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Prologue

EAST OF PALM SPRINGS
JANUARY

The sky was a seamless blue, empty as a murderer’s heart.

The woman who had three names smiled grimly into the rearview mirror of her old pickup truck. The man following her in the white Toyota sedan had blended right into the freeway, but he ran out of luck as the roads grew narrower and lonelier on the dirt track that led to her isolated home.

It was hard to hide in a desert. Even hanging way back, trying to be invisible, he stuck out like a neon tongue.

The dry, wild land looked unchanging, but wasn’t. It was full of hidden life, of surprises that ranged from sweet to deadly. Some of those surprises were sand traps that had nothing to do with golf courses. Other surprises were rocks and potholes.

She hoped the little white car broke an axle and the driver’s neck. It would save her the trouble of shooting whoever was following her—assuming she could still see well enough to get the job done before it was done to her.

You’re getting old, she told herself roughly.

For more than fifty years she had outfoxed the fox; now she finally had been run to ground. But she wouldn’t be easy prey. Nor would she surrender the ancient, priceless Book of the Learned. She would die first.

The pickup truck lurched upward as it took the final steep quarter mile to her cabin. NO TRESPASSING signs rushed by in jolts of red. Stones spun and spat beneath the wheels as balding tires struggled for traction. Time went so fast these days; there was never enough to get everything done.

Or perhaps it was simply her certainty that death was closing in on her that made time hammer like a waterfall on the stubborn boulder of her life.

Was that how the female descendants of the first Serena felt when their death time came? Did they look at the old, worn loom that had passed through generations of Weavers? Did they lift frail hands to the shuttle to add their own final lines to the ancient pattern?

She didn’t know. She never would. So much had been lost to the devouring cataract of time. So much, but not all. Words whispered through generations of women told her that in the beginning the Book of the Learned had been more than six hundred pages long. Time and desperate circumstances had reduced the number to five hundred and seven. Those pages held the accumulated history and wisdom of the Learned, pages illuminated in gold and crushed lapis lazuli, bright with the green of life and the scarlet of blood.

No Weaver in seven generations had been able to decipher the lean, elegant words that graced the Book of the Learned, but no one doubted the value of the object itself: the binding was studded with vivid gems that were the heart of the intricate, mysterious designs etched into the solid gold cover.

And now, again, the ancient pages were at risk.

As the last in a long, long line of Weavers, she had had a lifetime to prepare for just this situation. The torch was waiting to be passed. If her own race was over, so be it. The Book of the Learned was safe from man’s greed.

Shielded from sight by a low ridge, her cabin lay in a small hollow. The wooden planks in the wellhead and in the walls of the cabin had been cooked to iron by the Mojave’s relentless sun. Though cool now, the piles of granite that poked up like bones through the dry land would be burning hot in a few months. Then she would bake bread and beans in the little oven she had made outside the cabin and feel midnight’s cool benediction whisper over her face.

If she was still alive.

She braked in a cloud of grit and dirt, shut off the engine, and grabbed for the package on the seat beside her. It was the precious pages inside that had lured her out of hiding, forced her to reach back into the dangerous past she had spent her life running from. Just as she must run now.

With the determination that had gotten her through almost eight decades of life, she forced her thin legs to run the short steps to the cabin. Sand ground under her worn sneakers. A Joshua tree’s twisted arms stood black against the burnished sky. Overhead a hawk keened into the emptiness.

She heard only her own ragged breath and saw only the beckoning door of her weathered cabin. Panting, she wrenched open the door and stumbled inside just as a white car shot over the crest and into the hidden hollow. She slammed the cabin door and levered a yard-long iron bar into place across it. Then she closed the interior shutters on the two windows and bolted them into place.

The darkness inside was nearly absolute, but she didn’t need a light to find her way. As a young “widow” she had built the stone and wood cabin with her own hands. As an old woman she knew every inch of the place: its strengths, its weaknesses, its secrets, everything.

She limped to the pegs over the door where the shotgun waited. She knew it was loaded. It always was.

A fist pounded on the front door. “Mrs. Weaver? I’d like to talk with you about—”

“You’re trespassing and I’ve got a shotgun!” she shouted over his words.

The man on the other side of the door looked around quickly. No sign of cameras or spy holes. He hadn’t expected any, but he was careful; that was why he was alive and free when others were neither. There was no sign of telephone or electrical wires, or even a radio or TV antenna. He knew from personal experience that cell phones didn’t reach into this particular corner of the Mojave Desert. The old woman was truly alone.

He smiled.

With a smooth efficiency that told its own tale, he reached under his lightweight wind jacket. A gun appeared in his fist.

“There’s no need to be frightened,” he said reassuringly. “I don’t want to hurt you. I want to make you rich. I’ll give you two million dollars for the Book of the Learned. Won’t you let me in so we can talk?”

“I’ll give you sixty seconds to get off my property.”

“Be reasonable, Mrs. Weaver. Two million dollars is a lot of money. It’s better than anyone else will pay for what’s left of that damned Druid book.”

“Thirty seconds.”

“At least take my business card.”

The only answer he heard was the unmistakable slide of metal over metal as she readied the shotgun. He gauged the thickness of the stone and walls, the sun-hardened thick wood of the door, and the surprising strength of the prey. He would need armor-piercing bullets for the cabin. For her, too. That was one tough old bitch.

With a vicious curse he turned, got in his car, and drove away from the very thing he wanted enough to kill for.

The wind came up after sunset. The invisible rush of air was dry, cool to the point of chill, and smelled of time rather than life. The kerosene lamp inside the cabin threw odd, living shadows over the windows and walls. An old loom waited in one corner with an unfinished weaving partially filling the frame. Bobbins wound with colorful yarn dangled from the loom’s warp strands, waiting for the moment when they would be woven into a seamless design.

A young fire burned companionably in the hearth, chasing the desert’s nightly chill. The woman wore around her neck a long scarf that was as old as the loom itself. Normally the scarf felt rough to her, and she left it with its companion, the Book of the Learned. But tonight her own spirit was chilled, and the scarf soothed.

Numbly she sat in front of the fire, staring at the sinuous flames without really seeing them. All she saw were the pieces of thin, blank cardboard that she fed one by one into the fire.

