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For Lexie and Jake, and their bright futures



It begins with absence and desire.
It begins with blood and fear.
It begins with a discovery of witches.



Chapter 1

The leather-bound volume was nothing remarkable. To an ordinary
historian, it would have looked no different from hundreds of other
manuscripts in Oxford’s Bodleian Library, ancient and worn. But I knew
there was something odd about it from the moment I collected it.

Duke Humfrey’s Reading Room was deserted on this late-September
afternoon, and requests for library materials were filled quickly now that the
summer crush of visiting scholars was over and the madness of the fall term
had not yet begun. Even so, I was surprised when Sean stopped me at the
call desk.

“Dr. Bishop, your manuscripts are up,” he whispered, voice tinged with a
touch of mischief. The front of his argyle sweater was streaked with the rusty
traces of old leather bindings, and he brushed at it self-consciously. A lock of
sandy hair tumbled over his forehead when he did.

“Thanks,” I said, flashing him a grateful smile. I was flagrantly
disregarding the rules limiting the number of books a scholar could call in a
single day. Sean, who’d shared many a drink with me in the pink-stuccoed
pub across the street in our graduate-student days, had been filling my
requests without complaint for more than a week. “And stop calling me Dr.
Bishop. I always think you’re talking to someone else.”

He grinned back and slid the manuscripts—all containing fine examples of
alchemical illustrations from the Bodleian’s collections—over his battered
oak desk, each one tucked into a protective gray cardboard box. “Oh, there’s
one more.” Sean disappeared into the cage for a moment and returned with a
thick, quarto-size manuscript bound simply in mottled calfskin. He laid it on
top of the pile and stooped to inspect it. The thin gold rims of his glasses
sparked in the dim light provided by the old bronze reading lamp that was



attached to a shelf. “This one’s not been called up for a while. I’ll make a note
that it needs to be boxed after you return it.”

“Do you want me to remind you?”
“No. Already made a note here.” Sean tapped his head with his fingertips.
“Your mind must be better organized than mine.” My smile widened.
Sean looked at me shyly and tugged on the call slip, but it remained where

it was, lodged between the cover and the first pages. “This one doesn’t want
to let go,” he commented.

Muffled voices chattered in my ear, intruding on the familiar hush of the
room.

“Did you hear that?” I looked around, puzzled by the strange sounds.
“What?” Sean replied, looking up from the manuscript.
Traces of gilt shone along its edges and caught my eye. But those faded

touches of gold could not account for a faint, iridescent shimmer that
seemed to be escaping from between the pages. I blinked.

“Nothing.” I hastily drew the manuscript toward me, my skin prickling
when it made contact with the leather. Sean’s fingers were still holding the
call slip, and now it slid easily out of the binding’s grasp. I hoisted the
volumes into my arms and tucked them under my chin, assailed by a whiff of
the uncanny that drove away the library’s familiar smell of pencil shavings
and floor wax.

“Diana? Are you okay?” Sean asked with a concerned frown.
“Fine. Just a bit tired,” I replied, lowering the books away from my nose.
I walked quickly through the original, fifteenth-century part of the library,

past the rows of Elizabethan reading desks with their three ascending
bookshelves and scarred writing surfaces. Between them, Gothic windows
directed the reader’s attention up to the coffered ceilings, where bright paint
and gilding picked out the details of the university’s crest of three crowns
and open book and where its motto, “God is my illumination,” was
proclaimed repeatedly from on high.

Another American academic, Gillian Chamberlain, was my sole
companion in the library on this Friday night. A classicist who taught at Bryn



Mawr, Gillian spent her time poring over scraps of papyrus sandwiched
between sheets of glass. I sped past her, trying to avoid eye contact, but the
creaking of the old floor gave me away.

My skin tingled as it always did when another witch looked at me.
“Diana?” she called from the gloom. I smothered a sigh and stopped.
“Hi, Gillian.” Unaccountably possessive of my hoard of manuscripts, I

remained as far from the witch as possible and angled my body so they
weren’t in her line of sight.

“What are you doing for Mabon?” Gillian was always stopping by my desk
to ask me to spend time with my “sisters” while I was in town. With the
Wiccan celebrations of the autumn equinox just days away, she was
redoubling her efforts to bring me into the Oxford coven.

