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ONE


The future king of Bohemia lay dying on the floor at her feet.


Silent stars burst at the edges of her vision, flattening the world into darks and lights as her eyes adjusted to the dim room.


She could see the shadowy outlines of the men packed along the walls of the abbey’s infirmary; they looked like holes cut from the afternoon sun that filtered in through the windows behind them. The girl closed her eyes against the light and was too aware of how close they all were. Men pinned her from behind against the soldier in front of her, each of them panting from the hard ride, their axes and swords clinking as they shifted, pent up and pointless.


She had raced them from the river up to the abbey and was having a hard time catching her breath. She needed to breathe—to move. She stretched upward, arching her back and pushing against the chain mail on either side until she’d made a small space, a pocket of air that she sucked in quickly.


Her stomach heaved. The air was thick with the smell of leather soured with sweat and piss, mixed with the sweet pine of the forest, which still clung to the men’s hair and clothes.


The man in front of her turned at the sound of her gagging and took a step away, shoving the men near him to make room. She bent, hands pressed against her knees, waiting for the burn to crawl up her throat and spew through her nose and mouth, but a bit of clear air slipped past the gap between men. She sipped it slowly, her jaw locked against the nausea.


And she saw him.


He seemed so small lying there, framed by the window, much more a boy than a king, except that strands of his tawny hair, disheveled and catching the sunlight, looked like they were on fire, a crown of flames. The Younger King they had named him, those lords of the land who had urged him to overthrow his father. At fifteen, he had done as they asked—besieged his father and usurped the crown—but then the pope had demanded a compromise, one that would let father and son rule together. And so they had ruled, until the father broke his oath and sent his son running for his life. Now here he lay, dying.


These knights, stinking and scared, crowded around the dying man they were meant to protect; they were the sons of those power-hungry nobles. Now, they watched their aristocratic futures writhe and suffocate on the cold stone floor, blood oozing past the arrow in their king’s chest.


To these men, she was nothing. But to him, she might be everything.


Driving her shoulder through the gap, she burst into the light near him.


“Stop!” The command came from the dark corner on the other side of the king.


The girl took another step forward. The scrape of blade against sheath echoed around her as the king’s guards drew their swords, but she dropped to her knees and laid her hand on the king anyway. The room closed in on her as if she had pulled the strings of a purse.


A man stepped out of the shadows, his sword at her throat as she turned her face up to him. She had seen this man at the river, driving his horse up the bank with one hand, the other twisted behind him, steadying the hunched figure at his back. Time had held them for a moment—the girl, the horse, the rider, and the wounded king. She had seen the cold anger in the rider’s face as he looked down on her, had seen the king’s bloody surcoat, the goose fletching on the arrow in his chest quivering with each pounding step of the charger. She had looked up and seen the king’s face: pale, but eyes open and looking at her, not like the rider, but kindly, with the eyes of a man who knows he is dying and wants to leave the world gently.


Instinctively, she had reached toward him, the metal barding at the horse’s flank slicing her palm as they rushed past her. She had turned to follow, but the rattle of tack and high whinnies of dozens more charging horses held her still. They crashed out of the woods on the other side of the Teplá and ran into the river, horses’ bodies slapping against the water, pushing a wave forward with them as they pulled up the near bank where she stood.


“Run, girl! Out of the way!” the men had screamed at her, but there had been no time to run.


She shifted her body sideways, trying to make herself smaller. The horses’ bodies, which were warm from the river water, steamed as they struck the chill air again. She had drawn a breath as the first tendril of mist touched her just before the horses’ hooves slammed into the mud beside her.


And then she moved.


A few steps forward or back, twisting her body, the edges of her mantle swinging until the rabbit fur lining was covered in mud, her loose hair whipping and wrapping around her neck; she looked like she was dancing with the horses in some intricate and precise choreography set to music no one else could hear. Just by watching, she’d known how they would all move, which horse would bolt and which would stay steady, which rider would pull the reins and which would kick his mount, urging him forward and faster. She moved just seconds before them, this way and that, so close that their flying manes stung her face.


The horde had washed over her, breaking left and right around her like she was a stone in a stream. They left her shivering and wet from the river water and the sweaty froth the horses flung at her. The beasts’ wild eyes had rolled in surprise; their riders had crossed themselves against her.


But she was used to people being afraid of her.


She gave chase as the riders took to the lane, but she was able to weave a shortcut through the dense woods. The abbey was home for her; she’d known where they would take him.


She had run into the courtyard as the last of them were dismounting. Forced to follow the slow ooze of men through the narrow archway, she had seen the trail of blood at the threshold, her own dropping steadily from the gash on her hand to land like islands beside the stream the wounded man had shed. She’d gritted her teeth and leaned hard against the man to her right, squeezing herself underneath his arm and feeling the metal hauberk bite into her cheek.


Now here she was, in the halo of space the frightened men had left around their king, a sword at her throat and dozens more at her back. The men were staring at her, some of them now whispering about what they had seen her do at the river. She heard one of them call her a witch. She’d been called that before.


Father Lucas called her his little andílek. Angel or witch, she didn’t know what she was, but none of that mattered.


“Let me save him,” she said to the man who’d emerged from the shadows, his sword scratching her throat as she spoke.


“He needs more than prayers, girl. Get away from him.” He lowered his sword and turned his back on her.


“I am not—”


“Damek,” the man called to one of the knights. “Deal with this.”


“Yes, my Lord Rozemberk,” came the response from behind her.


She was just turning to see who had spoken when she felt a hand twist into her hair, nails digging into her scalp, as she was lifted and pulled back, her head forced down like she was a puppet and he the master.


“The King must live until my man brings the surgeon,” Rozemberk said to someone else in the shadows. “Get your healer.”


“As I say, Brother Jakub is himself very ill and—” It was the voice of Brother Jan, the abbey’s prior.


“Fetch him anyway.”


“He cannot help you, Lord Rozemberk. Come, I will show you.”


She heard the soft slap of Brother Jan’s shoes against the stone floor in step with the quick, sharp pings of Lord Rozemberk’s sabatons as they walked across the hall into another chamber.


The king groaned, and the girl instinctively tried to go to him, but as her feet moved forward, her head jerked back, still locked in Damek’s grip. She lost her balance and fell, sliding against his hauberk, feeling it snag against her mantle until she twisted a leg under her and stood again.


