursing a cup of strong Irish tea while I read. The fresh air and the vivid oranges, reds, and yellows of maples and oaks along Riverside Drive calmed me.

The car that came down the street shortly after two o’clock must have belonged to Seth, unless Bowyn had changed completely from the man I’d known. It was some kind of sports car—I couldn’t tell one from another—sleek and low to the ground, with the convertible top down. Not red, like the clichéd midlife crisis vehicle, but gunmetal gray.

Bowyn was behind the wheel, and I could tell, even before he’d pulled into the driveway and eased his lanky body out of the car, that he hadn’t changed at all. Not physically, anyway.

Even at thirty-five, he was still naturally athletic, dressed in torn jeans and a plain T-shirt that was stretched taut by well-defined stomach and chest muscles I knew had never seen a gym. His beautiful, sensuous face was framed by long, straight blond hair that hung nearly to his waist and didn’t have a trace of gray that I could see. He was running around barefoot, as though he were still a rebellious college student.

“You’re supposed to wear shoes when you’re driving,” I said, standing as he pulled off his shades to reveal amazing, clear blue eyes.

Bowyn laughed, sauntering up the walkway. “Are you going to give me a detention, Professor?”

“We don’t give detentions in college.”

“Then how about a spanking?”

I groaned. How I was going to survive a week or more in his company, I couldn’t imagine. The mere sight of him made me want to ravish him, right there on the porch, in front of all my neighbors. There had been a time when I might have done it. But Seth had come between us, and he was still there.

It wasn’t exactly that Bowyn had left me for Seth. We’d both been Seth’s lovers at one point, in a passionate and intensely sexy triad. But I’d thought Bowyn and I belonged to each other, regardless of who might share our bed. After all, we’d been a couple long before Seth came into our lives. When I left, I’d expected Bowyn to come with me. But he chose to stay with the Temple—and with Seth.

“You look good,” Bowyn said more seriously, climbing the few wooden steps that separated us and reaching out to trace his fingers lightly along my upper arm. Against my will, I shivered at his touch.

I’d never had the body he had, but apart from a little graying at the temples, I supposed he was right about me not having changed much either. Still thin. Still the same short, dark brown hair and argyle sweaters. Bowyn used to tease me about looking like a professor long before I’d actually become one.

I stepped back from him—just a bit, but enough for him to get the message. What that message was, exactly, even I wasn’t sure. It certainly wasn’t “not interested.” Perhaps it was “slow down.” I still needed to wrap my head around what was happening.

He dropped his hand.

“I guess we can go now.” I’d packed a bag, so I stepped inside to get it, leaving Bowyn waiting on the porch.

I knew full well I’d be staying at the Temple. There was no way Seth would let me stay at a local hotel. I wasn’t his slave, of course, but there were some things it just wasn’t worth fighting over. Besides, the Temple was far enough off the beaten path that staying in a hotel would be impractical.

“Did you make arrangements for someone to feed your cats?” Bowyn asked as we climbed into the convertible.

“What on earth makes you think I have cats?”

“A dog?”

“No. No pets.”

Bowyn shifted the car into reverse and backed out of the driveway. “Your boyfriend’s allergic to animals?”

I rolled my head in his direction to give him a sour look. “Subtle.”

“You like that?” he asked, flashing me the cheeky grin I’d always found so adorable. “I thought it up on the ride down.”

“No, I don’t have a boyfriend.”

Bowyn laughed. “Well, that’s good. Because you’ll be rooming with me while you’re at the Temple.”

That figured. But even though it wasn’t exactly a surprise, it still ticked me off. “And fucking you, I presume?”

“I certainly hope so.”

While I was mulling over a response to that one, Bowyn threw the car in first gear. We shot out of the comfortable suburban cul-de-sac I lived in, heading north toward the White Mountains… and the Temple.

