
    
[image: image]





[image: ]






For the love of a dog:

Koko, Gracie, Philos, and Artemis







PROLOGUE




It’s time for bed, Luc,” the young woman said.

“I don’t want to go to bed.” The heavy-lidded little boy tucked his arm under his head and sluggishly kicked at a stack of blocks, sending them tumbling to the rug.

The father leaned against the doorjamb of the nursery, smiling at his son’s tantrum, curious to see if the boy would win this battle of wills against his orderly nanny. As the father watched, a snippet of a story came to him: “‘Keep back, lady, no one is going to catch me and make me a man.’” The father, who never forgot anything, mentally flipped through the rest of Peter Pan’s tale in search of parental insight and wondered if it was time to move his son into a room of his own, away from the babyish decor and the low toddler bed.

Based on the date of the boy’s birth—and assuming a typical human calendar—Luc should have been celebrating his second birthday. But neither dates nor calendars were relevant to someone like Luc—or to his father. And since the boy had never celebrated a birthday, he didn’t know to miss it.

In the first days of parenthood, Luc’s father had meant to follow all the typical human customs and let his son grow up like any other boy. But then his patience had worn out. He wanted a son he could train, not one who needed diapers changed and lullabies sung. So the father had traveled the dark planes between place and time as only he could, his newborn son tucked against his chest. He’d pulled his cloak around them both and disappeared into the shadows, reappearing somewhere else with the newborn suddenly grown into an infant. Someday, when the boy reached maturity, the aging would stop altogether. But in the meantime, the father would manipulate his son’s growth as it fit his need and whimsy.

He had tried again to care for his infant son, but it was not in his nature to handle teething well. He’d considered finding a foster family to care for the boy until he reached an age that would be less demanding, but the father had seen the consequences of letting someone else raise a child. He had lost his daughter forever because of it.

Determined, he had wrapped himself up once more and traveled again. The infant had become a toddler, and his father had managed as best he could, until he couldn’t manage any longer. Father and son had taken one last trip though the dark planes. Now the toddler was a child, and they had been happy together for months. Luc was less focused on basic needs and far more interested in his desires. That was the fertile playground his father knew so well.

“I said I do not want to go to bed!” Luc sat up, yanking the zipper of his footed pajamas up and down as if he was ripping open his chest over and over again. Up and down. Up. Down.

“Little boys don’t always get what they want,” the woman answered as she sprayed lavender oil on the pillow.

With a growl, Luc grabbed a wooden train car from the floor and threw it at the nanny’s head.

She crossed the room quickly and took the boy by the arm. “We do not throw things, Luc!”

“I don’t like you anymore. I wish you were dead!” he screamed. “Die, nanny, die!”

Shock flashed across the young woman’s face, her skin turned pasty like glue, her eyes vacant like those of the toy soldiers at war on the table behind her. The bottle of lavender slipped from the nanny’s hand, shattering on the floor as she pitched forward like a puppet cut loose from its strings.

Luc backed away, wide-eyed, until he ran up against his father’s legs. The boy gaped at the work of his words, his dead nanny lying among the disheveled blocks and train cars with a sickly sweet pool of lavender seeping into the floor. His eyes brimming with unshed tears, he turned to look up at his father.

Luc’s father chuckled. “Did I ever tell you about a boy named Peter Pan? He killed people, too, but he didn’t cry about it.”

He patted his son on the head and led him out of the nursery.
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PART ONE


It takes two people to make you, and one people to die. That’s how the world is going to end.

—William Faulkner, As I Lay Dying
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CHAPTER ONE




A dream for a dream,” the old woman said to Mouse as the wails of the dingoes rose up from the dry riverbed below.

Mouse knelt on an outcropping in the hills above. The day’s warmth, which was still trapped in the stone, seeped into her bared skin. She looked out over the wide Australian outback. The sun had sunk below the edge of the world, leaving only the thinnest line of light, like a last gasp, bloodred along the horizon.

“Are you ready, little one?” Ngara asked.

Mouse looked up into the old woman’s round face, chiseled with lines, and nodded. “I am ready.”

“Sisters, come.” Ngara motioned with her hands, and a group of Martu women stepped out of the shadows cast by the fire at the side of the outcropping. Their bodies painted with bone-white dots, they looked like skeletons with gaping mouths. They encircled Mouse, each of them laying hands on her, touching her head or back or arms in blessing, a community of women giving her strength for what was to come. Not long ago, Mouse would have shunned such contact. But love changed a person, even someone who had lived as long as Mouse. So did dying.

Ngara took Mouse’s face gently between her calloused hands and drew her fingers across her forehead, leaving behind streaks of white and black paint. The women started to dance, the gentle slaps of their feet on the stone beating out a hypnotic rhythm.

“Give us your dream and we show you ours,” Ngara said. “Something that was and is. Something that will be.”

Mouse sat back against her heels, a thrill of anticipation running through her. The women’s ceremonies were intimate and private, closed even to the Martu men. To be invited to join was like being asked to be part of the family. Mouse had always longed for a family.

But Ngara wasn’t asking for any normal dream. For the Martu, the Dreaming, or what they called the Jukurppa, was Truth—the secrets of the gods and the ancestors wrapped up in stories. These stories didn’t just tell what once was. Sometimes the stories showed the dreamer what was coming. Ngara was asking Mouse to tell them a story that gave away a secret. Mouse wasn’t used to sharing such private details with anyone because her secrets—her truths—were dangerous.

“It will be well,” Ngara whispered to her as she painted lines down Mouse’s neck and then thrust them across her collarbone and around her breasts. “Do not be afraid.”

Mouse took in a deep breath filled with the sweet scent of an herb the women had put on the fire. She would have to be careful to give Ngara what she wanted, but not give away too much. She nodded to herself as she settled on the story she would tell, one that would give the women the truth they most needed to hear.

She closed her eyes and surrendered to the beat of the women dancing and to the song of the dingoes and the patterns Ngara continued to paint on her naked body. And Mouse let a dream come.

“I am a little girl,” she said. Her voice sounded far away, like an echo calling back. “I am walking in the Mary Garden with Father Lucas. He is a wise man. He loves me.” She smiled as the image came to her, more memory than dream, just as she intended. “We are alone because the others are afraid of me.” Mouse’s smile slipped as she carefully turned her thoughts. “Father Lucas and I are talking about a book, and I am not watching the path. I fall and cut my leg on a rock. The sharp edge of it slices me to the bone. I bleed. Father Lucas pulls me to him and tears a bit of cloth from his habit, then presses it against my wound.”