She tried to speak, but the puppetmaster had her chin shoved against her chest. She could feel the rapid thud of her heart in her mouth, and she gritted her teeth again, angry at the time she was losing. She could see little more than her own muddy feet, but she rolled her eyes up hard until the muscles were burning and she was sure they would tear; she found the king’s face again, saw the bloody bubbles at his lips.


“He is going to die,” she growled through her clamped teeth. Damek shoved her head forward to silence her.


“There is no one else, then?” Lord Rozemberk asked Brother Jan as they returned. The girl could hear the fear in his voice.


“I am sorry, my Lord, but Mother Kazi, our other healer—she is gone to train some—”


“Do something for him!” Lord Rozemberk dropped to his knees, leaning over the king and wrapping his hands around the shaft of the arrow, pushing as he tried to stop the bleeding. The king arched in pain and sucked in shallow half-breaths, the bubbles of blood dipping and rising at his lips.


She had run out of time; the king would die because of her weakness. But as her eyes stung with frustration at her own helplessness, she realized what she needed to do; she’d seen children do it with their mothers. Of course, this was no mother who held her, shoving her face into her chest, but she had to try something.


She let her body go limp quickly, forcing Damek to lurch forward against the drag of her weight, and then she wrapped her leg around his and pulled. As he fell backward, he let go of her to catch himself, and she fell on the floor beside the king.


“Stop!” she yelled as she began prying Lord Rozemberk’s hands away from the king’s chest. “You make his breathing worse, see?”


Damek’s arm wrapped around her throat, dragging her back.


Lord Rozemberk watched the king pant, trying in vain to get enough air, and then he pulled his hands away. “Let her go, Damek.”


“Fetch wine, Brother Jan,” the girl ordered as she yanked her mantle over her head and tossed it aside. She laid her cheek against the king’s chest, then sat up again quickly. “Mother Kazi has a satchel in her cell underneath her cot. It has tools in it that I need.” But Brother Jan didn’t move. He was second only to Father Lucas, who was the abbot at Teplá, but the Father had been traveling for more than a year. Bloated with authority in the Father’s absence, Brother Jan was not prepared to take orders from a girl. Especially not this one.


“Now! Or your king will die!”


“Do as she says,” Lord Rozemberk ordered.


Finally, Brother Jan bowed and turned toward the door.


The girl was already loosening the small knife that hung from her girdle. “Help me get his clothes off.”


The string of men that had tightened around her earlier now backed away, muttering. Brother Jan, just opening the door, spun around. “Nakedness is not permitted, especially with a—”


She looked up at him as she began cutting away the fabric of the king’s surcoat; the fur lining was matted with blood and came away from the tunic underneath with a sick smacking. “How am I to tend his wound if I cannot see it?”


Lord Rozemberk’s hand wrapped around her wrist, holding her still. She pulled against him, twisting her arm trying to free herself.


“What do you mean to do, Sister?”


“I mean to save this man’s life. And I am not a nun. Now help me get his clothes off! And you,” she said as she turned back to the prior, “get me that satchel and wine!”


Lord Rozemberk grabbed the king’s tunic at the neck and ripped it, baring his chest; the skin stretched taut over the rib cage, sinking into the spaces between his ribs as he tried to breathe. The girl had only ever seen drawings of naked men, but she did not blush as she slipped her hand under the king’s bare back.


“I feel the tip here. It must have lodged between the ribs. How was he shot?”


“That is of no matter to you.”


“If I know how he was shot, I will know how the arrow went in and what it might have damaged.” She talked softly but held Lord Rozemberk’s gaze, demanding an answer.


“It was an accident. The bow was not fully drawn. A man on the ground stumbled, loosed the arrow. The King was on his horse.”


Her eyes closed as she pictured the scene in her mind. Certain she now knew how the arrow had penetrated, she laid her head down on his bare stomach, listening. She heard Brother Jan’s hiss of disapproval as he neared, but she was already reaching for the wine and Mother Kazi’s satchel. She untied the leather straps and unfolded the layers inside, the silver tools clinking against each other in her hurry. She slipped a tube and small knife out of the satchel, laid them on the king’s chest, and poured the wine so it ran over the tools down to the wound and finally soaked into the pallet of straw beneath him.


As she picked up the knife, Lord Rozemberk’s hand wrapped around her wrist again.


“What are you doing?” he asked.


“I must cut him so he can breathe.” The king’s blood dripped from her cheek.


“That is Ottakar, King of Bohemia.” The hard look had returned to his face. He would not let some girl gut his king.


“He will be the dead King of Bohemia if you do not let me go.”


“Who are you?”


“As Brother Jan could have easily told you,”—she looked up at the prior, who simply crossed his arms and clenched his jaw—“I am a healer. I have trained with both Mother Kazi and Brother Jakub, the abbey’s infirmarians. I have read all the volumes of the al-Tasrif. I know Galen by heart. Now let me save this man.”


Doubt rolled across Lord Rozemberk’s face; he did not let go of her hand. “No, we should wait for the surgeon. He will be here soon.”


“Do you mean Vilém, Teplá’s barber-surgeon and butcher, too?” The girl laughed derisively. “Do you know what we call him? Happy Vilém. Do you know why? Knives make him happy—any kind. The big blades he uses to hack the meat. The smooth, small ones he uses to shave a pretty face. The long ones he uses to pierce a patient. Cut flesh, the smell of blood, these things make him happy.” She spit the words. “The only time he is not happy? When his patients die and then the family blames him. Which is when Vilém gets drunk, and he is almost always drunk, Lord Rozemberk.”


She waited for the truth of what she was telling him to sink in. Then she looked down at Ottakar’s face. “We have no more time. Look, his lips turn blue. He has no air. Let me help him!”


The fear came back into Lord Rozemberk’s face and he let her go.


She bent over the King again. “You must hold him still when I cut. He cannot move or the arrow will do more damage.”


Lord Rozemberk nodded. “Damek. Evzen. Take his legs,” he said as he grabbed Ottakar’s arms. The men shuffled uncomfortably toward the King, stirring the thick smell of blood and sweat and wet furs.


Her hand shook a little as she pressed the knife against Ottakar’s skin just below his last rib. Several short, sharp strokes of the knife and the cut was big enough; she took the wine-covered cannula and pushed an end of it into the opening she had made. A hot gush of blood poured over her hand, and Ottakar instantly drew a quick breath and then another longer, fuller one. He struggled to get air, but, at last, the King was breathing.