He had promised to send her the stolen pages of the Book of the Learned. He had betrayed her again, promises made and broken. He had sent modern paper, not ancient vellum. There were no pages of lean, somehow dangerous writing, an old language speaking in silence of people and places long vanished. It didn’t matter that she couldn’t read the words themselves. It was enough that she kept the book safe and passed it on to the next Serena.

Family tradition held that the Book of the Learned was the soul of a man written on vellum with ink made of oak gall and iron. A powerful man. A proud man. A mysterious man. A deadly man. Erik the Learned. Erik, who had learned too late. But what he had learned and what he had lost were themselves forgotten when the keepers of the Book of the Learned no longer could read the ancient language.

Yet even without knowing the words, she knew the book itself was a treasure beyond price. Beyond the value of the ancient strip of cloth that she now wore as a scarf, beyond the value of the hammered gold and brilliantly polished gemstones on the cover, knowledge called from the Book of the Learned with its ancient, double-edged lure. Elegant, intricate capital letters teased the mind with designs whose meaning went deeper than words. The feel of previous generations, her own ancestry, people who were wise and foolish, saints and criminals, warriors and witches, advisers and hermits, peasants and aristocrats: the whole experience of humanity called forth in rich colors—sapphire, ruby, emerald, and gold. Above all, gold, illuminating darkness with a light like no other, shimmering with timeless endurance.

And she was but flesh, worn-out with enduring.

A sound from outside jerked her from her bitter reverie. She turned in time to see one window burst inward. A bottle hit the stone floor and exploded, showering the small room with burning gasoline. Another bottle followed, then another and another and another in a merciless rain that burned even the air.

At the end she saw the pattern that had eluded her for her entire life. Laughing, she reached to embrace it. Her only regret was that she wouldn’t be alive to see his face when he discovered that she had outwitted him again.

She had already passed the Book of the Learned to its next keeper.


Chapter 1

ONE YEAR LATER
PALM SPRINGS
MONDAY

Like much of the town, the law offices of Morton Hingham were left over from a more leisurely, luxuriant time. Second-story arched windows framed a view of low-roofed buildings, tall palm trees, and stony mountains that dwarfed everything human. Inside the reception area, creamy walls and rich green plants soothed the eye. Solid wood furniture gleamed with polish. The carpet was worn, but tastefully so, like a dowager princess.

The secretary-receptionist was the same. Her voice was crepe, irregular without being rough. “Ms. Charters? Mr. Hingham will see you now.”

For a moment Serena stared blankly at the receptionist. In this cool, gracious room with its stately aura of law and civilization, it was hard for her to remember that her grandmother had died from a random act of violence of the kind more often associated with inner cities than with the desert’s ageless wilderness.

Very few animals killed simply because they could. Homo sapiens was first among them.

“Thank you,” Serena said in a husky voice.

The older woman nodded, ushered the client into Morton Hingham’s office, and shut the door behind her.

A quick glance told Serena that the lawyer’s office had shuttered windows and no visible wallpaper. Every vertical surface was concealed by books whose covers were as dull and dry as their titles. Various legal documents lay stacked haphazardly on Hingham’s heavy desk. An array of computers along the far wall looked out of place amid all the leather-bound monuments to past decisions, writs, and opinions.

Hingham’s swivel chair creaked and jerked when he stood to greet his client. Long past the age when other men retired, the lawyer kept his shrewd mind engaged with the trials and tangles of people generations younger than he was.

“Sorry to keep you waiting, Ms. Charters,” Hingham said, clearing his throat. “There is a particularly difficult custody case that . . .” He cleared his throat again.

“I understand,” Serena said, a polite lie. “It doesn’t matter.” The truth. She had been quite willing to look out the windows at the mountains that had ringed her childhood and formed her adult dreams. “I take it that the State of California is ready to close the books on my grandmother’s murder?”

“The books will never be closed until her killer is found. But, yes. I’m empowered as her executor to turn over to you all that remains of Lisbeth Charters’s—er, your grandmother’s—worldly goods.”

His use of her grandmother’s real name—Lisbeth Charters—told Serena that her grandmother had trusted this man as she had trusted only one other person on earth: her granddaughter.

Then the rest of the sentence penetrated Serena’s mind. She compressed her lips against bitter laughter. Worldly goods. Her grandmother had lived a simple, spartan life. Her reward had been a cruel, savage death.

“I see,” Serena said neutrally. “Does the fact that I’m finally receiving my so-called inheritance mean that I’m no longer a suspect in G’mom’s murder?”

The controlled anger beneath his client’s voice made Hingham examine her more carefully. Middle height, casually dressed in blue jeans and an unusual woven jacket, a slender yet female body that once would have aroused him and even now interested him, red-gold hair in a long French braid down her back, triangular face with eyes as cool and measuring as a cat’s. The papers in his hand told him that she was in her early thirties. Her face looked younger, though her oddly colored eyes held an unflinching power that belonged to an empress twice her age.

Lisbeth Serena Charters had had eyes like that. Violet blue. Wide-set. Fascinating.

Unnerving.

Hingham cleared his throat again. “You were never under serious suspicion, Ms. Charters. As the detective explained, it was simply routine to ascertain your whereabouts the night your grandmother died, especially as you were her sole surviving heir.”

“The detective explained. It didn’t change how I felt.”

“Yes, well, it must have been very difficult for you.”

“It still is. Even though G’mom and I weren’t close, she was the only family I had.”

And every day, Serena asked herself if she and her grandmother had been closer, would her grandmother still be alive?

There was no answer. There never would be.

Abruptly her hand moved in an impatient gesture. “Let’s get this over with. I have work to do.”

“Work?” Hingham glanced at the papers in his hand. “I understood that you were self-employed.”

“Exactly. No time off for good behavior. My employer is a bitch.”

A ghostly smile rearranged the wrinkles on the lawyer’s face. “Would she mind if you took time for coffee?”

Serena smiled despite her unhappiness with the law, the legal profession, and the bureaucracy of the State of California. “Thanks, but I really should get back to Leucadia before the freeways turn into parking lots.”

“Then if you’ll be seated . . . ?”

Despite the restlessness crackling along her nerves, Serena went to the wing chair that waited beside Hingham’s desk. Outwardly calm, she forced herself to sit quietly. She had spent a lot of her life masking the energy and intelligence that poured through her with such force, they made other people nervous. Deliberately she leaned back into the chair, crossed her legs, and waited for the old lawyer to tell her what she already knew: her grandmother had no worldly goods worth mentioning.