Mouse had an unnatural and perfect recall, a consequence of being her father’s daughter. She never forgot anything. She remembered exactly what had happened all those years ago with Father Lucas—which birds had been singing, where the sun had been in the sky, what flowers had been in bloom. But as Ngara started to sing, a deep, vibrating hum without words, Mouse felt the memory change and her control slip away. All those details in her mind scattered like dried leaves on the wind. Pushed by Ngara’s incessant humming, the remembered sun spun and danced across the sky, the delicate lilies of the valley turned their heads up, stretching into roses, and ran crimson red. The twitter of the garden finches grew shrill and sharp, like the bark of jays. All of it had gone wrong somehow.

Mouse shook her head slowly, trying to get control of her dream again. She knew the truth she wanted to give Ngara: a story of a man who had loved Mouse like a daughter and died because he knew her secrets. But the dream wasn’t Mouse’s anymore. It was a thing of its own, alive. And it was hunting for another secret to tell.

“The Father’s hands are covered in my blood,” Mouse continued. “I look up at him, frightened. I see worry in his eyes as he pulls the cloth back to study the wound.” She could hear the fear in her voice as if it belonged to someone else. “He snatches his hand back, pushes away from me, and I look down to see what scared him.”

Her mind screamed out that this had not happened. Father Lucas had never pulled away from her. He had not been afraid. Had he?

“I watch my skin knit itself back together—so smoothly there is no scar, no proof that it ever happened, except for the blood on Father Lucas’s hands.”

Ngara drew the paint down Mouse’s arm and into her palm, letting it pool and swirl.

“Now Father Lucas is screaming. Why is he screaming?” Mouse tried to open her eyes but couldn’t; she felt cut off from her body, paralyzed. “The blood is burning him. My blood is killing him! I wipe at it with my hands, with the cloth, but it only spreads. Please, make it stop.” She tried to lift her hands to her face but was held still by Ngara’s hum and the rhythm of the dancing women.

Tears streamed down Mouse’s face. “Father Lucas is dead. He is on a stone table. I am washing his body for burial. I am a woman now.” She rocked slowly to the beat of the women’s song. Her jaw clenched. “There is another man in the room.”

The dingoes howled out of time, a haunting countermelody to the women’s music.

“It is my real father, the one who gave me life. I want to kill him.” Mouse went still again. “He is standing over me. I see the stars behind him. He is laughing. He has a secret.” Her breath came shallow and quick now. “I reach for him. He wraps me in the darkness of his cloak and I am gone.”

The women danced fiercely, their feet pounding the stone as Ngara sang faster and louder, each note hitting Mouse like a torrent of rain. And then the old woman’s hand slammed into Mouse’s chest, and it was like someone had turned on a spotlight in her mind. Though her eyes were still closed, Mouse squeezed them tight against the brightness of the light. She didn’t want to look. She didn’t want to see the secret this dream had found.

But Mouse had no choice. “Someone is here, but it is hard to see,” she said. “There is a shape, a hole in the light. I think it is my father.” Her hands balled into fists, the paint oozing up between her fingers. “He is turning toward me. I am afraid.” Her face tilted back like she was looking up.

“Oh, no.”

Mouse’s eyes snapped open. Her vision suddenly crowded with the brilliance of the Australian night sky, the Milky Way illuminated like a thunderous wave about to break against the earth. Disoriented, she threw her hands out to keep from falling into the stars.

Ngara caught her by the wrists, bringing Mouse’s focus back to the rock, back to the women tightening the circle around her, their feet now still but their hands beating out rhythms on their thighs and chests. One of the women blew against a leaf at her lips and an eerie, rattling whistle played out into the night. The dingoes had gone quiet.

Mouse looked at Ngara. The old woman’s eyes were wide with awe and fear.

“What was that? What did I—?” Mouse tried to ask, but the old woman laid her finger against Mouse’s mouth, silencing her.

“You must see the Jakulyukulyu now. The dream of the Seven Sisters.” She pulled Mouse’s face back up to the stars with one hand and ran a stone knife quickly down Mouse’s sternum with the other, making a long, shallow slice in the skin. Mouse gasped but did not look down at the cut, or at the blood she could feel seeping down her chest. She was caught by what she saw in the wide sky.

The stars were moving.

“This is the songline of the Seven Sisters, the first women, the women who dance in the night. Our sisters, and now yours.” Ngara wove the tale into the new song the Martu women played.

“In the Jukurrpa, there were the first women and the first men. The women had their laws apart from the men. The women followed their own law.” As Ngara spoke, Mouse watched the stars play out the story, dancing in a circle together. The high whistling seemed to come as much from above as beside Mouse.

“But then a man, Yurla, wanted one of the Seven Sisters. He did not care what the women wanted. He chased them through the land until he caught one to make his own.”

In the sky, Mouse saw the Pleiades pull away from the larger group of dancing stars. Another star crept behind them, stalking them.

“But the Sisters would not leave the one. They tricked Yurla, made him think they would all stay. They made him happy.”

The Pleiades circled around the lone star.

“When he grew complacent, they blinded him, snatched up their sister, and went to hide in the sky. Yurla searched all around him, but he could find nothing. He was lost. And the Sisters had their vengeance.”

Ngara eased behind Mouse and crouched beside her, her mouth at Mouse’s ear.

“Watch now,” Ngara whispered as she pointed at the sky. “The Sisters show you what you want. Watch.”

The Pleiades slid into their familiar, blurred cluster while the single star fell away, as if a string tying it to the universe had suddenly snapped. The star sank quickly at first and then slowed as it neared the horizon, the dark outline of the hills to the north made visible against the starlight. It hovered a moment above a single peak and then went dark.

“The Sisters’ secret is now yours,” Ngara said as she moved back in front of Mouse and laid her hands on either side of Mouse’s face. “You understand?”

“No.”

“The Sisters will give you something there in the cave of the kurdaitcha—the vengeance seekers.”

“I don’t want revenge,” Mouse said, shaking.

The old woman shrugged her shoulders. “Dreams show only truth.”

“And what about my dream?” Mouse asked.

Ngara took a step back.

“You saw everything I saw, didn’t you?” Mouse didn’t need the old woman’s answer; she could see the truth in her face. “What did it mean?”

Some of it had made sense to Mouse—Father Lucas’s love and Mouse’s guilt over his death, in particular. And the vision of Mouse’s father looking down on her, laughing, was also a real memory, though not one she had meant to show the old woman. That was the last time she’d seen her father, atop Megiddo in Israel two years ago, when her father had left her for dead. He had told her something important, but Mouse, who normally remembered every word she’d read, every place she’d been, every face she’d met, could not remember her father’s last words to her. In the quiet of the night, Mouse sometimes thought she might capture that moment again, but the harder she tried, the further it seemed to slip away.

The one secret Mouse had pushed into the far shadows of her mind was the truth of who her father was. That was the secret the dream had gone hunting for—and found.

“What did you do to me?” she asked the old woman as the other Martu broke the circle and went back to the fire.

“I bring dreams.”

Mouse narrowed her eyes, studying Ngara with a new awareness. “You’ve known since I got here, haven’t you? Known what I am?”