The girl crawled backward, leaving crimson handprints on the stone floor, pushed herself to her feet, and walked toward the wall of men.


“Let me pass. I need the shelves. There.” She nodded behind the crowd of men, who parted for her like the horses had done at the river, only now she was the water moving against them, and they, the stones all clad in armor, were driven away from her. She took down a small bowl and some coriander and cloves and began crushing them with the heel of her bloody hand as she walked back to the pallet.


She dropped to her knees beside Ottakar, whose eyes were open again, his lips pink once more, his face still too pale. Gently, she brushed hair from his forehead with the back of her hand and leaned down to him.


“I must remove the arrow now.”


He nodded.


“This will hurt, but you cannot move. Do you understand?”


He looked at her and nodded once more.


She sat up. “Lord Rozemberk, what kind of arrowhead was it?”


“Broadhead. Barbed.”


She sighed as they looked at each other, both of them knowing what that meant. More pain. More blood loss. More danger.


She grabbed the shaft of the arrow, tensed, but then shook her head. “My hands are too slippery. Will you—”


Lord Rozemberk slid his hands over hers and snapped the shaft. Ottakar arched his back.


“Turn him to his side. That way. Careful and slow, so as not to move the arrow.”


The men did as she ordered.


Ottakar cried out as she slid her fingers into the wound. She sang to soothe him. “‘Oh Lord, give us thy love,’” she sang, placing her other hand at his back where the tip of the broadhead lay just beneath the skin. She put her forehead on his shoulder. “‘Give us salvation and hear us.’”


She breathed as Ottakar breathed. She closed her eyes so she could visualize Galen’s drawings of organs as she pushed against the shaft and threaded the arrow through the King’s body, twisting it slowly so it could slide between his ribs until she felt it pierce the skin at his back. The blade sliced her fingers as she grasped it, pulling it slowly toward her. It slipped free of the skin with a wet pop.


Tossing the arrowhead to the floor, she pulled at the entrance wound, blood from her cut fingers mixing with Ottakar’s as she tried to see what organs might have been damaged by the broadhead. Two ribs were broken and blood oozed from a small cut on the spleen.


She pulled an iron rod from Mother Kazi’s satchel.


“Heat it in the fire,” she said as she handed it to Brother Jan and then bent her face to Ottakar’s again; he was moaning. “Shhh, shhh. Almost done now.”


“Sing,” he whispered hoarsely.


“‘Oh, Lord give us thy love,’” she began again. She took the hot iron, not even wincing as her fingers burned, and looked back to Lord Rozemberk, who closed his eyes and held the King’s arms once more.


With quick precision, she pressed the cautery against the arrow wound, searing the torn spleen and stopping the flow of blood. She bit into her lip as Ottakar screamed; he sounded like the horses that had burned at the market festival years ago. She was only seven, and Father Lucas had had to grab her arms, pinning her to the ground to keep her from running into the smithy’s stables to save the horses. It was too late, he’d said. Too dangerous. There was nothing she could do. Father Lucas was always shielding her, holding her back, telling her what she couldn’t do. But she knew otherwise. She could have saved those horses. She would save this man.


“‘Kyrie Eleison,’” she sang as she packed the wounds with strips of linen she covered in a paste of the ground coriander and clove mixed with a bit of wine. “‘Kyrie Eleison,’” she sang as she washed his chest with more wine and wrapped it with more linen. She bent to speak to him again. When she stopped singing, she realized that the song went on, deeper, quieter.


She turned and saw the infirmary even more crowded now with Brothers who had come to watch and wait and pray. They—knights and Brothers alike—were all kneeling and singing to their king.


Ottakar laid his hand on hers. “What have you done?” he asked in a whisper.


“Saved you.”


“God has saved you, my Lord,” Brother Jan said, stepping close to the pallet, demanding notice. “It is a miracle. An answer to all our prayers.”


“You,” Ottakar said to the girl. “A miracle. Like Cosmas and Damien with the angels.”


“No. It was just me,” she said. “Just a girl. I saw no angels.”


“And who are you?” he asked.


“I am Mouse.”




TWO


A right name for such a little thing,” Damek said, and Lord Rozemberk chuckled. Mouse’s cheeks burned.


“Get me something to drink,” Ottakar said, but as she started to stand, he squeezed his hand around hers. “Not you. Vok.” He looked up at Lord Rozemberk. “And send the men out. I do not need an audience for my sickbed.” He tried to shift on the pallet and groaned.


“Go to the kitchener and tell him to brew some yarrow and comfrey tea,” Mouse instructed Lord Rozemberk.


“No. I want ale. Strong.” Ottakar drew in a quick breath and dropped her hand to push against the pain in his side.


“Ale will make you sluggish, slow your breathing. I need to see that the lung is working as it should. The comfrey will ease your pain and the yarrow will help stop the bleeding.”


Vok did not wait for more discussion. “Out,” he ordered as he spread his hands wide, corralling the king’s guard toward the door. The din of mail and weapons echoed in the chamber as the men pushed themselves to their feet.


Brother Jan slipped into the space Lord Rozemberk had left beside the King, kneeling and muttering, “Let us give thanks to the beneficent and merciful God, the Father of our Lord, God and Savior, Jesus Christ, for He has covered us, helped us, guarded us, accepted us unto Him, spared us, supported us, and brought us to this hour—”


“Go pray somewhere else, Brother,” Ottakar said.


“Yes, my Lord.”


Hiding her grin, Mouse wouldn’t look at the prior as he left.


“What is your real name?” Ottakar asked once they were alone.


“I have no other. Just Mouse.”


“You were at the river. I saw you—” He closed his eyes. “You are an odd thing,” he mumbled as he drifted off.


Mouse had been called that, too, when she was little enough that the things she could do were merely odd and not frightening.


At first, she’d thought she was like all the other girls who had been brought to the abbey because their parents didn’t want them. Surnames were abandoned at the threshold, and the girls began a bleak journey to becoming brides of Christ. But even from the start, Mouse was different. She did not sleep in the dormitory with the other oblates; she slept in a private room with Adele, the nurse who had brought her to the abbey. Mouse was not allowed to go to Mass or to take the sacrament of the body and blood of Christ. She was not offered the salvation that came from such a union.


And Mouse never had any kind of name—first or last.


She grabbed at the bloody straw at the edge of Ottakar’s pallet, pushing it along the pool that spread across the floor, but the straw was too wet to soak up more blood. She ran her finger through the streaks of red, which glistened in the dying light. Anna, she wrote. Ludmila. Marie. All names, but none of them hers.


