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Happy anniversary, Scott. 
Lots of years, lots of memories, 
two kids, and true love. 
Thank God I found you.
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Thirty-two years ago High in the Idaho Mountains

 

 

As the sunrise tinged the sky, the Indian stood naked outside the Sacred Cave. He shivered in the frigid air, resisting the call to enter. It was not an honorable resistance; as the chief of his tribe, it was his duty to go to the gods when they called. But always he was afraid of the small, dark hole, of the hard, black rock, of the ancient paintings in the stone.

His ragged all-weather coat lay at his feet, the tear in the green nylon mended with a wide strip of silver duct tape. He had flung his jeans, white with age, and his long johns, pink from a washing with his red flannel shirt, across a rock. His boots and socks were stacked below. He looked longingly at the clothes, the footwear, and the warmth they represented.

Did the gods care about his old age? About his duties on the reservation? About the difficulties of coming up to this high, bleak spot when winter himself stalked the land?

No. They cared only about themselves. He didn’t know much about them. The old traditions and stories had faded from their small tribe, but he knew one thing for sure; they were very human gods.

So Bitter Eagle lay on his belly, groaning as the mountain’s cold bones stripped the warmth from his flesh. Arms outstretched, he worked his way into the tiny crack in the stone, pushing the leather bag before him and wishing he had grown too fat to cross the threshold, yet knowing that was impossible. The Bear Creek tribe was small and poor, easily dismissed by the US government and, some said, too proud for their own good. But they had learned early on that to depend on anyone besides themselves meant giving up their freedoms. So they lived in their small houses, hunted the lofty peaks of the Sawtooth Wilderness, raised gardens and children, and slowly faded from the modern world’s memory.

Never had one of the Bear Creek tribe grown fat on life.

As Bitter Eagle entered the womb of Mother Earth, he sniffed. Usually the cave smelled like molten rock and broken dreams.

Now the air was smoky, with the bitter tang of blood.

No wonder the gods had called him.

Someone had violated their sanctuary.

He knelt in the entrance. Sun leaked through the crack in the rock behind him, but at this time of the year, when the sun was low in the south, and this time of the day, at first light, it cast only a feeble illumination. It was the Sacred Cave itself that glowed with an unearthly light, a dim phosphorescence that seemed to seep from the living rocks. The ceiling above his head was low, but gradually it sloped up and back, extending so far that it ended in the home of darkness. Messages danced across the walls in drawings and words, some so faded with age as to be less than a thought, some as fresh and new as this morning’s sunrise.

He didn’t know who had written them. Wise men, cruel witches, women who saw portents and men of power. He didn’t try to read them. Didn’t try to understand the cries of grief, didn’t dare repeat the spells of magic, didn’t want to fall under an enchantment that would lead him farther and farther into the cave until he stumbled on the bones of the others who had succumbed to the fascination and died, sacrifices to the gods.

Instead, he looked for the cause of the smoke and blood.

There. In a pit built where the floor took its first downward slant into the earth, the embers of a fire still glowed red. He crawled forward, his eyes darting back and forth, looking for the lifeless body he thought must be sprawled on the hard floor. For why else would he smell blood, except that some foolish soul had broken the law and entered the Sacred Cave . . . and there had lost his life?

Yet he saw nothing. Whoever had come here was now gone, leaving no stain on the floor.

Should he revive the fire, or extinguish it? Which would please the fickle gods?

Standing, he walked to the pit and knelt beside the shallow depression in the rock. From his bag, he withdrew kindling and logs of dry, aromatic cedar, and laid  them carefully on the embers. He leaned forward to blow on the infant flames, and from within the cave, a puff of wind performed the service for him.

So. He had guessed right. The gods wished him to cleanse the air with his offerings. He fed the fire bit by bit, building the flames, waving his arms in great circles to spread the fragrant smoke throughout the massive cave. The scent of pine retreated, but the tang of blood grew stronger, strong enough to taste it on his tongue. He got to his feet and scanned the area, trying to locate the source, then picked up a flaming torch from the fire and followed his nose into the depths of the cave, farther than he had ever been before.