Again, Ngara shrugged. “You walk long, like the ancestors. You are dusted with the First Dreaming. Part of the old ones, you are.”

“You thought I was special and took me in.” Sadness weighted Mouse’s words.

“You are special.”

Mouse shivered at the old woman’s voice. In the year that Mouse had been living with the Martu, Ngara had always spoken to her like a grandmother. It hurt to think that from now on, her words would be laced with awe. But Mouse needed one more answer, an explanation for what had happened at the end of her dream.

“Special—maybe—but not in the way you imagined. Now you know the truth.” Mouse again saw the image in her mind of the figure silhouetted in the bright light, turning toward her, but the face—it wasn’t her father’s. It was hers. She hesitated, but swallowed her fear. “Why did I become my father?”

“The truth is in the dream,” Ngara said.

“No. You were shaping it, controlling it. I could feel it.”

Ngara sighed. “I opened the doors for you to see what was and what is and what will be.”

“Are you saying I’m going to turn into my father?” Mouse felt the power in her flare with a flash of anger.

“I say nothing. The truth is in the dream.”
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Angelo was waiting with the other men around the fire pit where the Martu shared their food and their stories. Savory scents of roasting lizard meat and roots greeted the women as they drove in from the surrounding darkness.

“How was it?” Angelo asked as he wrapped his arms around Mouse.

“Interesting,” she replied, but the children were already tugging at her shirt, begging her to come dance with them to celebrate her initiation. Mouse bathed in the firelight and the warmth of inclusion. Her unnatural abilities and oddness had kept others at a distance during her childhood. Later, the knowledge of what she was—her father’s daughter, an immortal, hunted prey—had kept her on the run and isolated. Angelo’s love had driven away much of Mouse’s loneliness, but being part of a community satisfied a hunger for belonging that was too big for one person to fill.

As she spun with the children around the fire, their feet keeping time with the clack of the rhythm sticks and the shifting vibrations of the didgeridoo, Mouse stole a glance at Ngara. The old woman seemed as she always had. She caught Mouse’s eye and smiled, her face lit with an easy delight.

By the time Angelo slipped his hand in Mouse’s and pulled her away from the fire toward the little shed that served as their home among the Martu, the chants of welcome, Ngara’s ease, and the children’s joy had driven away Mouse’s worry about the Dreaming and what it meant. But when she told Angelo about her first vision, the flutters of foreboding came back.

“It wasn’t real,” she said, as much to herself as to Angelo. She pushed against the reawakened disquiet. “The music and the paint and whatever that herb was, it all played against my mind. Made me vulnerable.”

“You, vulnerable? To what?” Angelo asked.

“What’s the one thing that’s been driving me all my life? My fear that I’d end up like my father. It’s no wonder that’s what my mind showed me.”

She was working hard to believe her own explanation and to dismiss the magic she’d felt in the moment. It was easy to do while standing in the clean, electric light, sheltered in the tidy, boxed-off shed. But the nerves pricking at the back of her neck pestered Mouse with the truth of what had happened out in the wild of the outback.

“It was all in my mind,” she said.

“None of that matters, though, does it?” Angelo asked. “Ngara knows who you are—there’s no way we can stay.”

“Why not? She’s known all along that I was something . . . odd. So nothing’s really different, is it?” Mouse could hear the lie in her voice. She could tell from his face that Angelo had heard it, too. “Well, she seemed fine tonight. Let’s just wait and see how it goes.”

“That’s the hundredth time you’ve said ‘Let’s wait’ when I’ve mentioned leaving. What’s—”

“Actually, it’s only the eighth,” she said playfully as she lay back on the bed. “The first time was—”

He pulled his shirt over his head and tossed it at her. “Quit showing off and stop dodging the question. Why don’t you want to leave?”

They had come to Australia to hide—from her actual father and from Angelo’s spiritual one, Bishop Sebastian. They’d spent nearly a year hopping from one country to another, trying to hide their trail. As hard as it had been on her, it had taken an even greater toll on Angelo. Mouse had seen the strain on his face morning and night. No routines. Never normal. Always afraid. When they fled Israel after she’d healed from what her father had done to her at Megiddo, Mouse had thought she and Angelo could be a home for each other, even on the run, but it was hard to make a home in the back of a bus, or on a train, or in some rent-by-the-hour motel at the end of a dark alley.

About a year ago, Mouse had known she had to do something. Angelo was wearing out. She needed to find someplace off the grid where they could settle for a few weeks, maybe even months, to let Angelo rest. She’d brought them to the outback, away from everything, and then pushed them even deeper into the desert, where they’d stumbled across a small Martu community at the borders of Karlamilyi Park. Mouse and Angelo had expected to stay only a few days and then move on, but the Martu people had taken them in as if they’d been stray dogs wandering in from the desert. They fed them, gave them a home, and made them part of the community. Mouse worked at the clinic helping the ngangkari, the native healers, tend the sick and elderly. Angelo helped with the endless labor it took to survive in the desert, constantly hunting food or water. It had been a blessing, a type of sanctuary Mouse had never thought to find.

And she didn’t want to leave.

“I like it here,” she said. “We’re safe.”

“No, we’re not.”

“As safe as anywhere.”

“You told me that the only safe place was on the run. What’s changed?”

She couldn’t tell him that he was what had changed. At first, having him running with her had made everything easier. She had someone else to keep watch while she slept, someone to help her strategize the next move, someone to talk to. Someone to love.

But that last had made it harder, too. She couldn’t stand seeing his eyes dark, watching all of his curiosity and wonder at the world turn into fearful scrutiny and suspicion. Everyone was a potential threat, an agent of Bishop Sebastian’s Novus Rishi or a puppet controlled by her father. Angelo had become obsessed with her father—she supposed it was born from seeing what he had done to Mouse at Megiddo. Enraged by her empathy, her father had unraveled her like a yarn doll and left her, not to die, but dead already. Dead in a way that she had never really believed possible for an immortal. Angelo had sat beside her broken, bloodless corpse for three days, refusing to mourn. His faith had called her back.

Ever since, he talked constantly of finding a way to protect them. A year ago, he had started having bad dreams and had grown quick-tempered in his exhaustion. That was when Mouse knew she needed to find someplace where they could at least pretend that life was stable and safe, somewhere they could play at being normal.

And he had gotten better since they’d settled in the shed out in the middle of nowhere with people who accepted them as they were. He wasn’t quite the playful, ever-hopeful Angelo he had been, but Mouse wasn’t ready to give up the idea that with a little more rest he could be—that time could undo the taint Mouse’s life had left on him.

“It’s me, isn’t it?” he asked her now. “You think I can’t handle it on the run.”

“It’s just . . . I like how we are here, Angelo. It feels like a real life—simple, but happy. Normal. I’ve never had that.” She sat up with a smile and pulled him down onto the bed with her. “Don’t you like how we are here?” She slipped her leg into the gap between his.