The Temple was a large plot of land Seth had purchased about twenty years ago, just northwest of Berlin, New Hampshire. The grounds contained a large old Victorian… well, it might as well be called a manor house. A wealthy mill owner had built it sometime in the eighteen hundreds, and it reflected the opulence of the period. The place was enormous. In addition to housing Seth and his “family”—something that was a bit difficult to define—it now served as living quarters for most of the Order. There was also a chapel on the grounds, along with a stable converted to a garage and a number of other outbuildings.

“Are you still with Seth?” I asked as we flew up Route 16 to Conway and then continued north toward Berlin. It was a bit blunt, but if he was planning on me sharing his room—and his bed—for the next several days, we needed to get a few things clear.

Obviously, Bowyn still lived with Seth. But he knew what I meant. He laughed and shook his head. “Not much. He has a new boy toy now. Rafe. Seth picked him up in Munich last year.”

“Munich… Germany?”

“He’s what a less kind person might call ‘Eurotrash,’” Bowyn replied good-naturedly. “Bumming around Europe, burning through what’s left of his inheritance—his parents have both passed away. Seth was there for the manuscript auction where he bought the Ficino, and somehow they hooked up. You’ll meet him. You can probably fuck him, if you play your cards right.”

But I was still mulling over “not much.” That was a long way from “not at all.” Likewise, the fact Bowyn wanted to have sex with me probably meant very little, other than he still found me attractive. That was good to know, but I’d left because I couldn’t handle how attached he’d gotten to Seth. I wasn’t sure I was emotionally ready to deal with the two of them, if they were still involved.

I didn’t actually disapprove of the casual sex that went on at the Temple. I’d participated in it when I was there and I’d enjoyed it. It was just that I’d wanted more—some kind of… stability… permanence. Not so much sexually as emotionally. I’d needed to know I was the center of Bowyn’s world, as he’d been the center of mine. Bowyn hadn’t been able to give me that. And that was what had finally hurt enough to drive me away.

Bowyn glanced at me briefly and gave me a gentle, sympathetic smile before returning his attention to the road. “Hey, if you really don’t want to stay with me, you don’t have to.”

“No, it’s fine.”

“We don’t have to have sex. Of course. I just figured we were both adult enough to share a bed without too much drama. And there really aren’t any spare rooms available at the moment. But I’m sure Marianne would be happy to share her room, if you don’t mind sleeping on a cot.”

I ignored that last suggestion. “You know perfectly well that we will end up having sex.”

“Well,” he replied, a grin lighting up his handsome face, “I was hoping. Is that so bad?”

Was it? A lot of people might think so. But we were on our way back to the Temple, where casually jumping into bed with whoever happened to be willing was the norm. In that context, Bowyn wasn’t being unreasonable.

Additionally, I found I had no desire to ask for another room or share one with Marianne. I wasn’t sure exactly what I was feeling—a longing for what we once had, perhaps, combined with the most intense feeling of desire I’d experienced since my exodus eight years ago. I wanted Bowyn, badly.

Just a scant hour or two earlier, I’d been dreading seeing him. Now that we were sitting mere inches away from each other, with him looking exactly as he had when I’d left him, I realized my desire for Bowyn hadn’t dissipated. Not at all. Nor had my feelings for him. For eight years I’d managed to convince myself it was over and done with. Choices had been made—by both of us—and there was no going back. But the moment I’d laid eyes on him, all those years had melted away, and all my convictions crumbled. I’d thought I could keep him at arm’s length during my stay, but I’d been foolish to think so.

So, yes, I would sleep in his room. And I would have wonderful, heartbreaking sex with the man I’d never stopped loving. Then I would leave, miserable and broken. It seemed inevitable. I just prayed the Ficino manuscript would be worth the hell I was going to go through for it.




Chapter Two

 

 

THE SUN had set by the time we found ourselves on the winding road to the Temple off Route 110, not really that far from the city of Berlin but still seeming remote. It was a beautiful drive, but almost four hours. I was dead tired. And Bowyn had been tormenting me. The little sports car he was driving was a standard, and he kept deliberately brushing my leg with his fingers whenever he shifted.