The blood-soaked stench guided his footsteps, leading him on until at last he found it, a dark mass just over the edge of a two-foot drop.

It took a moment for him to realize what it was—a human female had given birth in this cave, and recently enough that the placenta was fresh.

The gods would be displeased.

His horror made him stumble backward, off another step and into the darkness.

He landed awkwardly, going down on one knee, and dropped his torch. The branch rolled away and vanished over the edge. The little flame disappeared. Terrified he was going to follow it, plunge into the chasm and disappear into the black depths, Bitter Eagle put his hand out to catch himself. He touched something sticky, cool, and soft, and . . . the thing moved beneath his fingers.

Alive. It was alive.

He snatched his hand back and cradled it against his chest over his pounding heart. He stood carefully  and backed up, feeling his way with his bare feet, up the jagged rocks toward the entrance, never taking his gaze away from that place where the thing had wiggled under his touch. The scent of woman’s blood from his hand made him halt in his tracks.

The silence pounded in his ears.

What was that thing?

Was it . . . the baby?

No. No. It was cool. There was no human warmth in it.

But a newborn who had been abandoned by its mother would cool as its body heat dissipated, as its heart slowed and its breath failed.

What did it matter? A baby born in this cave was forfeit to the gods. The mother, whoever she was, had known the law, and had done this deliberately to dispose of her baby.

But the gods had never given Bitter Eagle the gift of a child. Three wives, and while they were with him, all had been barren. The world called him Bitter Eagle, a name given while he watched the village children at play.

Perhaps the cruel gods had called him here to give him a gift . . . and perhaps they had called him to finish the sacrifice.

He should leave the infant to its fate.

He took a step toward the entrance.

And the baby gave forth one small, newborn mewl of anguish.

The sound flew to his heart, to the center of his pain.

The infant was tiny. It was dying. It needed warmth and food and comfort.

It needed him.

Swiftly, knowing he was breaking one of the most ancient and sacred commandments, he turned back to the tiny being.

He laid his hand on it. It was indeed a human baby.

Lifting it into his arms, he cradled it against his chest and walked toward the entrance.

Wind ripped through the cave, pushing him back.

The gods were not pleased.

But a lifetime of obeying their desires had not made him complicit with this . . . this murder.

He fought his way forward, leaning against the wind that blasted him toward the chasm.

The baby hung limp in his grasp. Dead? Was Bitter Eagle displeasing the gods for a child who had already passed on?

Yet he struggled toward the entrance, toward that narrow glimpse of pale sunlight. Sand whipped into his eyes, blinding him, searing his lungs.

If he put the baby down, the wind would stop. He knew it would.

Still he moved inch by inch, one foot in front of the other. The entrance came closer and closer.

Above him, the black granite groaned, threatening him with immolation. If he didn’t get out now, he, too, would be a sacrifice.

He made a rush toward the narrow crack in the rock, dropped to his belly and shoved the child out into the cool sunlight. From the heights, he heard the wind scream with fury, heard the shift as stones broke free and roared toward the cave floor. He dove toward the entrance, wiggled his head out, his shoulders out,  his chest out—and something slammed onto his foot, trapping him in place.

Skin ripped. Bones crunched. Pain ripped into his gut and brain. He writhed with torment, wanting to beg the gods’ pardon, knowing it was too late. He was trapped forever. He would die here, and the child with him.

The child . . .

He fought his way out of the fog of agony and looked at the child.

The infant lay on its side facing him, and it looked back.

It was a boy, a tiny newborn covered with afterbirth. The umbilical cord had been severed close to his body, so close the knife had nicked his leg. His skin was red-tinged, his chest moved up and down with each breath, and he shivered in minuscule convulsions.

But his eyes were open, and he stared gravely at Bitter Eagle, waiting for him to finish his rescue.

Bitter Eagle could not die now. He could not fail his first test as a father.

Shutting his pain inside his formidable will, he stretched himself toward the pile of clothes he had shed before entering the cave. His fingertips could not quite touch . . . He strained forward. . . .