“I like you wherever we are.” He bent down to kiss her. “I just want us to be safe. And I don’t want you making a decision that puts us at risk because you think I’m too weak to handle it. I know I’m not as good at running as you are, but you’ve had lots more experience than I have.”

“Are you calling me old?”

“If the poulaine fits.” He ran his finger along the painted patterns on her face and down her neck. “What are these?”

“Ngara painted them. They’re part of the ceremony.”

“From the Dreaming?” His fingers kept playing along the lines and swirls, making her skin quiver, her body moving to meet his.

“Some from the one I called up. Others belong to the dream they gave me.”

“They gave you a dream?” Angelo lowered his mouth to kiss the bare skin between the patterns, a creamy contrast to the black and white paint.

“About the Seven Sisters, the Pleiades,” she said, her voice soft.

“Do these patterns run over your whole body?”

Mouse laughed. “Yes, they do. See?” She pulled her shirt over her head, exposing the painted Dreaming that crisscrossed her chest and abdomen. “They even go around to the back.” She turned and stretched out across the bed. Angelo traced the set of zigzagged stripes along her shoulder blades, and Mouse moaned softly.

“Tell me about these Seven Sisters,” he said.

As with her own Dreaming, the story lost some of the magic in the retelling—partially because they were in a metal shed on a squeaky bed and not under the stars. But also because Mouse wanted it that way. If she accepted truth in the dream of the Seven Sisters, she had to accept the truth in her own dream as well.

She told Angelo about her second vision but kept her voice soft with seduction and her focus on his hands as they trailed along her skin. When she explained what Ngara said about how the star descending at the end was meant to show Mouse where to find the Sisters’ secret, Angelo’s hands stilled.

“Ngara thinks there’s something in that cave that can help us?” he asked.

“Help us get revenge. You have someone in mind?” Mouse asked, teasing.

But Angelo’s mood had shifted. “I don’t care what it’s meant for, Mouse. If there’s a chance there’s something in that cave to help protect us—something we can use against your father—”

“Or yours.” Mouse pushed herself up.

“They’re not the same. The Bishop and his group are powerful, but they’re only human. The only resources they have are money and influence and—”

“Eyes and ears everywhere.”

“As long as we stay off the grid, they probably aren’t going to find us. What’s stopping your father?”

Mouse knew he was right. Bishop Sebastian and the Novus Rishi were driven by an obsession to fight evil, a battle they understood to be real and immediate, and one they were prepared to win at any cost. They wanted Mouse to help them do it—whether she wanted to be an Armageddon warrior or not. But the Novus Rishi were merely flesh and blood. Staying ahead of them was only difficult, not impossible. She couldn’t say the same about her father. If he decided he wanted Mouse, he could take her any time, in any place, and there was little she or Angelo could do to stop it.

“We don’t even know there’s anything out in that cave, Angelo. It’s just a story an old woman told around a campfire.”

“You said you saw the stars move.”

Mouse looked away.

“Do you think it was just a story?” he pressed.

She wanted to say yes. She wanted to laugh at all of it—her dream, their story. She didn’t want any of it to matter. Because she didn’t want anything to change. But she couldn’t silence the caterwaul of warning—her seven-hundred-year-old instinct told her that something was coming.

“Ngara said it was for revenge,” Mouse said sadly. “I don’t want revenge. Do you?”

When he finally answered, there was a steeliness in Angelo’s voice. “I’ll do anything to keep us safe.”

“Seeking vengeance isn’t—”

“Even if it was meant for revenge, Mouse, that doesn’t mean we have to use it that way,” he said. “Besides, the story you just told me suggests that maybe this secret the Sisters are giving you is the same thing they used to get rid of a predator. I’d sure love to have something that could do that, wouldn’t you? Something we could use to shake off the people hunting us?”

“Yes, but—”

“Then let’s go find it.”

“We don’t even know what we’re looking for.”

“We’ll figure it out. We’re good at this stuff. And I’m tired of just waiting for the next crisis—I want to do something to be ready.”

Mouse chewed at her lip.

“It’ll be fun, anyway,” he said, his tone lighter with the assurance that he’d won her over. “Going on a quest. In a cave.”

“In the dark. With bugs.”

“Come on, where’s my adventurous Mouse? My mighty—”

“Don’t you do it!” she half shouted, half laughed, as she threw a pillow at him. He caught it and tossed it back at her. She pulled it to her chest and sighed. “Okay. We’ll go tomorrow.”

He leaned over and kissed her. “Now let’s get back to finding out where those patterns go,” he said, tugging at the top of her shorts.

Mouse stilled his hand. “How about we wash them off instead? They itch.”

The truth was she wanted to be free of the dreams, as if pretending they hadn’t happened would silence the foreboding.

“I’ll see if there’s any water,” Angelo said with a twinkle in his eye. The outstation had an old cattle bore where they could draw water, though the quantity and quality depended on how long it had been since the rainy season.

He came back a few minutes later to find Mouse pacing. “I warmed it at the fire,” he said, putting the bucket down and dipping a rag in the water.

“It smells good.” Mouse unfastened her shorts, let them fall, and then kicked them over to where her shirt lay crumpled on the bed. “Desert oak needles, right?” They were floating in the warm water and sending up a musky, woodsy scent.

“You’re showing off again,” he said.

She took the rag from him and squeezed the water over her leg, making rivers of gray as the black and white streaks melted into each other. The murky water ran onto the floor and disappeared between the wood slats. While she wiped away the pictures, Mouse’s perfect memory played out the ceremony in detail, her mind trying again to make sense of it all.

“Stop worrying,” Angelo said softly as he took the rag and ran it across her back. He lifted her hair and let the warm water trickle over her neck. “That’s the last of it. You’re clean.”

In her mind, Mouse had worked her way back to the moment in her dream when she had become her father. She felt the flare of anger again. No matter what Ngara thought, no matter what truth was in the dream, no matter what happened, Mouse would never let herself be like her father.

She turned and pulled Angelo’s face down to hers, her kiss filled with urgency, not just for passion but escape. Mouse’s mind normally worked on countless levels at the same time—a buzz of problem solving, floods of faces and words, a salvo of sounds and smells all accosting her at the same time. Even now, she could hear the didgeridoo still rattling by the fire at the heart of the outstation. A dog had leaned up against the side of the shed and was scratching at fleas. A camel off in the far distance brayed, and Angelo’s heart thrummed against hers. She was used to her mind being so full, but sometimes it became too much. Like now. She needed the images from the dreams to go away. She needed to hold fast to the happiness of life here in this moment.

Angelo had an uncanny knack for driving out all that mental noise. It was quiet with him. Calm. He knew what Mouse wanted, and he gave it to her. He wrapped his arms around her waist, her skin still wet, and pulled her down to the bed.