It was a relief when the lights of the Temple came into view. Even in the dark, it was beautiful. Seth had a fondness for the Victorian era, so he’d put a considerable amount of money into restoring the original manor house. He’d even had the lampposts along the winding drive replaced with Victorian reproductions. They were electric, but they flickered like gaslights. The effect was eerily like stepping back in time about a hundred and thirty years.

Bowyn parked the car in the renovated stable alongside three others, and we went in through the kitchen entrance. He didn’t have to lead the way—I knew the house as well as anybody. I’d lived there for four years in the early nineties, during the original restoration, and as far as I could see, not much had changed.

“Jeremy!” a female voice cried out as soon as I stepped into the warm kitchen. “Oh my God! I haven’t seen you in ages!”

A woman with an abundance of loose blonde curls enveloped me in a hug, almost before I realized who it was. But a heady mix of herbal teas dominated by jasmine wafted to my nostrils, bringing with it fond memories of brewing magickal teas, making herbal tinctures, and staying up late chatting in the kitchen.

“Alex,” I replied, as Seth’s wife released me and stepped back. “It’s great to see you.”

And it was. In her late forties now, Alexandra was still a strikingly beautiful woman, still healthy and vibrant in a loose-fitting sundress decorated with some kind of elaborate East Indian print—the type of dress made popular by hippies in the seventies. And she was barefoot, as always. Apart from some faint creases in the corners of her eyes, Alex hadn’t changed any more than Bowyn had, or the Temple itself. I was beginning to feel as though I’d stepped through some kind of time warp.

Alex took my hand, her large hoop bracelets jangling as she pulled me to a seat at the massive oak table.

“Seth mentioned he was trying to bring you up for some project he was working on,” she said, smiling at me fondly. It was typical of her to be unconcerned with the details of Seth’s “projects.” To the best of my knowledge, the two were still married, but they’d lost interest in each other in a romantic/sexual sense long ago. Seth had his occult studies and his pretty young things—both male and female—and Alex had her herb gardens and tinctures and kitchen magick. It had been that way since I’d first met them, and it seemed to suit them.

“Seth will want to see him right away,” Bowyn reminded her, not very subtly, but Alex dismissed the idea with a wave of her hand.

“The Grand High Inquisitor can wait. Last I saw, he was heading upstairs with Rafe to ‘meditate,’ anyway.” Her tone made it clear she had a low opinion of Seth’s current plaything. He had to be pretty obnoxious for Alex to even notice his existence. “Would you like some tea, Jeremy?”

So we had tea. Alex might not have been Seth’s lover anymore, but she was still a power to be obeyed at the Temple. When I’d lived there, she’d never had much interest in participating in the occult workings of the Order, and I got the distinct impression she still didn’t. But this was her home. She’d lived there for twenty years. And she was not to be trifled with.

After about an hour of catching up, Bowyn and I were finally able to extricate ourselves from the kitchen. It wasn’t all that late—perhaps ten. But I was tired from the trip and not at all disappointed when Bowyn said he wanted to turn in for the night. Though I knew what he had in mind before I’d be allowed to sleep, and I wasn’t sure if I was ready for that.

As we slipped through the back hall into the large foyer in the front of the house, with its massive curved staircase, we passed people in the downstairs rooms. Most were dressed in the somber, plain brown robes of Order initiates, though there were a number of neophytes in off-white robes. A few were simply naked. The Temple was still clothing-optional, as it had been when I’d lived there. A few smiled at Bowyn and waved, but I didn’t recognize any faces.

After climbing two flights of stairs, Bowyn said, “Let’s say hi to Seth before we turn in.”

I suppressed a groan. I’d known I’d have to deal with Seth sooner or later if I was going to be working on the manuscript for him, but I’d hoped it could wait until morning.