It was an empty game she had played as a little girl, starting that day when Father Lucas taught her the sounds and shapes of the letters. He broke with custom—educating a girl not even meant for the Church—but he said that following God’s path sometimes required breaking with Rome’s rules.


Mouse had learned to read that day after morning Mass and, by Vespers that night, had taught herself to write. She was not yet five. Hiding in the empty guesthouse at the abbey, stretched out before the vacant hearth, she had traced the letters in the ash, raking her hand across them when they didn’t look right and trying again until she could make them just as they were in the book. It didn’t take long—such things came easily to Mouse—and soon she put the letters with their sounds together to make words.


She had started with the most important: Adele. Lucas. Kazi. God. Names of the people she loved, of the people who loved her—four in all the world. It was then she started her game, trying to make herself a name: Anna, Ludmila, Marie. But none of those names belonged to her; none of them fit.


So, with a sigh, she had written MOUSE—a nickname given to her by her wet nurse, Adele, when she was just a baby. Quiet like a mouse. Small like a mouse. Helpless like a mouse, she had thought, looking down on the word written in ash. It had made her feel sorry for herself, and she’d sucked in a breath and blew until MOUSE disappeared as the ash scattered across the hearth. She had cried again, for Adele, who had died, and for herself because no one had wanted her enough to even give her a name.


But that was ten years ago now, and she wasn’t a child anymore. She snatched the handful of straw across the floor, slashing through the names in the blood. She was a young woman, fifteen come Hallowmas, and ready to make a place for herself in the world. But who would want a girl with no family, no dowry, no name? She had skills; she had just saved a king’s life with her knowledge and steady hand. But they weren’t the kind of skills that made a wife.


She had thought her skills would secure her a place at the abbey, but Mother Kazi had always been clear that the Church was not for Mouse. No one ever explained why the doors of the Church were closed to her, and Mouse never asked. She had seen what was either fear or awe in the faces of the Sisters. Even Father Lucas and Mother Kazi seemed afraid of her at times.


Because Mouse had more than just learned skills. She also had “gifts.” That’s what Father Lucas called them. All she knew was that she could do things she shouldn’t be able to do. Things that scared even her.


She pulled the bloody straw to her chest and stood as she heard Lord Rozemberk sit the cup of tea on the floor next to Ottakar—and another of ale beside it. “Shall I wake him so he may drink?”


She kept her face down but shook her head. “Let him rest as he can.”


“Can you leave him now?”


Mouse looked at him, confused.


“Another of my men is wounded.”


Mouse followed him to the archway that led to the Mary Garden at the side of the infirmary. She could smell the man before she saw him, and she knew there was nothing she could do for him. They had laid him beside the dog-rose that climbed the stone arch; the last of its blooms, withered and brown, lay on the ground around the man’s head. A low branch heavy with red hips hung near his face. The bush looked like it was shedding tears of blood. It was October, and the days were already growing cold. Mouse knelt beside the man and lifted the blanket someone had tossed on him. His intestines spilled from two large gashes.


“Who did this?” she asked.


“I did.” If Lord Rozemberk was sorry, he didn’t show it. “He shot the King.”


“I thought you said it was an accident.”


“He shot the King.”


“I can do nothing for this man,” she said.


Lord Rozemberk shrugged and went back into the infirmary.


Mouse ran her hand along the dying man’s forehead, leaving behind smears of Ottakar’s blood and her own. The man took a slow, ragged breath and then opened his eyes.


“Please.” His voice was thick with pain. “The King?”


“He will live. Be at peace.” Mouse knew what comforts to offer the faithful at the time of death. She had watched Mother Kazi.


But the man shook his head and grabbed Mouse’s arm with surprising strength.


She tried again to give him comfort. “They know it was an accident. You are cleared.”


He moved his mouth frantically until he had the air to speak. “No. A priest.”


“I can get someone.” She started to rise, but he wouldn’t let go of her arm.


“No time. You, Sister.”


When she was ten, Mouse had slipped into the sacristy and taken a wafer and a cup of altar wine and gone to the woods alone while the others went to Mass. She settled under a linden tree and uncorked a jar of holy water she had taken from the infirmary.


“‘I baptize thee in the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost,’” she’d said as she touched her forehead and chest and shoulders with one hand and poured the holy water over her head with the other, just like she’d seen Mother Kazi do to dying babies. “Amen.” The baptismal water ran into her mouth as she spoke; it tasted like any other water.


Mouse had stolen her baptism. She was not among the saved, so she gave the dying man a lie. “I can take your confession.”


“I took . . . money.” Blood poured through his lips as he spoke. “To kill the Younger King.”


Mouse shivered and tried to pull away.


“Absolve me. Quickly.” His bloody spit splattered her face.


“Who paid you to do such a thing?”


“Absolve me!”


“I . . .” Mouse saw the dullness start to spread across his eyes, and she wanted to give him his peace, but the weight of his crime seemed too heavy to erase with another lie. “I cannot.”


He was dead before she spoke.


She turned back toward the abbey to see if anyone else had heard, if anyone was watching, but she was alone.


“Eternal rest grant him, O Lord, and let . . . let perpetual light—” The words stuck in her throat. “From the gates of Hell, deliver his soul, oh, please God.” But she shook her head because she knew. Mouse might not be part of the Norbertine life at the abbey, but she knew their rules and tried to live by them. She knew what her lie had cost this man.


She gathered two black stones from the path in the Mary Garden and, after closing his eyes, laid them on his lids and covered him with the blanket. There was no more to be done for him, and she had another man’s life to consider. If there was a plot to kill Ottakar, who else among his men might be traitors?


Mouse took only the time to wash the blood off her hands and the evidence of crying from her face; she would wrestle with her conscience once Ottakar was safe. He was moaning and twisting on the pallet when she came to him. Lord Rozemberk was sitting on the floor nearby, firelight dancing across his face. “Do something for him.”


“It is the ribs that hurt him. Only time will heal them. The pain should ease in a few days.” She stood.


“Where are you going?”


“The blood has drained from his chest. It is time to stitch the wounds. I need light to see.” She walked past him to shelves in the dark corner by the window.


“He is dead,” she said as she gathered a handful of candles.


“What?”


“That man who shot—”


“Gernandus. That was his name.”