In his foot, something tore—some ligament, some bone, some muscle. New waves of pain escaped their confinement to batter him, dimming his eyes and shortening his breath.

The child struggled as if trying to reach him . . . or as if death leaned too close.

With his suffering, Bitter Eagle had bought himself one vital inch.

He caught the edge of his old nylon coat between two fingers and pulled it toward him. With one hand he scooped the infant off the cold stone; with the other he slid the coat beneath the child, placed him onto the material, and enclosed him in the warmth.

Then he set to work. He dragged his jeans toward him and pulled his hunting knife from its leather sheath. He held it for a minute, allowing his body temperature to warm the plastic handle, allowing himself a moment of rebellion against what he must do.

Then he struggled to fit his arm back into the cave.

That must have amused the gods, for they sent no more missiles to break his body or his spirit. Or perhaps they simply waited in anticipation for a fresh gush of blood to appease their anger. Certainly they laughed as he set the blade in his own flesh, as close to the boulder as he could, and started cutting. His writhing, the moans that broke from him, the way he used knowledge gleaned from cutting up chickens . . . all that must have satisfied their malice.

When he was done, he eased himself out of the cave and back to the real world—a real world that would no longer call him Bitter Eagle, but Cripple Eagle.

Very well. He had paid the price for his son.

He lifted the jacket.

It was so light, for a moment he wondered if the child had vanished, stolen from him by the gods while he hacked at his own flesh.

But no. The baby was still there, no longer blue with cold, moving his arms and legs, and starting to squawk in hunger as a healthy child should.

Perhaps the gods had been placated.

And as soon as he had finished the thought, the first flakes of snow trickled out of the lowering sky.

Placated? No. They were determined to mock Bitter Eagle’s struggles, and kill him and his child.

Now Bitter Eagle set to work to make sure he and his child lived long enough to make it down the mountain. He wrapped his long johns around the bleeding stump where his foot had been, fumbled his way into his flannel shirt, painfully pulled his jeans over his legs, and put both socks over his one remaining foot. He unwrapped the baby from his jacket and placed him so they rested together, chest to chest, heart to heart. Swiftly, he buttoned the flannel over them both—then, catching a glimpse of the child’s back, he stopped.

Lifting the baby, he wiped his thumb down the fragile spine, and stared with wonder and with dread. For there, etched in black and spreading toward the baby’s shoulder blades, was the mark of crumpled angel wings.

Bitter Eagle knew of a legend told among his people for generations, of children abandoned by their parents, deprived of their love and care, and instead given by the great Creator gifts of power and magic. Yet never had Bitter Eagle seen the mark that set one of those children apart.

Now he held one such child against his heart.

No wonder the evil gods had punished him for stealing their sacrifice.

This child was special. This child was one of the Abandoned Ones.




Chapter 1
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“I’m looking for the antiquities librarian. I have an  “appointment. I’m Aaron Eagle.”

“Yes, Mr. Eagle, I’ve got you on the schedule.” The library’s administrative assistant was gorgeous, lush, and fully aware of his eligibility. She smiled into his eyes as she pushed the book toward him. “If you would sign in here.” She pointed, handed him a pen, and managed to brush his fingers with hers. “And here.” She pointed again. “Then if you don’t mind, we’d like your fingerprint. Just your left thumb.”

“I’m always amazed at the security required to visit antiquities.” Aaron smiled at her as he pressed his thumb onto the glass set into the desk. A light from beneath scanned his thumb.

“The Arthur W. Nelson Fine Arts Library antiquities department contains some extremely rare manuscripts and scrolls, and we take security very seriously because of it.”

“So if I made my living stealing antiquities, you’d know.”

“Exactly.”

“If I’d been caught.”

“Thieves always eventually get caught.” She had him stand on the line and took his photograph.

“I would certainly hope so.” He stepped onto a grate that shook him hard, then through an explosives screener that puffed air around him.

She riffled through the piles of paper on her desk, compared them to the information on her computer screen, and smiled with satisfaction. “But you seem to be exactly who you say you are.”