Several of the initiates and all the neophytes were housed in rooms on the second floor, which gave that floor a college dorm atmosphere—people running back and forth, conversations in the hall, occasional roughhousing. Anyone with any rank generally preferred to be on the third floor, away from the noise. Seth’s room was the first one at the top of the front stairs on that floor, so as soon as I’d climbed the stairs, Bowyn was knocking on the door.

“What is it?” came a voice from within.

Bowyn glanced at me with a wicked smile and moved his face close to the door. “Your prodigal son has returned.”

I rolled my eyes at him. Then a second later, the door flew open and Seth was standing there, stark naked.

He had to be over fifty by now. But apart from a distinguished silver sheen to his close-cropped hair, Seth still had the body of a man twenty years younger—broad shoulders, sharply defined abs and pecs, and the legs of a runner. Apart from the fact that he was naked, reminding me of how often I’d made love to that body, I would have described him as looking like a father from a fifties sitcom. He had that classically handsome face with a strong jaw, strong nose, and a killer smile with the most perfect teeth I’d ever seen. A bit like the father on The Donna Reed Show, except Seth oozed sex out of every pore, in or out of his clothes. It didn’t hurt that he was extremely well-endowed and partially erect at the moment.

His eyes fixed on me with a look of pure delight, and then he immediately pulled me close in a bear hug. Almost against my will, I hugged him back, unable to stop myself from liking the feel of his smooth skin and taut muscles under my hands and the thin layer of sweat on his skin that told me he’d been… exerting himself just before he opened the door. I knew his body and whether I liked it or not, part of me still craved it. It didn’t matter that this was the man who’d introduced Bowyn to the idea of open relationships, which ultimately led to my jealousy tearing our relationship apart. It didn’t matter that I’d once felt smothered by Seth’s idea of “love.” I could feel my resolve to keep him at a distance crumbling at the familiarity of his touch, just as it had with Bowyn.

I turned my head and allowed him to kiss me in a most unfatherly fashion.




Chapter Three

 

 

IT’S HARD to explain the conflicting emotions I was experiencing at that moment, with Seth pressing his naked body up against my front, his erection mirroring my own while Bowyn stood close behind me, one hand resting possessively on my shoulder. I’d been determined to give Seth a wide berth for the duration of my stay. It was going to be difficult enough just dealing with Bowyn. The last thing I needed was Seth slipping into bed with the two of us.

Part of me desperately wanted them—both of them. I had issues with Seth beyond mere jealousy, but at that moment the temptation to pull him down onto the Victorian carpet in the hall and fuck him right there was strong. And I had been wanting Bowyn since he called the night before.

But the two of them together? That really wasn’t something I thought I could handle. It would be too much like old times; too much why I’d been forced to leave.

Fortunately, a smooth, deep voice behind Seth interrupted us. “Are you going to introduce me to your friend?”

This must have been Rafe. When Seth broke the kiss to turn to the young man, I saw Rafe was strikingly handsome, with jet-black hair and a smooth olive complexion. He was naked too, and the smile he gave me was nothing if not flirtatious. I’m not all that bad to look at, I suppose, but this wasn’t the kind of guy I could picture going after thirty-five-year-old music professors in argyle sweaters. I suppose I might have been judging him unfairly, based upon the fact that he looked like a fashion model, but I doubted he’d give me the time of day under normal circumstances. Still, he’d just seen his lover—the frater superior of the Order—giving me a long, passionate kiss, and that might have made me intriguing.

“Rafe,” Seth said pleasantly, “this is Jeremy—one of the Brethren.”

The Order had begun with just me and Bowyn when we were in college together, fellow students of the occult. The name had been deliberately ironic, since there weren’t enough of us to really make up an “order.” But then we met Seth and Alex at an open house put on by the Masons in Portsmouth. None of us ended up joining the Masons, but Bowyn and I had been enthralled by this older couple who had more accumulated experience with the occult than anyone we’d ever met, including having been members of the Ordo Templi Orientis—the occult order Aleister Crowley had taken control of in 1925. We invited them to participate in some of the ceremonial magick rituals we’d been fumbling through. Soon our Order had four members, and then six when we initiated our friends, Marianne and Jack.