Hingham’s chair creaked sharply as he sat. “I take it you don’t need all the ruffles and flourishes.”

“Correct.”

He nodded and shifted papers. “Your inheritance is what remains of the house and five acres it sits on. There are no liens nor outstanding debts.” He handed a plat map and deed across the desk to Serena. “The taxes have been paid through last year. I filed for a reappraisal due to the fire.” He handed over more papers. “There are no utility bills because there are no utilities. Lisbeth—Mrs. Charters—was self-sufficient to the last.”

If Hingham thought it strange that his client was Ellis Weaver on the publicly filed deed and Lisbeth Charters in her very private life, he said nothing. So long as a person didn’t take a second name in order to conceal illegal actions, multiple names were quite legal.

As Serena took the papers, she gritted her teeth against emotions that owed as much to anger as to sorrow: Lisbeth Charters hadn’t deserved a violent death.

“I recommend that you request another appraisal on the land itself,” Hingham added. “The assessor is greedy.”

Serena tried to care. She couldn’t. Not now. Not when she was holding the sum total of her grandmother’s life: a handful of official papers that added up to less than Serena received for weaving the kind of textile that gallery owners called “important.” But the papers, like the galleries, left out so much, everything that mattered; the laughter and the silences, the tears and the warmth when cold winds blew, and the memory of lanterns shedding golden light over the safe little world of her childhood.

She had never felt poor in her grandmother’s house, though she knew now that they had been impoverished.

Hingham cleared his throat. He was accustomed to reading people, yet the composed young woman across the desk from him was a closed book. As Lisbeth Charters/Ellis Weaver had been. He cleared his throat again, rearranged papers, chose one, and handed it across the desk.

“She has one bank account,” he said. “In Bern.”

As the words registered, Serena focused on the lawyer rather than on the memory-haunted past. “Where?”

“Bern, Switzerland. A numbered account. That’s why there isn’t any paper. Just the account number written in Lisbeth’s hand. Even as her executor, I had a devil of a time getting any information about the account out of the Swiss.”

“Are you certain it was G’mom’s account?”

“Quite.” Hingham smiled, pleased to have ruffled his composed client. “From the number, I would guess that the account is rather old.” He waited for Serena to ask how much money there was in the account. He was still waiting when he cleared his throat and told her. “There is enough in the account to cover any final expenses associated with her death. As you know, she wanted to be cremated and her ashes scattered over her land.”

Rage and tears fought for control of Serena’s voice. Rage won. “How clever of her murderer to carry out her last wishes.”

Hingham winced at the slicing edge in her voice. At that moment he decided to spare his client the whole truth: he had given Lisbeth’s charred remains a formal cremation as soon as the sheriff’s office permitted it. Then he had driven out into the desert wilderness Lisbeth had called home and had given her ashes to the wind.

Serena crossed her legs again. It was the only sign of the near-wildness that swept through her whenever she thought of someone killing her grandmother on a brutal whim. But thinking about it did no good. So she forced herself to think about something else. “Why would my grandmother have a numbered Swiss bank account?”

“The usual reasons, I assume.”

“But she wasn’t involved in anything criminal.”

Hingham smiled. “There are many legitimate reasons for having anonymous bank accounts. Your grandmother was an extremely, um, private woman. And the account is quite old. Well before your time, I would guess. It has nothing to do with you, except if you choose to close the account. I could do that for you.”

Serena looked at the piece of paper in her hand. There was $12,749.81 U.S. in the foreign bank. “I’ll take care of it myself.”

The lawyer’s mouth flattened. He couldn’t count the times Lisbeth had said the same thing to him. I’ll take care of it myself. No matter how hard he had tried, she had refused all but the most neutral legal necessities from him. It hadn’t been anything personal. She had disliked and distrusted all men equally.

“As you wish.” The impersonal words stuck in Hingham’s throat now as they had in the past. He cleared his throat roughly and handed over a small envelope with the logo of his office as a return address. “This is a key to her safe-deposit box.”

“In Switzerland?”

He smiled. “No. Palm Springs. In my position as executor, I—”

“—opened it.” Serena’s voice was cool. She didn’t like the thought of anyone pawing through her grandmother’s life. There had been too much of that at her death, the lonely cabin and its burned-out pickup truck festooned with bright crime-scene tape, and gray ashes lifting with every bit of breeze.

“She requested it when she amended her will. I am an officer of the court, Ms. Charters. I ascertained that there was nothing of interest to the state in the safe-deposit box.”

“Why would the state care if G’mom left me a few mementos?”

“If the, um, mementos were sufficiently valuable, there would be the matter of death taxes to pay.”

“Of course. How could I forget.” There was no inflection in her voice, simply the flat line of her mouth to reveal her disgust. G’mom had never taken a thing from any government in her life—city, county, state, or federal. But that didn’t stop the various governments from wanting a share of her spoils, however meager they might be.

Hingham unlocked the belly drawer of his desk and gently removed a worn leather portfolio that all but filled the wide drawer. “There were several items in the safe-deposit box.” He put a fresh, magazine-size envelope next to the portfolio. “And this was found in the ruins, near your grandmother’s loom.”

“What is it?”

“Cloth. She was lying on it, apparently.”

In fact, the investigators speculated that she had started out curled around the cloth as though it was a child; then the pain had come. But Hingham didn’t think Serena needed to know the clinical details or see the gruesome photos in the police files. Some things were simply better left unknown.

“Apparently?” Serena asked. “I don’t understand.”

Hingham sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “There was little left but stone walls and the stone chimney. It’s a miracle that this survived the fire at all.”

Frowning, Serena took the envelope, opened it, and drew out the cloth. Perhaps a foot wide, more than a yard long, the fabric smelled of smoke yet wasn’t burned. The threads were supple, gleaming, every color and no color, opaque and transparent, whispering to her in an ancient tongue, luring her deeper and deeper as the unfinished pattern teased her with a feeling of absolute rightness.

This is mine.

I wove it.

Yet she had never seen the cloth before in her life.


Chapter 2

Ms. Charters, are you all right?” Hingham asked.

Serena forced herself to look at the lawyer rather than the pattern hidden like a puzzle within an ancient textile. She had always had an excellent imagination and a vivid feeling of being connected to a long, long history of weavers; that was what made her textile patterns so unusual that galleries were beginning to show a real interest in her art. But this certainty of direct connection was too real, too unnerving. Too . . . 