“I do seem to be, don’t I?” He leaned back over the grate. “Perhaps we could discuss who you are tonight over drinks”—he glanced down at the nameplate on the desk—“Jessica?”

“I’d like that”—she glanced down at the form on her desk—“Aaron.”

“Great. I’ll get your number on the way out, and we can arrange a time and place.”

She nodded and smiled.

He smiled back and headed down the corridor, and as he walked, he peeled off his thumbprint and slipped the micromillimeter-thin plastic into his pocket.

“Just take the elevator down to the bottom floor,” she called after him.

“Thank you, I will. I’ve been here before.”

“That’s right. You have.” Her voice faded.

The corridor was plain, painted industrial gray, while the elevator was stainless steel on the outside and pure mid-twentieth-century technology on the inside. The  wood paneling was obviously plastic, the button covers were cracked, the numbers worn to near invisibility, and the mechanism creaked as it descended at a stately rate.

But this was the Arthur W. Nelson Fine Arts Library, and their funding didn’t include upkeep on nonessen tials like a new elevator for the seldom-visited antiquities department. They were lucky to have updated security in the last ten years, and that only occurred when it was discovered one of the librarians had been systematically removing pages from medieval manuscripts and selling them for a fortune to collectors. If he hadn’t decided to get greedy and remove a Persian scroll, he might still be in business, but Dr. Hall had been the antiquities librarian for about a hundred and fifty years and he caught on to that right away.

In fact, it was Dr. Hall that Aaron was on his way to see now. When it came to ancient languages, the old guy was a genius, and he knew a hell of a lot about prophecies, religious and otherwise. Which was exactly the kind of expertise Aaron needed right now.

The elevator door opened, and he strode along another short, industrial gray corridor that led to a metal door at the end. He rang the doorbell at the side. The lock clicked, he turned the handle, and he walked in.

Nobody was there. Whoever had let him in had done so remotely.

The place smelled like a library: dust, old paper, cracking glue, broken linoleum, and more dust. Gray metal shelving extended from one end of the basement to the other, clustered in rows, filled to capacity with books.

No one was in sight.

“Hello?” he called. “Dr. Hall? It’s Aaron Eagle.”

“Back here!” A voice floated over and through the shelves. A woman’s voice.

They must have finally dug up the funding to get Dr. Hall another assistant. Good thing. The old guy could croak down here and no one would notice for days.

Aaron headed back between a shelf marked MEDIEVAL STUDIES and one marked BABYLONIAN GODS. He broke out from among the shelves into the work area where wide library tables were covered with manuscripts, scrolls, and a giant stone tablet.

A girl leaned over the stone tablet, mink brush in hand. “Put it on the table over there.” She waved the brush vaguely toward the corner.

Aaron glanced over at the table piled with Styrofoam containers and fast-food bags wadded up into little balls. He looked back at the girl.

Her skin was creamy, fine-grained and perfect, and that was a good thing, since she did not wear a single drop of makeup. No foundation, no blush, no powder, no lipstick. She was of medium height, perhaps a little skinny, but with what she was wearing, who could tell? Her blue dress drooped where it should fit and hung unevenly at the hem. He supposed she wore it for comfort. He didn’t know any other reason any woman would be caught dead in it. The neckline hung off one shoulder, revealing a dingy bra strap, the elastic stretched and frayed. She had thin latex gloves stretched over her hands—nothing killed a man’s amorous intentions like latex gloves—and she wore brown leather clogs. Birkenstocks. Antiques. As the crowning touch, she wore plastic-rimmed tortoiseshell glasses that looked like an extension of the frizzy carrot red  hair trapped at the back of her neck by a scrunchie that had seen better days . . . about five years ago.

Yet for all that she was not in any way attractive, she paid him no heed, and he wasn’t used to that treatment from a woman. “Who do you think I am?”

“Lunch. Or”—her glasses had slid down her nose—“did I miss lunch? Is it time for dinner already? What time is it?”

“It’s three.”

“Rats. I did miss lunch.” Lifting her head, she looked at him.

He did a double take violent enough to give him whiplash.

Beneath the glasses, dense, dark lashes surrounded the biggest, most emphatically violet eyes he’d ever seen.