We’d called ourselves “the Brethren” as a sort of in-joke, puffing ourselves up with an important-sounding title. We also used it as a singular title, such as “Brethren Jeremy,” even though it’s really just the archaic plural of “brother.” The deliberate misuse of the word was another lighthearted poke at our own pretentiousness.

Thirteen years later, according to what Bowyn had told me in the car, our original six had expanded to a mind-boggling three hundred. There were multiple generations of initiates included in that. I now had some kind of status as one of the founding members, and I found that to be fucking creepy.

Rafe placed one hand over his heart and lightly touched his genitals with the other as he bowed low. “Brethren. It’s an honor.”

I didn’t quite know what to say in reply, so I merely repeated the bow. When I looked up, Rafe was once again giving me a look that said he’d love to take the old man out for a spin and see how much mileage he had left in him.

“If you don’t mind,” Bowyn said, taking my elbow in an attempt to steer me away, “Jeremy and I have some catching up of our own to do.”

I hadn’t had any action in over a year, and now I had three gorgeous men looking as if they’d like to draw straws for who’d get to have me first. Christ.

“I’m sure you do,” Seth said, taking my other elbow, “but not before I show Jeremy something.”

“I’m really pretty tired,” I protested.

But Seth just smiled and replied, “You’ll want to see this.”

So, still stark naked, he practically dragged me through the upstairs hallway, Bowyn and a naked Rafe at our heels. How quickly it was starting to feel like old times again.

We passed by a few people, both men and women, either wandering the halls of the house or in their bedrooms with their doors open. Some of them were doing things that would have warranted closing their doors in any other house. But not at the Temple. One of our basic tenets, from the beginning, had always been “People have penises and vaginas. Cope.” It had largely been due to the influence of Seth and Alex, who’d been part of a naturist commune in Vermont in the eighties, but the rest of us had been randy college students at the time, so we didn’t object.

Seth led us up to the attic, where there were more bedrooms, smaller rooms converted from the old Victorian servants’ quarters. There was also a room that was locked—an oddity in the Temple. Seth, of course, had no keys on him, but Bowyn had a key of his own. At a nod from the older man, Bowyn unlocked the door.

Then we stepped into an airlock. I’d never seen one in real life, but I’d seen them in movies. It was a small triangular space, a bit cramped for four people, with another metal door on the largest wall. This wall also had climate controls with displays for the temperature and humidity of the room beyond. Bowyn produced an electronic key card from his pocket and swept it in front of a card reader. The inner door unlatched and he pushed it open.

Inside, we found a beautiful old Victorian library with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves on every wall and ladders on runners to provide access. The furniture in the room consisted of antique stuffed chairs and mahogany tables with Tiffany lamps casting a soft light to read by. In one corner there was a large antique globe. There was even a fireplace, though it was electric and probably put out no heat in the climate-controlled environment.

“Didn’t this used to be a spare bedroom?” I asked as I wandered out into the space.

Bowyn answered, “It used to be three spare bedrooms.”

“Now,” Seth said, “it’s the Order’s occult library.” He began circling the room, gesturing as he spoke. “All first editions, collected from all over the world—Crowley…. Fortune…. Levi…. Dee…. Mathers…. Regardie…. Waite…. The original works, in their first incarnations. You won’t find any reprints here. No cheap mass-produced paperbacks.” He said the word “paperbacks” as if it were a revolting concept to him.

“All under lock and key?”

“Every fifth- and sixth-level initiate has a key,” Seth replied. There were only seven levels in the Order, the Brethren being the seventh and highest. “All the others can access the entire library on an internal database, but only high-level initiates can come up here and actually touch the books, read them first-hand.”