Dangerous.

“Ms. Charters?”

“Sorry,” she said. “The memories are difficult.” That, she realized wryly, was truer than she wanted him to know. In this case, impossible was a more accurate description; there was no way she could have woven it. “This cloth is very, very special to a weaver like me. The pattern is fascinating and the cloth itself feels like the softest kind of satin. Or maybe velvet. The feel changes in the most extraordinary way. What an incredibly skilled weaver she must have been.”

“Your grandmother?”

“No. The woman who wove this cloth. It was a long time ago. Very long.”

A feeling of agreement echoed through her, softer than a whisper, as definite as thunder: Almost a thousand years.

Hingham looked at the scarf Serena was holding. It had a nice enough mix of colors, he guessed, but he didn’t see any particular pattern. As for the feel of the stuff, well, it had made his flesh creep. He had hardly been able to hang on to it long enough to stuff it in an envelope. Yet here she was stroking it like a pet cat. Amazing.

Shaking his head, he turned away from the cloth. At least there was nothing ugly about Lisbeth’s other bequests. In fact, they were among the most beautiful objects he had ever seen. With great care he opened the portfolio.

Serena’s breath wedged in her throat. Against the scarred, faded leather, colors gleamed richly in deep tones of ruby and lapis, emerald and gold, incredible color soaring like a song in the quiet room. Elegant black calligraphy described a time and a place long gone, using an ancestral language that few alive today could understand.

Her heart stopped, squeezed, then beat quickly. When she spoke, her voice was barely a breath. “My God.”

Gold gleamed and shimmered as the lawyer turned a page over. More colors sang in a design a thousand years old. Awe prickled over Serena’s skin like electricity. It was her design, the one that had haunted her dreams her entire life.

“You didn’t know she had these, did you?” Hingham asked.

“I—I thought I dreamed them.” Serena’s eyes shut, then opened. The dream was still there. Reverently she ran a fingertip down the supple edge of one vellum page. “It’s real!”

“Oh, yes. Quite real. Four loose sheets written on both sides. Eight pages total.”

“Real.” She was having trouble accepting it. “But you said there was nothing of value in the safe-deposit box.”

“For all I know, these aren’t.”

Reluctantly she looked away from the unbound remains of what had once been a beautifully illuminated whole manuscript: and that, too, was a memory she shouldn’t, couldn’t have. “I’m afraid they are very valuable.”

“If so, then they are far older than any government that would hope to tax them.” Hingham’s smile was gentle and indefinably sad. “Your grandmother wanted you to have these pages. I saw no reason to get them appraised, and thus probably force you to sell your inheritance in order to pay death taxes to a state which did nothing for Lisbeth, least of all keep her alive.”

“You . . .” Serena hesitated. “You cared about her, didn’t you?”

“I would have loved her. She wouldn’t permit it.”

“I’m sorry.”

“So am I.” He sighed, pulled off his glasses, and rubbed the high bridge of his nose. His eyes were as black as his hair once had been. “A more stubborn woman I’ve never known. It was her biggest vice. And her biggest virtue.” He sighed and replaced his glasses. When he spoke again, his voice was neutral. “The final item is this.”

For the space of a breath, Serena simply stared at the small sealed envelope the lawyer was holding out to her. Then she took it, slit the bottom of the envelope with a letter opener he handed her, and read what Lisbeth Serena Charters had considered important enough to pass to her granddaughter from beyond the grave.


Serena,
    When you read this, I’ll be dead. No sorrow there. I lived longer than most, and all the useful parts are worn out.
    If this note comes to you with only four leaves from the Book of the Learned, then I’ve failed in my duty. For a thousand years this book has been passed down from mother to firstborn daughter. We’ve lost some pages through the centuries, but damned few.
    Until my generation. I’m taking steps to get them back. I’m old enough now that death is more a lure than a fear. If I fail and you decide to go after your heritage, remember me when I was in my twenties. Think like the woman I was. Then think like the child you once were, when the desert was new to you. The Book of the Learned will follow.
    Be very careful. Forgery is a dangerous art.
    A wise woman wouldn’t pursue this. But since when have the firstborn women of my clan been wise? Certainly not for a thousand years. If you follow where these pages lead, don’t make the mistake I did—be a moving target, not a sitting duck.
    Trust no man with your heritage.
    Your life depends on it.



Serena read the letter again. Not for the first time, she wished her grandmother hadn’t been so suspicious of everyone. She had trusted Hingham enough to leave the letter with him, but obviously she hadn’t trusted him not to read it. She had given no more information than she thought absolutely necessary for her granddaughter to have.

That wasn’t very much to work with. Just enough to tell her that there was a more or less whole manuscript somewhere out there, and it was her heritage, and to be careful. The warning was clear enough—moving target—but the way to reclaiming her heritage wasn’t.

Frowning, she refolded the letter and put it back in the envelope. Though Hingham was obviously curious, he didn’t appear to notice when she put the letter in her purse. Nor did he ask any questions about what the letter contained.

“I need to know more about these,” she said, gesturing toward the vivid pages. Maybe they were too vivid. Maybe they were forged. “Do you know anyone who could give me a discreet appraisal?”

Hingham had expected some such request. He pushed a piece of paper toward her. Beneath the lawyer’s logo were two addresses with telephone numbers and E-mail addresses. One was in New York. The other was local.

“The Palm Springs number belongs to Erik North,” he said. “For a young man, he has an excellent reputation for knowing the nuances of old English manuscripts. I understand he travels a lot, though, so he might not be in town right now.”

“The second number?” was all Serena said.

“The House of Warrick.”

Serena recognized the name. Anyone would. The auction world had three giants: Sotheby’s, Christie’s, and the House of Warrick.

“Warrick has long specialized in old manuscripts,” Hingham continued, “so I would recommend them. Due to the nature of this community, they have a small branch here, but New York handles major appraisals. I would be happy to ship the pages for you.”

Trust no man with your heritage. Your life depends on it.

Silently Serena wondered just how stable her grandmother had been when she wrote the letter. Yet caution and distrust were almost as deeply ingrained in the granddaughter as in the grandmother.

“Thank you,” Serena said, “but I’ll take care of it myself.”