Like a newly wakened owl, she blinked at him. “Who are you?”

“I’m. Aaron. Eagle.” He emphasized each word, giving time between for the village idiot to absorb the name. “Who are you?”

“I’m Dr. Hall.”

Aaron was immediately pissed. “I’ve met Dr. Hall. You are most definitely not Dr. Hall.”

“Oh.” A silly smile curved her pale pink lips. “You knew Father.”

“Father?”

“Dr. Elijah Hall. He retired a year ago.” Her smile died. “I’m sorry to tell you, but he, um, died a few months ago.”

“Dr. Elijah Hall was your father?” Aaron didn’t believe that for a minute. Her “mentor,” maybe, but Dr. Hall was way too old to have a daughter this girl’s age.

Aaron frowned. Of course, Dr. Hall was way too old to be a “mentor,” too.

“Where did he die? How?”

“On the Yucatan Peninsula. Of a heart attack.”

“You were there with him?”

“No, he . . . After he retired and had settled me into this job, he went off adventuring. Alone.”

The girl was grieved. Aaron could see that.

She was also irked at being left behind.

The cynical part of him observed, “He left you in a good job.”

“Nepotism. It’s true.” She lifted her chin. “It’s also true I’m qualified for the job. I’m not as good with the ancient languages as my father was, but really, with a brain like his, how is that even possible? What cinched it for the library, of course, is that I’m cheap.”

“Yes. I see that.” He also saw she wasn’t as unattractive as he’d first thought. Hidden under that dress, she had boobs, B, maybe C cups, some kind of waist, and curvy hips. She had good bones, like a racehorse, and of course those amazing eyes. But her lips were good, too, lush and sensual, the kind a man would like to have wrapped around his—“So let me get this straight. You are Dr. Elijah Hall’s granddaughter?”

“No. I’m. His. Daughter.” Now she spoke like he  was the village idiot. “He married late in life.”

“To somebody much younger.”

“Not much younger. Ten years isn’t much younger, would you say? Mama was forty-two when she had me.”

“And you’re twenty now?”

“I’m twenty-five. I’ve got a BS in archeology from  Oxford and a graduate degree and PhD in linguistics from Stanford, not to mention some extras like a stint teaching vanished languages at MIT.” She waved at a desk overflowing with papers, artifacts and, atop it all, a new Apple laptop. Her voice got louder and more aggravated as she spoke. “I’ve got all the papers in there if you need to see them. I’ve had to keep track of all that stuff because everyone thinks I’m twenty!”

“Obviously, we’re all dolts.”

“Yes.”

He could tell it never occurred to her to deny it, or flatter him in any way. The girl was clueless about the most basic social niceties, and worse, she didn’t seem to notice he was a man.

Why did he care?

“When I was seven, my mother died in a cenote in Guatemala retrieving this stela.” The girl waved her hand at the table.

He glanced at the stone tablet engraved with hieroglyphic-like characters, then did his second double take of the day. He leaned over it, studied it with intense interest. “Central American. Pre-Columbian. Logosyllabic. Epi-Olmec script. Perhaps a Rosetta stone for the transition between the Olmec and Mayan languages . . .”

“Very good.” For the first time, she looked at him, noticed him, and viewed him with respect. Not interest, but respect.

“I had no idea this existed.” His fingers itched to touch the stela, and he carefully tucked his hands into his pockets.

“No one did. After Mama died, Father brought it  here and shut it in the vault. I think he blamed himself for letting her go down there.” As she spoke, Aaron glimpsed a hint of something more beneath the open artlessness he’d so condescendingly diagnosed. In the depths of her soul, she had carefully constructed a wall of sadness, and with it, she kept the world out.

But when he looked again, she blinked at him as if she had trouble recalling the year.

Was there more to the girl than what first met the eye? Surely not.

He couldn’t keep calling her “the girl,” not even in his mind. “What’s your name?”

“Dr. Hall . . . Oh, you mean my first name.” She smiled at him, those amazing eyes lavishing him with happiness. “I’m Rosamund.”