“He said . . .” As confident as Mouse was that she could heal Ottakar’s wounds, she did not see how she alone could keep him safe if there was another attempt on his life. Clearly the King trusted Lord Rozemberk, but Mouse didn’t like him. Did that mean she shouldn’t trust him either?


“What did he say?” Lord Rozemberk asked.


Mouse walked to the fire, her back toward him as she knelt to light the wicks, and she closed her eyes, shutting out the coughs and groans of the sick Brothers, the smells of burning wood, the feel of the heat on her face. She let her senses turn inward for a moment and then sent them outward toward Lord Rozemberk. She could see a silhouette of him glowing against the grainy blackness of her mind.


This was another of her gifts, the one that scared Mouse the most, this ability to see inside someone, to see their soul; it was the gift she had discovered first, the one that changed everything.


It had happened when she was only six and had gone into the woods with Mother Kazi. Small enough to move through the brush and saplings with ease, Mouse had followed a squirrel, wanting to share in the adventure and never thinking about needing to get back. But then the dense woods had grown shrouded with fog; the papery white trunks of the birches had looked like bones growing up from the ground, the rib cage of some massive, half-buried dead thing. The wet leaves and bracken stuck to her bare feet as she walked aimlessly through the undergrowth. Mouse was lost.


“Mother Kazi?” she’d called. The fog made everything look different, and it made the sounds of the forest ominous. She fought her panic as the rain grew hard enough to break through the canopy in sheets. She was drenched and cold within moments.


“Mother Kazi, where are you?” The tremor in her voice scared her—she didn’t want to cry. Her breathing grew shallow and her heart raced. She sank onto the wet forest floor. Head in her hands, she rocked back and forth as the rain made a waterfall of the hair hanging in front of her face.


And then, something strange happened.


As she closed her eyes to wipe away the water, she realized she knew where Mother Kazi was. She could see her in her mind—not her exactly, not her body or face, but she could see an outline of Mother Kazi; it was glowing.


Mouse knew about souls; even though she was not allowed to go to Mass, Mother Kazi and Father Lucas had seemed intensely concentrated on Mouse’s spiritual education. So little Mouse had reasoned that the glow coming from Mother Kazi must be her soul and that the unnatural vision, sent at this hour of need, must have come from God.


She had embraced the concept with the surety of a child, hopped to her feet and run in the direction that seemed so very clear now. She stepped into the clearing with a wide smile on her face just as Mother Kazi turned.


“Where have you been?” Mother Kazi’s voice had been sharp with relief and leftover fear.


“I got lost, Mother.” Mouse had cuddled into the stout woman’s arms. “I was following a squirrel, and it went too far. And then the fog and the rain came, and I did not know where I was, but God sent me a vision, and I knew just where to find you.” She had rattled the story out with the confidence of a loved child, never fearing rebuke, so she was shocked when Mother Kazi grabbed her by the arms and pushed her sharply away.


“What do you mean God sent you a vision?” Her face was stern, and the cold fear in her voice frightened little Mouse.


“I closed my eyes and, when I thought of you, I could see your soul, and I knew how to get to you,” Mouse whispered. “Did I do something wrong, Mother?”


Forcing calm into her voice, Mother Kazi had asked, “How did you know you were seeing my soul?”


“I could not see your face or you, exactly, but there was something . . . glowing, and I knew it was you because it felt right, and it was what I wanted. That glowing thing was your soul, right? I read about—”


“Mouse, how do you know the vision came from God?”


“Who else would have sent it, Mother?”


Mother Kazi had pressed her lips together and said nothing else as she led the way back to Teplá Abbey. Mouse had to run to keep up with her. As they entered the door, she closed her eyes to help them adjust to the deeper darkness of the interior room.


Still only half seeing the shape of Father Lucas standing up from the desk, she’d heard Mother Kazi say, “It has started.”


Mother Kazi would not look at her, but the girl could see the fear in the woman’s eyes reflected in those of Father Lucas.


“Ah, my little Mouse, come to me.” Father Lucas had invited her to sit on the bench beside the fire. “You are a very special girl, did you know?”


“Of course, Father. We are all special. Like the lilies, right?”


He bent to kiss her head, and she thought he looked so very sad but she could not understand why.


“Yes, andílek, my little angel, but you are even more special than the rest of us. The time has now come for us to try to understand how you are special.”


“And why God made me this way?” That was what Mouse had really wanted to know, but Father Lucas had just looked at her.


Now, as Mouse looked at Lord Rozemberk, she could see his glowing shape in her mind, and she took his measure.


When she had first discovered her gift, Mouse had become fascinated with watching souls. She watched the Sisters as they prayed or ate or argued and the silent Brothers as they studied and worked the fields, and she learned that the size and brightness of the glow was different from person to person. Sister Kveta’s was tight, like a rod running through her, and Mother Kazi’s was yellow. Father Lucas’s seemed almost overfull, his glow slipping past the shape of his body, and so bright Mouse could always find it anywhere in the abbey, even in the throng of people at St. Wenceslaus’s feast day or in the dark night after she’d had a bad dream.


When she was younger and studying all those souls, she would measure them against Father Lucas’s bright glow. Mouse used him as a standard again now for Lord Rozemberk. His was barely a glimmer.


“What did Gernandus say, girl?” Lord Rozemberk asked again.


Mouse stood with lit candles in each hand and walked back to Ottakar, her lips pressed in a thin line. “He said . . . he said he was sorry.”


The King might trust this noble, but Mouse would not.


She sat on the floor beside the pallet and shoved the candlesticks closer to Ottakar’s body. Her teeth were gritted against the guilt of having damned a man and her body was bent with the weight of responsibility for keeping a king alive, but neither was the reason for the shiver that went down her spine.


As a child, Mouse had spent days looking for her own glow, lying on the cot in her cell, refusing to eat, searching for so long that her little body would spasm against the strain, convulsing until she passed out. She wouldn’t tell anyone what she was doing, not even Father Lucas; she had finally stopped looking because she was afraid he would figure it out.


But she couldn’t stop herself tonight; she had to look once more, and now the truth settled again in her gut, cold and hard.


She could not find even a tiny spark in herself. As far as she could tell, Mouse had no soul.




THREE


Sing,” he told her as she pinched the clean edges of the arrow wound together.


“‘Lady, wouldst thou save my life,’” she sang as she threaded the needle. “‘Give, give but one little look to me.’”