“As you wish. I took the liberty of making color copies of these sheets myself.” He emphasized the last word slightly, assuring her that the matter had been conducted with great discretion. “While the pages don’t appear to be fragile . . .” He shrugged. “Surely being hauled around in a suitcase can’t help them. A competent appraiser should be able to tell from a few color copies whether it is worth the trouble and expense of having the entire block of eight originals appraised.”

“Again, thank you. You’ve gone to a great deal of effort for someone you don’t even know.”

He smiled faintly. “It was worth it to see Lisbeth’s eyes again.”

Serena didn’t know what to say, or if she could say anything at all past the sudden tears in her throat. Without thinking, she picked up the ancient scarf and wrapped it around her throat. It soothed her like a caress. She touched the cloth in return, gently.

Then she collected her surprising inheritance and left Morton Hingham to his memories. She needed to go somewhere and think, hard, about what she wanted to do.

Or not do.

Trust no man. Your life depends on it.

Be a moving target.


Chapter 3

PALM SPRINGS
WEDNESDAY MORNING

Erik North sat in a lounge chair in his walled backyard. Sun brought out every bit of blond in his thick, golden-brown hair. Barefoot, naked to the waist of his worn hiking shorts, he waited for his morning visitor and thought about the manuscript page he was translating.

Not since Eve has a woman been so deceitful. I was trapped in the cloth woven by her own hand, spellbound cloth, unclean, wrapped in her plans like an insect in a web; and I thought all the while that she loved me. She did not. She loved only her own clan, needed nothing of me but my seed.

Cursed sorceress. I dream of her still.

I yearn.

I need.

I see her bright hair in every hearth fire. I see her eyes in every violet. I smell her scent in every summer garden.

God spare me from the torment of the Devil.

The modern Erik almost smiled but didn’t disturb his stillness. No doubt about it, Erik the Learned had been one unhappy camper when he wrote those lines. The elegance of the script couldn’t disguise the savagery of his emotion. At a distance it was hard to tell whether hate, love, or some unholy combination of the two drove the Learned scribe. One thing Erik North knew for certain. Internal evidence in the design of the illuminated capital letters indicated that the page belonged toward the front of the Book of the Learned. The design, like the gather marks along the margin, became increasingly complex through the years of the book’s creation.

Despite the comfortable surroundings and sun-warmed January day, Erik didn’t slouch carelessly beside the swimming pool. Instead, there was an uncanny stillness to his body, the stillness of a predator. Beneath a tawny thatch of hair, his chest barely moved with each slow breath he took.

Most people shift position or fiddle with a button or pick at their clothes or scratch their nose or drum their fingers. He didn’t do any of those things. Even his eyes were narrowed so that he could blink with almost no movement of his eyelids. It was a hunter’s trick.

A roadrunner appeared on top of the castle wall as though teleported there. Round, glass-bright eyes examined every bit of the large yard with its vine-covered arches and rosebushes whose lineage traced back to the Middle Ages. The bird’s black crest flared and settled like a nervous heartbeat. In the desert, water and sex were the only things an animal risked its life for. The pool’s turquoise allure was irresistible.

No matter how long and hard the roadrunner peered, it saw nothing but a breeze moving among the bougainvillea vines, jacaranda and citrus trees, and medieval herb garden. Satisfied that it was safe, the brownish hawk-size bird dropped seven feet to the interior flagstones and zipped over to the curving edge of the spa that was attached to the pool. In the center of the curve, water only a quarter-inch deep sparkled and murmured over a small ledge leading from spa to pool. Daintily the roadrunner waded to the precise center of the ledge and began dipping water from the pool with quick, oddly graceful jerks of its head.

The bird was within reach of Erik’s hand. If he wanted a feathered snack, the roadrunner was lunch.

Motionless he watched the bird, storing up each nuance of its movements, the subtle pattern of light across the mottled brown and cream feathers, the elegant balancing act of wings and neck, feet and long tail. The chaparral cock was uneasy, but not nearly so nervous as it had been four days ago when Erik had first sat in the yard and waited for the thirsty bird to gather its courage to drink. During this winter’s unusual drought, the pool had become a daily stop on the roadrunner’s rounds.

In another week, two at most, Erik would have the bird eating from his hand. Animals of all kinds accepted him. They always had. Maybe it was his stillness. Maybe it was simply that he respected them for what they were: independent, blissfully self-centered, and completely alive in the moment.

The roadrunner’s throat fluttered rapidly as it drank one last time. Then its narrow tail jerked like a conductor’s baton. An instant later the bird turned, ran lightly across the flagstones, and half leaped, half flew up to the top of the high wall. There was a rustle, a flirt of black tail, and the chaparral cock vanished into a cascade of deep-pink bougainvillea.

“So much for my coffee break,” Erik said to the empty yard.

Nothing answered him, not even a stirring of shadows.

He stood, stretched, and headed back for his workshop, which was in the tallest of the estate’s fanciful turrets. He had inherited the land and the Scottish stones that had been collected at an ancient ruin, shipped, and reassembled in the desert. It had been an expensive indulgence, but in those days there had been money—new money—from Erik’s great-grandfather, who had swashbuckled with Errol Flynn across a lot of movie screens. Like many other Hollywood denizens, Great-grandfather Perry had made enough to indulge himself in a Palm Springs fantasy getaway.

A love of the medieval had always been part of the family. Erik’s paternal grandfather and his wife were both well-known medievalists when they met. His father had been a medieval scholar and children’s book writer. His mother’s drawings had been as enchanting as the stories they illustrated.

Stretching one last time, Erik sat down on a tall, beautifully made cherry-wood stool that had once been his mother’s. He leaned over a steeply tilted drafting table of ancient design which had, like “North’s Castle,” undergone a few modern renovations.

Even though it was ten o’clock and there were windows all across the north side of the big turret room—Perry had drawn the line at gloomy authenticity—there was barely enough daylight to meet the demands of Erik’s work.

“I really am going to have to cut back that old bougainvillea,” he muttered.

He needed good light, but he hated to curb the vine’s cataract of blazing pink blooms. Sooner or later a rare freeze would come to the desert and take care of the exuberant bougainvillea. Until then, he would enjoy the flowers.

And squint.

He tilted the table slightly to catch the north light better, then tilted a little more. There were two sheets of paper on the table. One was vellum, blank except for the carefully ruled lines waiting to be written upon. The other sheet was a photograph taken in ultraviolet light of a very faded old Celtic manuscript that dated back to twelfth-century Britain. In ultraviolet light, the original manuscript showed through, despite having been erased so that more spectacular—and far more modern—illumination could cover ancient vellum. It was a monk’s way of reusing expensive vellum, by replacing a secular text with the sacred word of God.

