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​Author's Note 
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A Note on Sources

The Archivist is a reimagining of M.R. James's 1904 ghost story "Count Magnus," widely considered one of the finest examples of antiquarian horror ever written. James pioneered the form of the scholarly ghost story—tales in which academic curiosity leads to supernatural doom—and his influence echoes through a century of horror fiction.

In adapting James's work for contemporary readers, I've preserved the essential architecture of his tale: the researcher's fatal pilgrimage, the sealed tomb, the terrible companion, and the inevitable pursuit. But I've also updated the narrative structure, expanded the frame story, and woven in historical research that James, writing in 1904, could not have anticipated—from Jack Parsons's Thelemic rituals to the fragmentary records of the Baltic German nobility.

The original "Count Magnus" is a masterpiece of restraint and implication. My hope is that The Archivist honors that tradition while offering modern readers a gateway into James's magnificent, terrible world.

If you've never read the original, I encourage you to seek it out. And if you have—well, you know what happens to those who go looking for such things.

— Chris Cliff
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​Part One: The Box


[image: ]




I should not be writing this. What follows is a violation of every protocol I was trained to uphold, every principle that has governed my professional life. An archivist preserves. An archivist does not interpret, does not editorialize, does not drag the horrors of the past into the present. And yet here I am, setting down words I cannot take back, because some knowledge is too heavy to carry alone.

You will have to forgive me. Or perhaps you will not forgive me at all, once you understand what I am about to do to you.

It began with a box.

I am—I was—the senior archivist at the university's basement repository, keeper of three centuries of documents that no one else wanted to preserve. The staff called me "Herr Archivar" behind my back, or sometimes "the cryptkeeper," which I found only mildly irritating. Fifteen years in that climate-controlled tomb, cataloguing the residue of dead scholars, and I had come to believe the past held no surprises for me. Papers, photographs, the detritus of academic careers—thousands of boxes, and not one had ever kept me awake at night.

Until the Versen box. Until the manuscript inside it. Until I understood, too late, that some doors, once opened, cannot be closed.

* * *
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That day's project was routine: Section V, Row 4, Shelf B—uncatalogued donations from the Faculty of History, 1985 to 2005. Lecture notes, draft manuscripts, correspondence with publishers and peers. I worked through the first three boxes methodically—a retired professor's carbon-copied syllabi, another's collection of conference programs, a third containing nothing but photocopied journal articles with margins full of illegible annotations. The work was soothing in its tedium.

The fourth box was different.

The weight was wrong, distributed unevenly, and the customs tape along the seam was green rather than the university's standard clear. The label read only "Versen, E. — Personal Effects." No department, no accession date, no indication of how it had ended up among the Faculty of History donations. I checked the inventory log. The box was not listed.

I should have flagged it for review, filed a discrepancy report, returned it to the intake queue for proper processing. That was the protocol. Instead, I set it on the rolling cart and carried it to my workstation.

The first layer, beneath a brittle page of customs declaration, revealed objects that had no business in an academic archive: three Parker pens, gold bands scuffed, ink long since ossified; ticket stubs from the Stockholm-Riga ferry, still faintly reeking of smoke and diesel; a crumbling brick of dark chocolate, unopened; a pouch of prescription medication with the labels torn away. These were not research materials. They were the remnants of a life—detritus that should have gone to family, to an estate executor, to anyone but the basement of a university library.

I sat with the box for a long moment, gloves resting on its edges. The climate control hummed. The fluorescent lights buzzed. And somewhere in the back of my mind, a voice I did not recognize whispered that I should close the lid and walk away.

I reached deeper instead.

* * *
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Beneath the personal effects lay a manuscript—not typed, not digital, but handwritten, bound in threadbare leather scarred by years of handling. The title on the spine had been abraded into illegibility. I slid the volume from its sleeve and cradled it in both hands, feeling the unexpected heft. The pages were numbered, but several had been replaced or patched with new sheets in a hodgepodge of papers and inks. Marginalia crowded every blank space, moving from tidy script in the early pages to a harrowed, near-illegible scrawl as the manuscript approached its end.

The title page was simple:

AN ACCOUNT

by Dr. Erik Versen

Stockholm — Riga — Kurzeme, 2008–2010

No introduction, no table of contents. The handwriting in the early entries was exquisite—black ink, gothic yet readable, lines evenly spaced with almost mechanical regularity. But flipping through the pages, the script began to fray in the last entries. Letters slanted forward. The ink darkened or faded in uneven pulses. Entire paragraphs struck through, replaced by hasty insertions in the margins.

I skimmed the first lines, then slowed, drawn in despite myself:

"I have undertaken to document what occurred in the autumn of 2010 at the Wrangel estate in Kurzeme. Let this stand as record, should anyone care to believe it. I will not forgive myself for what I did, but I will not see it repeated. If you are reading this, you are already involved."

I set the manuscript down. My heart was beating faster than it should have been. The words were performative, of course—an academic horror story, perhaps, a performance piece composed during a final feverish posting abroad. Yet the weight of the account, the condition of the handwriting at the end, suggested otherwise.

I checked the university's database for any record of Dr. Erik Versen. History department. Specialist in Baltic German nobility and post-Soviet archival recovery. Last known address: faculty housing, Building C. Status: deceased, October 2010, circumstances unspecified. No next of kin listed. No memorial service held.

His effects had been shipped back from Latvia and sat in storage for over a decade before someone—I could not determine who—placed them among the Faculty of History donations. A clerical error, perhaps. Or perhaps not.

* * *
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I read the manuscript that night. Not in pieces, not with professional detachment, but in a single sitting that lasted until the fluorescent lights flickered their warning at three a.m. I told myself it was scholarly interest. I told myself I needed to assess the material for cataloguing purposes. These were lies, and I knew them even as I turned the pages.

It was not a formal account. It was a research journal—the kind any traveling scholar might keep, dense with notes and citations, observations jotted in margins, questions circled for later follow-up. Dr. Versen had gone to Latvia to research the Baltic German nobility, families whose records had been scattered or suppressed during the Soviet occupation. The early entries were methodical, even dull: ferry schedules, archive hours, complaints about the weather and the food.
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