“Working,” I said promptly.
“There are some very nice witches here, you know,” Gillian said with prim

disapproval. “You really should join us on Monday.”
“Thanks. I’ll think about it,” I said, already moving in the direction of the

Selden End, the airy seventeenth-century addition that ran perpendicular to
the main axis of Duke Humfrey’s. “I’m working on a conference paper,
though, so don’t count on it.” My aunt Sarah had always warned me it wasn’t
possible for one witch to lie to another, but that hadn’t stopped me from
trying.

Gillian made a sympathetic noise, but her eyes followed me.
Back at my familiar seat facing the arched, leaded windows, I resisted the

temptation to dump the manuscripts on the table and wipe my hands.
Instead, mindful of their age, I lowered the stack carefully.

The manuscript that had appeared to tug on its call slip lay on top of the
pile. Stamped in gilt on the spine was a coat of arms belonging to Elias
Ashmole, a seventeenth-century book collector and alchemist whose books
and papers had come to the Bodleian from the Ashmolean Museum in the
nineteenth century, along with the number 782. I reached out, touching the
brown leather.



A mild shock made me withdraw my fingers quickly, but not quickly
enough. The tingling traveled up my arms, lifting my skin into tiny goose
pimples, then spread across my shoulders, tensing the muscles in my back
and neck. These sensations quickly receded, but they left behind a hollow
feeling of unmet desire. Shaken by my response, I stepped away from the
library table.

Even at a safe distance, this manuscript was challenging me—threatening
the walls I’d erected to separate my career as a scholar from my birthright as
the last of the Bishop witches. Here, with my hard-earned doctorate, tenure,
and promotions in hand and my career beginning to blossom, I’d renounced
my family’s heritage and created a life that depended on reason and
scholarly abilities, not inexplicable hunches and spells. I was in Oxford to
complete a research project. Upon its conclusion, my findings would be
published, substantiated with extensive analysis and footnotes, and
presented to human colleagues, leaving no room for mysteries and no place
in my work for what could be known only through a witch’s sixth sense.

But—albeit unwittingly—I had called up an alchemical manuscript that I
needed for my research and that also seemed to possess an otherworldly
power that was impossible to ignore. My fingers itched to open it and learn
more. Yet an even stronger impulse held me back: Was my curiosity
intellectual, related to my scholarship? Or did it have to do with my family’s
connection to witchcraft?

I drew the library’s familiar air into my lungs and shut my eyes, hoping
that would bring clarity. The Bodleian had always been a sanctuary to me, a
place unassociated with the Bishops. Tucking my shaking hands under my
elbows, I stared at Ashmole 782 in the growing twilight and wondered what
to do.

My mother would instinctively have known the answer, had she been
standing in my place. Most members of the Bishop family were talented
witches, but my mother, Rebecca, was special. Everyone said so. Her
supernatural abilities had manifested early, and by the time she was in grade
school, she could outmagic most of the senior witches in the local coven with



her intuitive understanding of spells, startling foresight, and uncanny knack
for seeing beneath the surface of people and events. My mother’s younger
sister, my Aunt Sarah, was a skilled witch, too, but her talents were more
mainstream: a deft hand with potions and a perfect command of witchcraft’s
traditional lore of spells and charms.

My fellow historians didn’t know about the family, of course, but everyone
in Madison, the remote town in upstate New York where I’d lived with Sarah
since the age of seven, knew all about the Bishops. My ancestors had moved
from Massachusetts after the Revolutionary War. By then more than a
century had passed since Bridget Bishop was executed at Salem. Even so,
rumors and gossip followed them to their new home. After pulling up stakes
and resettling in Madison, the Bishops worked hard to demonstrate how
useful it could be to have witchy neighbors for healing the sick and
predicting the weather. In time the family set down roots in the community
deep enough to withstand the inevitable outbreaks of superstition and
human fear.