Didn’t that just figure?

“My parents named me after Rosamund Clifford—”

“The Fair Rosamund, King Henry the Second’s mistress, reputedly the most beautiful woman in the world.” Could this Rosamund be any more unlike her? “Henry built Rosamund a bower and surrounded it by a maze to protect and keep her, yet somehow the wildly jealous El eanor of Aquitaine poisoned her and she died for love.”

“Most of that is romantic fantasy, of course, but you do know your history. And your linguistics.” This Rosamund, plain, unkempt, and appallingly dressed, viewed him with approval.

“History. Yes. That’s actually why I’m here.” He might as well give her a shot at his question. “I wanted to talk to Dr. Hall about a prophecy—”

“My goodness.” Rosamund blinked at him again. “You’re the second one today to ask me about that.”




Chapter 2

[image: 005]

A aron went on alert. Not that he gave any indication of it. He put one hip up on the table and posed like a GQ model during a photo shoot: one hand slipped into his jacket pocket, the other casually at his side, a relaxed smile on his face. “The second one what?”

She fluttered like a hen disturbed from its nest.

Good. She was responding to his best James Bond sophistication.

Then she said, “Please be careful leaning against that table. If you jiggle it, the stela could fall, the stone could break, and the tablet is priceless. Irreplaceable.”

He straightened, and with a great deal more sternness, he asked, “The second one what?”

“The second man to ask about a prophecy. Of course, I’m not the expert my mother was. Prophecies and legends were her specialty, but you can’t live and travel with a divination specialist without having some of it rub off on you. Of course my father knew an  incredible amount, too, but he scoffed at any revelations that might have come true. He was a professional disbeliever.” She adjusted her glasses more firmly on her nose. “What did you want to know?”

Aaron tamped down his impatience and in that slow voice he had reserved just for her, he asked, “Who was the other man who inquired about prophecies?”

“He wasn’t like you.”

Aaron relaxed a little.

“He didn’t know anything about antiquities. Do you know he tried to touch a medieval manuscript with his bare hands?” Her horror was palpable.

Score one for our side.

Her eyes got wide, her frown faded, and her horror melted like cold ice cream covered with hot fudge. “But I imagine he gets away with that kind of arrogance all the time.”

“Why’s that?” Aaron did not like what was going on here.

“Because he is the most gorgeous man I’ve ever met in my life.” She clasped her latex-gloved hands above her heart and stared into space like a zombie.

Man, this girl annoyed him. He cleared his throat. “You know, I’m accounted to be quite handsome myself.”

She glanced at him. “Oh, you are. I noticed that right away. Very handsome.” Somewhere in the lost depths of her femininity, she seemed to recognize that she’d insulted him. Then she made matters worse. “But he  is most glorious thing I’ve ever seen. I mean, in person. Well, no, actually I’ve never even seen an actor as good-looking as Lance Mathews.” She breathed his name as if it were a holy incantation.

“You have to be kidding. His name is Lance?”

“Yes.” She seemed unaware of Aaron’s disgust. “As in . . . Sir Lancelot.”

“I’ll bet.”

“He has the most amazing blue eyes and smooth tan, and golden hair that curls around his head like a statue of Apollo Belvedere.”

“Tough competition,” Aaron acknowledged.

“He’s tall and has broad shoulders, and his jeans fit his gluteus maximus in a way I could not fail to notice. He wore a”—she apparently had to search for the word—“a golf shirt with an alligator on the pocket, and the cuff that surrounded his biceps brachii and triceps brachii emphasized their extraordinary formation.”

It figured that she could rip out the Latin names for the muscles, but was uncertain about what to call a golf shirt. “I had no idea Sir Lancelot wore Polo,” Aaron said dryly.

“Like a warrior serving his chosen maiden, he brought me an offering.”

“What offering?” Aaron looked around in alarm. Had this Lance Mathews brought explosives into the library?

“An espresso and a lemon scone.” She sighed with such pleasure, Aaron wondered what she would do for a lobster and a glass of chenin blanc.