Later, when Angelo had gone to sleep, Mouse lay in the silence, letting her fingers play along her chest. The paint was gone, but she could feel the patterns on her skin as if they were still there, undulating and warm to the touch. As she traced the pictures, she let her mind rest in the fog of half-sleep. She was back atop Megiddo, her father looking down on her as she died. He was laughing. The stars were laughing behind him. And then he was telling her something. In her memory-dream, she would always see his mouth moving, but she could never hear his words.

Until tonight.

Mouse sat up, suddenly awake. Ngara was right. The truth was in the dream.

There is good news, Mouse could hear her father saying in her mind, the memory clear now. It seems I finally have what I want. And you have a brother.

As she shivered with the excitement of remembering and the fear of knowing, Mouse put her hand on Angelo’s shoulder to wake him. But then her mind tossed all the pieces into place at once. Angelo would understand how dangerous this was—Armageddon-level dangerous. He would call Bishop Sebastian. Bishop Sebastian would want Mouse more than ever. He saw her only as a weapon, a weapon he meant to use against her father. Mouse didn’t want to be used as a weapon.

She pulled her hand back. She couldn’t tell Angelo about her brother until she had a plan. The guilt of keeping yet another secret from him lodged like a brick in her chest. She rolled away from him and found herself face-to-face with a little lizard that clung to the side of the crate-turned-bedside-table. The lizard blinked slowly at her in the glow of the camp lantern.

“I have a brother,” Mouse whispered to the little lizard. Despite her worry at what it all meant, the words spread like sunshine through her. She wasn’t alone in the world anymore. She had a brother, someone just like her.

Mouse closed her eyes and with a soft, happy sigh drifted off to sleep.







CHAPTER TWO




A wash of wildflowers spilled out over the ridge, the purples too soft and yellows too inviting for the harsh outback. But it wasn’t the sudden beauty that made Mouse sigh. It was the dozens of dead camels scattered across the valley, their bloated bellies rising like islands among the sea of flowers.

“I wish they wouldn’t kill them.”

“The camels don’t belong here,” Angelo said. He’d gone out with the Martu men once for a culling, chasing down the herds, guns popping and echoing against the hills as the beasts toppled into the dust. The camels were invasive, brought in by white colonists a century ago, and killing them was an act of survival and stewardship for the Martu. Not for Angelo, though. He’d stayed home at the next slaughter.

“We don’t belong here either,” Mouse tossed back.

“But we’re not feral.”

Mouse turned to look at him, her eyebrow raised. Her hair was matted with sweat and tangled by the wind, and she had smears of red desert dirt on her face. They’d driven an hour from the outstation and then left the jeep miles back at the end of the rutted path. Angelo looked just as wild as she did.

He laughed. “Well, at least we don’t eat everything in sight.” He wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her to him. “And we aren’t likely to fall into the watering hole, die, and contaminate the only drinking water for miles.”

“There has to be another way.”

“This isn’t our problem to fix, Mouse. Like you said, we don’t belong here. We’re just guests.” He took her hand. “And we have our own problems to work out.”

Mouse almost said, “More than you know,” but she stopped the words at the back of her throat. Since last night, she hadn’t been able to think about anything but her little brother, somewhere out in the world. Her mind kept sketching scenarios, an invisible doodle of what-ifs. Some conjured up a wave of wonder at what might be, the promise of finally having someone who shared in the uniqueness of being both human and not, someone who understood her. Her heart filled with unbearable joy at such imagined companionship. But other scenarios, far more likely, ended in terror: her brother at her father’s side, waging war on innocents, Mouse facing off against them, and rings of death and destruction rippling out from them like shock waves from a dropped bomb.

Despite her unnatural gifts and lifetimes of experience, Mouse could find no clear path forward. There were too many variables. She knew what she wanted, but she wasn’t sure it was the right thing to do. And she was pretty sure Angelo wouldn’t go along with it.

That thought brought her to the more immediate problem she had to solve—how and when to tell him she had a brother. When they’d fled Israel together, Mouse had promised Angelo three things: She would never shield him from the dangers of being on the run, she would never sacrifice herself to protect him, and she would keep no more secrets.

But a little boy’s life hung in the balance, and Mouse couldn’t take the risk that Angelo would call the Bishop.

Angelo had severed ties with his mentor when he’d made the choice to come with Mouse. He hadn’t been happy about it, but he had understood that they needed to fall completely off the grid to have any hope of escaping the Novus Rishi, with their long reach and pervasive power.

Disappearing took planning. Over her long lifetime, one of the rules Mouse had learned was to be prepared for anything. She had squirreled away cash, gold, birth certificates, passports, and credit cards all over the world in places that were good at keeping secrets—home bases in her centuries-old game of hide-and-seek.

Angelo had fed the Bishop lies, calling with regular updates as they moved around Europe and gathered what they needed. Then they’d made an indirect path toward the Ukraine, one of the best places in the world to get lost. Angelo had kept the Bishop on the hook, deceiving the man who had once given his life purpose. When they crossed the border, Mouse and Angelo had disappeared like a blip on the radar gone suddenly dark.

“Hey, where’d you go?” Angelo whispered at her ear, his breath on her skin a cool contrast to the sweltering desert air.

“Sorry, got lost in my head.” She leaned back against his chest.

“Well, it is kind of big, so—”

Mouse goosed him in the side and then pointed over the sea of flowers and camel corpses to the ridge of hills on the other side. “The mountain we’re looking for is that tall peak to the right. That’s where Ngara said the secret of the Seven Sisters will be. Ready?” She pulled away from him, antsy with guilt and worry.

“I want you to try something first,” Angelo said, tugging at Mouse’s hand.

She sighed. “Not again.”

He pointed at a patch of thick green shrub dotted with yellow flowers that looked like melting butter, lit by the low outback sun. “Burn that one,” he said.

Mouse scoffed. “Aren’t burning bushes a God thing?”

“Come on, just try.”

Angelo had been pushing Mouse for months to test her abilities. Her immortality, heightened senses, and mental acuity were all part of her birthright, but that inheritance also gifted her with darker abilities, powers she had spent seven hundred years trying to escape. Angelo believed she ought to embrace that power and learn to control it. He wanted her ready to face her father when the time came. He also argued that they had the perfect training ground—one of the most remote places in the world. He reasoned that it was as safe as taking a new driver to practice in an empty parking lot.

Mouse wasn’t convinced. Besides, she didn’t want to play with her power. She didn’t want to use it as a weapon. She shook her head as she stared at the bush.

“Fine. If you don’t want to burn something, why not make it rain?” Angelo asked, running his sleeve across the sweat on his face. “You know, Jesus calmed the storms. Can’t you manage a light shower to drive off some of this heat?”