Lord Rozemberk knelt near the head of the pallet, hands resting on the King’s shoulders, but Ottakar did not need to be held this time. He balled his fists into the straw and gritted his teeth against the pain as she slipped the cannula from his chest. Mouse worked quickly, pulling the wine-soaked silk threads through the flesh in tiny, neat rows.


“I want ale,” he muttered as she knotted the last stitch and sliced through the thread, freeing him; he grabbed for the cup Lord Rozemberk tried to hand him.


“Not yet,” she said as she pushed him back down.


“How old are you?” Ottakar asked, throwing his head back against the pillow. “Giving orders like . . . How old are you, little Mouse?”


“Fifteen at Hallowmas. How old are you, noble King?” She slid her leg behind her in an exaggerated bow.


“Ah, she bites back, this Mouse.” Ottakar turned and smiled at Lord Rozemberk who was not smiling. “Eighteen,” he said sleepily.


“Not quite,” Lord Rozemberk added. “And you should address the King as ‘my Lord,’ girl.”


Mouse didn’t have to look up to see the sneer; she could hear it in his voice.


“Vok, go check on the men.” The command was quiet and cold. For the first time, Mouse could see the king in the wounded boy.


“Yes, my Lord.” Lord Rozemberk bowed as he left, graceful and quick, respectful. He caught Mouse’s eye as he passed. She understood; if he was required to humble himself before the King, so much more so would she, a no-name girl living on the charity of the Church.


She turned back to Ottakar. “I need to listen to your breath again. May I?” She felt unsure of herself and wouldn’t look at him as she lowered her head against his chest.


“You have blood in your hair,” he said.


Mouse sat up. A strand of her hair curled in Ottakar’s palm.


“It is your blood.” She stood and walked to the cup of ale Lord Rozemberk had left near the fire. “And I will wash it out soon enough, my Lord.”


“How long have you been at the abbey?”


“Since I was a little girl.” She put her arm behind his back and held the cup to his mouth. “Here. Your breathing is better. You may have your ale.”


He drained it and lay back quickly, grabbing at his side.


Mouse realized this was her chance to tell him about Gernandus’s confession; he would know best how to protect himself and whom to trust. She leaned down and spoke quietly so no one would overhear. “My Lord, your man, the one who—”


“Your parents had many daughters and so gave you to the Church?” His eyes were closed.


“No. My Lord, I need—”


“Me, too. I mean my father had one too many sons and meant me for the Church until—” He ran his tongue across his lips. “Until my older brother died, and then—”


“I am not meant for the Church.” It stung to say it out loud.


“Then why are you here? Who are your parents?” He half opened his eyes, blinking heavily.


“I do not have parents.”


“Everyone has parents.” He smiled, his eyes closing again.


“Well then, I do not know mine, my Lord. Please—”


“Do not call me that,” he said weakly.


“Please. I need to tell you—” Mouse began again, but his breathing had deepened, and he fell asleep.


Mouse leaned her back against the wall near the window where she could see the rising moon making its way over the church tower. When Lord Rozemberk returned and lay down on the floor on the other side of the King, Mouse realized she would not soon get another chance to warn Ottakar. So she would keep vigil instead. His breathing was steady and deep, no signs yet of fever or rot in his wounds. This night, Mouse was not a healer but a guard. She liked the thrill that went through her. Tonight she had a purpose. Tonight she was where she needed to be, where she belonged.


And Mouse was no stranger to keeping watch for dangers in the night.


It had started at the baby cemetery; she was eight and had been in the woods searching for truffles in the dark hours of the morning. No one else could find the black mushrooms that hid in the dirt beneath the trees; you had to know which trees to search and then you had to smell the distinct mustiness of the truffle in the midst of all the other forest smells. Pigs could do it, but not people. Except for Mouse. Each time she came back from the woods with a basket nearly full, the Sisters crossed themselves.


On that particular truffle hunt, Mouse had gone farther up into the hills, searching. She had not meant to find it, the small plot framed by a wall of stacked rocks nestled in the soft spot just above a hot spring. But the soil was warm and wet, and Mouse could smell them—the truffles.


And the babies.


Her nose led her there in the dark; the moon had nearly set. She tripped on the first stone—not a proper headstone, just a large rock. Mouse crouched, her eyes an inch from the surface of the stone, her fingers tracing the crude carvings. A cross. A word stretched out in the thin, long lines of Old Church Slavic: BABY. Mouse reached her hand farther into the dark and found another stone and crawled toward it. A skull carved on this one and a name. PETER. And then another with three woven spirals, the three rays—a pagan this one was. When her fingers found the rock covered in carved butterflies, she wept. This mother or father had hope for their lost child even if the Church would not take the baby inside the sacred walls that guaranteed passage to Heaven.


This was a cemetery for the unbaptized, the unholy, the unwanted. Mouse felt like she belonged here.


She had heard it then, something sliding among the leaves at the edge of the wall. She’d seen it pull itself from the darkness into the shape of a child, same size as Mouse. “Hello,” it said. Its voice was air whistling through the trees. “Come out and play?”


Mouse shook her head. Her hands wrapped around the nearest stone.


“Why not?” it asked.


“I do not want to,” she whispered.


It started running along the outer edge of the wall. Mouse spun, following it with her eyes. She tensed as it neared the gate, but it stopped suddenly, turning toward her. The child-thing tilted its head and took a long breath in through its nose; then it smiled. “You smell different. Who are you?”


Mouse knew better. She’d heard the old women in town talk about giving away your soul when you gave a stranger your name. Mouse might not be able to see her own soul, but she would not give away the hope of it. She shook her head, trembling and waiting—for what, she didn’t know.


The child-thing folded itself down to the ground, bouncing a little as it sat, legs crisscrossed. It leaned its forehead against the wooden gate, peering at Mouse through the slats. She couldn’t understand why it did not come for her. They sat there like that for hours. Mouse pinched herself when her eyes grew heavy, pinched until her arms were covered in bruises. But she stayed awake.


At the first signs of light, the child-thing jumped to its feet, wiped a sleeve across the snot running onto its lips and dripping from its chin. “You might want to play another day,” it said, and with a wave, it jumped into the dark between a cluster of trees and was gone.


Mouse sat there until the sun was fully up and there were no shadows. She saw the symbols then, carved into a stone at each corner of the wall and along the back of the gate. Crosses. The Church might not consider this sacred ground, but clearly someone did. Mouse could not walk to the gate without stepping on a baby, buried in the soft soil; she could feel the crunch of the dried bones beneath her feet.