His gaze dropped to those pink, full lips and imagined them opening to welcome a bite of shellfish, dripping with butter, and then expressing her appreciation with lavish kisses placed on his cheeks, his lips, his . . .  okay. This gig had ruined his sex life, and obviously it  was starting to affect his mind. “Did he have any identifying features? A tattoo, a birthmark . . . ?”

She turned amazed violet eyes on him. “Yes.”

Crap.

“How did you know?” she asked.

“I’m psychic that way.” He wasn’t psychic, just logical.

“His shirt was open down to the third button, and high over his sternum, he had a flame tattooed in blue and red and gold.” She placed her hand, palm down, on her breastbone just below her throat as if remembering the exact position of the mark that had so thrilled her.

“Nasty habit, tattooing. One always worries about whether it was done in a sterile environment free of infection or disease.” Not that Aaron didn’t have plenty of friends who had plenty of marks, both natural and artificial, and he wouldn’t bare his back to anyone he deemed suspicious. But he really needed to jerk Dr. Hall out of her obviously delightful memories of Lance and back to the present . . . with him.

“Yes. So true. But my mother had a tattoo. Actually, two. They looked like pre-alphabetic symbols, and she had one on each of her index fingers.”

“Fascinating.” More fascinating than Rosamund realized.

She prattled on, oblivious to his interest. “I have one, too. Just a tiny one. On my—”

Intrigued and surprised, Aaron stepped closer.

Seeing his interest, she hastily backtracked. “Well, that doesn’t matter.”

“It did. It does! What is it? Where is it? And why did  you have it done?” He couldn’t help smiling at her, all buttoned-up and clueless.

“It was a ritual tattooing done on an island in the South Pacific. A fascinating culture. I passed through puberty while in their care, so they initiated me into their society. It was a great honor.” She had answered his last question, but not the first two.

“You’ve got hidden depths.”

“I do, don’t I?” She looked up at him without seeming to notice he had shifted his charm into high gear. “Why do you think you need the prophecy?” she asked. “What do you think it’s going to do for you?”

One of the reasons Aaron was so good at what he did was his ability to think on his feet, and he did so now. “I work for the Gypsy Travel Agency. Have you heard of them?”

A small frown puckered her forehead as she thought. “The Gypsy Travel Agency advertises that it’s the oldest travel agency in New York City, specializing in trips to the wild places of the world under the auspices of Romany experts. Right?”

“Absolutely correct. Did you happen to hear on the news what happened this past week?”

“I’m sorry. I’ve been working almost nonstop . . .” Her longing gaze strayed toward the stone tablet.

With brutal bluntness, he said, “The Gypsy Travel Agency’s building in SoHo was obliterated in a blast that took everything—all the books, all the knowledge, and most important and tragic, all of the experienced agents.”

Her attention returned to him in a rush. “How  horrible for you! Do the demolitions experts know who did it?”

“There are a lot of theories, but no certainties.” At least, no certainties among the officials combing the site for evidence. Aaron and his friends knew all too well what had happened. “All the experts know is that the blast was tightly contained; nothing inside survived intact, yet the buildings around the Gypsy Travel Agency are untouched. The blast vaporized the agency.”

“I’m so sorry to hear this.” Her voice grew thick. “You must be devastated.”

“It’s difficult.” More difficult than he could explain.

“So you want the prophecy to see if this tragedy was predicted?”

“Exactly.”

“And you’re looking for answers about the future?”

“If possible.”

“I’ll try and help.” Plucking a tissue from the box, she wiped her eyes and blew her nose.

She was a woman easily touched by sorrow, and almost too easy to manipulate. “You say your mother taught you about prophecies, and your father scoffed at them,” he said.

“My mother was an expert linguist, and she used that skill to translate prophecies. She believed certain prophecies were the work of accomplished seers. While she was alive, my father seemed to honor that belief, but once she had gone, my father taught me the hard truth. It is impossible to perceive which are genuine.”

“Why?”

“Because there’s a prophecy for everything. Everything that happens was predicted by someone.”

“So all we need to do is go to the prophecy for today  and we’ll know what’s going to happen tomorrow.”