Knowing Seth’s fascination with antiques and history, I wasn’t surprised it was so important to him to hold a first edition of The Book of Lies in his hands. It seemed a bit extravagant, especially if it was being paid for out of Temple funds—which I suspected it was, at least in part. But as long as it was approved by the others in the Order, I supposed I had no quarrel with it. I had to remind myself it wasn’t really my concern, in any case. I’d left the Order.

Seth moved to the far wall, where there were a number of wide, recessed drawers. “This, however, is the pride of our collection.”

I moved closer as he slid one of the drawers out. It contained several pages of what might have been a single document—quite an old document, judging by the yellowing of the parchment and the faded ink—secured in position under a large plate of Plexiglas. “We’ve collected some of the oldest occult texts still in existence. Fragments of medieval grimoires; pages from works by Agrippa, Fludd, Paracelsus, Weyer, Borrichius….”

He flipped a switch on the side of the drawer and long black lights on the inner sides of the drawer came on, causing the faded ink on the manuscripts to luminesce. “And here, my prodigal son, is what you’ve come home for.”

I ignored the annoying reference, my full attention caught by the beautifully shimmering staves of music now visible on the pages. I stepped closer, dismayed to see the poor condition of many of the pages. The edges were frayed and crumbling, and fingerprints—perhaps not noticeable when they were made, but now etched into the parchment—obscured some of the writing. A small stain of some unknown liquid smeared the ink in the upper corner of one page. In many places, I would have to make an educated guess as to which notes were meant.

But it was beautiful. The frontispiece was an elaborate etching in the incredibly detailed style of the time period—a man standing with his arms crossed over his chest in the sign of Osiris slain while lions and dragons and angels sported about him, amidst geometric symbols representing the four elements and other alchemical objects and processes. The entire image was enclosed in a giant snake biting its own tail—Ouroborus, the World-Serpent—and even the serpent had planetary symbols etched on it in the bottom half of the illustration. It was amazingly complex.

“Judging by the date on the manuscript,” Seth was saying, “it was written toward the end of Ficino’s life.”

“Please tell me you aren’t relying on that for authentication,” I said with a grimace. “Any forger can write a date and sign a famous name. It was common practice throughout the Middle Ages and Renaissance.”

“Of course,” Seth replied. “We’ve consulted a handwriting expert, who compared it to other manuscripts by Ficino. We’ve also had the frontispiece and other etchings in the document analyzed. We’re as certain as we can be that it dates to Ficino’s lifetime and the handwriting appears to match.”

“Why has nobody heard of this work?” I asked. “He wasn’t exactly secretive.”

“It was never finished, and no part of it was ever published. Cavalcanti held on to the manuscript, until he died ten years later.”

Marsilio Ficino, one of the greatest thinkers of the Italian Renaissance, had been gay. And rather unapologetic about it, for his time period. Perhaps that had been what attracted him to Plato. Due to his reputation, and the fact that Ficino became a priest in later years, he was lucky enough to have his proclivities largely ignored during his lifetime. But the Catholic Church diligently suppressed that little tidbit of information for a considerable time after his death.

Giovanni Cavalcanti was a poet in Florence whom Ficino was rumored to be involved with, and the recipient of the passionate love letters that were later published in Ficino’s Epistulae.

“How did you get a hold of it?”

“Cavalcanti’s family kept it,” Seth explained. “And it was passed down through the generations as a private family heirloom.”

“Five hundred years is a long time for a family heirloom to be passed along.”

“It’s not unheard of. I acquired it at an auction in Germany. It was being sold by a man whose grandfather had bought it at an auction in Italy, over sixty years ago, just after World War II. By that time, the original owners had lost their wealth in the war, and most of the remaining descendants’ land and property was being sold off to pay debts.”

I wasn’t sure I believed the story, but it was at least feasible. I also wasn’t sure it was legal for Seth to own a document that might be considered a national treasure by the government of Italy. But all that could wait. I needed to have a close look at it for myself.

“We’ll need to photograph these pages to avoid any further damage to the parchment while I study them.”