It was also a forger’s trick to cover plain, pious text with something more flashy to catch a rich collector’s eye. A carpet page of bright colors and figures was a lot more saleable than sixteen or twenty lines of text in a language the buyer couldn’t read.

As always, the voice of the man known as Erik the Learned seemed to vibrate in his modern namesake’s mind as he read the faded lines of the glossy photograph:


    I stood at the boundary today, the year-day of my “marriage.” Through the cursed mist I heard the bells of Silverfells ringing out the birth of a clan daughter, the first such birth in memory.
    And the mist held me back like chain mail.
    My horse refused the trail. My peregrine was blinded by sorcery’s light. My staghound’s nose was like unto stone. I was the most helpless of all. There was no means for me to pick a way through the mist, thus to get my hands on the source of my undoing.
    Cursed be all of Silverfells!
    I could taste the dark clan’s joy even as I raged against the foul sorceress who had charmed me into being her willing slave.



Erik winced as he had the first time he translated the passage. His namesake had been well and truly pissed off, so enraged that it radiated up through time from the faded letters, so furious that he never even wrote the name of the sorceress; at least, he hadn’t in any of the seven pages Erik had managed to find over the years.

“Poor son of a bitch,” Erik muttered. “She really stuck it to you, didn’t she. Or maybe you stuck it to her. A birthing bell, hmmm? Well, unless they conceived babies differently in twelfth-century Britain, I suspect you were willing enough in the saddle. Wonder what went wrong . . .” His mouth turned down. “The usual, I suppose. She wanted more than you could give her and still call yourself a man.”

It had happened that way to Erik North. His fiancée had wanted his undivided attention. She hadn’t wanted to be “stepmother” to two teenage girls who happened to be his younger sisters. There were plenty of second or third cousins, weren’t there? Let them raise the girls.

End of engagement.

Beginning of single parenting.

Carefully Erik put away the tools he had used to mark lines on the vellum. Because this particular client was exceptionally fussy—to put it politely—he had used a bone stylus with an embedded metal tip for marking on the vellum, just as had been done for more than a thousand years. Now the lines were waiting to be filled with calligraphy. All he had to do was see the ancient text well enough to copy from it.

It would have helped if he could have worked with the original vellum longer, but the owner was understandably possessive of his treasure. Works by the Spanish Forger were in high demand in the twenty-first century. Erik had been lucky to get permission to put the leaf under UV and photograph it, thus reclaiming the original text.

Slowly he tilted the wooden drafting table until what had been merely a hint of thin shadows just beneath the surface of the original vellum condensed into a photograph of elegant yet spare calligraphic lines. He made a deep, rough sound of approval that was rather like a growl. The sound went quite well with his tawny blond hair and predatory golden eyes.

“Gotcha!”

Humming a chant passed down from medieval times through generations of men, he fixed the table at the proper angle. Only then did he select a quill from a rack bolted to the edge of the drafting table. As he was left-handed, the quills he preferred using came from the right wing of the bird—usually a turkey, sometimes a goose when he was copying a page down to the last finicky historical detail.

Today he was using goose quills. His client was himself; when it came to the Book of the Learned, he was the fussiest client on earth. If a total re-creation of the original meant finding goose quills in Palm Springs, then by God he found goose quills.

The ancient monks and scribes had no problem getting good feathers. Old World medieval monasteries had never heard of New World turkeys, but the monks had kept flocks of geese to supply their pantry and their calligraphers.

Erik hadn’t been driven to that extreme yet. He had chatted up some organic turkey farmers and a woman who raised European graylag geese for restaurants specializing in unusual foods. Once he had worked past the farmers’ disbelief, they were glad to give him the pick of the feathers.

As expected, Thanksgiving was best for getting bushels of turkey feathers. Christmas was best for geese. Just a few weeks ago he had prepared hundreds upon hundreds of goose quills, plunging each shaft into hot sand to “cure” the quill, then peeling away the frail, slippery skin, and finally scraping out the soft core. After that a few practiced strokes of his penknife transformed a feather into a writing instrument.

It had taken incense to chase the smell of processed feathers from the old castle he had inherited from his grandfather. In fact, Erik suspected that monks had used incense for the same reason. Wet, scorched feathers had a smell that ranked right down there with skunk.

Automatically he held the quill up against the daylight and inspected the tip. Perfect. It wouldn’t last long, but that was why he had a sharp penknife always at hand. Literally. He had picked it up in his right hand even as he reached for the quill with his left. In the twelfth century, all church-taught scribes were right-handed. The fact that this calligrapher was left-handed explained his choice of text as well: a secular history of the Learned clan as seen through the eyes of their greatest scholar rather than ruminations on the nature of God.

Erik settled in to begin work. Calligraphy in the medieval style required two hands, one to hold the quill, one to hold the penknife. The quill did the writing. The penknife did everything else: keeping the sleek vellum in place on the slanted table, sharpening quills at the bottom of every page, and erasing any errors by scraping off the ink before it could dry.

Holding the pen in a way which seemed odd to a modern man—so that the quill was at a right angle to the vellum, and the whole arm rather than the hand provided the motion—he reached out to dip the point into a pot of ink which he had made following a recipe that was older than the chant he hummed. Though he preferred lampblack as a personal matter when he was replicating ancient manuscripts, the stubborn client had insisted on the ancient combination of iron sulfate and ashes of oak gall. The resulting ink was pleasing enough to work with but faded to brown as years piled up like autumn leaves.

That wouldn’t be Erik’s problem. When the ink began to fade, he would be long dead. At least now that he was no longer working for the Security side of Rarities Unlimited, he had a better chance of living long enough to collect most of the Book of the Learned.

Before he could touch virgin quill to ink, the phone rang.


Chapter 4

Erik was tempted to ignore the ringing demon, but didn’t. It might be a paying client. It might be a medieval scholar wanting to discuss some arcane aspect of calligraphy or mixing paints for illumination.

It might be Rarities Unlimited.

He set aside the quill and picked up the portable hand unit that was fixed to the side of his drafting board. As soon as the unit left its charging cradle, the ringing stopped.