“Haven’t you ever read the fairytales where some well-meaning witch called for rain in a drought?” Mouse kept her tone light, attempting to tease him out of his frustration, but she was really afraid.

She had kept her power tethered her whole life—until two years ago when she’d had to unleash it. She had joined with it, let it become fully part of her, so she could save Angelo from a mob of demons in a Norwegian church when they’d opened the Devil’s Bible. Since then, the power had been surprisingly docile. It didn’t surge uncontrollably when she got angry or sad. It didn’t jump to lace her words with the power to compel a person to do her will. It didn’t feel like an enemy anymore. Mouse could still feel it inside her, tickling, dancing, but it seemed content now. Or was it just waiting for a chance for something more?

“If I ask it to rain,” Mouse said, “one of two things will likely happen: nothing, or it starts to rain and never stops, and Australia becomes an ocean again.”

“Well then, you know what Yeats said.”

“What?”

“Surely Ms. Perfect Memory has Yeats stored away up in that big head somewhere.” Angelo kissed her on the cheek. “‘Education is not the filling of a pail but—’”

“‘The lighting of a fire.’” Mouse shoved him away. “You should never be allowed to make jokes.”

Angelo kicked the shrub again, laughing. “Come on, try. But this time, don’t ask it. Tell it to burn. And really try this time, Mouse.”

With a sigh, she squatted beside the shrub. She felt the purr of power at the back of her throat. Angelo hovered over her.

“Can you move over there?” She nodded to a spot a few feet away. “I like you uncooked.”

As Angelo stepped away, she bent close to the bush and pulled a branch toward her. “Burn,” she whispered.

A gust of wind whipped up over the edge of the ridge and carried the word away, but the shrub did not burn. And Mouse was glad.

“Sorry,” she said, shrugging at Angelo. He pressed his lips into a disapproving line, but before he could say anything, she led him down the hill into the swath of purples and yellows. “Let’s find that cave before we lose what’s left of the sunlight.”

[image: ]

The shallow entrance to the cave was marked with Aboriginal rock art, but there was no sign of anything that might be the secret the Seven Sisters meant for Mouse to find. She and Angelo kept moving farther back into the cave. Sometimes they had room to walk, and other times they crawled, squeezing through cobwebbed crevices down into the mountain.

Hours into the search, one of the cramped tunnels unexpectedly opened onto a massive chamber with huge columns of stone erupting to touch the high, curved ceiling. The room looked like the sanctuary of a forgotten cathedral. But it was the image painted on the side wall that took their breath away. “It’s huge,” Angelo whispered. The lights strapped to their hard hats oscillated wildly with each turn of their heads, but Mouse and Angelo used the narrower beams from their handheld flashlights to follow the lines of the picture, as if they were tracing it for an art class. It was a snake, rearing high up to the towering ceiling, then twisting down to the floor and back into the shadows at the far end of the space.

“It’s beautiful,” Mouse said. Unlike most of the cave art they’d seen, this painting was still vivid, brilliant and sharp under the glare of the flashlights, as if it had been painted just that morning. The ochre stood out, bright red-orange, against the dark cave wall, and was patterned with blacks and whites that seemed to writhe under the light, as if the snake were alive.

“Do you think this might be what the Dreaming wanted you to find?” Angelo asked.

“Maybe,” Mouse mumbled as her fingers hovered above the image, almost but not quite touching it.

“Look at its eyes.”

Mouse swung her light up to where the wall curved into the chamber ceiling. Enormous, pupil-less white eyes, framed with wavering circles of black, looked down on her. They were spirited, wise, and full of life. Mouse shivered.

“It’s the Rainbow Serpent,” she said, her voice full of awe. “One of the beings in the Martu creation story, one of their most sacred figures.”

The painting seemed more sacrament than art, an act of worship or penance. Mouse knew about those, too. That’s what the Devil’s Bible had been for her—an illuminated manuscript filled with her penitence and sorrow.

Angelo made the sign of the cross. “It has a lot of teeth.”

The serpent’s mouth was open, and long white fangs curved down around its jaw, glowing eerily in the scattered light. Mouse snatched her hand back from the wall.

“This is it,” she said, peering toward the darker end of the cave.

“I sure as hell hope so,” Angelo said. “I don’t think my legs can take much more.”

“No, I mean the chamber. It stops. There’s nowhere else to go.” She shined her light against the flat back wall.

“Come out, come out wherever you are,” Angelo sang as he moved along the wall away from Mouse, searching.

She moved along the wall in the other direction. They swept their flashlights into nooks and crevices along the sides of the cave. As they searched, their boots crunched bits of loose rock against the floor, which echoed through the chamber and sounded like hundreds of invisible creatures gnawing and smacking at some bony meal.

“There’s nothing here,” Angelo said when they met again in front of the Rainbow Serpent. “I guess it was just a story. Sorry to make you go through all this for nothing. At least there weren’t any bugs.”

“None that we saw,” Mouse said playfully, and then she caught the disappointment on his face. “It was a long shot, Angelo. And we don’t really need some magic weapon anyway.”

“Yeah, you say that. But what if your father shows up? You refuse to work on using your power, and I—”

“He’s not coming. I doubt he even cares about me anymore.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Angelo asked.

Mouse opened her mouth, ready to confess about her brother and explain that her father would surely have no use for her now that he had a son. But fear choked her words. “It’s been so long. Two years,” she said instead. “If he wanted me, he would’ve come and gotten me, right?”

She kept her face turned away, pretending to scan the long wall under the Rainbow Serpent, running her light around the seams where stone met stone. She let out a small yelp and jumped back as a fist-sized spider scuttled out from underneath the snake.

Mouse punched Angelo in the arm. “I told you there’d be bugs,” she said.

“Just so I’m prepared—are you going to hit me every time we see a spider?”

“Yes.”

The spider disappeared through the tunnel, and Mouse stepped closer to the wall again, searching the place where it had crawled out—just where the painted snake’s belly slipped down to touch the floor. She looked back at Angelo with a twinkle in her eye. “There’s a gap! And it’s big—more like a small opening. It’s hard to see because it blends in with the painting.”

Angelo grabbed her hand. “No, Mouse,” he said. “You’re not going in there.”

Mouse spun around, ready to argue, but the panic on Angelo’s face silenced her. He was afraid not of what might happen here in this cave but of what had happened. His panic was a ghost from when Mouse had been trapped in the collapsing ruins of the monastery at Podlažice, the place where she had once written the Devil’s Bible. She and Angelo had crawled into the decaying structure looking for the lost pages of the book, which her father had hidden like bait in his Mouse-trap. He had meant to bury her beneath the ruins, but Angelo had been there to pull her out.

“It’s okay,” she said, stepping close and wrapping her arms around him. She wanted to convince him to stay here, safe, and let her take the risk, but she had promised she wouldn’t play the hero anymore. “You want to go first?” she asked. “It’s big enough for either of us.”