Seth nodded. “Already done, my love. Digital copies have been sent overseas to our Greek translator and copies have been loaded onto a laptop reserved for your use.”

“This illustration,” I observed, indicating the frontispiece, “contains an amazing amount of alchemical symbolism. Have you deciphered it?”

“Some, though certainly not all. Apart from the music, there’s very little information about its purpose in the manuscript, but I’m convinced that this is the key to the entire operation—the timing of it, the order… everything we need to know to perform the mass and the accompanying ritual.”

It had been quite common for the details of alchemical and magickal operations to be encoded in symbols throughout the Renaissance, in order to avoid discovery by the authorities and the uninitiated.

“What makes you think there is a ritual?”

“Because I can feel it,” Seth replied. “If nothing else, these planetary symbols”—he pointed at the glyphs written on the body of the Ouroboros—“indicate a specific alignment. And that means a specific time.”

“A time to perform the mass?”

“What else?”

I raised my eyebrows, not quite sure what to make of his theory. “If that’s true, then when?”

Seth tapped on the Plexiglas above the frontispiece with his index finger. “What do you see?”

I looked at the planetary symbols closely. There were four of them etched on the lower half of the body of the Ouroboros—the symbols for the sun, the moon, Mercury, and Saturn. The alchemical symbol of the sun is merely a circle with a dot in its center. The moon is usually a crescent. In this instance, though, it was represented by a circle filled in with black, the symbol of the new moon.

The Ouroboros itself was shaded darker on its upper half than its lower half, with little tadpole-like symbols written at the very top and bottom. As I recalled, those symbols simply represented night and day, reinforcing the light and dark shading.

“The night half is ascendant,” I said, “which might indicate the operation should take place during the night. And the fact that the darker shading takes up more than half the circle suggests it would be after the equinox, when the night is longer than the day.”

Seth was delighted. “Excellent! I see the past eight years haven’t dulled your wits.” He pointed to the planetary symbols on the lower half of the Ouroboros. “And what do you make of these?”

“Saturn is in the light part, on the left, as if it’s just set in the west, and Mercury and the new moon are about to rise on the right.”

“I would agree with that assessment.” Smiling, Seth leaned in closer. “Now… just when do you think this particular planetary alignment is likely to occur next?”

“Tonight?” I was being facetious, since I had absolutely no idea. But I suspected that it had to be soon, or Seth wouldn’t be so excited.

“No,” he corrected. “Next week. In seven days, to be exact, at approximately 11:00 p.m.”

I laughed out loud. “You don’t seriously expect me to have this finished in seven days?”

“I have faith in you, Jeremy.”

I was back to being annoyed with him. “Seth, you have no idea what the performance of the mass is for, assuming that it has a purpose—”

“It has to have a purpose, Jeremy! You don’t specify a planetary alignment for something that doesn’t have some kind of magickal purpose.”

“Perhaps. But if you needed me to transcribe the music in time, you should have called me in weeks ago—better yet, months ago.”

“You were in London when I tried to find you three weeks ago,” Bowyn said, spreading his hands apologetically.

“Jeremy,” Seth said, “I realize conditions aren’t ideal. But we’re presenting you with an unprecedented opportunity—the chance to be the first scholar to transcribe what is most likely the only complete polyphonic mass ever put to parchment by Ficino. How can you pass that up?”

I couldn’t and he knew it. I looked again at the pages of the manuscript, already feeling a powerful urge welling up within me to begin deciphering them. The notation was breathtaking, meticulously written out by hand at a time when music wasn’t yet printed, the notes closely spaced, rising and falling like waves across the page. The accompanying libretto was carefully inked on a separate page, as opposed to underneath the staves as we do today, and had a tendency to slant to the right. Nearly illegible annotations were scribbled here and there in a script that certainly looked like the samples I’d seen of Ficino’s handwriting, with its tidy, almost constricted lettering offset by dramatic sweeps in the upper and middle zones. The frontispiece itself was gorgeous, its myriad symbols calling to me across the centuries.