“North,” Erik said curtly.

“Niall.”

Adrenaline kicked. S.  K. Niall—rhymes with kneel, boyo, I’m not a bleeding river—was the cofounder of Rarities Unlimited, which wasn’t so much a business as a collaboration of international talents held together by a shared reverence for the best that human culture had to offer. Some of Erik’s most interesting assignments had begun with that low-voiced growl or Dana Gaynor’s soothing, feminine tenor. Niall’s specialty was Security, which covered a multitude of operations, some of them quite private.

“How’s life in Smog City?” Erik asked.

“Up yours.”

“That bad, huh?”

“You’re just jealous. L.A. is all clean from the last rain and you’re stuck in Palm Springs with dusty sidewalks and bars full of bad Elvis imitators.”

Erik waited. The other man hadn’t called to talk about the weather and they both knew it. The dark, highly trained head of Security had more work than he had time to handle. On the other hand, Niall and Erik were rock-climbing buddies as well as professional allies. Friends, in a word.

“I have a question for you from Factoid,” Niall said.

Erik blinked. Factoid, aka Joseph Robert (Joe-Bob) McCoy, was the Rarities computer expert and the completely wired twenty-first-century man. Due to the peculiarity of his mind, with or without benefit of computer, Joe-Bob McCoy had command of a staggering number of unconnected facts.

“You still there?” Niall asked.

“I’m speechless. What do I know that Factoid can’t find in his databases or his terrifying brain?”

“The mind of a woman.”

“Sorry, you must have called the wrong number.”

Niall laughed. “He figures that anyone with shoulders like yours must have the secret of the feminine psyche.”

“Better he should ask you,” Erik said dryly. “You’re the original tall, dark, and handsome. Hell, I’ve never even been married.”

Niall gave a crack of laughter. “That’s just it. He figures you’ve got it wired. Women chasing you and none catching.”

“The boy has a great fantasy life,” Erik said. “Tell him to keep on dreaming. It beats the hell out of my reality. Anything else on your tiny little mind?”

“Gently, boyo. This is your boss you’re insulting.”

“I work for Dana.”

“The Fuzzy side,” Niall said in disgust, referring to the Fine Arts side of Rarities, as opposed to the Security side, which he ran. “When are you going to come back to the real side? I could use you.”

“I’m a born-again Fuzzy.”

“Balls.”

“You’ve assured me that Fuzzies don’t have any.”

Niall snickered and gave up for the moment. “McCoy wants a birthday present for Gretchen. I told him to get a vat of oil and a—”

“Way too much information!” Erik cut in swiftly.

“Then what’s your suggestion?”

Erik opened his mouth. Nothing came out. Factoid’s seething ambition to get his boss Gretchen into bed was the running joke of Rarities Unlimited. Gretchen was ten years older than her would-be lover and built like a Wagnerian diva. McCoy had a turbocharged metabolism; no matter how much junk food he ate, he had to stand beside himself to cast a shadow.

“Prayer,” Erik said finally. “If that fails, virtual reality has my vote. There are websites out there that are guaranteed to rot your dick right off. Anything else?”

“One of our sources at Sotheby’s heard rumors of some unknown, very high-quality manuscript pages surfacing.”

“Twelfth-century Celtic?” Erik asked instantly, knowing that this was the real reason Niall was on the phone.

“I called you, didn’t I?”

“Insular script?”

“I don’t know.”

“Latin or vulgate?”

“Hell, boyo. I’m no Fuzzy.”

“Did the pages come to Sotheby’s?” Erik asked.

“No. House of Warrick. New York office.”

“Shit. If the pages are really good, the old man will buy them for his auction house, or even himself. Just because he prefers fifteenth-century manuscripts doesn’t mean he doesn’t buy others. Did Warrick contact you?”

“No. Our mole did. The stuff is in for preliminary appraisal only. Color copies, not the real thing. Nothing was said about selling.”

“Any kind of appraisal is the first step to selling,” Erik said impatiently. “I want to see those pages. If that fails, at least get me the copies. Find out the owner’s name.”

“Factoid’s working on it, but nothing has been entered into Warrick’s computer yet, or if it has, it’s on a secure computer. Or maybe the boy’s holding out for a really spiffy gift suggestion from you.”

“Chocolate syrup.”

“What?”

“Tell him to pour it into her—”

“Talk about too much information!” Niall cut in hastily. “I’m too young to hear this stuff.”

“Bull.” Before Niall could argue, Erik said, “Get me the information about those pages.”

“Since when did you start giving orders to your bosses?”

“I’m an independent consultant, remember?”

“On retainer.”

“Want it back?”

“Not today, boyo. I’ll wait until you piss me off.”

The sound changed, telling Erik that his employer/friend had hung up with his usual lack of ceremony.

“Good-bye to you, too,” Erik said.

He punched the end button and put the unit back in its cradle. 
His left hand picked up the quill. His right hand reached for the penknife.

The front-gate buzzer went off.

Erik cursed. He turned, looked through the south window, and saw the white, purple, and orange van of FedEx delivery service. For a moment he was tempted to ignore the interruption. He wasn’t expecting any shipments. On the other hand, the unexpected was often the most interesting thing that happened on any given day.

He went to the intercom on the other side of the room, punched a button, and said, “Need a signature?”

The crackling “Yes” was just barely audible.

He really had to do something about that intercom. Antiques were fine in their place, but that place wasn’t in a security system. Although the rest of the system was beyond cutting edge, one of Rarities’s security consultants had a brilliant, if bent, mind. Erik admired Joella’s work, even if he didn’t understand her genial paranoia.

“I’m on my way,” he said into the intercom.

Setting aside the virgin quill, he went quickly down the stairs and out the large remodeled kitchen to the side gate where all deliveries came. The driver was new, female, and didn’t look old enough to vote. But then, since Erik had turned thirty-four, more and more people had started looking young to him.

“Thank you,” she said with a quick smile.

He took the package from her and smiled back automatically, but his attention was all for the package. She left while he held the parcel with fingers that were sensitive despite the scrapes and calluses left by his rock-climbing hobby. The package was too thin to hold much of interest, unless some cultural moron had shipped him naked manuscript pages.

Curious, he pulled a big pocketknife out of his jeans. The black plastic handle was deliberately rough, which allowed a good grip despite mud, rain, ice, or blood. The wicked, serrated edge of the knife could go through nylon webbing like lightning through night. The blade made short work of the package. He closed the knife with a distinct click and pulled some papers out of the parcel. The cover sheet was written in a modern hand that had no patience for beautifully executed letters.