But my mother had a curiosity about the world that led her beyond the
safety of Madison. She went first to Harvard, where she met a young wizard
named Stephen Proctor. He also had a long magical lineage and a desire to
experience life outside the scope of his family’s New England history and
influence. Rebecca Bishop and Stephen Proctor were a charming couple, my
mother’s all-American frankness a counterpoint to my father’s more formal,
old-fashioned ways. They became anthropologists, immersing themselves in
foreign cultures and beliefs, sharing their intellectual passions along with
their deep devotion to each other. After securing positions on the faculty in
area schools—my mother at her alma mater, my father at Wellesley—they
made research trips abroad and made a home for their new family in
Cambridge.

I have few memories of my childhood, but each one is vivid and
surprisingly clear. All feature my parents: the feel of corduroy on my father’s
elbows, the lily of the valley that scented my mother’s perfume, the clink of
their wineglasses on Friday nights when they’d put me to bed and dine



together by candlelight. My mother told me bedtime stories, and my father’s
brown briefcase clattered when he dropped it by the front door. These
memories would strike a familiar chord with most people.

Other recollections of my parents would not. My mother never seemed to
do laundry, but my clothes were always clean and neatly folded. Forgotten
permission slips for field trips to the zoo appeared in my desk when the
teacher came to collect them. And no matter what condition my father’s
study was in when I went in for a good-night kiss (and it usually looked as if
something had exploded), it was always perfectly orderly the next morning.
In kindergarten I’d asked my friend Amanda’s mother why she bothered
washing the dishes with soap and water when all you needed to do was stack
them in the sink, snap your fingers, and whisper a few words. Mrs. Schmidt
laughed at my strange idea of housework, but confusion had clouded her
eyes.

That night my parents told me we had to be careful about how we spoke
about magic and with whom we discussed it. Humans outnumbered us and
found our power frightening, my mother explained, and fear was the
strongest force on earth. I hadn’t confessed at the time that magic—my
mother’s especially—frightened me, too.

By day my mother looked like every other kid’s mother in Cambridge:
slightly unkempt, a bit disorganized, and perpetually harassed by the
pressures of home and office. Her blond hair was fashionably tousled even
though the clothes she wore remained stuck in 1977—long billowy skirts,
oversize pants and shirts, and men’s vests and blazers she picked up in thrift
stores the length and breadth of Boston in imitation of Annie Hall. Nothing
would have made you look twice if you passed her in the street or stood
behind her in the supermarket.

In the privacy of our home, with the curtains drawn and the door locked,
my mother became someone else. Her movements were confident and sure,
not rushed and hectic. Sometimes she even seemed to float. As she went
around the house, singing and picking up stuffed animals and books, her



face slowly transformed into something otherworldly and beautiful. When
my mother was lit up with magic, you couldn’t tear your eyes away from her.

“Mommy’s got a firecracker inside her,” was the way my father explained it
with his wide, indulgent grin. But firecrackers, I learned, were not simply
bright and lively. They were unpredictable, and they could startle and
frighten you, too.

My father was at a lecture one night when my mother decided to clean the
silver and became mesmerized by a bowl of water she’d set on the dining-
room table. As she stared at the glassy surface, it became covered with a fog
that twisted itself into tiny, ghostly shapes. I gasped with delight as they
grew, filling the room with fantastic beings. Soon they were crawling up the
drapes and clinging to the ceiling. I cried out for my mother’s help, but she
remained intent on the water. Her concentration didn’t waver until
something half human and half animal crept near and pinched my arm. That
brought her out of her reveries, and she exploded into a shower of angry red
light that beat back the wraiths and left an odor of singed feathers in the
house. My father noticed the strange smell the moment he returned, his
alarm evident. He found us huddled in bed together. At the sight of him, my
mother burst into apologetic tears. I never felt entirely safe in the dining
room again.

Any remaining sense of security evaporated after I turned seven, when my
mother and father went to Africa and didn’t come back alive.

 
I shook myself and focused again on the dilemma that faced me. The
manuscript sat on the library table in a pool of lamplight. Its magic pulled on
something dark and knotted inside me. My fingers returned to the smooth
leather. This time the prickling sensation felt familiar. I vaguely remembered
experiencing something like it once before, looking through some papers on
the desk in my father’s study.

Turning resolutely away from the leather-bound volume, I occupied
myself with something more rational: searching for the list of alchemical
texts I’d generated before leaving New Haven. It was on my desk, hidden