“Exactly. But if you would follow me into the stacks . . .” She led him into the rows of metal shelving. She stopped halfway between the door and her workstation, and gestured from one far end to the other. “These are the prophecies for this millennium. Look.” She took down a book, blew off the dust, and flipped it open to page twenty-seven. “In this manuscript, written in the Aramaic script, there is a prophecy that claims that today is the first day of the Apocalypse.” She looked up at him. “Somewhere in the stacks, there is a prophecy that says yesterday was the first day of the Apocalypse, and one that says tomorrow will be the first day of the Apocalypse. Every day of every year has a prophecy that claims the Apocalypse starts on that day. One of them is probably right—can you tell me which one?”

He had understood the odds against success, but seeing it illustrated so graphically ripped the scales from his eyes. “Yet some prophecies have more value than others.” He argued because he had to. Because he and his friends desperately needed that prophecy.

“If the prophet has a track record of success, yes. Or if the manuscript was created on rare media or by monks or etched into the walls of . . . of . . .” She waved her hands, looking for inspiration.

“The Sacred Cave?” he suggested.

“Exactly!”

“Or if you can pinpoint the subject of the prophecy as being in the right place at the right time.”

She thought about that, then nodded. “That would work. Or at least help.”

“How did your mother decide which prophecies were real?”

Rosamund smiled a fond smile, picked up a fine brush, and whisked it over the stone tablet. “She said it was important to look at all the real factors, but in the end . . . she said it came down to her gut feeling.”

Yes, he understood that. “Do you ever get gut feelings?”

“When I get the flu.” She laughed too long at her own joke, then grew uncomfortable under his steady regard, and confessed, “I used to. Sometimes. But my father said gut feelings were nothing but wishful thinking, and I might as well depend on a fortune-teller’s crystal ball as on my intuition.”

“He wanted you to stay in the real world.” And why? When Aaron had come down to the library basement with antiquities that needed to be authenticated or manuscripts that required translation, Dr. Hall had been brilliant, stiff-necked, and grim, yet unwillingly fascinated by the variety of Aaron’s interests and keenly interested in prophecies and the paranormal. Most important in Aaron’s mind was his sharp instinct for the genuine above the counterfeit.

Never, ever had he mentioned that he had a daughter.

Why had he so emphatically quashed Rosamund’s curiosity?

Why had he kept her a secret?

Had Dr. Hall foreseen a dread prophecy for her?

“Are you familiar with the legend of the Chosen?” Aaron asked.

“The Chosen . . .” He could almost see Rosamund flipping through the encyclopedia of her mind. “Yes. The Chosen and the Others. When the world was young, a beautiful woman gave birth to twins, each marked as something set apart from average people. Repulsed by their difference, she took them into the darkest woods—in these fairy tales, it always is the darkest woods—and left the babies for the wild animals to devour.” She looked at him inquiringly. “Is that the legend you mean?”

“That’s it. Do you know the rest?” He did. He’d been doing his reading—When the World Was Young: A History of the Chosen, the textbook of choice among his peers.

Rosamund continued. “Those two children were the first Abandoned Ones, babies left by their parents without love or care, and to compensate, given a gift of power. The babies survived. The girl was a seer. The boy was a fire-giver. They gathered others like them and formed two gangs, one for good—the Chosen Ones—and one for evil—the Others—and they fought for the hearts and souls of the Abandoned Ones.”

“A battle that goes on today,” he finished.

“Yes.” Her brow knit. “It’s not a very comforting fairy tale.”

“How many are?”

“Most have endings of some kind. The witch is tipped into the oven. The evil stepmother falls from a cliff—” She caught sight of his face. “All right, not very happy endings, but still, there’s none of that ‘the battle goes on today’ stuff.”

“Yet it’s so much more realistic to know there can never be an end, or at least not until the”—he could scarcely stand to say the words—“until the Apocalypse.”

“If the legend of the Chosen Ones were true, which it’s not.”

Aaron wished that she was right.

But unfortunately for her and her future peace of mind, she was staring right into the eyes of one of the Chosen Ones.
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