Dear Sir,
    Enclosed please find color copies of two manuscript leaves. If you feel they are worth a formal appraisal, please contact me at the number on top of this page.
    Thank you.
    Serena Charters



He raised tawny eyebrows at the energy that fairly crackled through the words. He wondered if Serena knew that her name, like his, dated back at least to the twelfth century. If she knew, she probably wouldn’t care. Twenty-first-century people were obsessed with the future, not the past. At least, most of them were.

Erik wasn’t. It was the past that haunted and intrigued him, the past that was his passion.

He flipped the cover page over to show the copy that lay beneath. He wasn’t expecting much, because color copies were difficult to judge even when they were made carefully. This one was barely adequate. The colors were faded and uneven, as though the printer had been out of ink or out of adjustment. The writing was so light as to be indecipherable.

Yet his breath came in and stayed: what little he could see of the text was written in an elegant calligraphic hand that was as familiar to him as his own.

The language of the text was Latin. The marginal commentary was in the vulgate that was Anglo-Saxon and Norman combined. The few words that were dark enough to make out sent adrenaline spiking into his blood.

The Book of the Learned.

The thought echoed in Erik’s mind, the pattern as clear to him as if it had been printed in letters an inch high. He had been enthralled by the Book of the Learned since he was nine and had seen his first leaf in a collection of old books and family papers his great-aunt had showed him. He had seen many other manuscript leaves since then, pages from books older and newer, more richly illuminated, more perfectly written script . . . but he had never seen a manuscript that moved him the way the Book of the Learned did.

Perhaps it was simply that the name of the Learned calligrapher and illuminator of the book was also Erik. Whatever the reason, his fascination with the book had driven him to learn Latin, Old English, and the fine arts of illumination and calligraphy.

Heart beating rapidly, he looked at the next color sheet and the next. The copies were so bad he wondered if it was deliberate. The pages weren’t sequential, but they were definitely part of the Book of the Learned. The calligraphy was unmistakable, as was the style of the decorated capitals, a combination of pagan and Christian sensibilities that was unique to the manuscripts he described as Insular Celtic.

There were four pages, both sides of two unbound sheets that looked like they had been removed from a bound manuscript. The last page had no writing. Its colors had been so badly reproduced that the painting was almost impossible to make out. Erik stared and kept on staring until he finally saw the images.

A man and a woman in medieval dress.

The man had sun-bright hair cut so that it would fit beneath a war helmet. His cloak floated on a breeze, revealing the chain-mail hauberk beneath. A peregrine falcon rode his left arm. At his feet lay a staghound the size of a pony. He was watching a woman weave on a loom that was taller than a man. Her unbound hair tumbled in a fiery torrent down her back to her knees. She was looking over her shoulder at him with eyes the color of woodland violets. Instead of castle walls, the two people were surrounded by a rain-drenched forest, as though nothing on earth existed but a man and a woman caught in the mists of time.

More than anything else, the lifelike rendering of the people told Erik this was a secular rather than a religious manuscript. In the early twelfth century, the church was still so concerned about the possibility of idolatry that it insisted all representations of human figures be two-dimensional to the point of woodenness.

Slowly Erik let out a breath he hadn’t even been aware of holding. Nor did he remember walking back up to his turret studio and studying the wretched color copies. Yet he must have done just that, because when he looked up he was in his studio and the copies were spread across the floor in a patch of sunlight.

The woman’s hair, which he remembered as fiery, looked more like a wan taffy color. The man’s hair was equally faded. His clothes weren’t distinct. The proud peregrine was only a shapeless bundle on his left arm and the staghound could have been a mound of earth at his feet. Her incredible violet eyes had no color.

Yet Erik had seen it so vividly. All of it, the sun-bright and the fiery, the violet and the gleaming links of chain mail, the peregrine and the sleeping staghound. He was as certain of it as he was of his own heartbeat.

After a few moments Erik shook himself and came to his feet with the coordination of a man used to climbing rock faces. Without looking away from the copies, he picked up his phone and punched in the number at the top of the cover letter.

No one answered. Not even a machine.

He punched in Niall’s private number. Not his really private one, much less his most private one; but still, not the usual number.

“What?” Niall snarled, his accustomed telephone greeting.

“Tell Factoid that the woman who sent the color copies to the House of Warrick is called Serena Charters. She lives in Leucadia. She wants to know if the pages are worth a formal appraisal.”

“Are they?”

“Yes.” Sighing, Erik mentally kissed his next few Rarities Unlimited consulting fees good-bye. He should have done this years ago, but had been too stubborn. Too cheap, too, with the girls finishing off advanced degrees. “Also, I want a complete provenance search on some illuminated pages I own. I’ll forward the specifics to Gretchen. And yes, I’ll pay for a rush job.”

“Bugger.” Niall sighed. “I’ll tell Dana that her favorite Fuzzy is off on a private quest.”

“It shouldn’t take long.”

“Neither does dying, boyo.”


Chapter 5

LEUCADIA
WEDNESDAY AFTERNOON

Local tradition held that Serena’s house had been built by a man who had made his first million smuggling hashish during the Hippie Sixties. He had paid that million, plus a lot more in hashish, to his lawyer to keep him out of jail. As a result, house plans that had begun in grandeur and excess ended in a drastically trimmed-down version that required a “special” buyer to appreciate.

The house had three thousand square feet unevenly divided into one bedroom, one palatial bathroom, one kitchen, and one huge, vaulted room overlooking Leucadia’s flower farms, Interstate 5, and the Pacific Ocean. There was no office. No media room. No spa or sauna or exercise room. There wasn’t even a walk-in closet. None of the essential luxuries for the telecommuter of the late twentieth or early twenty-first century. As a result, the house had stood empty as often as not.

By the time Serena bought it, the house was approaching its half-century mark. The vaulted “great room” became her weaving studio. Five looms cast long shadows in the afternoon sun. Two of the looms were tall, one was medium height, one was small, and one was tiny enough to use sewing thread for the actual weaving. A tall loom stood empty but for the warp threads, ready for a new weaving to begin. The other big loom held a wall hanging that was almost finished. The pattern was a heraldic device that had been carried into the Second Crusade
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