On a more base level, I knew if I could prove this document had been written by Ficino and present the first—the definitive—transcription of it, my reputation in academic circles would increase a hundredfold.

“All right,” I said. “I’ll do it.”




Chapter Four

 

 

AFTER WE’D locked the library, and I’d politely but firmly refused Seth’s invitation to join him and Rafe in whatever game they’d been playing before my arrival, Bowyn and I were finally able to go to our room at the end of the third floor hallway. When I say “our room,” I’m not merely referring to the room we’d be sharing for the week. I mean that it was “our room”—the room Bowyn and I had shared eight years ago, in the rear of the house, overlooking the chapel.

I supposed it made sense for Bowyn to continue living in that room. But I hadn’t really been prepared for that. I guess I’d thought of the room as belonging to the two of us, and some irrational part of my mind had assumed it had dissolved into nothingness along with our relationship. But of course it hadn’t.

Things weren’t exactly as I’d left them. Bowyn had replaced the ratty old yellow bedspread we’d picked up at the Salvation Army with a plush, wine-colored spread, and the posters on the walls reflected a new interest in The Lord of the Rings films. But my poster of the zodiac was still on the wall, a bit faded now, and I recognized some of my books in the bookcase. There was no creepy shrine dedicated to my old underwear or anything like that, but it was still disconcerting.

“Amazing,” I said, looking around while Bowyn closed the door behind me. “Nothing seems to have really changed around here.”

“Well, you saw the library.”

“True.”

“And Jack….”

That brought me back to reality a bit. I turned to give Bowyn a sad smile. “Yes. There’s Jack.” I’d heard about it through an e-mail from Marianne, shortly after it happened. She and Jack had been engaged before the cancer took him. I hadn’t been able to make it to the funeral. “How is Marianne these days?”

The expression on Bowyn’s face was oddly reserved, as if he were bothered by something, but all he said was, “She’s fine. You’ll see her tomorrow, I’m sure.”

And just like that, we ran out of things to say.

He stood in front of me, looking just as strangely shy as he had the first night he’d proposed we become more than just college roommates. I’d had no qualms about leaping into his bed then, but now things were different. I wasn’t really sure what I wanted.

“So, what happens now?” I asked, glancing at the wide four-poster.

“Well,” Bowyn began slowly, “unless you have some objection to it, I was planning on tossing you on the bed and having my way with you.”

I laughed, but I couldn’t think of a response. I still loved Bowyn, and I still wanted him. There were good reasons to avoid having sex, but I was having a hard time remembering what they were at the moment.

When fate had dropped us into the same dorm room all those years ago, Bowyn and I had quickly discovered that one of the things we had in common was our respect for Aleister Crowley. I realize, of course, that many people consider Crowley to have been evil, but to us he’d seemed more a brilliant occult scholar who just happened to get a kick out of frightening the locals.

One of the most fundamental principles of Crowley’s magickal philosophy was “Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the law.” It was frequently misinterpreted to mean “act like a selfish jackass,” but what he’d basically meant was you should determine what your higher purpose is and always act in accordance with that. It could also be interpreted as not being fearful of doing what you know, deep down, your heart and conscience are leading you to do.

This was part of what went through my head at that moment as I stepped toward Bowyn and pulled him into my arms. He was startled, but when my mouth found his, he closed his eyes and returned the kiss hungrily. His arms came up behind my back and pressed me against his muscular chest, and I was unable to stifle a groan. His lips were soft and warm and, even after eight years, so familiar I could hardly believe I’d gone so long without tasting them. I realized with dismay that I would never truly be free of Bowyn. I was as much his now as I’d been the night he first took me on that uncomfortable, too-small vinyl mattress in our dorm room.

Bowyn gently guided me backward until my legs bumped up against the side of the bed. I allowed myself to be lowered onto the dark red bedspread and groaned again as he climbed on top of me. He ground his erection against mine through frustrating layers of denim and cotton while his tongue probed deeply into my mouth.
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