She’d run all the way back to the abbey, her basket empty this time, and had spent the afternoon dipping wicks in the hot suet to make candles. She had filled her cell with them that night to drive away the shadows.
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Ottakar coughed and Mouse crawled to him, lightly running her fingers across his lips. No blood. She laid her head against his chest. No sounds of rattle or fluid. Firelight flickered against the stone walls, but it was quickly eaten by the dark.


Silently, she rose and went to the shelves near the fireplace and gathered what candles were left. Brother Jan would be angry, but Mouse didn’t care. She made a circle of them around the King and Lord Rozemberk and herself; they would bring light until the morning, though they offered little protection against assassins. That would be Mouse’s job.


Near dawn, Ottakar woke, trying to push himself up.


“Wait,” Mouse said through her teeth as she bit at the thread she was using to stitch the gash in her hand. It was already healing, the flesh starting to knit itself closed; she wouldn’t even have a scar after a few days.


That was another of Mouse’s gifts. She never got sick; she healed quickly. Too quickly. No one at the abbey would notice now; they rarely even looked at her anymore—pretend like she didn’t exist and maybe she wouldn’t. But if Lord Rozemberk or Ottakar noticed . . . Mouse didn’t want to lie, but she wanted to be normal, at least in someone else’s eyes. The King had already called her odd. Odd she could handle, but the idea of him looking at her in fear, crossing himself against her, had sent Mouse searching for the needle and silk. She was pulling the last knot tight and edging closer to the King when the nearest candle flickered.


She crouched, grasping the needle like some tiny sword, as shadows in the dark swayed and a figure moved into the murky light.


“Who are you?” she asked as the man neared.


He ignored her and tried to move past her toward the King. Mouse stepped into his stride, forcing him to stumble, and then put her hand against his chest.


“No farther until I know who you are and why you are here.”


From behind her, she heard Ottakar’s soft laughter. “Looks like I have a new guard, Vok.”


Lord Rozemberk pushed her arm from the man’s chest. “Finally, you are here, Hartwin.”


Mouse turned as Lord Rozemberk moved to let the man go to the King. She started to take a step forward when a hand wrapped around her arm.


“You are no longer needed. Get out,” Brother Jan hissed in her ear.


“Who is—?”


“A real physician from the court. Lord Rozemberk sent for him last night.” The prior pulled her back as the physician knelt beside the King and pulled something from his robes.


“Stop!” she cried as she lunged forward, but Lord Rozemberk was on her too quickly. He took her by the shoulders and pushed her into the dark interiors of the infirmary.


“No! Ottakar. He might be—” Mouse stumbled, turning back toward the King, and again, Lord Rozemberk shoved her, his long strides bringing him on top of her so she had to keep backpedaling until she slammed into the wall at the far edge of the hall. He slid his hand between her head and the stone, grabbing a handful of hair with one hand as he reached for the door handle with the other.


“You will address the King as ‘my Lord,’ girl.” He pressed his iron sabaton into the crook of her knee and pushed, buckling her leg. “Now get—”


“He is in danger! The King is in danger,” she said as she wrenched her head free of his grip, words spilling out in her haste.


Lord Rozemberk jerked her to her feet. “What are you saying?”


“Gernandus said . . . something before he died. The King is in danger. I know it.”


“Why should I believe you?” His voice was steady, cold.


“Why would I lie?” Mouse looked him in the eyes.


He took a step toward her, speaking quietly. “Tell me exactly what Gernandus said.”


“I do not trust you. I will tell the King.”


Mouse thought he was about to strike her, but he just stood there, staring at her. She took advantage of the silence. “How well do you know this physician who is with your king? They are alone but for Brother Jan, and he could not stop a—”


Lord Rozemberk grabbed her wrist and pulled her after him, back toward the King.


“Hartwin, leave us,” he barked as he neared the pallet.


The physician had just finished unwrapping the wound; he gathered the bloody dressing as he stood.


“And you.” Lord Rozemberk nodded at the prior. “Go.”


Brother Jan bowed as he backed away from the alcove, but the King did not see; he was watching Mouse.


“Tell the King what Gernandus said, girl,” Lord Rozemberk said as soon as they were alone.


Mouse started to take a step toward Ottakar, but Lord Rozemberk kept his grip on her wrist. “He knew he was going to die. He wanted a priest. But there was only me. He said someone had paid him to kill you.” She saw Ottakar’s pupils dilate as if a shadow passed over him, and then she felt Lord Rozemberk’s fingers dig into her skin. “My Lord,” she added through gritted teeth.


Ottakar was silent. He laid his head back, closing his eyes.


“Who paid him?” Lord Rozemberk asked her.


“I do not know.”


“You did not think to ask?” He nearly choked on his disdain.


“I asked. He died.”


“Why should we believe you? Did anyone else hear Gernandus?”


“You left me alone with him.”


“Why not tell us immediately after Gernandus confessed? Instead, you waited to tell us when you were no longer needed. Maybe you made it up in the hopes you would get to stay near the King.”


Mouse felt the heat in her face; she worked hard at focusing on Father Lucas’s lessons about controlling her anger. He who is slow to wrath is of great understanding. You want to understand, do you not, little andílek? he would say. And you, who can do so much, must take extra care to do little in anger. 


Mouse would not let Lord Rozemberk bait her. She looked down at the floor, following the dark line of a crack in the stone until it disappeared in the shadows, and she held her tongue.


“Why not tell me this last night?” Lord Rozemberk yanked her arm, spinning her to face him.


“I . . . I thought . . .”


“She could not trust you, Vok.” Ottakar’s voice was sure and sad. “For all she knew, you were part of the plot against me.”


Mouse looked up to find him watching her again.


“She took a great risk with your life, my Lord. You were unguarded. The men bedded down in the stable and me asleep. It would have been easy for—”


“Mouse kept guard. Did you not?”


“Yes . . . my Lord.”


Lord Rozemberk let go her wrist. “And Gernandus said nothing else?”


“‘I took money to kill the Younger King’ was all he said. And ‘absolve me.’” Mouse hoped they did not hear the catch she felt in her throat, but Ottakar’s eyes narrowed.


“And did you? Absolve him?” he asked.


She shook her head but said nothing more.


“So who is trying to kill me this time?” the King asked as he looked down at the naked wound in his side. Mouse walked to the basket of clean linen on the shelves. She gathered a bowl and herbs and went to kneel beside the pallet.