Angelo looked down at the opening. “You think?”

“All we can do is try. Or we can leave.” She shrugged.

Angelo blew out a sigh. “No, we’ve come this far.” He crouched, shining his light down into the gap. “Yeah, I think it opens up below.”

“How far down is the drop?”

“Let’s see.” He put his flashlight in his mouth, slid his legs into the gap, and eased himself down.

As he slipped farther into the dark, Mouse laid her own flashlight on the cave floor and grabbed his arms, bracing her feet against the wall and having second thoughts about letting him take the risk.

“Angelo, how about you—”

“There! I’ve got footing on something—a ledge or the floor, I can’t tell. But you can let go now.”

Slowly, her heart pounding, Mouse let go of one arm and then the other. Angelo disappeared.

“It’s another chamber, not as big,” he said, his voice hollow and faint. “There are several large formations jutting along the edges and then it smooths out. I can’t see the bottom.”

“Is there room for me?”

“Just a minute.”

She heard the scuffling of boots sliding against rock.

“Okay, you can come through now,” he said, “but take it slow. The ledge here is fairly narrow. I wish we’d brought better equipment.”

“Yeah, what were we thinking, leaving that hoard of spelunking supplies at the outstation?”

“Smart-ass.”

She chuckled as she shoved her flashlight in the neck of her shirt and then slipped her legs through the gap, reaching out with her foot to feel for the ledge. Mouse was shorter than Angelo, and the ledge was too far down for her. She’d have to let go and trust she’d land in the right place.

As she loosened her grip, she felt Angelo’s hand slide around her waist. “If you go, I go,” he said.

Mouse dropped and caught the ledge with the edge of her foot, but it kept sliding on the loose rubble, off the rock and into nothingness. Angelo jerked back as he caught her weight, his knee slamming down onto the ledge as her hip scraped the stone. Panting, he pulled her up against the rock wall.

Mouse twisted toward him and shoved his hands away. “Don’t ever do that again! If I fall, I get broken, but I get put back together again,” she said. “You don’t!”

“I guess that makes me Humpty Dumpty, huh?”

“It’s not funny!” The light from the flashlight shining up from her shirt cut her face into odd angles, a chiaroscuro jigsaw of anger and fear.

“What was I supposed to do? Just let you fall?”

“Yes.”

“I can’t do that.”

“You have to learn.”

As the panic of the moment faded, so did Mouse’s anger. For so long, she’d been focused on hating her immortality. She’d never realized how comfortably she wore it, how cavalier and invincible it made her feel—until she’d met Angelo, who was not invincible, but who was every bit as cavalier. Mouse pressed her lips into a hard line as she watched him rubbing at his knee, sweat beaded on his forehead. If Angelo wanted her to respect his right to make his own choices and take his own risks, he needed to acknowledge that those risks were far costlier for him than they were for her.

But she knew that now wasn’t the time for that discussion. “Let’s go see if there’s anything to find and then get out of here,” she said as she pulled her flashlight free and pointed it down into the dark chamber.

They inched their way down the rocky ledge until it feathered back into the wall, where they were forced to jump to a nearby rock jutting up from below. Carefully leapfrogging their way from rock to rock, they moved down into the chamber. The air changed the farther down they went—it grew colder and charged with energy. It tasted like magic.

“I hear water,” Mouse said.

“Can you see where it’s coming from?”

She leaned past him, looking down. “I see the glint of the light against something shiny. It might be water. And there’s an odd glow coming from the other side of that jagged rock there.”

“I don’t see any glow.”

“Turn your lights off.”

The cave went pitch black for a moment.

“I see it! Like a blue haze,” Angelo said. “Maybe that’s it.”

He led them on until finally they could see over the edge of the last craggy stone and down to a small ledge hanging over a river several feet below. The ledge was scattered with shards of obsidian, glistening under the beams of light like exploding stars. The source of the blue glow rested on top of what looked like an altar—a black stone table erupting from the back wall, as flat and smooth as if carved. In the center was a long, iridescent sliver of something that pulsed with a pale blue light.

“What is that?” Angelo whispered.

“I’d guess the secret of the Seven Sisters.”

“But what is it?”

“A bone? Though the way it’s curved, it looks like a fang.”

“Like on the painting of the snake back there?” Angelo spun around to look at her.

She nodded. “The Rainbow Serpent.”

“Did Ngara mention it in the story she told you?”

“No. That Dreaming was just about one moment in the Sisters’ songline. I learned about the Rainbow Serpent when I was here before, a—”

“A long time ago,” Angelo said, chuckling.

“Yes, my young Padawan,” Mouse shot back in her best Yoda voice. “Most of the indigenous people here believe that the Rainbow Serpent formed the land, diving deep and pushing up the mountains, cutting the rivers and streams, shaping the dunes as she moved across the world. And when her work was done, she went underground to stay. Her spirit lives there still.” Mouse shrugged. “Nobody says what happened to her body. Maybe she left bits and pieces of it here and there to feed the land with her magic. Maybe this belongs to her.”

Angelo stared at the pulsing blue light. “Given everything I’ve seen since I met you, I’m not about to question a story that’s been passed down for millennia. And it makes sense that if that bone,” he nodded down to the shining altar, “came from her, it’s got power. Maybe enough power to beat your father.”

Mouse went still. “We’re just looking for something to protect ourselves, not a weapon to win a war. Right?”

Angelo didn’t answer. Instead, he scooted farther down the side of the rock, looking for a path to the bone. Mouse followed until he stopped at the edge.

“This next one’s going to be too far for you to jump,” he said, handing her his flashlight. “I’ll go down and get the bone and bring it back up.”

She grabbed his sleeve at the shoulder. “Absolutely not.”

“My legs are longer than yours. It’s simple physics. You can’t make it, and I can.”

“None of that looks stable, Angelo.” She looked down at the scattered black stone. “And what did we just say about weighing risks? You’re Humpty, remember?”

“To hell with that,” he said, and he jumped.

He landed solidly on the rock nearest the obsidian ledge. Mouse coiled herself, ready to jump after him, but she could see that he was right. She’d never make it; it was too far.

“Be careful,” she spat.

Angelo eased off the rock and onto the black ledge. He crossed to the altar in two strides, reached down, grabbed the bone, and turned to smile at Mouse, his arm raised in triumph.

And the ledge fell out from under him.

Angelo caught the corner of the altar with his free hand as shards of obsidian fell like arrows into the river, which was much wider and deeper than it had first seemed. Mouse cried out, but her uncanny mind was already racing to juggle the pieces—how long could Angelo hold on, how long would the fragile stone support his weight, how far was the drop, and how could she get to him?

With a squeal, the stone altar cracked along its base at the wall. Angelo looked up at it and then over at Mouse. She saw the fear and resignation in his face.

“Catch.”