“You believe her?” Lord Rozemberk asked.


Mouse poured wine over the wound and focused on the row of neat stitches and the skin already beginning to pucker as it healed.


“Yes,” Ottakar said. “And so do you.”


Lord Rozemberk sighed with resignation. “Just as you know who wants you dead, my Lord.”


Mouse squinted as the morning sun broke over the tree line and burst through the window; it brought with it a sudden awkwardness as she was too aware that she was rubbing crushed herbs and wine along Ottakar’s naked rib cage, which was now bathed in the light.


He must have felt it, too; he flinched and put his hand on hers. “Let Hartwin do it. Vok, go get him.”


She snatched her hands back.


Ottakar saw the flash of anger in her eyes. “You misunderstand, Mouse. Clearly you know your craft. I owe my life to your skill. But you have also been up all night; you should sleep. Surely we can trust Hartwin to dress my wound.”


“He was once your father’s physician,” Lord Rozemberk said, his voice laced with disapproval and doubt.


“What does that matter? My father has summoned us to Prague to reconcile, Vok. I am his only son. His only heir. He does not want me dead.”


Lord Rozemberk crossed his arms over his chest. “As you say, but the girl does well enough. Let her finish the job.”


“Do you think you can sit?” Mouse asked Ottakar, fully focused now on being a healer and not a girl.


“Gladly,” he said as he started to push himself up, wincing with the pain.


“Wait. You might pull the stitches loose inside.” She slid her arm beneath his back. “You.” She nodded at Lord Rozemberk. “Put your arm behind him on the other side. Lift when I say. But gently.”


Ottakar let go the breath he was holding once he was upright. “Vok, get a chair. I am done with the sickbed. And bring me a shirt.”


“You must move slow and easy or your lung will fold again,” Mouse argued as she wrapped the linen around his chest. She was tying it off when Lord Rozemberk returned with the chair, a shirt, and Brother Jan and Hartwin following behind him.


“Put the chair by the fire,” Mouse directed as she slipped herself under Ottakar’s shoulder and waited for Lord Rozemberk to do the same on the other side. They moved as one to lift the King, bearing most of his weight as he took the few shuffling steps to the chair and sat. Mouse lifted the shirt, helped him thread his arms through the sleeves, and let the linen fall to the seat, making mounds of white against his black woolen chausses. She slipped the pillow from the pallet behind his back.


“My Lord, I was told you needed my services,” Hartwin said as he stepped forward, clearly irritated.


“It seems I already have a physician, Hartwin.”


Mouse could not stop the smile that played at the corners of her mouth.


“My Lord, I think you have been misled. This girl might offer you certain . . . comforts, but she is no physician.” He sneered with his insinuation.


Mouse froze; she willed her eyes to find the crack in the floor again, made herself breathe, but the sting of embarrassment grew hotter still.


Ottakar shifted in his chair. “Lord Rozemberk, pay the man for his trouble. And, Hartwin, be sure to let my father know I am in good health when next you see him.”


Mouse turned to pour a fresh cup of wine, looking for anything to do that would hide her face long enough for her to regain her composure. She handed the cup to Ottakar without looking.


“I am hungry. Am I free to eat?” Ottakar asked her abruptly.


“No meat. Start with a simple soup and bread. It is the feast day of Mary’s birth. Brother Milek will have fish soup for the poor in Teplá.” She turned to Brother Jan. “Bring only the broth.” Her voice was as flat as she could make it, healer only, no woman to be ashamed of being made an object of some stranger’s scorn, no self to be offended at Ottakar’s failure to defend her honor.


Brother Jan waited for a nod from the King before he turned to leave, looking past Mouse as if she weren’t there.


“You may go,” Ottakar said.


Mouse thought he was talking to the prior.


“I said you may go, Mouse.” Ottakar’s dismissal of her was sudden, though not unkind. She gave a stiff bow and a mumbled “my Lord” anyway. She passed Lord Rozemberk on her way to the door. He did not look at her.


She heard the King as her hand closed around the latch. “Prepare the men to leave.”




FOUR


Mouse ran down to the Teplá River and along the bank until it grew shallow. She was afraid of the water and could not swim, but here her feet would stay on the bottom, toes curled around the smooth rocks, anchored against the current. As she lowered herself into the water—made warm by the area’s hot springs—strands of her hair floated in front of her; she saw trails of red pull away from her and disappear in the river. The water loosened the King’s blood in her surcoat, and pools of it swirled at her chest as if she were bleeding. But they, too, slowly vanished.


And then she was as done with the King as he seemed to be with her.


She tossed the surcoat onto the bank and laid her head back in the water, playing with the idea of letting the river carry her away to a future she couldn’t figure out for herself. Surely it would be better than going back to the abbey.


Mouse stood up instead, the weight of her wet hair pulling at her neck, and her linen undershirt clinging to her body. When she heard the sound of something in the tree line, she dropped back under the water, wrapping her arms around her chest, waiting.


Huffing and snarling, a pair of pine martens tumbled out of the dwarf cherry at the edge of the woods, fighting over the shredded remains of a squirrel. The marten in the front dropped his piece of the flesh and launched himself against his enemy, tearing a gash in its golden fur. The injured marten bared its teeth and coiled, ready to strike back.


“Stop!” Mouse yelled.


In an instant, both martens sat back on their haunches, lips still curled with fury, their bodies quivering with the desire to move, but they just stared at her, waiting unwillingly for her next command.


Mouse shuddered.


This was another of her gifts that she hated and one over which she seemed to have little control. It didn’t matter what she said or even how she said it, but sometimes, especially when she was angry or afraid, she seemed to be able to compel living things to obey her. She felt so powerless in her own life, following Church rules and trying to mold herself into everybody’s expectations, that the last thing she wanted was to play master over some other creature.


“Go on then,” she whispered.


The wild things obediently turned and disappeared into the brush, leaving their bounty behind.


Mouse pressed her fist against her stomach; she felt ill, though some part of her thrilled with her use of power. She’d been so careful these past years—never looking for souls, until last night, walking barefoot like Father Lucas or St. Norbert himself, using the pain of her damaged feet not as penance for what she had done but as mindfulness against what she might do. She kept as busy as the Sisters and silent as the Brothers. Mouse might not be a Norbertine monk, but she lived like one, which meant that until yesterday, she had not spoken more than a dozen words to another person in nearly three years.
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