She was shaking her head, opening her mouth to argue, but he didn’t give her time. He threw the sliver of bone over to her. She caught it on instinct, dropping the flashlights, which pinged on the rock and plummeted into the dark. She shoved the bone inside her shirt at the same moment she leapt toward the jagged rock, toward Angelo.

Her body missed the rock by more than a foot, but her hand caught one of the serrated edges of stone, spearing it through her palm and anchoring her as she swung her legs up to the flat front of the rock. She was still too far away to reach Angelo, and they’d run out of time.

The obsidian shelf broke away from the wall, tumbling down into the abyss and taking Angelo with it.

Mouse jumped, too, but her hand was still hooked on the stone, which snagged against the bones of her knuckles. She fell back to the rock face, blind with panic, but her mind grasped at the sound of water. The river. The river would save him from the fall. But then it would sweep him away from her. Drown him.

Peace, be still, something inside her whispered almost teasingly.

“Be still,” Mouse said, her head full of her failure to make the bush burn just hours ago. She looked down at the river, her eyes fierce with determination. “Be still!”

She didn’t yell, but the command sank like a stone down the depths of the chamber and into the water. The words were charged with the full force of her power and driven by desperation.

She held her breath, listening until the echo of her voice finally died. In the silence, Mouse could no longer hear the sound of running water. All was still.

She turned to pull her hand free of the jagged rock and jumped. The water stung like thousands of biting ants, cold and hot at the same time. She sank until her feet jammed into the river bottom, and she pushed up, breaking the surface of the water like a shot. She spun, looking for Angelo, the light on her headlamp swirling in the dark.

“I’m here,” he called out. He had his arm wrapped over a rounded bit of stone protruding from the cave wall.

Mouse swam through the still water toward him. “Are you hurt?”

“I don’t think so. Just cut up a little from all the rocks. You?”

She shook her head. “Can you move?”

“I just said I wasn’t—”

“I need to see you move.” He seemed unhurt, but Mouse had another fear she needed to quiet. Every other time she’d laced her words with her power to command something, it had gone terribly wrong. She needed to know that her order to “be still” had commanded only the water. “Angelo, please, just do it.”

Angelo let go of his handhold on the stone and treaded water, waving his hands in the air. Mouse put her arms around his neck and kissed him.

“Let’s get out of here,” she said.

“There’s no place to climb out. It’s too steep. We could just let the river—” Angelo looked down at the water, then squinted as he studied where the river rested against the rock. “It’s not moving.”

He looked at Mouse, his eyes lighting up with awareness. “You did it! Didn’t you?” He laughed. “‘Peace, be still’? And you said the burning bush was cliché.” He swooped his arms around her, splashing water on her face. “You did it, Mouse! I knew you could.” He kissed her. “Can you undo it?”

She leaned down to the river, her breath making tiny ripples in the water. “Thank you,” she whispered as she imagined a ghostly echo of the Rainbow Serpent undulating just beneath the surface. “I release you.”

The river rolled forward once more. The water dancing around the stone and slapping the rock wall sounded like someone laughing as the river carried Mouse and Angelo away.

They weren’t in the water long before the river widened and grew shallow. Mouse and Angelo let their bodies float behind them as they dug their hands into the silt of the riverbed and pulled themselves along. They slipped out from under an overhang, the mountains birthing them back into the world. Exhausted, they dragged themselves up the creek bank. They lay panting, Mouse watching the hazy cluster of the Pleiades make a slow slide down the night sky, a silent prayer of thanksgiving running through her mind. She reached into her shirt and pulled out the bone. It was as long as her forearm and about as thick at its widest end, but it tapered to a fine point, fine enough that it had pierced Mouse’s side when she’d jammed it into her shirt. A thin streak of red, mixed with river water, ran down the iridescent tip.

“It’s not glowing anymore,” Angelo said, pushing himself upright.

“Guess it doesn’t need to, now that we’ve found it.”

“I’m glad. Explaining why you’ve got a bone shard seems tricky enough. Can’t imagine what we’d say if it was a glowing bone shard.” Angelo ran his hand through his hair, raking out some of the water. “What do you think it does?”

“I have no idea. But I bet Ngara will.”

“I guess we know our next stop then. You ready?”

“My body’s not.”

“It’s just a few hours’ hike through the desert and then an hour’s drive back to the outstation. You getting old or something?” He was chuckling before he even got the words out.

Mouse shoved him back down. “What did I tell you about not making any more jokes? You’re just bad at it.” She curled her leg over his, bent down and kissed him, then laid her head on his chest. He played with her wet hair.

“Thank you,” he said quietly after a few moments.

“For?” But she already knew.

“Keeping your promise.”

“Thank you,” she said in answer.

“For?”

“Not dying.”







CHAPTER THREE




Jack Gray loved a good hotel. This one, replete with all the modern luxuries and draped in the old-world exterior of a sprawling baroque palace, exceeded even his extravagant desires. He stood on the terrace, watching the sun spread behind the spires of Prague, and basked in his good fortune. The clean, bright chime of bells called the city to life. He looked down to the streets and watched the people come and go, marveling at how simple they looked from such a height—circles of heads and lines of bodies.

“Jack!” a voice called through the door.

Sighing, Jack turned back toward the penthouse suite. “You need something, sir?” He measured his tone carefully, keeping it professionally detached but bright enough to sound eager to please. Feigned affability was part of the game he had to play when he traveled with his new patron. The Reverend liked smiles and efficient service.

Jack ran his hand over the back of one of the soft velvet dining chairs as he stepped into the room, the bells of Prague still ringing behind him. He figured a little kowtowing and a few “yes sirs” were worth this kind of payoff. Exotic locations and luxury hotels certainly fit Jack’s expectations more than the tiny office in the basement of a yeshiva in Jerusalem, where he’d spent the better part of the past two years. His previous benefactor, Rabbi Asher Ben-Yair, had kept Jack under the glare of a computer screen, sifting through databases. An old man, the Rabbi cared more about comfort than luxury, and his idea of comfortable was a little too sedate for Jack.

But the Reverend liked nice things as much as Jack did, and the Reverend wanted to go places. So did Jack.

“Son, I’ve got something on my lucky tie,” the Reverend said as he came through the bedroom door, his broad Southern drawl drooling over the vowels. He stopped beside the fireplace that divided the living area from the dining room. He wore a crisp pair of suit pants, which rested perfectly against his shined shoes, but he was bare chested, his heavy belly bulging out over his waistband and pulling his shoulders down. “Our bodies are a temple,” he had once said to Jack when he’d caught him looking at his stomach. “Mine’s round and robust,” he’d said, laughing as he slapped at the mound of fat. Then he’d yanked Jack’s shirt up, exposing his slender frame. “You, however, are weak. Pretty and weak.” After traveling with him these past few months, Jack had learned to keep his eyes on the Reverend’s face.
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